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​FOREWORD

Diamond isn’t polite. She’s got a filthy mouth to go with her dirty mind, and she doesn’t hold back.

If you like your books a little milder, you may prefer the clean version of Into the Black (no on-the-page sex and no swearing)—please see my website for more details and download links:

www.elise-noble.com/into-the-black


























​CHAPTER 1

THE HORIZON GLOWED orange as dawn broke in Virginia. Or perhaps someone’s house was on fire. Or I was hallucinating. Having been awake for the past day and a half, I was too tired to differentiate or even care.

Bradley, my assistant, nudged me. “The helipad’s over there.”

I glanced sideways, and a flash of colour caught my eye. “Pink? You painted my helipad pink?” 

“It’s fuchsia.”

Oh, that made all the difference. “It’s fucking pink.”

He made that huffy little noise he always did when he thought I was being unreasonable, and right now, I was too exhausted to argue. I just wanted to go to bed, so I swung the helicopter towards the house, only for Bradley to shriek.

“Where are you going?”

“As near to the back door as possible.”

The rotors were still turning as I stumbled out, leaving Bradley to deal with my luggage and the potted tree thing the downdraft had just blown over. 

Home, sweet home.

I managed to keep my eyes open long enough to get past the retina scanner and fell inside. Was anybody else here? No, judging by the red light blinking at me from the camera beside the door. 

“Zombie giraffes rule.”

The biometric security system registered my voice print, and the light switch beside the door slid down the wall to reveal a touchscreen asking for my code. Six digits I’d never forget. The date I met my husband.

Bradley wandered in behind me, carrying my bag. “Do you want a drink? I’ve got bubble tea?”

I re-armed the system to monitor the perimeter only. “Nope. I’m going to bed.”

“I bought you new pyjamas. Organic silk with matching cashmere-lined slippers.”

Slippers? Who cared about slippers? I hauled my sorry arse upstairs and collapsed on my bed fully clothed. Forget the sleepwear.

Fourteen hours.

Fourteen hours passed before I rejoined the land of the living. Darkness cloaked the room, broken only by the dim light of a crescent moon glittering on the rail of my balcony. On the bright side, I’d woken in my own bed and my bad dreams had been blessedly mild. Too many times, I’d taken myself on sleepwalking adventures and ended up everywhere from the woods out back to the driver’s seat of my Dodge Viper. Thank goodness I hadn’t had the key.

As the fog in my head cleared, the events of the past week came back to me. The way I’d fled from England late last night, having spent the last five days hunting down a wack job who’d kidnapped my ex-boyfriend’s sister and threatened to kill her. That arsehole’s plan had involved Luke coughing up a chunk of change and some business secrets then conveniently dying, but I’d soon stopped that and managed to piss off Luke’s mother while I was at it.

An achievement, huh?

Families. Having witnessed the chaos that could be unleashed by blood relatives, I was almost grateful I didn’t have any.

No, my husband had been my only family, and after his murder, grief sent me running for England. I’d hoped time would help my soul to heal, but having spent a quarter of a year immersed in a new life, I found the grieving process had only been put on hold. The instant I’d stepped back across the threshold of the house we once shared, old wounds opened, raw and bloody.

I missed my husband more than I’d miss the sun if it stopped rising in the morning. Without him, my life was in perpetual darkness and that feeling hadn’t abated in the three months, three weeks, one day, and ten hours since he’d been killed. And it never would, of that I was certain. All I could do was learn to tiptoe around the gaping hole his absence left in my heart.

And the life I’d left in England? Thinking of that hurt too.

Stifling a yawn, I rolled out of bed, desperate for a shower. Lank, greasy locks gave way to pimply skin, and my armpits smelled worse than a week-old corpse. Yuck. I cringed again as I caught sight of myself in the mirror on my way to the bathroom. Bradley had told me I looked terrible, and for once, he was right. Shh—don’t tell him I said that.

It was eight p.m. according to the clock on my nightstand, which was kind of fuzzy seeing as I’d slept in the ugly brown contact lenses I’d hidden behind in England. At least I could ditch the sodding things now. I’d live with the dodgy tresses. A bad hair day hardly qualified as enough of an emergency to interrupt Bradley’s evening, and I couldn’t take any more of his optimism right now anyway.

I blinked a few times, trying my best to get rid of the blurriness. What the…? When I’d left Virginia, my bedroom was done out tastefully in muted shades of blue and cream. Now it looked like the love child of a ripe plum and a pitcher of grape Kool-Aid had thrown up all over it. Shitting hell. How much time had Bradley spent decorating while I wasn’t around to fasten him into a straitjacket? Did I dare venture into the rest of the house to find out?

Please, say he hasn’t installed disco lights in the ballroom.

Procrastinating, I reached for the remote to catch up on the news headlines. Uh, where was the remote? Come to think of it, where was the TV? My forty-inch flat screen had been replaced with a print of an elephant painted by either a three-year-old or the elephant itself.

“Bradleeeeeey!” I screeched to empty air. “What have you done?”

To avoid murdering my assistant, I took a long hot shower then threw on a pair of jeans and an old T-shirt. No make-up, and I left my hair wet. Life was too short to waste on tarting myself up if I wasn’t going out somewhere formal.

Hunger pangs hit me as I walked downstairs. I hadn’t eaten since I picked at a salad on the trip back from England yesterday, and my stomach sounded like an angry bear.

What culinary delights awaited? On the plane, Bradley had mentioned that Toby, my nutritionist, had prepared a diet plan. On past form, a prisoner of war would eat better. Had Toby’s instructions filtered down to Mrs. Fairfax, my housekeeper, or was there a possibility she’d left something edible in the fridge?

A steak? The makings of a cheeseburger? A lasagne? Something I could cook without burning the kitchen down or giving myself food poisoning. Knowing my luck, I’d find tofu and a crunchy salad. 

But hold on, what was that? As I tiptoed through the silent house, the delicious aroma of frying meat drifted past. Who the hell was there? Few people knew I’d come back, and I certainly hadn’t invited any of them over. Just the thought of being sociable filled me with a cold dread.

Perhaps I could turn around and go back to bed? Or better still, leave the country? 

No, Emmy, you’ve got to deal with this.

Just in case, I popped open the hidden compartment in the oversized floral sculpture that dominated my atrium and grabbed a spare Walther P88, pausing to kiss the barrel. Baby, I missed you.

Probably a burglar wouldn’t be cooking me dinner, but it always paid to be prepared. Dammit, why were my knuckles white as I squeezed the grip? I mean, the only way a burglar could get into my house without going through three layers of security was with a bloody rocket launcher. 

I peered around the doorjamb.

“Carmen? What are you doing?”

She glanced at the pan in front of her and raised one eyebrow as if to say, “Seriously?”

“Okay, so you’re cooking. But why?”

She didn’t answer right away, just left the food and strode over to hug me.

“I missed you, puta loca.”

Only Carmen could make calling me a crazy bitch sound like a term of endearment.

“Missed you too, hotshot.”

Behind her at the kitchen table, Nate, her husband, sat tapping away on his iPad. He’d been my husband’s best friend and one of his business partners. The other, Nick, had stayed behind in England to tie up loose ends in the kidnapping case.

“I thought you might be hungry, so I’m making fajitas. Although according to Toby’s chart, today you’re supposed to be having…” She turned to the fridge door and squinted at the list. “Grilled chicken breasts with steamed carrots and broccoli. But I won’t tell if you don’t.”

“No chance of me spilling the beans.” The organic haricot beans with no sauce and no seasoning. “What you’re cooking smells great. Can I do anything to help?”

“We need plates.”

Sure, if I could find them. Usually, they magically appeared on my counter complete with food. I wandered around, opening and closing cupboards.

“What’s this?”

Carmen turned to take a look. “I think it’s a panini grill.”

“And this?”

“A waffle maker. Why? Does it matter?”

“Not really. Do I have a plate-warming drawer?”

“By the oven. Are you planning to take up cooking?”

Nate muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, “Heaven help us all.”

“Hey, I cooked in England.”

“Did you hospitalise anyone?”

“No, I did not. Some of it was even edible.”

Plates and placemats, cutlery and condiments. Water and glasses. A fancy candle. I set them all out on the table then escaped to the wine cellar to select a bottle of red. Hmm… French, Chilean, Australian… A nice vintage from a Californian vineyard I part-owned. Fifteen wasted minutes later, I sagged against a stack of crates. I couldn’t put off speaking to Nate any longer.

Things had been strained between us since I came out of hiding, and his perpetually grumpy expression showed no hint of change as I slid into the seat opposite. 

“Hey,” I said, not quite sure how to start.

“Hey, yourself.”

“Shit.” I rubbed a hand over my eyes. “I don’t know what to say. Other than I’m so, so sorry for running off like that.”

He reached over and took my hand. Strange. Nate never normally got touchy-feely. Touchy, yes, but not touchy-feely.

“You gave everyone a hell of a scare. I lost my best friend, and when you disappeared, it made things harder. None of us knew if you were safe or ever coming back.”

I noticed wrinkles around his eyes that hadn’t been there before, and his words made me even more disappointed in myself. How could I have been so selfish? For the past three months, I’d spent too much time worrying about me and not enough thinking of the people I’d left behind.

“I’ll never do it again; I promise. I’ll always let you know where I am from now on.”

“Then we need to put this episode behind us.”

I reached for the olive branch he’d extended and grabbed it with both hands.

“Okay.”

“Just understand that if you disappear off the radar again, I’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth, and when I catch you, you’ll be getting one of those electronic tags like prisoners wear.”

“Fair enough,” I choked out a laugh then turned serious. “It’s just Mack I need to win over now. She seemed off every time I spoke to her this week.”

Along with Carmen and Daniela, who was still in England with Nick, Mack was one of my partners in crime. We worked together and we played together. Hard. I’d trust those girls with my life.

“Mack’ll be fine,” Nate said. “Yeah, she was pissed about what you did, but she’s mostly been upset this week because she split up with that guy she’d been seeing.”

“Jerry?” She’d started dating that douche a month or so before I left. One of those pretentious idiots who charmed their way into a girl’s knickers then acted like a spoiled toddler when things didn’t go his way. “He was a grade A prick.”

“The one and only. And Mack realises he’s an asshole now—he’s been reminding her at every possible opportunity. Yesterday, he turned up at her apartment again, banging on the door until I sent someone over there to remove him.”

“Shit. I’d better talk to her.”

Mack may have been a badass behind a keyboard, but she was also too damn sweet for her own good. I’d lost count of the number of shitbags she’d dated over the years. She had a habit of falling in insta-love, hard and fast, only for the objects of her affection to take advantage of her feelings.

Dan and I hated to upset her by questioning her judgement at the beginning of relationships when things were rosy, but we always ended up picking up the pieces several months later when life turned sour.

Even so, we never tried to discourage her. I hoped she’d find her Prince Charming one day. But Jerry wasn’t him, and not-so-secretly, I was glad he’d left the scene.

“Dinner’s ready,” Carmen announced, interrupting my thoughts.

I savoured every mouthful, knowing that Toby’s regime of twigs and berries would start in the morning. No doubt he’d padlock the wine cellar too, so I made my second glass of Burgundy last as Nate and Carmen caught me up on everything I’d missed.

“I’ll get all the case details when I go to the office tomorrow,” I said.

The pair of them looked at each other. 

“Take a few days,” Nate said. “You’re not shooting anyone on your first day back.”

“I’ll try to last out the week,” I joked, but even as the words left my mouth, apprehension built in the pit of my stomach.

Because my husband and I had worked as a team. He’d been my rock, the one who convinced me I could do the impossible. With him at my back, I’d felt a certain sense of invincibility as I put myself in one dangerous situation after another.

His death had rocked me to my foundations. I didn’t fear death itself—that was inevitable. Rather, I was scared of letting people down if I was no longer good enough to do what I once did.

Was the old Emmy still lurking within me?

Or had she gone for good?


























​CHAPTER 2

OKAY, IT TURNED out the nightmares hadn’t stayed behind in England. They’d hitched a ride across the Atlantic then rested up so they could kick the shit out of me properly. As darkness reigned, my husband’s death played over and over again in my head, each time worse than the last.

With the amount of sleep I didn’t get, Nate’s idea of easing myself in gently seemed like a good one. As a newly initiated member of the walking dead, complete with jet lag and a leaky brain, I was in no shape to work. I’d never, ever felt so exhausted. At this rate, I’d be needing a zimmer frame soon.

Alone in the house, I made a half-hearted attempt to use the gym, but when Bradley bounded in midmorning, I took his arrival as a sign and staggered off the treadmill. What was wrong with me? The gym had always been my favourite room in the house, but today I couldn’t wait to leave. 

“Time to sort out your hair,” Bradley said. “Blondes always have more fun.”

The bag of cookies he handed me didn’t hurt either. “Chocolate chip and raspberry? You really spoil me.”

“I’ve seen Toby’s menu, and I figured you’d need them.”

“What would I do without you?”

“Starve, probably.”

He knew me so well. Our closeness surprised people, but for the last decade, he’d been the sunshine to my Cimmerian shade. The glitter to my gloom.

Although our first meeting hadn’t quite gone as planned, for either of us. 

Deep in the throes of building my house, my husband and I had got sick of fielding endless queries from builders and carpenters and electricians and plumbers.

“If I get one more question about window frames, I’m gonna throw this damn phone off my half-built balcony. Why am I getting so many calls today?”

My husband looked across at me, and one corner of his lip twitched.

“You arsehole. You diverted your phone to me, didn’t you?”

“I might have done that.”

“You… You…”

“Yes?”

“You little shit.”

“Shit, yes. Little, no. Look, just hire an assistant. Neither of us has time to deal with this right now.”

Fine. I’d called an agency, and they assured me they’d have no problem finding a suitable candidate. “Our books are full of efficient and experienced personal assistants,” I believe were their exact words.

I cleared half a day in my diary and rented an office suite for the interviews. Even back then, I’d hated bringing strangers home. My home was my sanctuary.

Three interviewees came and went, and as I spoke to the fourth applicant, I rolled up the sheaf of résumés I’d been given, ready to shove them up the recruiter’s backside. The grumpy old battleaxe in front of me interpreted “efficient” as “I will arrange your life in the manner I see fit and woe betide if you don’t agree with me.” By the time the fifth prospect came in, a nervous girl for whom experience translated as having babysat for her cousin’s children when she was sixteen, I’d resorted to plotting murder.

One person left to see, and I didn’t have high hopes. Perhaps I could ask Nate to build me a robot?

I’d written half a snotty email to the agency when Bradley walked in, or should I say bounced? His pink T-shirt and artfully shredded jeans weren’t typical interviewee attire, but after we’d chatted for twenty minutes about everything from the new model Corvette to the dire state of the Billboard 100, I figured I should ask some of the questions on my list.

At least, if I could get a word in edgeways.

“So what made you apply for the position?”

“Huh? What position?”

“The personal assistant position? The one this interview is for.”

“Interview? I’m not here for an interview. I already have a job as a stylist.” He indicated his own clothes as an example, and I had to admit the look worked for him. “I just want to rent an apartment. The receptionist said the realtor’s temporary office was the third door on the right.”

Well, at least Bradley could count. Shame the receptionist couldn’t. This was what happened when staff got hired for the size of their chest rather than the size of their brain.

“Sorry, but I’m not the realtor.”

“I wondered where the brochures were.”

I may have lacked brochures, but I did have a few empty apartments. By that point, my real estate portfolio was coming along nicely.

“What kind of place are you looking for?”

“Somewhere I can move into quickly.”

“Hmm… I might be able to help.”

As we walked around the corner to a property I owned, Bradley told me about his flooded home. “So, the guy upstairs left a tap running, the sink blocked, and the ceiling fell down. And the landlord’s being soooo awkward. He thinks it’s fine for the place to stay mushy and mouldy until he gets around to fixing it.”

“Sounds like a real gem.”

“That’s only the half of it. The lady next door has a hearing problem and she plays her stereo loud enough to wake the dead.” He shuddered. “And she only listens to Irish folk music.”

Ouch.

I picked up the spare key from the concierge and showed Bradley around a nice place on the second floor. I’d bought the entire complex for a steal two years earlier from a guy with a gambling problem.

“What do you think?” I asked once he’d seen all the rooms.

Bradley looked out the window at the communal swimming pool. “I’m not sure it’s in my budget.”

“We can sort something out. Apart from that?”

“It’s fabulous. So much nicer than my place.”

“And mine.” 

“You have a nasty landlord too?”

“No, I have a building site. Right now, I’ve got no doors or windows, all the walls are bare plaster, and carpets are a distant dream. I don’t know where to start.”

So far, I’d only ordered the gym equipment.

“With decorating? Ooh, I love decorating! You need to get paint samples and decide on a colour theme for each room. Once you’ve done that, you can start with fabric swatches for the upholstery and then comes the fun part.”

“Sleeping?”

He clapped his hands together in glee. “Buying furniture and accessories.”

Wonderful. I fucking hated shopping. “How busy are you with your stylist thing this month?”

“I’m between contracts at the moment. I’m sure I’ll pick something up, though, and I always pay my rent on time.”

“If you decorate my house, I’ll pay you and throw in the apartment free for six months.”

“Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.” Which was what I’d have if I tried to sort out the damn house myself.

Bradley leaned against the glass, tapping his fingernails on it as he thought. “I guess I could do that. Would it be a problem if my boyfriend lived here with me?”

“Is he an arsehole?”

“No!”

“Then there’s no problem.”

Over the next hour, we hammered out the details, agreeing on a fair salary, a list of basic tasks that were needed, and rough working hours. That evening we sealed the deal with a handshake and margaritas.

Sometimes, the impulsive decisions you make in life turn out to be the best choices. Our original contract had lasted six months, but eight years later, Bradley was still colour-coordinating my life. I’d be lost without him.

[image: Image]

Bradley kept me company over lunch, although from the dirty looks he gave the salad, he regretted not stopping at the drive-thru on the way over.

“Thanks for staying, Bradley.”

“That’s why you pay me the big bucks, doll.”

“I’ll give you a raise if you can convince Toby to let me eat proper food again.”

“No can do. I’ll just have to stick with abusing your credit card instead.”

I laughed, because I didn’t care what he spent on my credit card and we both knew it. 

I’d stopped caring about cash years ago. As long as I had enough to be comfortable, the extra zeroes on my bank balance didn’t matter. Sure, I had toys, but most of them were there to save me time, like the helicopter and the plane. I never had enough time. Tick, tick, tick, tick… The seconds counted down, and then poof! You were gone. Material possessions? Well, I was just as happy wearing Walmart as Vera Wang.

And having money had proved a blight as well as a blessing. While I’d done good with it by starting a charitable foundation to help kids who’d been dealt a bad hand in life, it also meant I never quite knew who my friends were. Did new acquaintances see me as a person or a cash machine? The answer to that question meant I didn’t trust many people, although I’d learned to spot money-grabbers a mile off.

Speaking of money-grabbers, I still had to deal with my husband’s Aunt Miriam. Ever the compassionate one, she was intent on suing me for his estate, convinced that as his only living blood relative, she was automatically entitled to everything. While I knew she wouldn’t get a dime, the thought of a protracted battle weighed on my mind.

“Bradley, have you heard anything from Miriam?”

“She’s been emailing you. Nate got your lawyer to write back, but that was only a couple of weeks ago, and I don’t think she’s replied yet.” 

Why didn’t Bradley meet my eyes? 

“And what else? Come on, I’m a big girl; I can take it.”

“She turned up here one day.”

“Here? Really?”

She’d spread her cheer at my husband’s family home a few times, but never before darkened my doorway. Hardly surprising, since she hated me with a passion her husband could only dream of.

Fortunately, our paths hadn’t crossed much over the years. I only saw her when we threw a party at the Riverley estate, which had belonged to her brother before it passed down to my husband. She’d turn up for the free booze, hoover up the canapés, bitch a bit, then slither back under her rock until the next time.

“Yes, here. Mrs. Fairfax made the mistake of opening the door to her, and she started ranting as soon as she got inside. I asked her to leave, but she told me she wasn’t listening to some fudge-packing little pixie and that this would soon be her house, anyway.” 

Bradley tried to smile, but his lip quivered. My mind flicked to the Walther I’d put back in its hiding place.

“Karma’s gonna bite that bitch in the ass one day, and when it does, the Kruger Clos d’Ambonnay is coming out of the wine cellar.”

This time, he grinned properly.

“Karma can hardly miss, can it? Miriam’s ass is the size of Texas. Dustin threatened to put a pitchfork up it if she didn’t leave.” 

Dustin was the groom who looked after my horse, Stan, and he’d just earned himself a bonus. “Was that what got her to go?”

“No, her husband was with her.”

Nine years had passed since Miriam got married, and the poor man deserved a medal for bravery. Or stupidity. “How did that help?”

“I told him I had a very special relationship with a member of the local press, who’d find her insults over my sexual preference about as funny as I did. Then I suggested he might want to get her out of here pronto if he didn’t want her arrest for disorderly conduct to be splashed across the front page of the Richmond Times.”

“Well done, Bradley, I’ve taught you well.” I gave him a high-five, laughing.

“When I was trying to get rid of her, I just thought ‘What would Emmy do?’”

“Yeah, I’d have totally done that. Except I’d have given her a couple of glasses of wine first so she made it into the drunk tank.”

“She won’t get this house, will she?”

“Not a chance, so you can stop worrying. This place is one hundred percent mine.”

True, but what I didn’t tell Bradley was that I fully expected her to stir up a right royal shitstorm before she admitted defeat. Miriam was one stubborn woman.

But so was I.

The fifteen-thousand square feet of Little Riverley had always been in my name, although my husband had gifted me the land it was built on.

“Let’s take a walk,” he’d told me on the morning of my alleged twenty-fourth birthday.

“What kind of walk?”

Last time he’d suggested a pleasant amble in the countryside, I’d ended up in running gear, carrying a rifle for twenty miles while he jogged effortlessly beside me.

“You’ll see.”

“Do I need sweatbands and electrolytes?”

“Not today, Diamond.”

We started from his house, Riverley Hall, and set off across the estate. I thought we’d stop when we got to the boundary, but he carried on, over the chain-link fence and through the forest belonging to the property next door. It was smaller than Riverley, but wildly overgrown, and an eerie stillness surrounded us as we crept through the tendrils of mist that lingered from a chilly night. The place had been empty the whole time I’d lived at Riverley Hall, although that hadn’t stopped me from exploring. I knew we were heading towards the old house.

He pulled me to a stop in front of it, and I gazed up at the drooping facade. A fire had raged through the building many years ago, and between that and the storms that followed, the roof was left sagging at one end while charred timbers poked out of a hole at the other. Only two windows remained intact, the rest jagged shards of glass glinting in the morning sun. It was a sad shell of what had once been a majestic mansion. Like a wounded animal, it needed to be put out of its misery.

My husband put his arms around my shoulders and whispered in my ear, “Happy birthday, Diamond.”

“Sorry, what?”

“I bought it. For you. I know Riverley’s never been your dream home, so now you can design your own place.”

“Oh.”

Had he finally got sick of me living with him? Was this a really big hint that I should move out? Sure, our relationship had always been a little unusual, but I was happy sharing his house.

He took a step back. “Shit, don’t give me that look. What have I done?”

“Giving me a whole estate is very generous, but do you not think there were easier ways you could have asked me to leave?”

“Leave? Why would I want you to leave? I was planning to live in the new place with you—we can share both houses.” He sat on the edge of a broken fountain. “You always wanted a modern house, and when the old lady who owned this disaster died, the opportunity seemed too good to pass up. If you prefer, we can just take down the fence and use the extra land for riding.”

You see why I loved him? He might have been a cold bastard, and he might have been a sadistic son of a bitch, but he knew me. And he wanted me to be happy.

“In that case, thank you!” I jumped up, wrapping my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck, clinging on like a demented monkey much to his amusement.

“That’s more like it.” He smiled, eyes twinkling, and hugged me back. “Let’s go home and find an architect.”
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After Bradley and I finished lunch, I helped him to clear the plates into the dishwasher then he headed into town to run some errands. That left me at a loose end, which was why when Mrs. Fairfax returned with the groceries later in the afternoon, she found me cleaning my guns in an attempt to distract myself.

I wanted to do anything but think.

“What are you doing, child?” she scolded before giving me a welcoming hug. “You’ve got oil all over the table.”

“I needed to do something mind-numbing.”

“Things must be bad if you’ve resorted to polishing.”

She was right. Of course she was right. But at least my Colt .45 was really, really shiny.

“I should get back to the office.”

I couldn’t put it off forever even though the prospect was daunting. Almost like the first day at a new school, and I’d had a few of those, what with having been expelled most years. Not only did I have to slot back into doing a difficult and dangerous job, I needed to do it without my number one partner in crime by my side.

My husband had always acted as my sounding board, and now the whole dynamic of how I did things, planned jobs, and thought them through would have to change. A rocky road lay ahead, one I wasn’t sure I could navigate alone.

“No need to rush into work before you’re ready,” Mrs. Fairfax said. “How about I make you some supper?”

“Uh…”

Thankfully, Bradley arrived back and saved me from an evening of second-guessing myself.

“We’re going out for dinner. I’ve made reservations at that Thai place you like,” he told me.

I didn’t relish the idea of dining out, but it was better than staying home alone. Home had too many ghosts and memories.

“I’m driving,” I said.

“No, you’re not. I’ve left my Valium at home.”

“I’ll drive slowly.”

“Last time you said that, Mack had to hack into the police database and erase your speeding ticket.”

“If you drive, we’ll get there in time for breakfast.”

We compromised and took a town car, which turned out to be a good move. Roadworks had left downtown in chaos. Rather than wait as our driver fought his way through road closures and detours, we decided to walk the last part. At least on foot, we could take a shortcut through the park. Fresh air and exercise were good for us, right? And I always carried a flashlight in my purse. Be prepared and all that.

Bradley and I were halfway to the restaurant, discussing the merits of green curry versus red curry, when I picked up on the soft pad of footsteps coming up behind.

I lapsed into silence while Bradley kept chattering enough for the both of us. The moon reflected off the metal bollards bordering the path, the only light at that time of night. I glanced around—the place was deserted. Only us and our new friend walked the narrow avenue between the overgrown trees and bushes, long past needing a trim. The tall evergreens and the damp air muffled any sounds. If anybody shouted for help, not a soul would hear.

Good. I never liked to have an audience.

I blocked out Bradley and concentrated on my surroundings. Our companion matched our pace twenty yards behind. I felt rather than heard him, and my sixth sense told me it wasn’t simply someone out for an evening stroll.

Bradley realised I’d stopped speaking and turned to me. “What?”

I jerked my head back infinitesimally, indicating the trouble approaching. He knew me well enough that he understood.

“Here we go again,” he muttered, rolling his eyes.


























​CHAPTER 3

I ITCHED TO reach for the pistol in my handbag, but I’d promised Nate I wouldn’t shoot anyone today. Dammit. I didn’t fancy incurring his wrath quite so soon after arriving back, so I’d have to do this the hard way.

The footsteps grew louder as they left the grass and hit the concrete path. I spun around, shoving Bradley behind me as some little punk ran up. How old was he? Seventeen? Eighteen? He was taller than me, and heavier, but who cared? That only meant he’d fall harder.

Moonlight glinted off the blade in his right hand as he thrust it towards us. Good grief—his stance was all wrong.

“Gimme the bag and the watch,” he demanded, then flicked his wrist towards Bradley. “Those earrings real?”

Bradley put his hands on his hips. “Of course they are. Do I look like the sort of man who’d wear cubic zirconia?”

Oh, Bradley. He’d rather be mugged than admit to wearing paste.

I went to hand my bag over, but before the kid could take it, I dropped it on the ground. Oops. As he bent to pick it up, I kneed him in the face, and there was a satisfying crunch as his nose broke.

Score one to me.

He let out a howl and straightened up, dripping blood down his shirt and all over the ground. Pain driving him, he ran at me with the knife held out in front. I sidestepped and twisted it out of his grasp. Amateur.

Bradley leapt back as I swept the asshole’s legs out from under him, and when he was flat out, face down, I pressed the tip of the blade into his neck.

“If I see you round here again, this knife’ll be buried to the hilt. Got it?”

I lifted his mouth out of the dirt just enough for him to mumble, “Got it.”

“Should I call the cops?” Bradley asked.

No way. “You should know better than to ask.”

I’d been in the Richmond PD’s bad books since I left for England, and if we got them involved, they’d bombard me with irrelevant questions for hours, just for the hell of it. Our dinner reservation wouldn’t wait. Instead, I let the guy up, and in seconds he’d disappeared into the night.

“He won’t be back here if he’s got any brain cells left.”

“I doubt he had any in the first place,” Bradley pointed out.

“You’re probably right. That went quite well though, don’t you think?” 

Despite being a little rusty, I’d controlled the situation with no problems and my worries about underperforming receded just a tiny bit. Not a bad evening so far, and I still had spring rolls and prawn fritters to look forward to.

Bradley squealed as he stepped forward and picked up my handbag, holding it out in front of him as if it was poisonous. “No, I do not think it went well. He bled on your Louis Vuitton! And just look at the state of you.”

Okay, so he had a point. My silk top, once a pristine cream, had taken on a tie-dyed appearance. Fuck it. I’d forgotten how much mess a broken nose made. The mouthwatering taste of crispy wontons receded into the gloom.

“Guess we’re not going out for dinner anymore,” I said. “We’ll have to pick up pizza on the way home.”

“I should have remembered how trouble follows you around.” He rolled his eyes in the dim light and pulled out his phone. “Do you want jalapeños on yours?”
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When we got home, Bradley and I curled up together on a sofa in my home cinema, wrapped up in a blanket, like we’d done many times over the years. He was one of the few people who ever glimpsed the soft side of me, the normal person hiding under the hard exterior. The outside world only saw serious Emmy, the hard-nosed hellion totally focused on work. I kept the girl who chilled out with junk food and a crappy movie well hidden.

Only she’d been the Emmy who went to England. With Luke and his sister, Tia, I’d kept the bitch in me locked down, and for three months, I’d been free to act like a regular thirty-year-old woman. Just a couple of days had passed since I saw Luke and Tia, and I missed them already. Not the same way I missed my husband—think barbecue pit compared to the fires of hell—but a certain sadness haunted me now I’d lost the only good things to come into my life in recent months.

Dan had messaged me last night to say Tia was holding up as well as could be expected under the circumstances, but that was little consolation.

Emmy: And how’s Luke?

Dan: He blames himself.

Crazy, because only one man could have stopped what happened, and he was getting to know his new cellmate right now. For a second, the delusional part of me considered hopping on my plane and flying back to tell Luke not to be so hard on himself, but I soon put that idea out of my mind. I hadn’t forgotten the look of disgust on his face when he found out I’d lied to him about my true identity. Hoping to slot back into the life I had with him was nothing more than a pipe dream.
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Watching my husband die then seeing a bullet come within inches of Luke’s head had brought home how short life could be. And now I had the choice of wasting mine or making the most of the remaining tatters. My crushed heart wanted to embrace the darkness but logic overruled, and I climbed out of bed as dawn broke the next morning to go for an early ride on Stan.

Being out on a horse at that time in the morning always felt magical. I changed into jeans and left the house, arming the security system before I took the short walk down to the stables where Stan lived with Dustin’s old mare. 

When I’d bought Stan as a half-starved mess in Spain, I could have kept him in the stable block next door, but instead I treated it as an excuse to have the old barn on my land renovated. I delegated that task to Bradley, and with his usual efficiency, he’d got the project finished by the time Stan was well enough to travel to his new home.

I should have known better.

As I’d been busy overseas, I’d given Bradley free rein to remodel in the way he thought best, and while he didn’t know much about horses, he knew a whole lot about decorating and even more about shopping. The day I returned, he loaded me into a golf buggy before I had a chance to unpack and took me to see his masterpiece.

“What the…?”

My ramshackle barn had disappeared, replaced by a caricature of a Spanish villa.

Bradley stuck a sombrero on my head and tugged at my hand. “Come look inside.”

It may have been six degrees Celsius out, but two steps over the threshold I stripped off my sweater.

“Why the fuck is it so hot?”

He beamed at me. “Central heating. There’s a solarium at the end as well so Stan gets a proper dose of rays all year round.”

I did a three-sixty, taking in the eight-foot high mural of a clichéd Andalusian village and the artificial beach. Stan was happily ensconced in his new stable, munching hay and watching Spanish-language television.

“You realise he’s a horse, right?”

“I wanted him to feel at home.”

At least Stan wasn’t French. Otherwise, I’d have returned to find a scale model of the Eiffel Tower planted in a vineyard.

The pseudo-villa had grown on me over the years, and Stan gave me a dirty look when I turned off the TV and led him outside into the cool Virginia winter. I gave him a quick brush before I went to fetch his tack. As I came back with the saddle and bridle, Dustin pulled up in his pickup truck and unfolded himself from behind the steering wheel, face impassive as always. My dog, Lucy, bounded out after him, hurtling over as fast as her legs could carry her when she realised I’d come home.

I braced for impact, but even then only narrowly avoided landing on my arse. A fully grown Doberman weighs a lot. Lucy was supposed to be a guard dog, but at that moment she bounced around like a demented puppy.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” Dustin drawled.

“Good to see you too. Have the animals been okay?”

“All fit and well. Lucy’s been staying with me.”

“I hoped she would be. Thanks for looking after them.”

“Just doing my job, lady. Are you taking Lucy out with you this morning? She could do with a good run.”

“Yes, she looks like she needs one.”

Stan, Lucy, and I set off across the pasture, walking at first, but I urged Stan into a gallop once he’d stretched his legs. The wind tearing through my hair made me forget about the mountains of shit in my life, albeit briefly. Nothing mattered but the thud of Stan’s hooves on the turf and Lucy panting as she raced along behind us, well, nothing apart from hanging on as Stan put in a couple of massive bucks out of sheer exuberance. At the far end of the grass, we waited for Lucy to catch up before taking a meander through the forest that reached all the way to the edge of my land.

Tendrils of mist lingered between the trees, and in the stillness, I could almost imagine we were the only three souls left on Earth. Sticky buds showed the trees would soon burst into leaf—new life and new hope in a world of gloom. Of course, Lucy shattered the illusion by shooting off after a rabbit, and Stan spooked as a deer jumped out of the bushes in front of us.

So much for a relaxing jaunt.

We made it back to the barn in one piece, just in time for Stan to watch his favourite Spanish chat show on EstrellaTV, and I decided to give him a good groom because it was calming for both of us. How lovely to be looking after my own horse after spending weeks working in a stable in England caring for other people’s. I combed out his mane and tail then bent to brush his legs as he snuffled at my pockets for treats. 

Then my phone fell out of my pocket and hit the deck.

Stan trod on it, no hesitation. When it went crunch, he even turned his head to glare at me, annoyed at the interruption to his program.

Normal service: resumed. I was back to destroying phones again. I managed it with astonishing regularity, and the guys in the office always had a pool running on how long they’d last. Except while I was in England, I’d managed to keep my piece-of-shit mobile working for the entire trip—almost three months. Maybe I should quit using my normal phones and just get three of whatever that one was. Or could it be an omen? While my phone was intact, my sanity wasn’t, and vice versa? Perhaps breaking yet another fancy smartphone signified my life was getting back to normal. Here’s hoping, eh?

After I’d salvaged my SIM card and dumped the broken remains in the bin, I led Stan out to his paddock and watched him have a good roll. Then I walked back up the path to the house with Lucy bounding around beside me. Didn’t that dog ever run out of energy? The answer was no, but I preferred her like that than the half-dead puppy I’d brought home five years ago.

I’d been returning home late one night after visiting some acquaintances in a shitty part of Richmond when I heard a small whimper as I walked past a dumpster. When I hopped up on an abandoned pallet and peered inside, Lucy’s tiny head poked out of a plastic bag.

What kind of scum dumped a living creature like that?

I vaulted over the side, landing in something icky and ruining a pair of Jimmy Choo boots much to Bradley’s despair. Out of five tiny puppies in the bag, only Lucy was still breathing. She couldn’t have been more than a couple of weeks old. I sacrificed a Missoni scarf to make a makeshift bed for her in my handbag and rushed her to the veterinarian. It was touch and go for a few days, but a week later Lucy came home with me. I fed her around the clock until she was strong enough to eat by herself, and she grew into a beautiful dog, if not a little bigger than I expected. My reward? Her loyalty and companionship.

And also her drool and her muddy paws. She jogged into the house ahead of me, pausing to shake off the morning dew in the kitchen. Dammit. Mrs. Fairfax wouldn’t be very happy with us.

Lucy munched her way through a bowl of doggy kibble while I started up the coffee machine. Caffeine was my drug of choice, and I needed a good hit first thing in the morning. While I waited for my drink to brew, I went to my phone cupboard and selected a shiny new model from the stack inside. Bulk discount, baby.

By the time I’d set my data to synchronise, the coffee was ready, and I poured myself a generous mug full of something dark, hot, and delicious. I’d just raised it to my lips, relishing the bitter taste, when it was removed from my hand and replaced by a cup of…


























​CHAPTER 4

“UGH, WHAT THE hell is this?” I asked.

“Green tea with pomegranate,” Toby replied, and I wasn’t imagining the smirk on his face.

“Am I supposed to drink it? Or use it to ward off evil spirits?”

“Green tea’s good for you. It’s full of antioxidants.”

“It’s full of something. Can I have my coffee back?”

“No,” he answered, pouring it down the sink. “You’re on a detox this week.”

Super. Rabbit food for every meal. The last time I’d been on one of Toby’s detoxes, I’d been forced to sneak out in the middle of the night for a cheeseburger. Somehow he found out, even though I burned the wrapper and buried the ashy remains in a flower bed.

Toby went through my new diet plan with me. It could have been worse—at least I was allowed solids. Last time, everything had been pureed like baby food, which made me kind of queasy.

Grilled asparagus, steamed turkey, carrots with every meal. Mountains of protein. Not the tastiest in the world, but it saved me from having to think about what to eat. All I needed to do was look at the chart stuck to the fridge door, find the correct meal inside, and heat it up.

“See? I’ve labelled each box with the day,” Toby said.

Even with my brain’s current underperformance, I could manage to decipher that.

I got out this morning’s breakfast, a bowl of chopped fruit with yoghurt and nuts, and Toby took a seat opposite. I don’t think he trusted me not to break out the waffles as soon as his back was turned.

And for good reason, I had to admit.

I’d just finished the last mouthful when Alex walked in. Fuck. Who told him I was back? Alex was my personal trainer, and he made it his mission in life to send me on a trip through all nine circles of hell every day I saw him. When he walked into my kitchen that morning dressed in shorts and a vest, cracking his knuckles, I knew I was in trouble.

“You’re not dressed.”

I waved a hand at my jeans. “Uh…”

“Workout clothes. Now.”

Stalin’s modern incarnation made me run interval sprints for what seemed like an entire year. When my legs were so painful I could barely stand up, he moved onto my upper body, forcing me to do push-ups and pull-ups and dips until my arms gave way midway through a push-up and I collapsed into the mud.

Then the bastard refused to give me a piggyback ride back to the house, although he did offer to drag me if I couldn’t walk.

I staggered.

Alex let me have a brief respite over a lunch of quinoa salad with sliced turkey—thanks, Toby—then announced we’d be doing fight training in the afternoon.

“Who am I fighting?”

Please not him. I might as well lie on the driveway and get someone to drive a truck over me—back and forth, back and forth, back and forth—because it would have the same outcome but save an hour or so.

“Nick is here.”

Oh, thank goodness. Seconds later, Nick pushed the door open and stepped inside. I flung my arms around him out of relief.

“Whoa! That’s quite a welcome. You feeling all right?”

No, of course not. What was I even doing? I never showed emotion like that. Hurriedly, I dropped my arms and took a pace backwards. “How were things in England? Is Tia okay? And Luke?”

“Tia’s got a therapist helping her, but she misses you. You should give her a call.”

“I’m not sure Luke would like that. We didn’t exactly part on good terms.”

“He might have thawed a bit. I got the impression he’d been doing a lot of thinking.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing? What if I make things worse?”

“Promise me you’ll consider it.”

“I will.”

I didn’t promise I’d act, though. I’d already thought through the situation over and over as I lay awake at night, but I was no closer to working out what to do.

A shadow fell over us as Alex came over. “Are you ready?”

Nick seemed to shrink an inch or two under Alex’s piercing gaze, and I couldn’t blame him. Nick normally used his own trainer, but he’d heard my tales of Alex’s particular brand of motivation. Or punishment, depending on how you looked at it.

“We will start off in the cage,” Alex told us. “No gloves.”

“At least you’ve already done your quota of nose breaking for this week,” Nick said.

“Bradley’s got a big mouth.”

“He seemed quite annoyed. Apparently he got blood on his new Vans.”

“That mugger was damned inconsiderate. He made a hell of a mess.”

“Stop talking and fight,” Alex interrupted. “I am not waiting around all day.”

For twenty minutes, fists flew. And feet, and curse words.

“The man’s a sadist,” Nick muttered during a brief water break. “How do you put up with him?”

“Because he is so tough on me. The more I sweat in training, the less I’ll bleed in a real fight.”

“Or you’ll just die in training instead.”

“Well, that would mean I wasn’t fucking good enough, wouldn’t it?”

And that was unacceptable.

Because I had to be fucking perfect. My husband had drilled that into me over the years. At first, I was convinced I wouldn’t make it through the training tasks he and Alex set for me, but every time I cracked one of their evil games, I became a little bit stronger. Eventually, I’d believed I could do pretty much anything.

That confidence had taken a knock over the past few months, but every jab, cross, hook, and uppercut stirred my inner bitch. She was wide awake as I attacked the final sparring session of the afternoon. Alex made Nick come at me with a knife first, then a gun. It was my job to disarm him and take control of the situation. 

“Nick, you’re not giving it everything. You’re holding back on me.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You probably won’t, and if you do, it just means I’ve got improvements to make. If I’m fighting with somebody who’s trying to kill me, they’re not going to back off because I’m a girl or because I’ve had a rough couple of months. Now fucking get on with it, will you?”

I’d always done that part of my training with my husband, and he’d never given it less than a hundred percent. I once had the broken arm to prove it. But I’d learned from that mistake, and he never came close to doing it again.

“Okay, okay. I’ll push harder.”

Nick flew at me, almost, but not quite, taking me by surprise. I blocked him by the skin of my teeth, and for the next half hour, we must have looked to the outside world as if we were trying to kill each other. 

“Enough!” Alex said, his Russian accent still thick despite having lived in the States for years. 

I sank to my knees, sweat dripping onto the mat. A purple bruise already marred my pale thigh, skin that hadn’t seen sunlight in too long.

Nick passed me a towel and laid an arm across my shoulders. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Sorry I grumbled at you earlier.”

“Forget it. I knew you trained hard, but I never realised it was that bad.” He jerked his head at Alex. “Is he always like that?”

“Sometimes worse.”

Alex cleared his throat behind us. “I will be back in the morning.”

“I can hardly contain my excitement.”

Alex only laughed.

“I’ve got an early meeting tomorrow,” Nick said as the door closed behind Alex.

“Lucky you. I don’t get time off for good behaviour.”

“Just tell him you need a break. You’re paying him, after all.”

I sat down on a weight bench and propped my elbows on my knees. “Tempting. But the training’s good for me. My body’s the best weapon I have. If I take care of it, it’ll take care of me, and best of all, there are no problems getting it through security checks at the airport.”

“I wouldn’t want to come up against you in a dark alley,” Nick said, chuckling.

Like a switch had been flicked, memories welled up inside me. Despair overflowed as I dashed out of the gym, trying to outrun feelings I didn’t know how to cope with. Without thinking, Nick had reminded me of how I’d met my husband. The official story was that we’d got chatting in a London wine bar, but in truth, our paths had crossed in a far less civilised manner, and yes, there had been a dark alley involved.

How could I stand my ground against a mugger but not face up to my own mind?

As I sped blindly through the house, the slap of rubber soles on the tile told me Nick was following. My head told me I should stop, but something deeper inside controlled my feet.

I ran faster.


























​CHAPTER 5

I’D REACHED THE music room by the time Nick caught up. I tried to pull the door closed, but he put his foot in the gap to stop me.

“Please, just leave me alone.”

I didn’t want him there. I didn’t want anyone to see me in this state, let alone Nick, but I couldn’t summon up the energy to push him away. The tears were coming, and I wasn’t sure I could stop them.

“Sorry,” he murmured, putting his arms around me and pulling me back into him. “I didn’t think.”

“It’s okay. It’s me. I’m overly sensitive at the moment. I need to give myself a good talking to.” 

I gulped in air, trying to swallow my sobs. Which didn’t work, dammit. I’d already broken down on Nick once in England, and I hated the thought of embarrassing myself further by doing it again.

Nick spun me to face him, then gently lifted me onto the edge of the grand piano and caged me in with his arms. With anyone else, I’d have felt trapped and fought my way out, but this was Nick.

My makeshift perch put me at eye level with him, and I tried to look away. Staring into someone’s eyes was like looking into their soul, and I didn’t want Nick to see the pain and blackness tumbling through mine at this moment.

Except he wasn’t about to let me off. He put a still-sweaty palm against my cheek and turned my head so I faced him again, leaning forward so his forehead rested against mine and I couldn’t break his gaze.

“It will get better, I promise,” he whispered.

“How can it?” Right now, Virginia felt bleaker than the Arctic. “Everything here reminds me of him. I’m sitting on a piano that only he ever played, in a room that was more his than mine, in a house he helped me to build. I could go into work, but if I did, I’d have to drive a car he bought for me to an office we shared at a company named after him.”

Nick didn’t answer, just softly stroked my hair.

And my words just kept tumbling out. “When I face people again, I know they’ll offer sympathy, or pity, or avoid me altogether because they don’t know what to say. Or they’ll say something that reminds me of our life, like you did. Everything I see or hear or do or think brings back memories and makes me miss him more. And the nights are even worse.”

“It’ll get better because we’ll make sure it does. All of us. You’re not alone in this.”

I sighed. “I appreciate you guys being here, really I do. It’s just my head’s a mess, and I can’t fix it. I’ve never felt like this before.”

“It’s called grief, Emmy, and it’s perfectly normal to feel this way. Your world got turned upside down. It’s going to take time for the hurt to fade.”

“I don’t think it ever will. It hasn’t so far. At least now I know I had a heart, despite what people said, because I can feel the massive fucking hole in my chest now it’s been ripped out of me.”

“It’ll be like that for a while.”

“How long did it take you? With Jana?” I whispered.

He stared at the wall beyond me, remembering too. “A couple of years before I could look at a picture of her. Double that to remember the good times rather than the end.”

A tear ran down my cheek, the wet track cooling under Nick’s breath. His eyes glistened as well.

“Forever isn’t enough time,” I said, my voice hoarse.

Nick pulled me forward into a hug. “I know, baby. I know. What can I do to help?”

“Nothing,” I said weakly, my words muffled against his chest. “I thought about renting a place where I wouldn’t be surrounded by reminders all the time, but I’ll have to face up to things at some point. There’s so much for me to sort out—his companies, his investments, the properties, the will. And bloody Miriam’s suing me on top of that.”

“Miriam’s suing you?”

“You didn’t know?”

“No, nobody said.”

“Yeah, well, she is. She wants his money. She won’t get it, but it’s just one more thing to deal with. I need a distraction. Somehow, when I was living in England all this didn’t seem so real.”

“How can I take your mind off things? Do you want to watch a movie? Have dinner? Go shopping? What about a holiday?”

“You’re seriously offering to go shopping?”

If Nick would go that far, he must be really worried about me.

It was almost funny watching him squirm. “Uh, Dan’s coming back tomorrow. She’d love to go. Or Mack. I could cover for Mack at work while she takes you shopping.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass. I always leave the shopping to Bradley, anyway. He knows what I want to wear far better than I do. No, I think what I need to do is get back to work. That’s gonna be uncomfortable though—I’ll be like an exhibit in a zoo.”

“Do you want me to send a memo around telling everyone they should treat you as normal?”

“No! That would make me seem weak. Plus it’s an open plan office. I can hardly avoid people.”

“In that case, do you want to ride in with me in the morning? I could pick you up after my meeting?”

“Yeah, I’d like that. Assuming I’m still alive, that is.”

After today’s session with Alex, I had my doubts.

“I’ll come over at ten and hang around till you’re ready to go.”

Nick lifted me off the piano and set my feet down on the floor. I nestled into him as he wrapped an arm around my waist, the way he always used to do when we were dating all those years ago. 

“Come on, let’s get a smoothie. We both need one after that workout.”

He walked me through to the kitchen.

“I’ll have strawberry and banana.”

“Not the kale and wheatgrass Toby’s lovingly prepared?”

“Don’t. Just do— Oh, fuck.”

Miriam stared through the window, and her mouth curved into an evil grin when she saw Nick’s hand resting on my hip.

Enough was enough, and I’d had it.

“Emmy, no,” Nick said, but I ignored him and stormed out the back door towards Satan’s pet bloody manatee.

“Ahh,” Miriam cackled. “Did I interrupt a session with your fancy man? Charles hasn’t been dead for five minutes, and you’ve already taken up with someone else in your little love nest. I’ll be adding adultery to your list of crimes.”

It rarely happened, but I was literally speechless.

What did she know about my crimes?

Thankfully, Nick stepped in and answered for me. “Even if we were having a session, as you so charmingly put it, Emmy’s husband would have to be alive for her to cheat on him.” 

Nick sounded calm, but I could feel from the way he gripped my hip bone that he was anything but. I moved a bit to release the pressure. Who wanted a hip replacement at thirty years of age?

“Well, you would defend her, wouldn’t you?” Miriam said. “The pair of you were probably at it long before Charles died.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Miriam,” Nick snapped back at her.

“Not to mention the fact that everyone says she killed him. The Black Widow, that’s what the papers are calling her.”

I’d always prided myself on never losing my temper, but Miriam would try the patience of a saint. And I was certainly no saint.

“Miriam, I know why you’re here. You want cash. I’m well aware of your financial situation and, unfortunately for you, I have the money and you don’t. My husband didn’t leave you anything. And if you think that walking into my house and accusing me first of adultery and then of murder is going to loosen my grip on the purse strings, I’ve got news for you; it won’t.”

“My lawyer says you manipulated Charles so he left me out of his will. He tells me I’ve got an excellent case. I am Charles’s only living relative, after all.”

Barely. If she kept that up, she’d be next in the ground. “Apart from me, you mean. I was married to him. For eleven years, Miriam. Eleven damn years, almost twelve, during which he probably spoke to you once every six months despite the fact that you only live fifteen miles away. And do you know why that was? Because he couldn’t fucking stand you. Now get out of my face and get off my property before I have you physically removed. And best of luck to your lawyer; he’s going to need it.”

“Listen to you, Miss High and Mighty, standing there spewing profanities.”

“I’m not spewing profanities, Miriam. I’m enunciating them clearly, like a fucking lady. Now, I’m calling my security team. It’ll be entertaining watching them cart you off. I’ll remind them to bring the elephant gun, and then I’m gonna make popcorn.”

I turned on my heel, stomped into the house with Nick, and slammed the door behind me so hard the glass rattled. Then I broke a nail hitting speed dial on my phone and cursed until I got through to the security guard on duty in the gatehouse.

“Get Miriam out of here. Right now. And while we’re on the subject, why the hell did you let her through the gates in the first place?”

The guard spluttered an apology. “I’m sorry. So sorry. She said she had an appointment. I did tell her she wasn’t on the list, but she said it didn’t matter because she was family.”

“Just to make things crystal clear, I don’t have any family. The only appointment I’ll be keeping with Miriam is her funeral, and I’ll only go to that so I can check that someone’s put a stake through her heart. Now get rid of her.”

I flung the phone down on the counter and a bit of plastic chipped off the edge.

“Sodding phone!”

“And breathe,” Nick reminded me.

“I’m breathing. There just isn’t room for that woman in my life.”

I only had one go at it, and I didn’t intend to waste either my time or my thoughts on Miriam.

“There isn’t room for her in anyone’s life. Literally. You can probably see her ass from space.”

“If it got any larger, Earth would start orbiting it.”

“And she’d block out the sun.”

You know that old saying that you either have to laugh or cry? Well, today I laughed. Hysterically. Nick and I both did. I’m not sure whether it was about Miriam’s butt being so big it had its own zip code, or at the sheer ridiculousness of the situation with her accusations and threats. At least I wasn’t crying. That was a step in the right direction.

By the time security called back to say Miriam had left, we’d both collapsed on the sofa, spent.

“Are you staying for dinner this evening?”

“Uh, I actually have a date. But I can cancel it if you want me here.”

“Don’t be silly. Go on your date. I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself for an evening, and Toby’s already made me food.”

Nick got to his feet. “If you’re sure?”

“I am. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Just call if you need anything, and I’ll come back. I don’t mind. Honestly. I’ve been out with this girl twice already, and last time, she cooed over a baby at the next table which is always a bad sign.”

Nick headed off to change before meeting the lucky lady. And she was lucky—women threw themselves at Nick with abandon, and wherever he went, he left a trail of disappointed females in his wake. Since Jana, none of his assignations had lasted longer than a few weeks, but I wasn’t surprised—nobody wanted to risk that kind of devastation more than once in a lifetime.

Nick’s departure left me at a loose end, so I made myself a coffee. Then I wrote a list of things to do at work tomorrow. Then I screwed that up and started again, scoring a bull’s-eye as I threw the paper in the trash. After four attempts, I decided to bypass the writing stage and just lobbed the wadded-up pages at the bin instead.

After I’d wasted the entire pad of paper, I wandered out to the kitchen, made another cup of coffee, and ate a Snickers bar that Toby had somehow missed when he threw the edible food out of my cupboards. Then I felt guilty for ruining my diet. One Snickers wasn’t so bad, right? After all, if a single bar weighed two ounces, I’d have to eat 965 of them to consume my own body weight. Plus they contained peanuts, and a girl needed her protein.

I made yet another mug of coffee and spent an hour watching YouTube. Perhaps I should get a kitten? They were so damn cute.

Hold on. I hated wasting time on the internet. What was wrong with me?

Grief, Emmy. It’s called grief.

I missed my husband, and I was doing anything to avoid thinking of him. But it hadn’t worked, had it? Because there he was, front and centre of my mind again.

How about trying a different tactic? What had Nick suggested when we were back in England? Writing a letter to tell my husband how I felt. Letting all my pain out onto the paper and putting my agony into words. 

Well, it was worth a try, because my current tactics sure weren’t working. And if it didn’t help, I could always stab myself in the eye with the fountain pen.
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