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Chapter One

In a room full of men, Terry looked distinctly out of place. Small and skinny, his skin pale as porcelain, he seemed scarcely old enough to buy a drink never mind serve a prison sentence. Like some half-starved Dickensian waif, a pair of wide grey eyes dominated a delicate heart-shaped face. It was a face that was dangerously close to being pretty.

Except today – she stopped dead in her tracks – there were marks on that pale flesh, a large mauve bruise encircling his left eye, a vicious reddening around the jaw.

Hurrying forward, Eve grabbed hold of his arm. ‘Jesus! What happened?’

‘Nothing.’

‘It doesn’t look like—’

He shrugged her off, glancing furtively around. ‘It’s nothing,’ he insisted again. This time it was more like a warning than a reply. As if to close the exchange, he quickly sat down, putting his elbows on his knees, and staring at the floor.

‘Terry?’ She sank down on the chair beside him. She knew they were being watched, examined. The hairs rose up on the back of her neck. And she knew what they were all thinking – the cons, the visitors, even the screws – it hardly took a genius to work it out. Inmates were always being bullied, being harassed, being … She stopped, swallowing hard. She could hardly bring herself to articulate the thought and so settled on the word abused instead. It didn’t help much.

Her stomach heaved.

Eventually he raised his eyes and forced a smile. ‘What are you looking so pissed off about?’

‘What do you think?’ Anger burned into her cheeks. His injuries were worse close up; there were other bruises staining his neck, purple marks on his slender hands and wrists. She flinched. ‘For God’s sake.’

‘Leave it,’ he insisted. ‘Just leave it, okay?’

As if she should just accept it, as if it was perfectly normal to see your little brother with half his stupid cupid face smashed in. Not to mention whatever else had …

‘Tell me, tell me who did it? Who did this to you?’

He gave her one of his full-on incredulous looks. ‘I’m not some bloody grass,’ he swore softly. ‘You know the score, Evie. You want to get me fucking killed?’

‘Seems like you’re doing a pretty good job of that yourself.’ She scowled. ‘Anyway, it’s me you’re talking to, not the bleeding Governor.’

He dropped his head into his hands. ‘I’m not listening.’

Eve released a low frustrated sigh. That was the trouble with Terry, he never did listen. He never had. He’d had the best teacher in the world, their own smart, smooth-talking swindler of a father, but had never had the patience to absorb a single sentence. ‘Now’ was the only word he’d ever understood. Everything had to be here and now, instant success, instant cash, instant gratification, which was why he’d ended up in this lousy godforsaken hellhole of a place.

And why she’ d been left with the thankless job of picking up the pieces.

‘You could get me a brew,’ he said sulkily, ‘if it’s not too much trouble.’

‘Sure.’ She got to her feet. ‘Whatever.’ There was no point pushing him. Perhaps, when he had space to think, he might confide in her. Although the odds weren’t great; twenty-one years of stubborn stupidity were unlikely to dissolve in the few minutes it took her to get to the counter and back.

Stumbling across the room, she blindly swiped at the tears in her eyes. She bit down hard on her lip. Damn! She wasn’t the crying sort and blubbing like an infant wasn’t going to change anything. Although, come to think of it, what was?

For the first time in his life, Terry was well and truly on his own.

It’s only six months, she repeated like a mantra, trying to reassure herself, six months, six months. But, hell, it didn’t take six minutes, never mind six months, to wind up with a noose around your neck.

Lost in the horror, she bumped into the edge of another con’s chair and almost fell.

‘Careful, darling,’ he said, extending a hand.

Quickly she snatched her arm away. ‘Sorry.’

‘No need to apologize.’

She might only have glanced at him, glanced and moved on, but there was something about his voice, its shifty provocative edge, that caught her attention. Eve raised her head and stared. A pair of dark assessing eyes returned her gaze before quite blatantly sliding down her body to view whatever else might be of interest.

‘No point rushing,’ he grinned sleazily into her breasts. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

She glared back at him. Great, this was just what she needed, some low-life piece of scum reviewing her assets in the middle of a prison visiting room. As if she didn’t have enough to deal with. Spit in my face, why don’t you? At any other time, in any other place, she might have drawn her claws and prepared for a fight – but not today. She had more important things to worry about.

‘Fuck you,’ she murmured.

He laughed as she walked away.

Later, thinking back, she’d claim this was the moment that everything changed. But it wasn’t entirely true. It was only while she was in the queue, grinding her teeth and quietly seething, that the idea slowly began to take form.

She bought tea and snacks, took a more circuitous route back to the table and clattered the tray down. As if he hadn’t eaten for a week, Terry snatched up a bag of crisps and opened them.

‘What’s his name?’ she asked, glancing over her shoulder.

‘Who?’

‘The one with the attitude, the one I bumped into.’ She was sure Terry would have been watching her, probably trying to think of some yarn to spin, some tall story to get her off his back.

He hesitated again, his lips pursing to ask why, but then clearly thought better of it. This line of inquiry was preferable to her last. ‘Cavelli,’ he said. ‘Martin Cavelli.’

‘Yeah, I thought so. I thought it was him. Is he on your wing?’

He nodded.

‘Did he do that to you?’ she asked, gesturing towards the bruises on his face and neck.

‘What?’ He had just raised the plastic cup to his mouth. A stream of hot brown tea spluttered out across his chest. ‘God, Evie, what—’

She didn’t give him time to finish. ‘Or have anything to do with it?’

‘No!’ he insisted, scowling and rubbing ineffectively at the stain on his shirt. ‘Shit, look what you’ve made me do. I’m going to have to wash this now.’

She sat back in her seat and smiled. Good. At least that was one question answered. Terry could lie for England – he was the quintessential blond-haired angel – but on this occasion she was certain he was telling the truth. Settling back to sip her tea, she sneaked a glance at the man called Cavelli, caught his eye and held it for a few lingering seconds.

She’d taken the opportunity for closer scrutiny while she was waiting to be served: an experienced con, she was sure, late forties, maybe a touch older, tall, broad, and with the kind of over-developed shoulders that came from too many hours in the gym. His dark hair streaked with silver was receding from his forehead, and his eyes, sharp and sly, were the shade of wet slate. But it was his mouth that she recalled most distinctly, the wide narrow lips that had mocked her, the mouth that was built to curse.

Yes, all things considered, he might not do too badly.

‘Give him my number,’ she said, ‘ask him to ring me tonight after seven.’

Terry stared at her dumbfounded. ‘What?’

‘I need to talk to him.’

‘Why? Why do you—’

‘Because I know him,’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘I’ve met him before. Just tell him to call. He’ll understand.’

It wasn’t exactly a lie. Eve had met a hundred men like him before. At a glance she could spot those who were powerful and those who were not.

Terry frowned at her. ‘How do you know him?’

She widened her grey eyes and smiled. ‘It’s a long story. But if you’re prepared to tell me what happened to you, I might just consider … ’

‘Forget it,’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘Fair enough.’

For the second time she gazed deliberately, almost seductively, over her shoulder.

The man called Cavelli glanced up again, his gaze hovering briefly on her face before slowly slipping down. He had that look in his eye: appraising – was that the word? Only something a little nastier than that.


Chapter Two

Unlocking the door, Eve stepped cautiously inside her father’s flat. Even after all these weeks she still felt it was a liberty to walk straight in without knocking first, without giving him the opportunity to hide an over-generous glass of brandy or stub out a forbidden cigarette.

She strode across the room and swung open the french windows that led out on to a rusty iron balcony. Some fresh air to sweep away the mustiness, the lingering memories.

‘What’s wrong?’ Sonia asked, sauntering in uninvited behind her. ‘Where have you been? I thought you’d be back hours ago.’

Watching out for her then, like she always did, probably with her nose pressed against the glass. A spurt of irritation made Eve’s voice tetchy. ‘Well, I’m here now. You don’t have to worry.’ But as soon as she snapped she was sorry. ‘I went for a walk,’ she explained, ‘I needed some fresh air.’

Sonia snorted. ‘That’s what those places do to you. Is your Terry okay?’

‘He’s fine,’ Eve said, turning her back and walking into the kitchen to fill the kettle. ‘He’s coping.’

Sonia heard the lie but let it pass. She’d made enough prison visits herself to recognize the glib response. ‘That’s good.’

Eve didn’t want her there. She wanted to be alone but there was no chance of that until she’d had a brew and a chance for a gossip. Better get it over and done with before the call came through. If it came through.

‘So what’s new?’ she asked resignedly.

Sonia dropped her denim-miniskirted backside on to the nearest chair and sighed for England. She stubbed out her cigarette in a saucer. ‘The old bastard’s still saying he won’t give me a divorce. You should have heard him. Ranting and raving he was, screaming down the phone. Said he’d see me burn first. So I told him that’d be nothing new; every day with him was a living hell anyway.’ She paused briefly for breath, coughing up her animosity. ‘And he’s only doing it to spite me. It’s not as though he gives a shite. You know what he’s like.’

Eve did, although only through her neighbour’s colourful updates. She had never, thankfully, had the pleasure of meeting the demonic Peter Marshall face to face. Placing two mugs down, she slid one across the table. ‘You only have to wait. Be patient. You’ll get it eventually. It’s not as though you’re in any hurry to get hitched again.’

But Sonia wasn’t appeased. ‘It’s the principle, love. What if I come up on the lotto? Be just my luck to still have that bloody millstone round my neck. Be entitled, wouldn’t he? The idle son of a bitch would be entitled to a share.’

‘Not necessarily,’ Eve replied, a smile creeping on to her lips for the first time that day. Sonia’s ability to create imaginary obstacles to her future peace and happiness was a talent in itself. ‘You’re entitled to a quick divorce but that doesn’t mean you’re going to get it.’

‘True,’ she muttered thoughtfully. ‘If me numbers come up, I can always leave the country, can’t I? Hop on a plane and disappear.’ At this heart-warming prospect she cheered up considerably. ‘Yeah, that’d teach the bastard … ’

Still grinning, she reached down and picked a carrier bag off the floor. ‘Got something here you might fancy.’

Eve shook her head despairingly as a selection of expensive cashmere jumpers spilled out across the table. ‘Christ, Sonia, how old are you now?’

For a second she looked aghast, as if stunned by the question. ‘Forty-seven,’ she eventually declared huffily, lowering her heavily mascaraed eyes and flattening out the creases in her tiny skirt. ‘Why are you asking?’

Nearer fifty-seven, Eve suspected, absorbing the deep lines, the crow’s feet and the harshly dyed black hair, but she had the good grace to look convinced. ‘I mean, do you really want another stretch inside?’

They both stared down at the stolen sweaters.

Sonia paused for a moment, pulled a face and then started to laugh. ‘Blimey,’ she chuckled, rocking back in her chair, ‘who rattled your cage? You found God or somethin’?’

‘No,’ Eve riposted, grinning back, ‘but I don’t want to end up visiting two of you. Terry’s more than enough.’ She buried her face in the steam from the tea. It wasn’t the crime that offended her, only Sonia’s susceptibility to getting caught. She’d been nabbed twice in the last three weeks and only escaped charges by the skin of her teeth.

Sonia flapped her left hand in a vague dismissive gesture while with her right she lit another of her endless cigarettes. Inhaling deeply, she blew out the smoke in a long narrow stream. ‘Oh, don’t worry about me, ducks. I can always talk me way out of a tight spot.’

And that might be true. If there was one thing to be said, she could certainly spin a yarn, a touching tale to melt the hardest of hearts. On the last two occasions, she’d probably had the manager and all the staff crying in the aisles – but she wasn’t going to get away with it indefinitely.

Good luck, as Terry had learned to his cost, didn’t last forever.

‘I mean it, son, you have to be more careful.’

‘I am careful,’ she insisted over-brightly, missing the saucer and flicking her ash all over the cloth. ‘It’s been fifteen years since I did a stretch. Clean as a whistle, I am. Just trying to make an honest living.’

Eve smiled as she turned over one of the jumpers, her fingers drawn towards the soft warm wool. It was a classy black number with a row of pearl buttons along one shoulder. Black always looked dramatic against her hair. And dramatic might come in useful if she was going to …

She glanced up at the clock on the wall and noticed the hands moving gradually towards a quarter to seven.

Would he ring?

He must. He had to!

Frowning, she looked back down at the jumper, still in two minds. If she bought it, wouldn’t she be encouraging Sonia to keep on with her mad kamikaze shoplifting expeditions? But if she didn’t, she’d only be condemning her to endless nights down the pub trying to flog the goods to someone else.

She gazed up at the clock again.

Sonia, thinking that she knew a hint when she saw one, rose reluctantly from her seat. ‘I’d best get back. Val’s coming round with the kids.’

Eve raised her eyebrows. More like Val was coming round to dump the kids; her daughter used Sonia as an unpaid babysitting service, dropping off her sprogs and frequently disappearing for days on end. She glanced back down at the jumper. ‘How much do you want for this one?’ While she waited for an answer she rummaged in her purse and took out forty quid. It was half of what it was worth but twice as much as she’d get for it down The Bell.

‘That’ll do lovely,’ Sonia said, her eager hand briskly palming the notes. Before any change might be considered, or even worse demanded, she quickly turned away. ‘See you later, sweetheart.’

As she heard the front door click shut Eve released her breath in a sigh of relief. It was almost worth paying just for the silence. She was fond of Sonia, amused by her, but if she was being brutally honest she was as much an unwanted legacy as the space she was currently sitting in. Standing up, Eve wandered through to the living room and gazed around. The dull walls, once a pale shade of moss, were stained with age and nicotine. She’d only come here to clear the place, to pack up her father’s belongings, and to hand the keys back to the landlord. And if it hadn’t been for Terry she’d have done exactly that.

‘You can’t,’ he’d declared, his wide eyes becoming tearful. ‘Please, Evie, don’t do it without me. I want to be there.’

She had never taken him for a sentimentalist but then prison did unusual things to people. It wasn’t as though there was even much to sort – only the clothes in the wardrobe, the untidy desk with its overflowing papers, the rows of orphaned books. But Terry had been so insistent that she’d eventually agreed. Why not hang on? It was only for a few months and the rent was cheap enough.

So now she was stuck, at least for a while. The flat was in a small shabby block, uncared for and neglected, tucked away in the back streets of Norwich. Anonymity at least was guaranteed. She still missed London but for all her reservations she had to admit that there were some advantages to living here. It was closer to the jail, a leisurely fifty-minute drive rather than a three-hour haul. And, all things considered, she was better off staying away from London, keeping her head down until that unfortunate business with Henry Baxter’s family had subsided.

But that didn’t mean she was happy. Far from it. She missed the city she’d grown up in, missed its familiar streets and distinctive smells, missed her friends, her routine, her sense of belonging. She was a stranger here. Most of all, she missed her father. It wasn’t easy living with a ghost. Everywhere she turned he was lurking, a regretful shadow at her shoulder.

Would he approve of what she was about to do? A sharp uneasy breath escaped from her lips. She ran her fingers across his desk as if from that dull scarred surface she might absorb some psychic inspiration. He had always been braver than her – but never reckless, never too careless of the consequences.

She glanced at her watch. It was already past seven.

Was Cavelli making her wait, making her sweat, or was he not going to ring at all?

Turning away, she hurried back to the kitchen. She snatched open the cupboard door and took out the bottle of brandy, poured a generous measure, added ice, and for a moment stared intently down into the glass. As she slowly drew it to her mouth, she wondered what she would do if she didn’t hear from him. No, she didn’t want to think about that.

Instead, Eve thought about her father. She had no idea what she’d been doing when he had filled his pockets full of stones and walked into the river. Something mundane, she imagined, like making coffee or watching television. Why hadn’t she realized? It tore at her conscience that she hadn’t felt anything profound, that the event wasn’t marked by the instincts of a sixth sense, by a soaring, a sinking, not even by an inauspicious prickle on the back of her neck.

It wasn’t right.

She still couldn’t quite accept that he was dead. The fact lay like a cold leaden weight in the pit of her stomach. That he was dying, yes, she’d understood quite clearly, but that had seemed a distant prospect, a tiny cancerous dot looming on the horizon, threatening but not yet close enough to be truly menacing.

Eve walked back into the living room and touched the desk again. Aimlessly, she tidied some of the papers into a pile, trying not to stare too hard at his neat sloping script. Notes. He was always making notes, mainly about the authors he admired. His tastes were eclectic: Hardy, Forster, Fitzgerald, Chandler …

She slid his slim silver mobile, discharged and blankly grey, into a drawer. Then she picked up three packs of playing cards, still wrapped in cellophane, and placed them neatly in a cubby hole. He might have hankered for more but games were what her father had excelled at. Especially poker. Especially cheating at poker. Perhaps, when she was feeling up to it, she might lay out a hand or two … but not tonight. She wasn’t in the mood for any final goodbyes.

Then, as she was about to move away, she noticed the edge of a small green slip of paper lodged between the pages of a magazine article. She pulled it out but might not have given it a second glance if it hadn’t looked so oddly familiar. A few days ago she had come across a similar green square in the cutlery drawer in the kitchen. That one, as her father had a tendency to leave his notes everywhere and anywhere, she had virtually ignored – in fact, in some vain attempt to pretend she was coping, she had actually screwed it up and dropped it in the bin. But this scrap, identical in every way, she took some time to study. It was three inches square and in its centre, written in bold black ink, was what she was sure was the very same sequence of letters and digits: W1/267/32/BC/8PR.

Eve gazed long and hard, her brow furrowing as she tried to make sense of it. Not a phone number. Or the number for a safe. Or a bank account. She reached for her brandy again and sipped it. Maybe some kind of postal address? Her eyes instantly lit up. Now that seemed plausible – W1 covered Soho, her father’s old hunting ground, and the scene of many a triumphant con.

Then she scowled. It was nothing. Why was she even thinking about it? She was only grasping at straws, hoping for some message, some hidden mystery, something that might bring her father back to her. Stupid! But still she carefully folded the piece of paper, over and over, until it was the size of a fingernail and she could thrust the tiny package deep inside her jeans pocket.

Then she sat back down and waited for the phone to ring.

And waited … and waited.

It was after eight before it sprang into life. Eve jumped, her anxious fingers hovering, doubt biting at her nerves. Should she? Shouldn’t she? Eventually she snatched up the receiver and yelped, ‘Yes?’

‘Martin Cavelli.’

Short, sharp and to the point. She waited but he had nothing more to add. Her heart was thumping, thrashing against her ribs. She was tempted to fall back on politeness, to thank him for ringing, but instead swallowed hard and took another swig of brandy. ‘I need to talk to you.’

‘You are talking to me,’ he replied drily.

She frowned down the line. ‘Face to face,’ she insisted. ‘Can you send me a visiting order?’

‘Why should I?’

‘Why shouldn’t you?’ she retorted smartly. If there were two things she had learned about men it was never to let them walk all over you … and never to explain.

‘What’s this about?’

She sensed his curiosity and smiled. ‘I’ll tell you when I see you.’

‘I can always ask Terry.’

‘Ask away, but you’ll be wasting your breath. He doesn’t know anything.’ She lowered her voice confidentially. ‘This is between you and me.’

There was a short electric pause before he replied. She could almost hear his thoughts ticking over, could almost feel his eyes roaming slyly over her body again.

‘I’ll think about it,’ he murmured.

‘You do that,’ she said, ‘but don’t wait too long … I’m not the patient sort.’ And before he had a chance to respond, she abruptly hung up.

Her hand was trembling, jittering against the sides of the glass, as she lifted the drink to her lips again. Her palms were damp. Tiny drops of perspiration leaked on to her forehead. Now it was done she felt more afraid than she had before. If she blew this, if she lost her nerve, Terry would be the one to suffer.

‘Well?’ she asked aloud to the empty room. ‘You got any better ideas?’

But there was only a resounding silence.

She spent an anxious week, worried at first that he would send the visiting order, then fretting that he wouldn’t. Her hopes were beginning to fade when the envelope finally slid through the door. There was no message inside, only the stark official slip. Well, that suited her fine. She liked to keep things simple.

She rang and booked a visit for Wednesday.

Today was only Monday. What to do in the meantime? She fancied a trip back to London, lunch with a friend, perhaps even some retail therapy, but decided against it. Best to stray on the side of caution. But unable to stand being stuck inside – the walls of the flat were starting to close in on her – she grabbed her coat and headed for the street.

There was a chill breeze and she walked with her head down, her chin buried in the front of her coat. It was fifteen minutes before she reached her destination, the gateway to the old cathedral, and she spent a moment gazing up at the tall golden spire before suddenly deciding not to go in. It might hold too many memories of her father. Instead, she cut through the side streets to the main city square and took temporary shelter from a shower in the covered market. Perusing the book stalls, the clothes and the jewellery, she felt glad to be amongst people again, to be gently jostled by the crowds.

Once the rain had eased she set off along the quaint winding alleys, exploring the surrounding shops. She stopped by the window of a recruitment agency. It was a gruesome thought but she really ought to consider a job, some temp work to keep her ticking over. There was still money in the bank – Henry had been generous with her severance pay – but it wasn’t going to last indefinitely.

Eve smiled at the memory of him, his grey head bent over his desk in the dim and dusty basement, looking industrious but his mind somewhere else, thinking … thinking of what? And for a second as she gazed blindly at the rows of white cards, at the endlessly tedious ‘job opportunities’, she wished that she was back there with him, that she could step once again into the closeted safety of that calm and quiet room.

There would be no Cavelli to think about then.

She shuddered, resenting the invasion of his name, and tried to think of pleasanter things.

There was plenty she had liked about Henry Baxter, not least the way his eyes lit up whenever he saw her. She could see them now, brightening, turning from pale brown to gold, as if they were lovers – although they were not. Had never been. It wasn’t sex he had wanted from her; he had made that quite clear from the beginning. No, that was not his motivation. And even now she couldn’t claim to know exactly what it was, could only sense it vaguely, as if she were a door he might walk through, an entrance or an exit, some portal anyway that would take him temporarily from this slim unsatisfying world to another of more generous and interesting proportions.

Perhaps, like her father, he had only craved escape.

And maybe, for a while, he had found it in their late lunches, their dinners, their stolen Sunday walks and rambling conversations. She frowned into the pane of glass. What had they talked about? She had told him more than she should but was not afraid of repercussions. All they had said had been spoken in confidence and Henry Baxter’s lips, she was certain, were sealed as tightly as her own.

The rain had started again, splashing around her feet and seeping into her shoes. It was the beginning of May but still felt more like November. She raised her gaze to the grey forbidding sky. It had been inevitable, of course, that it would all come crashing down. Good things didn’t last. And people gossiped, especially those with nothing better to do. A respectable, ageing, married businessman ‘out on the town’ with his much younger secretary was naturally cause for comment – especially when she was a slender, cynical, dangerous redhead!

Still, those seven months they had shared had been good. She looked back on them now with an increasing sense of loss. And it struck her with a sudden and almost aching ferocity that she had loved Henry Baxter, loved him in that way that people never talked about, with a feeling that had nothing to do with lust or sex but everything to do with another kind of nakedness.

But she had lost him as surely as she had lost her father.

Not that they were similar. Not at all. Alexander Weston had been witty, extrovert, a man of the world. Henry was cast from another mould. Quiet and retiring, his charm was of an entirely different character.

Overtaken by weariness, she turned for home. It occurred to her, as she sloshed through the puddles, that there was nothing to stop her from calling him. But there was. Once something was over, it was over.

You couldn’t resurrect the past.

Eve woke on the Wednesday morning with a feeling of dread. When she got up, she made coffee and toast and smoked a cigarette. Now all she had to worry about was what she was going to wear and, more importantly, what she was going to say …

By one o’clock she had driven to the prison, found a parking space and booked in, but still had an hour to kill. First she went to the bathroom where she stared at her reflection beneath the unforgiving fluorescent light. A thin worried spectre returned her gaze. Perhaps she shouldn’t have worn the black jumper; it made her face seem even paler than it was. And her red hair even redder, which was fine if he liked redheads but a major mistake if he didn’t. She had twinned the jumper with a cream linen skirt, short enough to reveal her long legs but not so short as to make her look available. A pair of expensive high heels completed the outfit. She’d been aiming for cool and professional, with just a hint of the seductive, but she frowned into the mirror unconvinced that she’d pulled it off.

It was not the clothes that were at fault, only her attitude.

Where had her confidence gone?

She clenched her hands into two tight fists and tried to will it back, to lure it from whatever miserable corner it had taken refuge in.

Think of Terry, she urged.

But that just made it harder.

Were those shadows under her eyes? The skin looked bluish against the ivory of her cheeks. She had not slept well last night, had tossed and turned, waking over and over to the sound of the rain battering against the window.

She shivered. She couldn’t do this.

She must.

The door opened and a blonde girl came in, younger, in her early twenties. She smiled at Eve in the way that women often smiled at each other here, friendly but resigned, as if a sigh lingered always at the edges of their mouths. The girl dumped her bag on the counter, fidgeted with her hair and then started to apply a fresh layer of mascara.

‘Don’t know why I bother,’ she mumbled faintly. ‘All the appreciation I get … ’

A gentle complaining seemed to be par for the course too.

‘I know what you mean,’ Eve replied sympathetically.

‘Your old man the same, huh?’

She laughed. ‘Aren’t they all?’ This was an easier character to inhabit, the part of the faintly disgruntled wife or girlfriend. Better anyway than … but she didn’t want her thoughts to scramble off in that direction. ‘Have you come far?’

Now the lip gloss was out. The blonde skimmed it expertly across her lips, pouting into the mirror. ‘Essex. Romford. You know it? A real shitter of a journey too, takes me hours, but then what do they care about that. I reckon the bastards sit down with a map and deliberately send them as far away as possible.’ She frowned hard into the mirror as if the authorities might have a secret camera hidden there. ‘Bastards,’ she murmured again.

Eve got out a comb and ran it through her hair. She felt a sudden urge to prolong this chance encounter, to hold on to this thread of semi-normality, this lifeline. Gradually her nerves were beginning to steady. What was she worrying about? What was the worst that could happen?

He could only say no.

‘You’re right,’ she agreed. ‘It’s a liberty.’

The girl nodded, encouraged by the response. ‘I’m Amber, by the way.’

‘Eve,’ she reciprocated.

And if they’d been men they might have shaken hands but women have a different code of conduct. Instead they simply exchanged another smile and returned their attention to the mirror.

‘There are worse places, mind,’ Eve offered, to keep the conversation going. ‘I mean some jails … ’ She raised her brows as she let the sentence peter out.

Amber glanced sideways at her, making a sound in the back of her throat. ‘You know what my Dan says? He says it’s a shithole. He says it’s full of nonces.’

The word settled like ice at the base of Eve’s neck. Nonces. Men who preyed on the vulnerable, on children, on young teenagers, and if there weren’t any of those available then … She thought of Terry and his bruises. By messing with her hair, by quickly twisting it up behind her head, she tried to hide the shivers that trembled through her body. ‘Does he?’

Her voice sounded thin and strained but Amber didn’t notice. She was too preoccupied with the more essential business of self-decoration. As she carefully applied yet another layer of lip gloss, she laughed and said, ‘Still, he says that about bleedin’ everywhere.’

Eve tried to laugh too but it took an effort to even force her mouth to move. But is it true? she wanted to ask. Is Hillgrove full of … But she couldn’t quite find the courage.

Amber tilted her head and stared intently at her own reflection.

Eve scrutinized it too. Perhaps she was even younger than she’d thought. She gazed at the wide blue eyes and bleached blonde hair. She wasn’t beautiful but she had that fresh-faced glow of youth, that inner vibrant light. And above all else – Eve felt a vague sense of loss as she recognized it – she still had hope.

Amber packed her cosmetics back into her bag. ‘Fancy a coffee?’ she asked.

Eve took one last glance at the mirror. ‘Sure,’ she replied. ‘Why not?’

It was just after two o’clock when the numbers were called and they gathered at the desk, collecting their forms, before trudging through the rain to the main building. Here they waited again, compliant as sheep, before being herded into a small lift-shaped box and crammed in tight until the doors behind them could close.

It was at this point Eve always experienced a momentary panic. Trapped in the overly warm and claustrophobic space, the delay between one set of doors closing and the next set opening felt like an eternity. She took deep steady breaths, in and out, in and out, too aware of the crush of bodies around her. The seconds ticked by. Gradually, an uneasy hush descended. Even Amber ceased in her relentless monologue and eventually fell silent.

Then suddenly, thankfully, they were all spilling out into the fresh damp space of an inner courtyard. A babble of freed voices drifted up towards the sky. Eve gulped in the air as she walked, filling her lungs with oxygen. Usually that would be it, the worst part over, but now she had another ordeal to face.

Cavelli was only minutes away.

Amber’s chatter rolled over and around her as they entered yet another red brick building. She nodded automatically in response, murmuring, making tiny sounds of deaf acknowledgement as they climbed the flight of stairs.

Confidence was a state of mind. Eve thought of everything her father had taught her. She imagined him outside, waiting in the car, his fingers tapping restively against the wheel. She couldn’t let him down. She couldn’t let Terry down. Adjusting her posture, pushing back her shoulders and straightening her back, she tried to prepare herself.

As they entered the search area she could see the entrance to the visiting room.

She was less than ten steps away.

Usually, she couldn’t wait to get the search over and done with but today she was in no hurry; if they’d asked her to take off all her clothes she’d have readily agreed. Anything to delay what lay ahead. Typically, even the drugs dog was absent, the snuffling inquisitive brown Labrador that usually held up proceedings for a few extra minutes. Perhaps he was on holiday. She laid her purse on the table for the screw to root through. He went through it too quickly, too carelessly, before handing it back. Slow down, she wanted to insist, take your time.

Propelled by the queue, she was pushed relentlessly forward again.

Now she was only feet from the door. A female screw smiled faintly. Without waiting to be asked Eve assumed the familiar pose, extending her arms while the woman ran her expert hands swiftly and efficiently over her body, skimming her hips, the length of her legs, examining her belt and skirt pockets. It wasn’t pleasant but she’d known worse. Once she had been to a jail where they peered inside your mouth, a procedure that had felt more intrusive, more disturbingly intimate, than any fleeting pat of her breasts or buttocks.

It was over in a minute. And she was cleared, declared clean and summarily dismissed.

Free to have her visit.

And there was no retreat now unless she screamed or fainted or a flash of lightning split through the window and cut them all dead.

The open door loomed ominously ahead.

She took a deep breath and before she could change her mind, before her courage might fail her, raised her chin and stepped boldly forward. Quickly, she glanced around. The men were already in there, already seated, impatiently waiting for their visitors.

She saw Cavelli instantly. He smiled, if that vague quiver of his lips could be called a smile, but didn’t bother rising from his seat. Instead, he lounged back and watched as she strolled across the room.

And there was something in that gaze, such overt arrogance, that even as she approached him her fear was beginning to dissolve. It was gradually being replaced by a different impulse, a need, a desire, a determination not to be beaten.

She swung her hips provocatively.

It was only when she arrived, hovering for a moment above him, that he finally moved … and then it was only to intimidate. Rising to his feet, all six feet plus of mulish masculinity, he used his height to look down on her.

‘Nice to see you again,’ he said, without even a hint of sincerity.

‘You too. You haven’t changed a bit.’

There was a thin brittle silence before he waved his hand towards a chair and sat down again.

Eve lowered herself graciously on to the padded turquoise seat, sliding her legs to one side and neatly crossing her ankles.

He gazed at her with a faintly chilling scrutiny.

She let him. She let his eyes roam over her body, from her forehead to her toes. And while he blatantly studied her, she took the opportunity to stare back. Was he exactly as she remembered? Not quite. His eyes were colder, darker and more brutal. Oh God, had she made a mistake, had she got it all wrong? No, she couldn’t think that way. She mustn’t go traipsing down that road again.

‘So?’ he asked impatiently.

‘So,’ she repeated. ‘What do you want?’

His wide brow burrowed into a frown. ‘What do I want? You were the one who—’

‘Tea or coffee,’ she interjected, getting briskly to her feet again. She glanced over her shoulder. ‘They’re all coming in. If I don’t go now, I’ll be there all day.’

Cavelli hesitated. As if he’d been out-manoeuvred but wasn’t quite sure how, he glared at her suspiciously. ‘Tea then,’ he eventually said, ‘two sugars. And none of that dishwater shit.’

‘No dishwater shit,’ she echoed, just to prove that she was paying attention. ‘Would you like anything else?’

‘No.’

No, thank you, she was ludicrously tempted to correct, just as her father had always done when she was a child. Common courtesy costs nothing, Evie. But sensibly, although the idea made her grin, she simply nodded and set off for the kiosk.

The queue was short and she was there and back in a matter of minutes. Placing the plastic cup of hot strong tea in front of him, she settled back down in the chair. She could see from his expression that there wasn’t much point in wasting time on small talk. Best to cut straight to the chase before her courage sprang another leak.

‘I’m here, Mr Cavelli, because I need you to do something for me.’

His eyes flew up warily but he kept his silence.

Eve cleared her throat and, after a brief hesitation, continued. ‘I want you to look after my brother Terry. I want you to stop him from getting hurt again.’

Whatever he might have expected her to say, it clearly wasn’t that. He gave what could only be described as a snort before he shook his head and growled, ‘And why the hell should I do you any favours?’

‘I’m not asking for any favours,’ she quickly snapped back. ‘I’ll make it worth your while.’

Now that hit the target. A glimmer of interest swept across his face. He leaned forward, splaying his powerful hands across his thighs. ‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning exactly that.’ She shifted forward too and lowered her voice so that no one around them could hear. ‘You tell me how much you want – within reason – and I’ll pay you. A straightforward private business deal.’

She watched as he thought about it, could almost see him mentally processing the proposition. Why had she chosen him? It was mainly down to chance but then she had a healthy respect for the vagaries of fate. It was down to that original collision, to the way he had looked at her, to her instant recognition of his vile male arrogance. A bully maybe but she didn’t care – just so long as he protected Terry.

It was a while before he replied and it wasn’t the response she’d been anticipating. ‘If this is some kind of fucking set-up … ’

His tone was softly vicious. Eve heard the implicit threat and inwardly shuddered. She could feel her heart starting to pump. By an effort of will she forced herself to meet his gaze.

‘Jesus,’ she replied defiantly, ‘what do you think I am? You’ve seen him. He’s not going to survive five minutes in here. And I’m not going to sit back and let that happen. Either you help me to protect him or I’ll find someone else who will.’

He lifted his chin, gave her another long hard look but finally seemed to relax. His mouth curled into the semblance of a smile. ‘Well, you’ve got a fucking nerve, I’ll give you that.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘Take it how you like,’ he shrugged, ‘but before you get too excited, there’s something you should know – I never do business with women.’

Eve sighed despairingly. She’d only just got over one obstacle and now she was being bludgeoned with another. Great! So along with all his other endearing qualities, Cavelli had to be a small-minded prehistoric chauvinist as well. Still, she’d come this far. She wasn’t giving up without a fight.

Smiling sweetly back, she asked, ‘And why is that precisely?’

‘Why do you think?’ He barked out a laugh.

‘I’ve no idea,’ she replied, all wide-eyed innocence. In a stereotypical female gesture she lifted a hand and swept back her long red hair. What she was going to say next was a risk but it was make or break time. ‘Because you’re worried they might be smarter than you?’

And it certainly had an effect – although she wasn’t sure if it was the one she’d been hoping for. As if he’d been hit by a brick his smug expression disappeared. The temperature dropped a further few degrees.

He glared at her. ‘You’ve got a pretty high opinion of yourself.’

‘Unlike you,’ she retaliated, gently raising her eyebrows.

He scowled back.

In an agony of doubt, she held her breath. Had she gone too far? There was suddenly every possibility that she’d not only messed up Terry’s future but might also be leaving this jail with a price on her own head.

But then, thank God, he actually laughed. The suspicion fled from his eyes and just for a moment, a brief fleeting second, he seemed almost human. He sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. ‘Your brother’s a stupid little fucker.’

‘Well, no one’s arguing with that – but it’s hardly the point.’

‘Of course it’s the fucking point,’ he insisted. ‘I don’t need the grief. I don’t need some pathetic kid constantly dragging me into his rows.’

By which he meant, she was sure, that this was all going to cost her a damn sight more than she expected. But she could deal with that. She’d find the money somehow.

‘Oh, don’t get me wrong,’ he continued, staring intently at her breasts, ‘I’d love to help, sweetheart, of course I would. But as I was saying, I don’t do business with women. They can’t be trusted. They act on their emotions and not with their brains. They’re unstable.’

‘Really,’ Eve replied, resisting the urge to stand up and slap him hard enough to prove his point. But there was more than one way to skin a cat. Slowly she started to gather her things together, her jacket and her purse.

He frowned. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Going,’ she replied, throwing him a dismissive glance.

‘You’ve made your position clear and I appreciate your honesty. I don’t want to waste your time – or mine.’

But Cavelli, as she suspected, was enjoying himself too much. He was the type of man who liked to be in charge – especially of women – and this visit was rapidly slipping out of his control.

He twisted in his chair, unfolding his arms and shifting towards her again. ‘Out of interest,’ he said, ‘just how much are we talking about?’

Eve laid down her purse. ‘How much do you want?’ She had spent the last few days wondering about it. What was the going rate for protection in prison? She didn’t have a clue. A hundred quid a week? Five hundred? A thousand? Whatever it cost, she’d find a way to pay it.

Cavelli’s lips widened into a grin. ‘You can’t afford me.’

‘You don’t think so?’ Eve deliberately glanced down at her clothes: the cashmere jumper, the designer skirt, and a pair of heels that had cost over a week’s salary. She looked the part even if it was an illusion. ‘Just name your price.’

His grin grew even wider. ‘The thing is, love, I’m not some piss-poor con in search of a few quid. I don’t need the aggro and I don’t need the money.’

‘So what do you need?’ she snapped back.

As if genuinely considering the question, he raised his eyes and looked at her. But then he slyly shook his head. ‘No, you can’t help.’

‘Anything,’ she insisted.

Sheer frustration had sprung the word from her mouth but now, as she met his loathsome gaze again, she had the feeling she had walked straight into a carefully laid trap.

‘Anything?’ he repeated softly.

Her voice faltered as her heart made a violent leap. ‘Yes.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I suppose, under those terms, we might come to an agreement.’

Like the devil he was sitting there with one almighty smirk on his face. She could almost feel her soul being valued for auction.
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