
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, or events is coincidental and not intended by the author.

––––––––

[image: ]


If you purchase this book without a cover you should be aware that this book may have been stolen property and reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher. In such case the author has not received any payment for this “stripped book.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Finding Cleo

Copyright © 2026 Jennifer Raines

All rights reserved.

––––––––

[image: ]


ISBN (ebook) 978-1-964636-62-7

(print) 978-1-964636-63-4

––––––––

[image: ]


Inkspell Publishing

207 Moonglow Circle #101

Murrells Inlet, SC 29576

––––––––

[image: ]


Edited By Yezanira Venecia

Cover art By Emily’s World By Design

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be used, including but not limited to, the training of or use by artificial intelligence, or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. The copying, scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic or print editions, and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


DEDICATION


To the travelers in the world—I hope you find your way home
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CHAPTER ONE
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“What’s wrong?” Instantly awake, Cleo rolled to the side of the bed, an escalating series of disasters running through her head. Loss of her Hobart-based aunt’s specialised photographic equipment topped the list. Close behind was her aunt in a hospital bed with multiple fractures because she’d toppled off a cliff searching for the perfect nature photograph.

“I nearly didn’t call. I knew you’d worry.”

“Lucy, just spit it out.”

It had to be big. Lucy rarely called Helsinki, and never at three in the morning Eastern European time.

“I got an alert saying your mother’s published her annual exposé early this year?”

Exposé.

That’s what Cleo and her aunt called the article Diana Montford issued every year on the anniversary of her husband’s death; Hugo Montford—Diana’s husband, Lucy’s brother and Cleo’s father. Diana insisted that the internationally awarded journalist was executed because he was investigating the then unsolved 1986 assassination of the Swedish PM Olof Palme. All the evidence and explanations of police, medical examiners and prosecutors hadn’t dented her obsession. Diana had rampaged against everyone and everything, while sixteen-year-old Cleo had quietly mourned her father. A grief given no space by her need to mediate between the police and the Stockholm apartment where they’d overstayed their welcome.

“Why now?” Cleo asked.

“No idea, and I’m about to disappear on a photography assignment to north-western Tasmania, where reception is patchy at best. I don’t need to see her rehashed shit again, but the automatic notification will send it through. You, be careful.”

“I stopped reading them two years ago.”

For the sake of my mental health.

After Cleo’s supposed boyfriend Paul Jacob seduced her for personal information about Hugo, dumped her, then published his version of the Hugo Montford story, the day before Diana’s annual release. The spill-over online video and audio coverage had turned a mistake into a total cockup. Already estranged from her mother, Cleo was effectively exiled. Hiding in Finland offered the perfect solution.

“But conspiracy theories bring some foxes out of their dens,” Lucy muttered darkly.

Cleo snorted. “Foxes are a superior life form compared to Paul Jacob.”

“Still.” Lucy made the word half question, half statement and all affection.

“I’m always careful.”

“Still ... vermin will surface at this time of year.”

“I’m immune.”

“When are you coming home?” Lucy asked every time they talked. She’d started six months after Cleo left Australia.

“Not yet.”

In three weeks, I’ll be twenty-five. It’s way past time to let go.

Her father’s death had been an accident, a gas explosion. He’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. End of story.

Cleo punched her pillow and rolled over.

––––––––
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Almost twelve hours later, Cleo skidded to a halt outside her employer’s building. She’d tossed and turned for hours, finally falling asleep at nine this morning. She wasn’t late.

Yet.

She could imagine Angelika Lindstrom’s face if she used Lucy’s middle-of-the-night call as an excuse: polite, but unmistakable disbelief. Manager of one of the most respected translation agencies in Finland, a woman of ruthless efficiency and effortless grace, Angelika’s reputation for vetting all prospective clients with care and thoroughness was legendary.

Making this request to interview for an interpreting job ... odd. Her boss usually assigned jobs, and Cleo just showed up when, and wherever, she was needed in Helsinki. The arrangement worked for both of them; plus, Cleo scored temporary residency in Finland on the strength of her regular employment.

Huffing out a breath, Cleo noticed the hot exhalation didn’t hover in the air as it had a few months ago. Spring was letting the residents of this city, the northernmost European Union capital, know it was coming.

Her first spring in Helsinki two years ago had been about survival, a place to heal from the lies and betrayal of people she’d trusted. She’d found anonymity and unexpected comfort in the low-key vibe of the city. Since then, she’d been inching her way toward the conclusion that she wanted more from life than survival.

I deserve more.

“They’re in the blue meeting room.” Angelika’s secretary smiled and waved her toward the door at the end of the corridor.

With a brief knock, Cleo pushed the door open and froze halfway in and out of the room. She recognised the man sitting at one end of the sleek, curved steel and wood table. She’d seen him. More than once. Okay, he was broody, heart throb memorable. After conversations with friends, she’d dismissed the sightings as coincidence, some wannabe influencer who took shots of himself in places he shouldn’t be, like her work jobs. And, to be honest, she often saw the same tourists on successive days in the centre of the city. Here one day, gone the next.

I’m just ansty because of Lucy’s warning.

Angelika spotted her, signalling for her to take the vacant seat opposite the client. Was he a client? Questions became impossible while Angelika relayed precise instructions for coffee and cake for three on the intercom. Cleo pulled the door closed behind her.

“Coffee won’t take a moment.” Angelika flashed Cleo a reassuring smile. “Jack, Cleo Montford. Cleo, Jack Spencer. Let’s wait for coffee before we discuss Jack’s proposal.”

He nodded, as did Cleo, but learning his name gave her no clues about the man.

Who the hell is Jack Spencer?

Had Angelika authorised his unexpected appearances at her last few jobs? That didn’t make sense. Except, a summons to the office was rare, making this man an outlier.

Was he some sort of official language examiner?

That didn’t make sense either.

Drat you, Lucy. Now, I’m nervous.

Shifting her gaze to the vase of mixed lilies of the valley and peonies on the table, Cleo drew a slow breath in, then released it, consciously willing bunched muscles to relax. The delicate fragrance of the flowers helped calm her, while the sharp knock at the door interrupted her musings.

“Come in,” called Angelika.

Her boss favoured a dark blend for the Finnish coffee ritual. Its aroma blended with the spicy, yeasty smell of the traditional Finnish cinnamon rolls, korvapuusti, to overshadow the delicate blooms on the table. Cleo accepted the coffee, her stomach rebelling at cake. Lucy’s warning had snuck under her defences, leaving her suspicious of everyone’s motives today.

Will anyone notice if I disappear with the assistant?

Well, yes, and not possible without embarrassing Angelika. Although sitting here like a cipher was sheer cowardice when Lucy’s call had underlined all the reasons Cleo had fled Australia. Reminded her that she’d decided to take charge of her life, to grow a backbone.

Not as easy as I imagined.

“Jack’s a writer, researching an old story for his next novel. He’s lined up a series of meetings and functions and needs a translator and guide versatile enough to accompany him.” Angelika exchanged a look with him and waited for his nod of confirmation. “Initially for ten days, possibly longer.”

Not an examiner. A client. A writer. Lucy’s warning detonated in her head.

You hexed me, Lucy.

No longer able to avoid eye contact, Cleo shifted her scrutiny to Jack Spencer. Sitting up straighter, she squared her shoulders, waiting for the trap. There was always a trap.

“However—”

She swivelled to face Angelika. Her pint-sized boss touched her eye-catching, heavy silver necklace, the interlocking squares delicately etched with outlines of bare birch trees, quintessentially Finnish.

Nervous?

Angelika was never nervous, so her uncharacteristic mood infected Cleo’s, ratcheting up her uneasiness.

“Jack said that he’s found himself at a couple of your jobs in the last week. You might have questions for him about his job offer and his research in Finland before accepting the position.”

I was right.

Angelika hadn’t met Jack until he’d landed in her office. Something inside Cleo settled.

“I remember you,” Cleo said. “Although, it’s closer to four times.”

Angelika looked from one to the other, a frown marring the alabaster smoothness of her forehead. Jack must have skated over the details of their chance encounters.

“Perhaps I can explain.” His voice was deep, a bass baritone with a hint of gravel, seductive but with a touch-at-your-own-peril warning. His Australian accent carried subconscious comfort. Ridiculous, really, but it had Cleo revising all her assumptions. A sharp seesaw from fantasy to reality. They shared a homeland. Did he know her?

Should I know him?

“No perhaps about it.” Angelika was acerbic. “You asked for Cleo by name, said you’d seen her work.” Angelika studied Jack Spencer. “It’s not unusual to have personal requests. This looks like something more.”

Cleo trusted Angelika for her scrupulous professionalism. Less well known was her tendency to be a protective mother hen; her top priority being the safety of her team. Fascinating to see her bristle in defence of one of her chicks. Reassuring to know she was one.

“As I said, I heard Cleo when I first arrived.” His tone was relaxed, engaging. “Doing the announcement for the deal between the Finnish technology corporation and the Silicon Valley investor.” He directed a winning smile at her. “You were very impressive.”

“The press conference?”

“Yeah.”

“First time, Mr. Spencer?” she asked, emboldened by catching him in the evasion.

“I wasn’t sure you’d spotted me in the lobby.” His shrug was sheepish, all boy-next-door innocence.

He’d been impossible to miss. That rangy figure—just shy of six feet—stood out, even in Finland, a country of tall people. His dramatic colouring and his black hair—longer than the current fashion, curling in disorderly, feminine whorls around his collar—were equally striking. But there was nothing feminine in the sharp angles of his face, with prominent cheekbones balanced by a strong jaw. All virile self-confidence. He’d caught Cleo’s attention, enough to notice his nose wasn’t quite straight. Evidence of an unhappy encounter with a fist or some immovable object in the past? Finding him here, she could imagine multiple scenarios where someone might take a swing at him.

“I did. While I was waiting for security clearance,” Cleo stated.

His examination had been scientific, puzzled by a specimen under a microscope displaying unexpected characteristics.

“I couldn’t work out who you were.” He shook his head. “But you’re right. I counted it as one meeting because it was the same hotel, and I heard you say why you were there.”

No sleazy assessment in his look at the press conference or today. Then she’d read a blazing curiosity and a determination to solve the mystery of her identity.

“Why follow me to the press conference?”

“You introduced yourself to the security team in Finnish and English. Said you were the interpreter. I need an interpreter. Your Australian accent intrigued me, so I tagged along.”

Angelika chose that moment to interrupt. “I’ve checked his history, Cleo, spoken with his previous employer. He’s been in the States the last few years—writing scripts for Netflix, and here for a few weeks. His first novels were published in Australia. No question marks.”

Angelika meant Jack Spencer had no accusations of harassment, sexual or otherwise. His olive skin would tan easily, so its caramel tint confirmed his arrival in chilly northern Europe was recent.

He grimaced. “That doesn’t sound like a vote of confidence?”

“I nearly called you out. Masquerading as film crew for Finnish TV at the press conference.”

See, Lucy, I do listen to your warnings.

“Seriously, you were amazing,” he said.

And I’m immune to male flattery.

“You didn’t flinch under the pressure. Hot lights, questions from all directions in three languages simultaneously.”

Those titans of industry had demanded Cleo facilitate a press conference to promote their agreement. And Jack had been part of the huddle of international press journalists and camera crews desperate for the news scoop about a multi-million-dollar partnership.

As microphones and cameras bounced under her nose and hungry journalists jostled for space and their turn to ask a question, his piercing blue eyes had held her gaze. Their arresting colour stood in stark contrast to his shades of black, even then stirring memories of home, and giving him an unfair advantage. The polo-necked sweater and leather jacket had hugged his upper body. His wide shoulders and solid chest enabled him to hold his position against the impatient news pack. She’d had a sense of jeans moulded to long legs, but he’d been surrounded.

He hadn’t asked a question that morning and had melted away before she’d finished debriefing with her clients.

“Swedish and Finnish are the official languages of Finland, Jack. English is necessary for business.” Angelika took pride in the multilingual fluency of her employees.

“I checked with my media contacts afterwards in case you’re new in town.” Monitoring which international journalists were in Finland and why was Self-Protection 101 for Cleo. “No one could identify you. Why the act?”

“I joined the journos. I never claimed to be one of them.” Jack made an open-handed gesture. “It’s a while since I heard the sound of home—an Aussie voice—and I couldn’t resist.”

His grin confirmed another first impression. His mouth was an invitation to sin, a cupid’s bow sculptured in firm, bold strokes that softened to seduction when he smiled. It seemed an immutable fact that scoundrels had beguiling smiles.

“Plus, I am a writer, collecting information about this city.”

An image of Paul Jacob appeared in her head. Cleo was finished with lies, polite or otherwise.

“Some writers will sacrifice any principle for a story,” she said.

“Jack told me about the press conference and a walking tour. As well as references, he agreed to undergo a police check.” With an arched eyebrow, Angelika cut across her unprecedented jibe. “As you know, I usually assign interpreters to clients. This situation is unusual enough that I wanted you to meet here. It’s your decision, Cleo, to accept the job or not. I’ll support you.”

Relief surged through her. Whatever second sense was making her wary, she had Angelika’s support. The power to refuse Jack Spencer filled her with new confidence. And confidence was a heady, intoxicating mix she’d almost forgotten from childhood. Snatched from her eight years ago when her father died, she’d been inching toward reclaiming it. Her aunt’s call had strengthened her resolve.

“Why didn’t you introduce yourself?” Cleo stuck the pin in because the man was unsquashable.

He flinched. “I’m sorry.”

She absorbed the apology and discovered self-respect was another by-product of insisting on straight answers.

“The walking tour was another coincidence. I spotted you in Esplanadi Park meeting the students. I attended public functions. I was never in your personal space. I never followed you.” He held his hands palm upwards in the universal sign of peace and sent Angelika a pleading look.

He had a point, and Cleo tried to be honest with herself. Before today, he hadn’t actually made her feel uncomfortable. Her anxiety was the result of a series of cascading events: her aunt’s call, the resurfacing of old memories, her tangled history with writers and—after Paul—journalists hounding her for information about her father. Her initial reaction to Jack Spencer had been curiosity more than fear.

“Why didn’t you call me out?” he asked.

“Because I’d decided you were innocuous until today,” she said. “I’m sure Angelika can offer another interpreter. You’ve lived in the States. Angelika has some great American translators on her books, far more experienced than I am.”

“You’re good. You’re Australian—you’ll understand where I’m coming from, and you’re here.” He met her gaze, contrition in his abruptly serious eyes. “I’m sorry if I distressed you. I can become single-minded when I get caught up in a project.”

“That’s not a recommendation. Why me?”

He hesitated for too long. “I like the sound of home.”

“You already said that. You also said you couldn’t work out who I was.” Distrust was seared into her soul, and his pause was another red flag. “Have you worked it out now?”

He bit his lip.

“You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to try and hire me.”

He stalled, a frown forming between his eyes. Cleo’s gut told her to get out now.

“I need a plausible reason in the next thirty seconds, or I’ll walk.”

She’d learned the seductiveness of secrets at her father’s knee. Jack’s mesmerising eyes, deep as an ocean, were on her now, and the secrets they promised had already teased her at unexpected times in the last week.

She’d be a fool to trust a man with secrets.

“Because you’re Hugo Montford’s daughter.”

Halfway to her feet, her legs refused to hold her, and she sat down again with a thump.

Damn you! Damn you! Damn you!

She’d been unconsciously fumbling toward this awareness since his arrival in Angelika’s office. The news he was a writer should have cemented it. His persistence was akin to the slyest reporters and journalists who’d hounded her family after her father’s death, comparable to Paul Jacob’s pre-planned accidental meeting with her.

This time she wasn’t grief-stricken and without defences.

“You are Hugo Montford’s daughter, aren’t you?” he prodded further at her silence.

My only claim to fame—I’m the daughter of a famous, dead, investigative journalist.

“Why is that relevant?”

We both know it isn’t bloody relevant unless you want to use me.

“I heard your name at the hotel, then again at the press conference. That’s why I followed up. I didn’t know Hugo had a daughter, or rather, I didn’t give it any thought. It’s a piece of unbelievable luck to find you here. Serendipity.” He grinned like a big, happy Labrador who’d uncovered a lost bone.

“I’m glad one of us is feeling lucky.”

Her father’s death had broken Cleo. Dealing with everyday practicalities had tested the limits of her ability to function. Diana, her mother, had raged at everyone, from the lowliest bellhop to senior police in Stockholm. The night before they left, she’d turned her attack on Cleo.

“Your father never loved you. Never wanted you. He wanted me, so he was stuck with you.”

Cleo had fought back. “I don’t believe you.”

So Diana had recited in excruciating detail the story of Cleo’s life. Her early years spent in Tasmania with Lucy, a French boarding school at twelve, only seeing her parents for short holiday breaks.

“Because Hugo didn’t want an annoying, clinging child hanging around.”

The words turned the love Cleo thought she and her father had shared into a lie. Doubt crippled her, making her question every hug, every shared joke, every letter he’d ever sent. Made her question herself, mistrust herself. She couldn’t imagine any reason for Diana to lie.

Exaggerate? Yes.

Need to be the centre of attention? Yes.

But lie about something that made no difference to Diana’s life? No.

So, Cleo grieved for a man she’d adored but, seemingly, had never really known. She’d cried herself to sleep for months, unanswered questions creating nightmares. Questions only her father could answer.

While she’d been lost and alone, Diana had devoted herself to increasingly bizarre theories, refusing to allow Hugo’s memory to die. Each anniversary she regurgitated her theory that Hugo had been shot by government or anti-government agents, and government flunkeys were covering it up. She distributed it through online and mainstream media sites that thrived on half-truths and conspiracies.

It had taken years for Cleo to battle free of her despair. Paul had catapulted her back. Until Paul, she’d evaded interviews about her father.

She was prepared to admit she’d broken her own rules and been stupidly naïve. Initially flattered by Paul’s interest, she’d delighted in the sharing of ideas, the conversations about books and world affairs. When he kissed her, she discovered she enjoyed that as well and believed the whirlwind escalation from stolen kisses to inexpert lovemaking had been natural and unplanned.

On the brink of love, she’d learned the attraction was her father’s name, not her. Caution became her constant companion. She’d applied for a visa and working permit for Finland, arriving in Helsinki in the dead of winter, where hibernation seemed a natural occupation for everyone. Now Jack Spencer threatened to snatch her anonymity away from her and drag her back into that black hellhole.

“Don’t you want to know why I’m interested in Hugo Montford’s daughter?”

“Let me hazard a guess, Mr. Spencer.”

By the time she’d arrived in Finland, she’d given up any hope of distinguishing saint from sinner, of trusting herself to identify friend from foe. Cleo hadn’t admitted how shattered her self-confidence had been, but she recognised it now. Rebellion surged through her with the force of floodgates being opened. She wouldn’t allow another charming schemer to use her.

“You’re not interested in me. You’re interested in what I can tell you about my father.”

“Not exactly,” he muttered.

“Cleo.” Angelika was at her side, her hand on her arm. “We should finish this now. Jack, I can discuss another interpreter with you, or not.”

“Can I speak to Mr. Spencer alone,” Cleo said, coming to a decision.

“Are you sure?” Angelika’s voice arrived through a wind tunnel.

Cleo shook her head to clear it.

I’m angry, and that’s more than okay. It’s about time.

Jack Spencer had trampled all over her privacy, but she’d say what she had to say to him alone.

“I’m sure. Thank you.”

Angelika would do her own searches about Hugo Montford, probably already had, but given the support she’d shown Cleo today, she’d wait for Cleo to raise the topic of her dead father.

“I’ll be in my office next door.” Angelika stood upright. Despite her diminutive size, she commanded the space, her intense stare skewering Jack Spencer before she glided across the office, shutting the door with a definitive snap.

The silence after she left stretched to infinity. Tension prickled across Cleo’s skin, but she stayed in the silence. She took another sip of the now cold coffee and counted to twenty, while she steeled herself for Jack Spencer’s next charm offensive.

“I joined the English-language student tour because of your accent and your name,” he admitted with another self-deprecating grin. “I still hadn’t worked out if you were related to Hugo, but I planned to hire a translator and guide. You were professional and coolly competent that first day, but I need someone low-key as well. The contrast between the formality of the press conference and the informality when you were guiding students told me a lot.”

“The university provost wasn’t aware there’d been an extra in their group.” Having discovered his purpose, she determined to detail every one of his transgressions.

“It was a spur-of-the-moment decision.” He batted back her questions with the ease of someone used to winning their own way.

“It was an invitation-only walking tour of the central business district to introduce students to Helsinki and their year of study,” she snapped, surprised at the buzz of excitement energising her. She was rediscovering her self-assertive gene, when she’d been a wombat secured in her burrow in recent years.

“I didn’t know that when I tagged along. One of the students explained later.” His jaw set stubbornly. “I’m not sorry. It convinced me you’re the right person for my project, regardless of your family background. I want a translator I can rely on, someone who sounds like me, so we don’t raise unnecessary suspicion while making our enquiries.”

“So tailing me is your idea of a recruitment interview?”

“I get the sarcasm.” He raked his fingers through his hair, clutching a hank at his nape. “But, yeah. At that stage, I’m not sure what I was thinking. At first, I was stunned to find you existed, then that you’re in Helsinki. I went with instinct.”

“Bad idea.”

“You’re right. Afterwards, I realised I must look dodgy as hell. I’d appeared at a few of your jobs without speaking to you.” He paused. “I realised it wasn’t the best way to start a business relationship and figured you’d respond better to a contract through an agency rather than a direct approach.”

“You researched me?”

“I know you have your own website, work as a freelancer, accept other jobs.”

“Let’s be clear. You tailed me, you researched me, and now you’ve ambushed me?”

“I wanted you in the room. Angelika said she signs contracts and then assigns guides. That most jobs are arranged by email.”

“You wanted me in the room?” She acknowledged a grudging respect for his strategy.

“We both wanted you in the room,” he admitted. “Angelika to protect you, me to have everything out in the open. I found the agency, and a contact mentioned Angelika’s reputation—tough, fair, honest, and protective of her staff. She’s known to scrupulously vet her clients. I thought that would reassure you.”

“You weren’t trying to manoeuvre me into a position where I couldn’t say no?” she accused. Deception should have been Paul Jacob’s middle name.

“I wanted to demonstrate I’m legitimate and set out some ground rules.” His gaze was steady.

“Blew that.”

Jack Spencer was irrepressibly nonchalant, his relaxed calm reminiscent of her father, posing a different challenge for Cleo. Old unanswered questions resurfaced like flotsam, risking her hard-won serenity.

What had Angelika said? Researching an old story for his next novel.

“What’s the old story you’re researching?”

“I’m writing a story based loosely on the Olof Palme assassination.”

“You’re in the wrong country, and they’ve closed the case.”

“Closing the case doesn’t stop me writing a fictional account. And not everyone’s convinced it should be closed. Still, it’s a sensitive subject in Sweden. I hit enough brick walls to convince me to switch countries.”

“You’re here solely because my father was researching that case when he died.”

“I’d probably be in this room without that connection. I need an interpreter, but people your father interviewed or knew are here in Finland. They’ve agreed to talk to me.”

Cleo had so many questions for her father—chief amongst them why he’d pretended to love her—but he wasn’t around to answer them.

People your father interviewed or knew.

The temptation to eavesdrop on those conversations had her hands forming fists, her nails biting into her palms. Would hearing their accounts of that time finally set her free?

Am I ready to take that risk?
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CHAPTER TWO
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“... Manoeuvre me into a position where I couldn’t say no.”

Someone had done that to her. Maybe more than one someone.

“Blew that.”

Her voice had echoed with grief. Jack understood grief.

Seeing her devastation, Jack rose and crossed to stare at the view out of the office window, surreptitiously pressing his thumb into tight gluteus muscles. His back and hip screamed with the need to move. Movement often eased the stiffness, a legacy of multiple vehicle injuries. He’d spent hours in this office today, and the forced restraint of sitting in a chair plus the tension he carried had made his muscles seize up. After his admittedly flimsy admission of a few sightings of Cleo, Angelika’s questions and demand for references had extended almost as far back as his first-grade teacher.

Through the window, the famous Helsinki Esplanade stretched out in front of him, leading to the old harbour where ferries and pleasure craft jostled for space. The city was a maze of waterways and islands, and he allowed himself a moment to absorb the scene. With soft sunlight chasing the shadows of winter away, the eagerness of the stallholders and would-be shoppers thronging the square below was infectious. He loved the feel of the place, hadn’t anticipated his reaction to the city any more than he’d anticipated he’d stumble across Cleo Montford.

Cleo was an unlooked-for gift. When he’d worked out she was Hugo Montford’s daughter and worked as a translator, it seemed his gamble on Finland had paid off. He’d won his meeting with her, but the conviction was growing of shutters being slammed in his face. He heard his grandad’s mantra.

Then fix it!

If only it were that simple?

She was also lovely—five feet eight, statuesque, with legs that went forever.

Not relevant, Jack.

Although her hairstyle was a better guide to her personality. An attractive ginger blonde, restrained into a stylish chignon. From what he’d observed in recent days, she was a bit prim, favouring the formal over the informal. The term conservatively conventional might have been coined with Cleo in mind, but he wouldn’t float that thought aloud. Not while she regarded him with that mix of suspicion and disdain. She managed haughty better than most Californian celebrity wives.

Except, she thought he’d ambushed her. No wonder she was defensive.

He glanced over his shoulder. “You were wearing that blue suit when I first saw you. Matches your eyes.” His lame attempt to restart the conversation.

“It’s teal.”

“That’s bluey-green, right?” he continued. “Australian merino?”

She scowled at him, but he persisted.

“Europeans favour Australian merino. They weave, then unleash their skilled craftsmen and women, and hey presto, you have an elegant item of clothing, communicating a silent but powerful message of sophistication and class.”

“And your point is?”

“Is it to remind you of home?”

“Perhaps.” Then she added, “I don’t talk about my father.”

“I don’t exactly want to talk about your father,” Jack said, sensing an opening.

“Define exactly, Mr. Spencer.” Her voice dripped with suspicion, but she was still in the room.

“Jack.” He returned to his seat, wanting a truce. But he had the sense she wouldn’t let him evade or prevaricate or tell even the smallest lie.

How to convince her?

“I’m not repeating his investigation, just using some of the same sources. It’s not the Olof Palme story I want to tell. I’m writing a novel. I don’t want to stir up painful memories.”

“What about my painful memories?” she demanded.

Her angry frustration battered him, while the flash of agony in her eyes slowed him down. Her father had died eight years ago in a peacetime accident, yet her loss sounded raw and immediate.

“Your father’s death isn’t a mystery.”

“Which theory do you subscribe to? Gas explosion causing accidental death or political assassination?” Her hands curled into fists on the table.

“I read your mother’s ‘exclusives’ for a few years after your father’s death.” Jack noted the narrowing of her eyes, suggesting an inner turmoil. “But she’s the only commentator who claims it was murder. Unless you do?”

“The World Wide Web doesn’t lie.”

“Bulldust.”

“Read it often enough,” she said ironically, “and you start to wonder. Was it a political conspiracy? An execution? Did the Swedish authorities interfere with the court’s decision? Encourage the finding of accidental death? Was the gas explosion even real? Or a smokescreen to silence critics?”

The idea she might still be hurting troubled Jack. “You don’t believe that.” Although he wasn’t sure how he knew. “He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. A terrible, tragic accident—no chance even to say goodbye.”

“Something we can agree on,” she said.

“You aren’t mentioned in your mother’s stories.”

“Is that pertinent to the contract you’re proposing?”

Her snarl made Jack grin.

“Probably not.” His prodding had nudged her out of her immediate retreat. And she was unexpectedly appealing when she pulled that look-down-her-nose-at-you stunt. “Back to the Olof Palme story,” he continued. “Assassination of a Swedish prime minister walking home after a movie in the nineteen eighties. The mystery attracted your father thirty years later. You must have lived and breathed the theories he explored.”

“At the risk of repeating myself, the Swedish government has closed the case. Old theories are no longer relevant.”

“I’m writing fiction, and at the risk of repeating myself, you’ve followed the story. Given Sweden’s no longer viable, Finland is my second choice. I don’t have long here. I need a guide who speaks the language. You also know a lot of the cultural, political and geographical elements surrounding the Palme story. You were with your father when he was researching it.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It’s noted in a police record from the time.”

She closed down so fast, Jack was hit by the emotional backwash.

He rushed to continue, “Hugo lived and breathed any story he was working on, kept detailed diaries of his research and contacts.”

“You’re well-informed.”

“I won’t deny I’ve read his early articles on Palme. But I’m not telling the same story. Nor am I telling your father’s story. But you’re here—hiding in plain sight. I’m inviting you to join me in an adventure.”

In the short time since he’d first seen her and now, Jack had factored her help into his quest. He’d deny outright any suggestion he was superstitious, but the part of his creative mind that hankered for portents of good luck had chosen Cleo Montford for his book. A book he needed to write to exorcise the writer’s block that had dogged him since the release of his fifth novel.

“Your life might be a version of a Boys’ Own Annual with men being brave and exciting heroes.” She slapped him down. “What on earth makes you think I want an adventure?”

“This is an amazing coincidence. Life’s too short not to grab an opportunity with both hands.”

“You insensitive, bloody oaf!” She flew to her feet, her paces eating up the small space of the office, until near collision with the opposite wall made her pivot to stand and confront him. “It was my father who died when I was sixteen years old. What if I don’t want to recall what he was working on at the time?”

The cool, stitched-up woman had disappeared, and Jack wasn’t sure who was more surprised, her or him. But staring into those bewitching blue-green eyes while she tried to bring her breathing under control shot him back to the months and years after his grandad’s death, to the nightmares about being trapped in a smashed car, listening to his grandad’s soft assurances, while his life drifted away.

“Hiding from the past won’t change it,” Jack said, regretting his ambush. He’d been fourteen, a mess of grief, guilt and pain.

“Walk in my shoes before you start lecturing me, sunshine.”

“Sunshine?” He scoffed at the incongruity of her insult.

Getting back on his feet had involved years of gruelling physio sessions. Being cheerful was almost a pre-requisite for being an invalid. People got tired of bad-tempered patients pretty damn fast. Pretending he didn’t have regrets had taken longer. But he’d actively chosen optimism over despair, and he’d be damned if he apologised for it.

“Why are you still here?”

“Because I owe Angelika a lot. Because she genuinely vets her clients to protect her staff from stalkers and muggers and mad writers.” She dragged her hands through her hair, destroying her chignon, tumbling curls to her shoulders, and he bet that was out of character. “Witness, she’s given me permission to walk away.”

“I thought, hoped, that, like me, you’d be captivated by the coincidence of us both being here. I was wrong.”

Annoyed he hadn’t handled the situation—her—better, Jack stood, snatched up the folder containing the contract and dropped it on the table. It landed with the thud of a modern-day gauntlet. Evidence, if he needed more, that his renowned persuasive skills had gone missing on the intercontinental flight.

“Tell Angelika it’s no deal!”

She studied him across the table for longer than some lifetimes. “You’ve read reports of my father’s death.”

“Is that a trick question? I just told you I read your mother’s.”

“Recently?” Her voice was low.

“A friend saw last year’s article, and we talked about it. I decided to finally write this book, but I needed to finish my Netflix contract. Your mother does them every year, doesn’t she?”

“You didn’t read this year’s version and come looking for me like a vulture after fresh meat?”

Guardedness leaked through her words, the anger draining away as quickly as it had sprung up, while the warmth Jack had glimpsed when she’d led the walking tour through the city was missing.

“What fresh meat? Every version I’ve seen is identical.” Jack frowned, calculating dates. “It’s too early, isn’t it? She publishes on the anniversary of his death? Does she mention you this time?”

“I haven’t read it.”

Hell! Could his visit to her mother have triggered the early release? It didn’t make sense, but it had rocked Cleo. He could understand why she wouldn’t read the articles. They all covered the same ground, titillating for a newcomer, but recognisable as fake news to anyone who’d bothered to check basic facts. And knowing they’d be released year after year, rehashing the same crap, would keep the wound of her father’s death raw.

“I won’t discuss my family.”

He registered the change from “father” to family. Crazy to feel such relief. “Are we talking contract conditions now?”

“It’s non-negotiable.”

“I’m using the outline of the Palme story.” Jake hurried into speech. “I’m here to look at specific places, meet people, including people who spoke to your father. There will be parallels with what he was doing in Stockholm. I can promise not to ask direct questions about him. I can’t and won’t guarantee his name and work won’t come up. But if I ask a question you don’t want to answer, just say so.”

She approached the desk and flicked up one end of the folder with a disdainful finger. “Would you have mentioned my father today if I hadn’t pushed?”

“Maybe not, though you’d have guessed soon enough when I outlined my research.”

“Not the same.”

“I’m sorry. I planned to tell you everything once we started work. I didn’t plan to blurt it out with Angelika present.”

“Why not?”

Jack could see the cogs turning in her brain while she studied him, calculated what he’d give to close the deal and nearly laughed aloud at his instinct to beg.

“I’ve read a lot of Hugo’s previous stuff. You’re not mentioned in any of it. I found the reference in the police report because I went looking. Angelika might not know who your father is. I didn’t want to trespass.”

“A bit late for that.” She crossed her arms.

Protecting herself?

“Is the job genuine? You’re not writing your version of my father’s life and death?”
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