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I had been told about her.
 How she would always, always.
 How she would never, never.
 I’d watched and listened
 But I still fell for her,
 How she always, always.
 How she never, never.


from ‘Her’
 by Jackie Kay




Prologue

What’s your earliest memory? I don’t mean something you’ve been told so many times it feels like a memory. I’m talking about the first thing you remember through your child’s eyes. A knee-high memory, a don’t-understand-the-words memory, an honest-to-god slice of emotion that can still fell you like a tree.The recalled moment that is the key to what shapes you for ever.

Mine has narrow wooden bars running vertically through it. A cot or a playpen, at a guess. I can’t picture what I’m standing on. I can see my hands clutching the bars tightly, small fingers still chubby like toddlers’ are supposed to be. My nails are crusted with dirt and there’s a very particular smell. Over the years, I’ve worked out that it’s a mixture of stale urine, marijuana, alcohol and unwashed bodies. Even now, when I walk among the homeless who inhabit the invisible hinterland of the world’s great cities, I feel comforted by the smell that repels most people. The homeless smell like home to me.

I’m stalling. Can you tell I’m stalling? Because the heart of the memory still makes me shiver to my soul.

In front of me is a movie cut into slices by the bars. My mother is wearing a bright tangerine blouse and the man  has the front of it bunched in his fist. He’s shaking my mother like one of the dogs would shake a rat or a rabbit. He’s shouting at her too. I don’t know what he’s shouting, it’s just a jagged cascade of violent sound. She’s sobbing, my mother. Every time she tries to speak, he slaps her hard with his other hand. Her head jerks like it’s on a spring. There’s a thread of blood trickling from one nostril. Her hands try to push him away, but he doesn’t even notice, he’s so much stronger than her.

Then one of her hands slips down and presses against the front of his trousers, stroking him through the stiff dirty denim. She lets herself fall against him, close so it’s harder for him to hit her. He stops shouting but he doesn’t let go of her shirt. He pulls up her skirt and pushes her down on the floor and carries on making her cry. Only in a different way.

That’s my first memory. I wish it was the worst one.




Part One
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Tuesday

 




Under normal circumstances, Charlie Flint would have consumed all the media coverage of the trial of Philip Carling’s killers. It wasn’t quite the sort of murder that was right up her street, but there were good reasons why this particular case would have interested her. But nothing was normal right now. Her professional life was in shreds. The destruction of reputation, the prohibition against doing the one thing she’d ever been any good at and the continued threat of legal sanction alone would have been enough to distract Charlie from the news stories. But there was more.

The headline news in Charlie Flint’s world was that she was in love and hating every minute of it. And that was the real reason she was oblivious to all sorts of things that normally would have fascinated her.

The needles of the power shower on her shoulders and back felt like deserved punishment. She tried to change the subject, but neither mind nor heart would play along. This morning, like every morning for the past six weeks, Lisa Kent was the only item on Charlie’s mental bulletin. As the day wore on, Charlie could generally drag her attention back to the things  that actually mattered. But first thing, before she’d hammered her defences into shape again, top of the dial was Lisa bloody Kent. And here are the bullet points, she thought bitterly. Bad timing, nothing in common, wrong bloody woman.

Seven years she’d been with Maria. Now, as if it wasn’t enough to be wracked by guilt, Charlie had the additional mortification of living a cliché. The seven-year itch. She hadn’t even known it needed scratching until Lisa had glided into her life. But this had gone far beyond an itch. It was a ferocious irritation, an obsessional derangement that had invaded her life indiscriminately. No apparently innocuous event or remark was immune from a sudden takeover by the image of Lisa’s assessing eyes or the echo of her languid laughter.

‘Fuck it,’ Charlie said, savagely pushing her silver and black hair back from her face. She jerked the shower switch to the ‘off’ position and stepped out of the cubicle.

Maria caught her eye in the mirror of the bathroom cabinet. The sound of the shower had masked her entrance. ‘Bad day ahead?’ she asked sympathetically, pausing in the act of applying mascara to emphasise eyes the colour of horse chestnuts.

‘Probably,’ Charlie said, trying to hide her dismay. ‘I can’t remember the last time I had a good one.’ What had she actually said out loud in the shower? How long had Maria been standing there?

Maria’s mouth twisted in wry sympathy as she worked moulding paste through her wavy brown hair, a critical look on her face. ‘I need a haircut,’ she said absently before returning her focus to her partner. ‘I’m sorry, Charlie. I wish there was something I could do.’

‘So do I.’ A churlish response, but it was all Charlie could manage. She forced herself to deal with reality as she rubbed the towel over her hair. The trouble with falling in love - no, one of the many troubles with falling in love when you were already in a loving relationship you didn’t actually want to  end - was that it turned you into a drama queen. It had to be all about you. But the truth was Maria had heard nothing more than the complaint of a disgraced forensic psychiatrist staring an uncertain future in the face. A talented professional who’d been shunted into a dead-end siding for all the wrong reasons. Maria suspected nothing.

Swamped by a fresh wave of guilt, Charlie leaned forward and kissed the nape of Maria’s neck, obscurely glad of the shiver she could see running through her lover. ‘Pay no attention to me,’ she said. ‘You know how much I love invigilating exams.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. You’re worth better than that.’

Charlie thought she heard a trace of pity in Maria’s voice and hated it. Whether it was real or her paranoia, it didn’t much matter. She hated being in a place where pity was possible. ‘What’s worst about it is that it’s so undemanding. It leaves too many brain cells free to fret about all the things I would rather - no, damn it, should - be doing.’ She finished drying herself and neatly folded her towel over the rail. ‘See you downstairs.’

Five minutes later, dressed in crisp white cotton shirt and black jeans, she sat down at the breakfast table she’d laid earlier while Maria was showering, their morning routine still a reassuringly fixed point in Charlie’s emotional chaos. Even on the days when she didn’t have work, she still made herself get up at the regular time and go through the rituals of the employed life. As usual, Maria was spreading Marmite on granary toast. She gestured with her knife towards a large padded envelope by the bowl where Charlie’s two Weetabix sat. ‘Postman’s been. Still don’t know why you gave up cornflakes for those,’ she added, pointing at the cereal bars with her knife. ‘They look like panty shields for masochists.’

Charlie snorted with surprised laughter. Then guilt kicked  in. If Maria could still make her laugh like that, how could she be in love with Lisa? She picked up the envelope. The computer-printed address label revealed nothing, but the Oxford postmark made her stomach lurch. Surely Lisa wouldn’t . . .? She was a therapist, for God’s sake, she wouldn’t drop a grenade on the breakfast table. Would she? How well did Charlie really know her? Panicked, she froze momentarily.

‘Anything interesting?’ Maria asked, breaking the spell.

‘I’m not expecting anything.’

‘Better open it, then. Given you don’t have X-ray vision.’

‘Yeah. My Supergirl days are long behind me.’ Charlie contrived to free the flap of the envelope without giving Maria any chance to see the contents. Puzzled, she stared down at a bundle of photocopied sheets. She inched them carefully out of the envelope. They appeared to offer no threat, only bewilderment. ‘How bizarre,’ Charlie said.

‘What is it?’

Charlie thumbed through the pile of papers and frowned. ‘Press cuttings. A murder at the Old Bailey.’

‘An old case?’

‘Still going on, I think. I vaguely noticed a couple of reports already. Those two city slickers who murdered their business partner on his wedding day. At St Scholastika’s. That’s the only reason it stuck in my mind.’

‘You mentioned it. I remember. They drowned him down by the punts or something, didn’t they?’

‘That’s right. Not the done thing in my day.’ Charlie spoke absently, her attention on the clippings.

‘So who’s sent you this? What’s it all about?’

Charlie shrugged, her interest pricked. ‘Don’t know. Not a clue.’ She fanned through the papers to see if there was anything to identify the sender.

‘Is there no covering letter?’

Charlie checked inside the envelope again. ‘Nope. Just the  photocopies.’ If this was Lisa, it was completely incomprehensible. It didn’t fit any notion of therapy or love token that Charlie understood.

‘A mystery, then,’ Maria said, finishing her toast and standing up to put her dirty crockery in the dishwasher. ‘Not exactly worthy of you, but a chance at least to put your investigative skills into practice.’

Charlie made a small dismissive sound. ‘Something to mull over while I’m invigilating, anyway.’

Maria leaned over and kissed the top of Charlie’s head. ‘I’ll give it some thought while I’m torturing the patients.’

Charlie winced. ‘Don’t say that. Not if you ever want to treat me again.’

‘What? “Torturing the patients”?’

‘No, suggesting that your mind is on something other than drilling teeth. It’s too terrifying to contemplate.’

Maria grinned, revealing an appropriately perfect smile. ‘Big girl’s blouse,’ she teased, wiggling her fingers and waggling her hips in farewell as she headed out of the kitchen. Charlie stared bleakly after her until she heard the front door close. Then, with a deep sigh, she put the two Weetabix back in the packet and her bowl into the dishwasher.

‘Fuck you, Lisa,’ she muttered as she scooped the papers back into the envelope and stalked out of the room.
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Coming home against the stream of humanity heading for work reminded Magdalene Newsam of her years as a junior doctor. That feeling of dislocation, of living at odds with the rest of the world’s timetable, had always buoyed her up at the end of another grinding stint. She might have been so tired that her fingers trembled as she put the key in the door, but at least she was different from the rest of the herd. She’d chosen a path that set her apart.

Thinking about it now, she felt pity for that former Magda. To cling to something so trivial as a marker of her individuality seemed pathetic. But at that point, there had been so many roads not taken in Magda’s life that she’d had to grab at whatever she could to convince herself she had some shred of independence.

She couldn’t help the smile. Everything was so different now. The reason she was weaving through the head-down pavement crowds heading for the Tube couldn’t have been further removed from the old explanation. Not work but delight. Awake half the night not because of a patient in crisis but because she and her lover still found each other as irresistible as they had at the start. Awake half the night and not tired but exhilarated, body weak from love instead of other people’s pain.

The surface of her happiness wobbled slightly when she turned into Tavistock Square and confronted the imposing Portland stone façade of the block where she still lived. A three-bedroomed mansion flat in central London, only minutes away from work, was beyond the wildest dreams of her fellow junior registrars. They were resigned either to cramped inadequate accommodation in the heart of the city or marginally less cramped housing in the inconvenient suburbs. But Magda’s home was a luxurious haven, a place chosen to provide a comfortable and comforting escape from whatever the outside world threw at her.

Philip had insisted on it. Nothing less would do for his Magda. They could afford it, he’d insisted. ‘Well, you can,’ she’d said, barely allowing herself to acknowledge that accepting this as their home implied that she also accepted her dependence. And so they’d viewed a selection of flats that had made Magda feel as if she was playing house. The one they’d ended up with had felt least like a fantasy to her. Its traditional features were more of a match for the rambling North Oxford Victorian house she’d grown up in. The aggressive modernism of the others had felt too alien. It was impossible to imagine inhabiting somewhere that looked so like a magazine feature.

Accustoming herself to living here had turned into something very different from Magda’s first imaginings. Philip had barely had time to learn the darkling route from bed to bathroom before he’d been killed. The breakfast conversations and evening entertainments Magda had pictured never had the chance to become habit. That she occasionally allowed herself to admit that this was almost a relief provoked shame and guilt that triggered a dark flush across her cheekbones. Transgression, it seemed, was not something she could wholeheartedly embrace yet.

She was trying, though. If she was honest, she liked coming home to her flat after a night with Jay. There was something a  little sleazy about rolling out of bed and putting on yesterday’s clothes, something sluttish about crossing central London unwashed on the Tube, knowing she smelled musky and salty. They’d agreed long before the trial that they couldn’t start living together until that was all done and dusted. Jay had pointed out that they didn’t want anything to muddy the waters of other people’s guilt. There was no suggestion that they should try to hide their relationship. Just a sensible acknowledgement that there was no need to trumpet it from the rooftops just yet.

So in the mornings, Magda came home alone. Dirty clothes in the laundry basket, dirty body in the power shower. Coffee, orange juice, crumpets from freezer to toaster then a skim of peanut butter. Another demure outfit for court. And another day of missing Jay and wishing she was by her side.

It wasn’t that she had to brave the oppressive grandeur of the Old Bailey alone. Her three siblings had worked out a rota which meant one of them was with her for at least part of every day of the trial. Yesterday it had been Patrick, dark and brooding, clearly away from his City desk out of wearisome obligation to the big sister who had always taken care of him. Today it would be Catherine, the baby of the family, abandoning her graduate anthropological studies to be at Magda’s side. ‘At least Wheelie will be pleased to see me,’ Magda told her hazy reflection in the bathroom mirror. And there was no denying that Catherine’s perpetual lightness of spirit would carry her through the day. Too much isolation made Magda uneasy. Growing up as the oldest of four children close in age, then student flats, then hospital life had conditioned her to company. Among the many reasons she had for being grateful to Jay, rescuing her from loneliness had been one of the most powerful.

Magda swept her tawny hair into a neat arrangement, her movements expert and automatic. She stared at herself  judiciously, bemused that she still looked like the same old Magda. Same open expression, same direct stare, same straight line of the lips. Amazing, really.

A stray tendril of hair sprang free from its pins and curled over her forehead. She remembered a rhyme from childhood, one that had always made Catherine giggle.



There was a little girl  
Who had a little curl  
Right in the middle of her forehead.  
And when she was good  
She was very, very good.  
But when she was bad, she was horrid.




For as long as she could remember, Magda Newsam had been very, very good indeed.

And now she wasn’t.
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Subject: Ruby Tuesday 
Date: 23 March 2010 09:07:29 GMT 
From: cflint@mancit.ac.uk 
To: lisak@arbiter.com

 



Good morning. The sun is shining here. A blurt of blue irises that wasn’t there yesterday hit me when I opened the front door this morning. Almost dispelled the gloomy prospect of watching over 120 Legal Practice students to make sure they’re not cheating in their conveyancing exam. But not quite. Every crappy little job I have to swallow right now reminds me of what I should be doing. What I’m trained to do. What I’m best at.

Strange package at the breakfast table this a.m. with an Oxford postmark and no covering letter. Is this your idea of fun? If so, you’re going to have to explain the joke. Your Scorpio sting in the tail, I don’t always get it.

Wish I was in Oxford; we could walk from Folly Bridge to Iffley and say the things we don’t write down. I might even sing to you.

Love, Charlie


Sent from my iPhone 

 



 



Subject: Re: Ruby Tuesday 
Date: 23 March 2010 09:43:13 GMT 
From: lisak@arbiter.com 
To: cflint@mancit.ac.uk

 



Hi, Charlie

<The sun shines here> but sadly not here, so even if you were in Oxford, we’d have to find something more appealing than a damp river walk. I don’t imagine we’d find that too hard, though. You always manage to cheer me up, even on the grey days.

<a blurt of blue irises> poetry like that, maybe you should be petitioning the Creative Writing department for work. All those novels about serial killers and profiling - you’ve got the inside track, you could teach them how to get it right. Poor you. Poets shouldn’t have to invigilate exams!

<strange package> is, sadly, nothing to do with me. You must have another secret admirer here among the scheming spires. So what did the package contain?

Nothing much to report here. This morning, I am supposedly working on The Programme. When I first envisioned ‘I’m Not OK, You’re Not OK; Negotiating Vulnerability’ I had no idea it would come to consume my life.

Thinking of you. Wishing we could run away and play.

LKx

 



 



Subject: It’s a mystery 
Date: 23 March 2010 13:07:52 GMT 
From: cflint@mancit.ac.uk 
To: lisak@arbiter.com 

 



1 of 2


Another secret admirer? I don’t think so. :-} One would be more than enough anyway, as long as it was the right one. If not from you, then from whom? The only other people I ‘know’ in Oxford are the few remaining dons at St Scholastika’s who taught me, and I can’t think why any of them would be sending me a package of newspaper clippings about a current murder trial. Unless someone mistakenly thinks it might interest me professionally because of the Schollie’s connection? If so, then it’s someone who isn’t very current with my present status as the pariah of the clinical psychiatry world.

I’ve scanned in a couple of the articles for your edification. Just so you know what I’m talking about.

Hope the seminar programme is going well. I don’t know where you find the energy. If I end up teaching students how to do what I used to do best, I will send them all on one of your weekend courses to teach them to develop empathy.

Sorry about the weather.

Love, Charlie
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From the Mail



THE BATTERED BRIDEGROOM

 



Two city whiz kids callously murdered their business partner on his wedding day then enjoyed a night of wild sex together, the Old Bailey heard yesterday.

The evil pair smashed Philip Carling’s skull then left him to drown just yards away from the Oxford college garden party celebrating his wedding, the court was told.



Shocked wedding guests taking a romantic stroll by the river found the bridegroom’s body floating by the landing stage where the college punts were moored, blood from his shattered skull staining the water.

Paul Barker, 35, and Joanna Sanderson, 34, are charged with murder and fraud. They owned a specialist printing firm in partnership with their victim, which gave them unique access to sensitive City information. Carling, 36, had allegedly threatened to expose Barker and Sanderson as devious fraudsters who were lining their pockets by insider trading.

The prosecution alleges that the two conspirators silenced him within hours of his marriage last July then spent the night in an orgy of noisy sex.

Carling’s widow, Magdalene, 28, was in court yesterday as Jonah Pollitt QC outlined the details of the double-crossing conspiracy that her husband’s partners carried out at the society wedding in the grounds of St Scholastika’s College, Oxford.

While the friends and family of the happy couple celebrated with champagne and smoked salmon, the cold-hearted pair were murdering the groom. Carling went missing shortly before he and his wife left for their Caribbean honeymoon.

The court heard how Barker and Sanderson had been introduced to each other by Carling three years ago. They soon became lovers. A year later, Sanderson quit her job as a merchant banker to join Carling and Barker’s company as sales and marketing director.

According to the prosecution, the scams that may have cheated genuine investors of hundreds of thousands of pounds began soon afterwards, using contacts of Sanderson’s to set up the money-grabbing trades in stocks and shares. Philip Carling was kept in the dark. Discovering the truth cost him his life.

The trial continues.

 



From the Guardian



INSIDER TRADING REVEALED

 



Two directors of a printing company specialising in sensitive documents relating to city take-overs used their inside knowledge to perpetrate a series of frauds that netted them hundreds of thousands of pounds without the knowledge of their business partner, a court heard yesterday.

Paul Barker, 35, and Joanna Sanderson, 34, stand trial at the Old Bailey charged with fraud and the murder of their partner Philip Carling, who was threatening to expose them to financial watchdogs and the police. Carling, 36, was killed within hours of his marriage, with the reception in full swing only yards away.

Yesterday, giving evidence for the prosecution, Detective Inspector Jane Morrison of the Serious Fraud Office told the court that the conspiracy had come to light as the result of information received from the widow of the murdered man.

Magdalene Carling and a friend had been dealing with the dead man’s personal effects following his tragic death when a computer memory stick came to light which contained details of Barker and Sanderson’s frauds, along with draft letters to the DTI and the police outlining the insider trading and Mr Carling’s desire to clear his name even at the cost of implicating his partners.

DI Morrison said, ‘The letters expressed his shock at discovering what his partners had been doing. They referred to his wedding and said he wanted to start married life with a clean slate. As far as we can discover, he was killed before the letters could be sent as part of a cover-up by Barker and Sanderson.’

For the defence, Mr Ian Cordier, QC, asked if it were possible that Mr Carling could have been ignorant of so  large-scale a fraud in so small a firm where he was also a partner.

DI Morrison said that given the way responsibility was structured following the arrival of Ms Sanderson at the firm, it was very unlikely that Mr Carling would have uncovered what was going on in the normal run of business. It had not been a particularly clever or complex scheme, she added, but it was clear that Mr Carling was not involved in that side of the business.

The case continues.



From the Mirror



CALLOUS KILLERS MADE LOVE FOR HOURS

 



Two company directors accused of murdering their business partner on his wedding day spent the night after his death in a noisy sex romp, the Old Bailey heard yesterday.

Steven Farnham, a fellow guest at the fatal wedding of Philip and Magdalene Carling, stayed in a hotel room next door to the one occupied by the alleged killers, Paul Barker, 35, and 34-year-old Joanna Sanderson.

He said, ‘There was a connecting door between the rooms, so the soundproofing wasn’t very good. Paul and Joanna were obviously having sex, very loudly and over a period of a couple of hours.

‘I was disgusted. Philip had been brutally murdered only a few hours before. Paul and Joanna weren’t just his business partners. They were supposed to be his best friends. But they didn’t seem to be grieving at all.’

Asked by the defence if sex were not a common reaffirmation of life after a death has occurred, Mr Farnham replied, ‘I’m a stockbroker, not a psychologist. All I can say is that I was devastated by Philip’s death. The last thing I felt like was having sex. And they were supposed to be really close to Phil,  so I don’t see how they could act as if everything was normal and nothing had happened.’

The prosecution alleges that Sanderson and Barker killed their business partner during his wedding at St Scholastika’s College, Oxford, to prevent him exposing their illegal insider trading activities which netted them a fortune.

The trial continues.

 



 



Subject: Re: It’s a mystery 
Date: 23 March 2010 14:46:33 GMT 
From: lisak@arbiter.com 
To: cflint@mancit.ac.uk

 



Hi, Charlie

Fascinating stuff. Makes me glad I’ve given up newspapers! It must be pretty bewildering for you, though, getting all this strangeness in the post. What an interesting life you lead. I suspect you’d find me very dull by comparison.

<If not from you, then from whom?>

I can’t help thinking you’re looking at this through the wrong end of the telescope. If the package came from someone who was interested in you professionally, wouldn’t it have gone to the university? I think this is something that connects to you personally. Which make me think it must be something to do with your old college. Anyone connected to Schollie’s could get hold of your home address through the alumnae office, couldn’t they?

One of the things I’ve learned from NV is that hardly any of us has mastered the art of asking the right question. Perhaps you should consider what your correspondent has failed to send you? I always like the answer that’s not there . . .

I have three one-to-one NV clients this afternoon. My colleagues tell me I should throttle back on the f2f stuff now the program is doing so well, but I don’t know. I still like the feeling that comes with making a successful intervention in someone’s life. You understand that, I know, even if they’re not letting you do it right now.

Till tomorrow.

LKx
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My mother disappeared when I was sixteen. It was the best thing that could have happened to me.

When I say that out loud, people look at me out of the corners of their eyes, as if I’ve transgressed some fundamental taboo. But it’s the truth. I’m not hiding some complicated grief reaction.

My mother disappeared when I was sixteen. The guards had walked away from the prison leaving the door unlocked. And I emerged blinking into the sunlight.



Jay Stewart leaned back and read her words, head cocked critically to the side. It did exactly what it needed to do, she thought. Arresting and intriguing. Pick it off the three-for-two table, read that intro and you couldn’t not want to carry on. That was the secret of getting the punters to part with their money. Simple to understand, hard to do. But she’d done it once already. She could do it again.

When she’d decided to write her first book, Jay had done what she always did. Research, research, research. That was the key to any successful endeavour. Check out the market. Consider the opposition. Acknowledge the potential pitfalls. Then go for it. Preparation is never procrastination. That was  one of her key Powerpoint presentation slides. She’d always been proud to say she’d never plunged headlong into anything.

That was just one of the things that wasn’t true any more.

Not that she was about to admit so fundamental a change to anyone except herself. When her literary agent had taken her to lunch the week before so he could reveal that her publisher was dangling a new contract before them, Jay had made a point of appearing as cautious and noncommittal as ever. ‘I thought the bottom had dropped out of the misery memoir business with the market crash,’ she’d said when Jasper had raised the subject halfway through their finicky starters of scallops with mango salsa and pea shoots. As she waited for Jasper to marshal his reply, Jay stared at the food and wondered when exactly it had ceased to be possible to find simple well-cooked dishes in expensive restaurants.

‘And so it has.’ Jasper beamed at her as though he were the teacher and Jay the favourite pupil. ‘That’s why they want something fresh from you. Triumph over adversity, that’s what they’re interested in. And you, my dear, are well set to be the poster girl for triumph over adversity.’

He had a point. Jay couldn’t deny that. ‘Hmm,’ she said, dissecting a scallop and putting a delicate forkful in her mouth. An excuse not to say more till she had heard more.

‘Your story’s an inspiration,’ Jasper persisted, his lean and wary face uncharacteristically kindly. ‘And it’s aspirational. The readers can relate to you because you weren’t born with a silver spoon in your mouth.’

Jay swallowed, raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘The only silver spoons around when I was a baby were those cute little coke spoons my mother’s friends wore on chains round their necks. Not many of my readers came from that universe either.’

Jasper gave a tight professional smile. ‘Probably not, no. But  your publisher’s market research indicates that readers do feel close to you. They feel they could be you, if things had just been a little bit different.’


No chance. Not in a million quantum universes. ‘Tangents,’ Jay said, her attention on her plate. ‘The facts of my life touch the edges of their lives in enough places for them to feel a shivery sort of connection. I see how that worked with the misery memoir. The readers can snuggle under their duvet, all smug and cosy because they escaped my descent into the procession of hells my mother dragged me through in the first sixteen years of my life.’ She drew her breath in sharply, hearing it whistle through her teeth. ‘But triumph over adversity? Isn’t that a bit like rubbing their noses in it?’

Jasper frowned. ‘I’m not sure I see what you mean.’ Somehow, he’d managed to clean his plate with predatory efficiency while Jay was still barely a third of the way through her food. It was one of the reasons Jay had chosen Jasper as her agent when she’d first decided to write her misery memoir. She liked the people with appetite to be ranged on her side.

‘Unrepentant gave them the chance to feel sorry for me. To be glad that they had escaped what I went through. But an account of how I triumphed at Oxford, set up a successful dotcom company, sold out before the bubble burst then went on to found a niche publishing business while knocking out a bestselling misery memoir . . . Well, it seems to me that all I’m doing is providing them with reasons to hate me. And that’s not a recipe for selling books, Jasper.’

‘You’d be surprised,’ Jasper said, his voice dry as the Chablis they were drinking. ‘People who know about these things tell me the punters love to read about people like them who have made it.’

Jay shook her head. ‘What they love reading about is vacuous celebrity. Talentless show-offs who will do anything for their moment in OK magazine. Idiots who think appearing on  The X-Factor is the pinnacle of achievement. That’s people like them. I am not people like them.’

‘You do a good job of pretending.’

‘Only up to a point. Then there’s the lesbian thing. By ending the book where I did, I managed to keep my adolescent yearnings more or less off-stage. But writing about Oxford and after - it’s hard to see how I can avoid it.’

Jasper shrugged. ‘The world’s moved on, darling. Lesbians are cool now. Think Sandi Toksvig, Sam Ronson, Maggi Hambling, Sarah Waters.’

‘You still wouldn’t want your daughter to marry one.’ She finished her appetiser and placed her cutlery neatly together on the plate. ‘At best, they’ll think I’m a lucky bastard.’

‘They certainly will if they find out the size of the advance,’ he said, his eyes narrowing in pleasure. ‘Half as much again what we got for Unrepentant. Which is terrific in a flat market.’

A waiter whose designer suit had patently cost more than Jay’s outfit whisked their plates away. ‘Do you think they only hire staff who fit the suits?’ she said absently as she watched him swagger back to the kitchen.

Jasper ignored the question and stuck heroically to his pitch. ‘But you’re a TV face now too. Ever since they started inviting you as a special guest investor on White Knight, you’re on the radar.’

Jay scowled like a disgruntled teenager. ‘And that’s the last time I let you talk me into going against my better judgement. Bloody White Knight. I can’t buy a packet of spaghetti in the supermarket without someone trying to pitch me their brilliant business idea.’

‘Stop pretending to be a curmudgeon. You love the attention. ’

‘I am a curmudgeon.’ Jay paused while artfully arranged slices of pink lamb surrounded by neat piles of Puy lentils interspersed with perfectly carved miniature root vegetables,  all set on massive porcelain plates, appeared in front of them. ‘I meant what I said the other day. I really don’t want to do any more White Knight.ʹ

She could see Jasper biting back his frustration. ‘Fine,’ he said, his smile thin and his voice tight. ‘I think you’re crazy, but fine. So why don’t you do something instead that gives me a legitimate excuse to keep everyone at arm’s length? “Sorry, she’s writing. She’s got a deadline.” Plus you know you enjoyed the process of writing Unrepentant. And you also discovered you have a talent for writing memoir.’

Jay couldn’t deny that she liked the idea of Jasper telling the world to go away. Bar the door and keep the barbarians out while she gorged on love. She knew enough about the arc of relationships to understand that the rush of emotional and sexual intensity between her and Magda would pass soon enough. You couldn’t postpone the first flush till you could create a window in the diary. It came and went on its own timetable. And this had come so instantly, so unexpectedly, so unpredictably it was hard not to fear it might fade just as fast, though it was hard to imagine how it could fade when Magda’s beauty made her heart flip every time she cast eyes on her. Having an excuse to hide from the world so she could bind Magda closer to her only had an upside. Never mind that in the long run the book wouldn’t make her any friends. She had enough of those.

She sighed. ‘Oh, all right, then,’ she said, more grumbling than gracious.

Jasper’s grin was naked delight. ‘You’re not going to regret this.’

‘For your sake, I hope not. You know how bad things happen to people who cross me.’ There was a moment of chill, then Jay smiled. ‘Only joking, Jasper,’ she said.

His smile was a shaky echo of hers.
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Before they met, Charlie Flint had expected to despise and dislike Lisa Kent. Even though Charlie had been the one flying under false colours that first time, she’d been convinced she was the one on the moral high ground.

Her passion for her profession meant she was constantly alive to opportunities to extend her knowledge and experience. So when it became clear that there was a new trend in self-help programmes that tiptoed close to cult territory, she wanted to check the phenomenon out for herself. The one she’d chosen from the three or four she’d been aware of had been Lisa Kent’s ‘I’m Not OK, You’re Not OK: Negotiating Vulnerability’. NV to its acolytes; groups always had to establish private language that set out the terms of their ownership.

Charlie had signed up under a false name for a weekend seminar. Her intent had been to use the experience as the basis for an incisive, devastating account of the whole phenomenon both for peer-reviewed academic publication and possibly for a three-page spread in the Guardian’s G2 section.

The fifty-odd audience members were pretty much what Charlie had expected - mostly mid-twenties to late thirties, undistinguished by individual style, nearly all bearing the taint of defeat tempered only by an anxious hope that this weekend  would somehow transform their lives. What had taken her aback was the grudging realisation that Lisa Kent was neither shaman nor charlatan. What she was peddling was mostly sensible and practical. Mainstream therapeutic stuff. What made the seminar cult-like was Lisa’s charisma. When she spoke, she held the room in her hands. They loved her. And Charlie was shocked by the realisation that she wasn’t so different from the rest of them. Her training and experience hadn’t immunised her to Lisa’s charm.

But still, there might yet have been no harm done. What happened in the afternoon coffee break changed that. Charlie had been leaning against a wall, drinking tea and trying to look downtrodden enough to belong when Lisa made her way through the crowd and stopped in front of her. Lisa had peered at her name badge and given a wry smile. ‘I’d appreciate a little chat, Ms . . . Browning,’ she’d said, hanging enough scepticism on the name to make sure Charlie understood this shouldn’t be taken as flattery.

Charlie followed Lisa into a small room off the main hall. Low modular chairs lined the walls and a water cooler hummed in one corner. There was no clue to its function in the arrangement. Charlie sat down without waiting to be asked, crossing one leg over the other, wondering what was coming. Lisa leaned against the closed door, still with the twisted smile in place. Her eyes, Charlie thought, were hard to avoid. A greenish blue tractor beam that had transfixed a room full of people and now made her feel pinned down. ‘This is an amazing experience,’ she said, trying to imitate the enthusiasm she’d heard at lunch.

‘Dr Charlotte Flint,’ Lisa said. ‘Charlie to your friends, I believe. First degree in Psychology, Philosophy and Physiology from St Scholastika’s College, Oxford. Masters in Clinical Psychology and Psychopathology at Sussex. Qualified as a psychiatrist in Manchester, where you are now a senior lecturer  in Clinical Psychology and Psychological Profiling. Home Office-accredited to work with the police as a profiler. How am I doing?’

‘You missed out my campfire badge from the Guides. How did you spot me?’

Lisa pushed off from the door and got herself some water, turning her back on Charlie. ‘I recognised you.’ She turned back, shaking her head gently. ‘You spoke very eloquently at the Forensic Science Society about the reasons for the choices you made in the Bill Hopton case.’

Bill Hopton. The man who had walked free thanks to Charlie’s reluctant conclusion in the witness box that he hadn’t murdered Gemma Summerville. The man who had walked free to murder four other women. Just mentioning his name was a gauntlet of sorts. The Hopton case had catapulted Charlie into the public eye. It hadn’t done her many favours at the time. And now it appeared to have destroyed her career. But back then, that afternoon in Oxford facing Lisa Kent, it was still a bomb waiting to go off, although it remained the one case everyone connected to law enforcement wanted to talk about with her. Deliberately, Charlie said, ‘I didn’t know you’re a member of the FSS.ʹ

Lisa sipped her drink, studying Charlie over the rim of the white plastic cup, dark eyebrows raised in amused arcs. ‘I’m not. But I do have friends who are familiar with my interest in the way people’s minds work. I thought it was you this morning, but I made some checks at lunchtime to be certain.’

‘It’s a free country.’

Lisa laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’re here to do a demolition job. You think I’m exploiting gullibility and weakness for profit. Though quite how it ties in with offender profiling, I’m not sure.’

Bang to rights, Charlie thought. ‘I did think that. I don’t now. As to the professional relevance - manipulation of others  is how a lot of serial offenders get away with things for so long.’ She got up and moved towards the door. ‘It’s been an interesting day. But I think it’s probably best if I leave.’

‘I should be angry with you, Dr Flint. But for some reason I’m not. You really don’t have to go.’ The words were innocuous enough; the tone was not.

Charlie shook her head. ‘I think it’s best if I do. I don’t want to put you off your stride.’

‘You’re probably right. Knowing that you know that I know who you are would alter the dynamic in the room.’ Lisa dug a card out of the pocket of her loose trousers. ‘I seem to have confounded your expectations, which means this has been a waste of your time.’ She smiled. ‘Let me make it up to you sometime. I really do think we might have some interesting things to share. Here’s my card. Let’s stay in touch.’

As she walked back to her hotel room, Charlie tried to unravel the nuances in Lisa’s voice, but she could never be quite sure that what she thought she’d heard had really been there. Had Lisa been flirting? Was it some kind of professional challenge? Or did she simply enjoy the cat-and-mouse game? Whatever it was, Charlie was snagged on the hook of Lisa’s charm.

Puzzling over the exact meaning of Lisa’s words had become a familiar experience for Charlie. Since that first encounter the ether had hummed with their electronic interchanges, the professional usually making way for the personal exchanges of two people building a connection.

In Charlie’s experience, clinical psychiatrists fell into two groups. The ones who deliberately chose never to question anything about themselves and the ones who subjected every aspect of their lives to the same scrutiny they applied to their patients. Charlie often wished she was not doomed to membership of the ‘analyse this’ crew. But it went some way to explaining her fascination with Lisa. The more inscrutable the  woman’s communications, the more Charlie yearned to unpick their meaning. What she was clear about was that they were flirting. Flirting with each other, flirting with ideas, flirting with danger.

Perhaps you should consider what your correspondent has failed to send you? I always like the answer that’s not there . . . What exactly did Lisa mean by that, Charlie wondered, staring at her computer screen. Was she simply referring to the newspaper cuttings, or was this another instance of oblique suggestiveness? The way Lisa made her feel was like a family of termites burrowing through the solid foundation of her relationship with Maria. Charlie knew she had no business playing this risky game, but every time she resolved to leave it alone, there would be a text or an email demanding her attention and requiring a response. She was as hopeless as some of her patients. Unable to resist what she knew was bad for her. She couldn’t even be sure the woman was a lesbian. Flirtation and obliquity might just be her natural mode. So little of their communication had been face to face and so much of it had been a teasing joust. Maybe Charlie was completely off the mark. Really, for all she knew, Lisa could be straight. This whole mess could be nothing more than pitiful wishful thinking. With a despairing moan, Charlie turned back to the contents of the envelope.

Clearly, the clippings were only a selection of what had been published in the media. Could it be that the answer lay in the missing stories? Impatiently, she called up Google News and typed in the name of the victim. In a fraction of a second, the search turned up a list of everything the media had produced about the murder of Philip Carling. There were dozens of them, even allowing for Google’s winnowing-out of similar stories.

There were other, more urgent, calls on Charlie’s time. Reviving her dying career, for one. But sometimes distraction was irresistible. Charlie called up the first story, determined to work through them methodically. The first revelation came in the  second story she accessed, a Daily Telegraph article that referred to Dr Magda Newsam. Shocked, Charlie realised that the widowed bride was no stranger to her. The name Magdalene Carling had meant nothing. But the alternate identity jolted Charlie from academic enthusiasm to dismay. She was appalled that she had somehow failed to register that the woman at the heart of this tragedy was someone she had once known. Suddenly, things began to make sense.

‘Poor kid,’ she said softly, pity in her voice. The realisation of Magda’s place in the murder trial made one thing incontrovertible. Whoever had sent the mysterious package had almost certainly been part of college life all those years ago when Charlie had been an undergraduate, a pupil of Magda’s mother Corinna and an occasional babysitter of her children. Was it Corinna Newsam herself, or had someone else sent the photocopies? And still the question remained: why?

Methodical as ever, Charlie continued through the archive material. She had almost come to the end when a photograph downloaded to her screen, appearing one slice at a time from the top down. The woman it revealed had the kind of beauty that made people stare. Even a snatched newspaper shot left no room for doubt on that score. Dark blonde hair and apparently perfect skin, the regular features of a fashion model, a mouth whose fullness hinted at sensuality. ‘Wow,’ Charlie said, admiring the shapely figure and undeniably good legs that gradually appeared.

The caption revealed that this stunning woman in the foreground of the photograph was Philip Carlingʹs widow Magdalene. ‘Look how you turned out, Maggot,’ she said, amazed at this trick of the genes. But as she studied the wider picture, Charlie realised she needed no caption to recognise the woman at Magda’s elbow. Age had not withered Jay Macallan Stewart’s fine-boned beauty, nor custom staled her air of dashing danger.

Although it created more questions than it answered,  Charlie felt sure she had solved the basic problem of the source of the cuttings. ‘If my daughter was hanging out with Jay Stewart, I’d be doing something about it,’ she said. And with a few keystrokes, she was in her email program.


Subject: More Questions Than Answers 
Date: 23 March 2010 15:35:26 GMT 
From: cflint@mancit.ac.uk 
To: lisak@arbiter.com

 



I followed your advice. It was obvious I hadn’t been sent all the press coverage, so I Googled news to see if I could figure out what was missing. Lo and behold, I discovered almost instantly that none of the versions I had been sent named the widow appropriately. Her real identity is not <Mrs Magdalene Carling>, it’s <Dr Magda Newsam>. AKA Maggot, or at least it used to be when she was 10 and I was 21 and used to babysit her and her siblings. She’s the eldest daughter of Corinna Newsam, the junior philosophy fellow at Schollie’s who taught me and regularly used me as a babysitter until my final-year obsession with getting a decent degree and still managing to have some fun put a stop to it. Anyway, we’ve stayed in Christmas card touch since, though not so close that she mentioned Magda’s involvement in this case.

Reading on, I came across a photo of Magda - who has grown into a drop-dead gorgeous beauty in the Princess Diana mould. And standing behind her was somebody else I recognised. She used to be plain Jay Stewart but now the world knows her as Jay Macallan Stewart. Dotcom millionaire and bestselling misery memoir author. Now she’s the boss of 24/7, the web-based personalised travel guides. You might have seen her on White Knight, she appears sometimes in the guest investor slot. She was a couple of years behind me at Schollie’s, but her notoriety was sufficient to overcome  that handicap. Even among the dykes of Brighton, the stories about Jay Stewart galloped along the grapevine.

I remember her as ruthlessly ambitious, one of those working-class heroes who are determined to exploit every opportunity to the hilt and don’t care whose faces they trample on in the scramble to the top of the heap. She was elected JCR president the year after I went down. Only after she’d secured the position did she come out, very spectacularly and stylishly, as the lover of a senior commissioning editor on one of the glossy fashion mags. Some of the college fellows wanted to throw her out, but she was always very careful never actually to break the rules.

So, I figure that if I was Corinna Newsam, and Jay Stewart was hanging round my daughter, I’d be looking to dig some dirt that could consign Stewart to the history bin. But she wouldn’t want to approach me directly in case my lesbian solidarity was stronger than a very old loyalty to her and Maggot.

Now, having worked it all out, I’m not sure what to do. Do I want to get involved? Do I care? And doesn’t lesbian solidarity count for something? All suggestions gratefully received.

Hope your clients didn’t drive you to drink.

Love, Charlie

 



 



Subject: Re: More Questions Than Answers 
Date: 23 March 2010 19:57:32 GMT 
From: lisak@arbiter.com 
To: cflint@mancit.ac.uk

 



Hi, Charlie,

If you were a dog, you’d be a Lakeland terrier, all dogged persistence, solidly reliable and wearing a grin that could  melt an iceberg. Your discoveries are fascinating. Whatever the subtext here is, you’re right, it’s clear that it has something to do with Magda Newsam and Jay Stewart, and that the linkage to you is via Schollie’s.

Your Corinna seems remarkably unsure of you, considering how well she appears once to have known you. In her shoes, I would have turned up on your doorstep and told you I needed you. You’d never have refused. Would you?

On the other hand, it may simply be that because she does know you, and understands how impossible you would find it to say no to her, she’s asking for your help in the only way she can imagine that would allow you the possibility of refusal.

Or is it a test? Along the lines of, if you’re not smart enough to work this out, you are no use to me.

Which is it, do you think?

<all suggestions gratefully received> I know you, Charlie. You need answers. You defined your options with that first decision to investigate the clippings; whether you acknowledged it or not, it tugged at your deep-seated affection for your old college. Now, it seems to me that you will not be able to rest until you have confronted Corinna and discovered what she wants from you.

Look on the bright side. Maybe you can wangle a trip to Oxford and we can spend some time together. It would be good to have some face time that isn’t at a conference, don’t you think?

Clients drove me to a delicious claret. If you were here, I would take the opportunity to wean you off those New World heavyweights you’re so wedded to. I promise you’d enjoy the journey.

LKx



No doubt about that, thought Charlie. Lisa had chased thoughts of Magda and Corinna from her head with the suggestion of turning up on her doorstep and demanding her help. That was enough to set Charlie’s thoughts flickering over the possibilities, both delicious and dreadful. The thought of Lisa and Maria face to face made her want to bury her face in her hands and weep with the impossibility of it all. She couldn’t believe Lisa was unconscious of the effect her words would have; after all, the woman spent her days dealing with the innermost recesses of other people’s minds.

‘Grow up,’ Charlie muttered. She forced herself to stop indulging in adolescent fantasies and to focus on the practical content of the message. Lisa clearly understood her well enough to know she could no more leave the cuttings alone than she could the charged communications between them. Corinna did seem the obvious candidate. There seemed no option other than to call her and settle the matter.

Charlie sighed. Finally she’d managed to find something even more daunting than the General Medical Council. Somehow, she didn’t think it was going to be any easier to deal with.
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‘You can’t argue with that,’ Catherine Newsam said, ushering her sister out of the courtroom and down a narrow side passage towards the room the Crown Prosecution solicitor had arranged for them. ‘The judge nailed it. I don’t see how anybody could have any doubt that Barker and Sanderson did it.’ She neatly interposed her body between her sister and a woman she’d seen on the press benches. ‘Fuck off,’ Catherine said sweetly over her shoulder as she followed Magda inside the room marked ‘Private’. Being the youngest of the Newsam children had granted Catherine licence that sometimes made her siblings wince.

Two weeks since her first retreat there, and still Magda found herself surprised by the lack of comfort. Four not-quite-matching chairs with the tweedy upholstery worn smooth in patches, a table that was too large for the space and a metal bin that hadn’t been emptied since they’d first dumped their used coffee cups in it. Someone had tried to lift the room’s spirits by taping a couple of Spanish holiday posters to the wall, but the brilliant blue of the sky only made the grubby walls more dispiriting. But none of that mattered to Magda. What she cared about was having a refuge from the stares and whispers. ‘You really think so? I don’t know,  Wheelie. Just because we want it to be that way doesn’t mean you’re right,’ she said, tucking one leg beneath her as she perched on a chair.

Catherine nodded vehemently. She looked like a child’s doll with her curly blonde hair, round face, bright blue eyes and pink cheeks. There was no physical resemblance between the sisters. Where Magda was tall, slender and effortlessly graceful, Catherine was average in every respect. What made her memorable was not her looks but her irrepressible bounce, currently pressed into service in defence of her big sister. Others might have resented Magda’s beauty, but Catherine was proud of her sister and delighted that, for once, she could offer Magda the support and help that had always been at her own back. ‘Trust me, Magda,’ she said, adamant in her confidence. ‘Especially after the way the prosecuting barrister rubbished the defence. They’ve had their last taste of freedom for a while.’ She still gripped the door handle. ‘Do you need something to eat? Or drink? Coffee? Muffins?’

It was amazing how often Catherine’s eagerness to please manifested itself in food and drink. ‘In spite of your conviction that it’s all open and shut, I suspect the jury will be out long enough for you to do a commando coffee raid.’

Catherine checked the pocket of her jeans for change. ‘I’ll be back,’ she said in a passable Terminator impersonation. Magda couldn’t help smiling, and Catherine’s eyes lit up with gratification as she headed out the door.

For the first time since she’d arrived at court that morning, no other eyes were on Magda. The absence of attention was as tangible as the lifting of a physical weight. Being on show was exhausting. She wondered how Jay coped with being the focus of so much attention. Thanks to her appearances on  White Knight, she was often recognised in the most unlikely of situations, stripping her of her privacy. ‘I was so naïve about it,’ she’d once said ruefully to Magda. ‘I never appreciated how  people assume possession of you simply because you appear on their TV screens.’

Magda wished they were together now; she never minded Jay’s admiring scrutiny. But if Jay were here, the attention from the press and the public gallery would be even more oppressive. The attitude of the media would shift dramatically. From being the object of sympathy she’d become the subject of lurid speculation and diary-column gossip. Jay was right. They needed to avoid their relationship becoming public knowledge till the trial had slipped out of people’s immediate consciousness. The one time they’d been photographed together, after Philip’s memorial service, Jay had managed to put out the potential fire, making sure she was described as an old friend of the family. Having been taught by Corinna had turned out to be useful after all.

‘We need to keep our private life private for now. You don’t want them thinking of you as the merry widow,’ Jay had said. ‘Even though we haven’t done anything wrong, there are plenty of people who would be only too ready to insinuate the opposite.’

She was right. Nothing they had done had been wrong. Quite the opposite. The more evidence Magda had heard in the courtroom, the more she understood how right Jay had been. If they hadn’t done what needed to be done, justice would never have been served. But now Paul and Joanna were going to jail, where they deserved to be. And she was proud of the part she’d played in that process.

Magda clung tightly to that feeling of pride. She didn’t have many unmixed feelings about Philip’s death. It had been a terrible blow, no denying that. To lose your husband to sudden violent death on your wedding day was never going to be less than shattering. Even if you’d been tamping down your doubts about the marriage for weeks. But if it hadn’t happened the way it did, she and Jay might never have found each other  again. And that was a notion that filled Magda with horror. She hated herself for the thought, but in her heart she knew that losing Philip to gain Jay was a trade she’d settle for all over again. It shamed and appalled her in equal measure that she could even let such a thought cross her mind. Harbouring ideas like that made her cradle Catholic guilt kick in and left her feeling that her present happiness was not only undeserved but on the brink of being snatched from her.

Catherine shouldered the door open, a cardboard cup of latte in each hand, saving Magda from the darkness of her thoughts. ‘That was quick,’ Magda said.

Catherine grinned. ‘I told you tipping the coffee-stall girl on day one would pay dividends. I don’t even have to queue any more.’ She passed a coffee over and perched on a chair, tucking one leg under her. ‘I bet you’re relieved it’s nearly over.’

‘Yeah.’ Magda sighed. ‘I’m just hoping that I’ll feel some sense of closure.’ She shrugged. ‘A way to draw a line and move on.’

‘Isn’t that what Jay’s about?’ Catherine said. Magda searched for hostility in her tone and, finding none, decided her sister was only curious.

‘Jay feels like a parallel universe,’ Magda said. ‘Not connected to my life with Philip at all.’

‘But she is,’ Catherine said. ‘I mean, that’s when you ran into her again. The day of the wedding.’

Her words sent an electric jolt through Magda’s chest. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It was after that. Remember? We met at a dinner party.’

Catherine looked puzzled. ‘But she was there. At St Scholastika’s. On your wedding day. I saw her.’

Magda gave a little laugh that sounded artificial to her. ‘Well, she was there, it’s true. She was speaking at a conference in college. But she wasn’t at the wedding. I never saw her. I never even knew she’d been there till ages afterwards. It didn’t come up.’

Catherine frowned. ‘Oh. OK. I knew you didn’t get together till later but I guess I just sort of assumed that you’d run into her. When I saw her, she was coming out of Magnusson Hall. Since we were using the loos there, and Mummy’s office, I thought you must have seen her or something.’ She gave Magda a tentative smile. Her big sister might have been protective of her, but when she thought Catherine needed slapping down, Magda had never held back.

But Magda had no intention of making an issue out of this particular conversation. ‘Bloody social scientists, always leaping to conclusions,’ she teased. It was familiar territory, the hard scientists in the family grousing that the others had it easy, coming up with theories without the inconvenience of having to prove them empirically.

‘That’s not fair,’ Catherine pouted. ‘I try to keep an open mind. For example, I could have come up with all sorts of twisted reasons why you didn’t tell the exact truth on the witness stand.’

There it was. Out in the open. What Magda had been afraid of for months. The milky coffee turned cloying and sour in her mouth. It’s OK, she told herself. This wasn’t some hard-faced cop or journalist. This was Catherine, the person who always wanted to think the best of her. Magda frowned, hoping it didn’t look as fake as it felt. ‘What are you talking about? Of course I told the truth.’

Catherine screwed up her face. She’d never been good at hiding her emotions, and Magda could see the progression of reactions on her face. Finally, she found the right form of words. ‘I’m not saying you lied as such. Just that you said something that couldn’t have been quite the case.’

Time to go on the attack. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Her forcefulness provoked the response she’d wanted. Catherine was embarrassed and apprehensive. But not so much as to back off completely. ‘Well, you said you’d seen  Barker and Sanderson leave the main wedding party and disappear round the far side of the Armstrong building.’

‘That’s right. I said it because that’s what I saw. They slipped away towards the punt landing stage. There was no reason for them to go that way. You can only go to the landing stage or back up to the porter’s lodge. And he didn’t see them.’ Magda stared down at the floor. ‘That was when they killed him.’

‘But you said you’d seen them from the window of Mummy’s office. When you went up to get changed into your going-away outfit.’

‘That’s right. The office overlooks the Magnusson Hall lawn, where the marquee and the dance floor were. You know that.’

Catherine shook her head. ‘But you weren’t there, Magda. Not when you said you were.’

Magda felt cold, in spite of the stuffy warmth of the room. ‘What are you talking about, Wheelie?’

Catherine’s mouth twitched uncomfortably. ‘I went up after you. I wanted to wish you luck. Give you a hug. Whatever.’ One shoulder shrugged. ‘Like sisters do. Only you weren’t there. The door was unlocked but you weren’t there.’

Magda forced a laugh, trying to sound warm and carefree. ‘That must have been when I was in the shower. I took a quick shower, Wheelie. I was all sweaty and sticky from the dancing. I didn’t want to put clean clothes on in that state. You must have come in then.’ She leaned forward and rubbed Catherine’s shoulder. ‘Silly. Have you been worrying about this?’

‘Not worrying, no. Just wondering.’ Catherine’s expression was still troubled. ‘But, Magda . . . I don’t think you can have been in the shower. Because, remember, when I couldn’t find you I came back down the middle staircase in Magnusson Hall. And when I got to the ground floor, we met halfway down the corridor. Like you’d just come in the front door. And you were already in your going-away outfit. Remember?’

This was what she had dreaded. A witness who could challenge the version of events she and Jay had fixed on. But it was only Catherine, Magda told herself. Catherine, who had a vested interest in believing in the sister who had always been her hero. Magda shook her head indulgently. ‘Well, of course. You don’t think I was using the student bathrooms, do you? I had the keys for the Senior Common Room bathrooms on the ground floor of Magnusson Hall. Like I said, I’d just been in the shower.’

Catherine’s face cleared in relief. Then it clouded over again. ‘So when did you see them? If you were in the ground-floor bathroom, you couldn’t have seen them from there.’

Magda gave an exasperated sigh. ‘You missed your way, Wheelie. You should have been a lawyer or something. I saw them when I picked up the change of clothes from Mum’s office. I stood at the window, looking down at the wedding. All the people I know and love, enjoying themselves. Thinking about the way my life was going to change.’ She gave a bitter little laugh. ‘Not that I had any bloody idea how it was really going to change.’ She turned away from Catherine’s gaze and studied the Spanish holiday poster. ‘That’s when I saw them.’

‘Oh. OK.ʹ Catherine smiled, uncertainly. ‘I guess that clears it up, then.’

Magda sipped her drink and said nothing. She understood that labouring a lie was the very thing that undermined its credibility. ‘Good coffee,’ she said. ‘Thanks for taking so much care of me over the trial. I appreciate it, Wheelie.’

Catherine shrugged. ‘What else would I do? You’re my sister.’

‘I’m my mother’s daughter, but she’s not been near me.’

‘She’s struggling with the Jay thing, Magda. On top of losing Philip . . . well, it’s been like a double whammy for her.’

‘Thanks, Catherine.’ Magda’s tone was sharp. ‘I didn’t realise  me being happy came in the same category as having your son-in-law murdered.’

Stung, Catherine stood up for herself. ‘You’ve got to see it from her point of view. Philip was her dream son-in-law. He dies a horrible, violent death on the very day that all her dreams for you come true. And then you apparently turn into a lesbian without any warning. That’s a bit hard for a committed Catholic like Mummy to take. You’ve got to give her time. You’ve got to talk to her. Make her realise you understand her point of view, even if you can’t agree with it.’

Magda felt her throat constrict with emotion. ‘And what about my point of view? When is she ever going to take that into account? How do you think I feel?’

‘Like shit, I imagine,’ Catherine said softly.

Before Magda could say anything more, the door opened and the familiar bald head of the court usher appeared in the gap. ‘Jury’s coming back,’ he said.

‘Already?’ Catherine said. She turned to Magda. ‘I told you it was open and shut.’

‘As long as it’s the right open and shut.’ Magda followed Catherine and the usher out the door, praying that what she and Jay had done hadn’t been in vain.
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Once upon a time, Charlie had been more than a little in love with Dr Corinna Newsam. There were several very good reasons behind an infatuation that had lasted for most of her first year at St Scholastika’s College. Corinna, the college’s junior philosophy fellow, was the smartest woman she’d ever met. She was also the least stuffy academic, the most challenging conversationalist and the most demanding teacher Charlie had encountered. She was charmed by Corinna’s Canadian accent, in awe of her mind and attracted by her sardonic smile. The husband, four children and adamantine Catholicism were mere details that barely impinged on Charlie’s dreamy fantasies. And she never noticed that, like the family, she was entirely under Corinna’s thumb.

The fascination didn’t survive Charlie’s first real love affair. Flesh and blood trumped dreams every time. Besides, by then Charlie had discovered Oxford was full of bright, stimulating women who carried less complicated baggage than Corinna Newsam. Not that she stopped admiring Corinna. She just stopped imagining those moments when the brush of two hands would suddenly explode into something more. Probably just as well, since by then she was an occasional babysitter for the Newsam children. Feverish unrequited lust was a major  impediment when it came to occupying the hands and minds of four independent and intelligent children.

Of course, Charlie also eventually worked out that Corinna was a control freak and that she was just another cog in the wheel of the machinery that made Newsam family life run smoothly. When she left Oxford, Charlie knew that, in spite of their mutual assurances, she would be out of sight and out of mind to Corinna. They’d exchanged notes with their Christmas cards for a couple of years, then that had tailed off too. The only time they’d met since Charlie’s graduation had been her ten-year gaudy. It had been an awkward encounter, neither really knowing how to bridge the gap between past and present.

And now she was going to have to pluck up the courage to call her. It wouldn’t have been such a trial six months before, when Charlie had still been someone with a decent professional reputation, albeit tinged with a degree of notoriety. But now? Charlie stared at the phone and sighed. It was no good trying to pretend that Corinna would know nothing of her disgrace. Oxford colleges were gossip factories, their Senior Common Rooms a buzz of speculation built on slender accumulations of half-truths and rumours. But in this instance, they’d only have had to glance through the neat stacks of daily newspapers on the SCR table to fuel lengthy excursions through the moral maze of Dr Charlie Flint’s professional actions.

‘Oh, bugger,’ Charlie muttered, reaching for the handset. This time of day, Corinna should still be in college. With luck, not teaching but reading. Or lying on the big green velvet chaise longue, thinking. The porter answered on the third ring. No such thing as a professional switchboard operator; the twenty-first century and still the college operated as if they’d barely made it out of the nineteenth.

‘St Scholastika’s College. How may I help you?’ The burr of  a local accent that sounded as if it had escaped from a BBC costume drama.

‘I’d like to speak to Dr Newsam,’ Charlie said, more brusque than she’d intended.

‘May I ask who’s calling?’

‘Dr Charlotte Flint.’

‘Dr Flint? How nice to hear you. One moment, I’ll see if Dr Newsam’s available.’


Bloody Oxford. Never lets you go. Charlie waited, hollow silence in her ear. Nothing as tacky as canned muzak for her alma mater. She’d almost given up when she heard a sharp click followed by a familiar drawl. ‘Charlie? Is that really you?’

‘Corinna,’ she said, taken aback by the warmth she suddenly felt. ‘But you’re not really surprised, are you?’

‘That depends on why you’re calling.’

The joust was on. Charlie felt tired at the thought of it. She moved in a different world these days, and she preferred it. ‘I’m calling because you sent me a package of newspaper clippings, ’ she said. ‘About the trial of the two people who allegedly murdered Magda’s husband on their wedding day.’

‘Why would I do that?’ Corinna sounded as if this were no more important than a routine tutorial inquiry about some detail of an essay.

‘I think it was a challenge, Corinna. Given what you sent, would I be able to figure out who had sent it? And why? You did it because you’re a philosopher. You’ve grown so accustomed to setting everyone tests and challenges that you’ve forgotten how to ask a straight question.’

‘And what could my motivation for such a challenge possibly be?’ Charlie thought she could hear tension in Corinna’s voice now, but she couldn’t swear to it.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘But I did track down one photograph that gave me pause. I think if I was a mother and my daughter was running around with Jay Macallan Stewart, I’d  be shouting for the cavalry. Now, I know I’m not everybody’s idea of the cavalry, but I’m probably all you could think of at short notice.’

There was no humour in Corinna’s laugh. ‘I thought my memory was still reliable. You always had a gift for investigation and resolution. It’s good to see the years have only sharpened it. Well done, Charlie.’

‘What’s all this about, Corinna? Apart from me being your self-fulfilling prophecy?’ She didn’t care that she sounded impatient.

‘I need your help.’

Charlie sighed. ‘It’s seventeen years since I graduated, Corinna. You don’t know anything about me.’

‘I know enough, Charlie. I feel pretty certain you’ve got a burning desire to redeem yourself right now.’
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Eight months later

 

The three people at the table had converged on the Turkish restaurant from very different places. Detective Sergeant Nick Nicolaides had come from the Foreign Office, where he’d been briefed by a civil servant in the Spanish section. Maria Garside had come by taxi from Euston Station; the swift and regular Virgin Pendolino service from Manchester meant she could conduct most of an afternoon surgery and still make it to the capital in time for dinner. Dr Charlie Flint had come from a meeting in Holborn with the providers of her professional indemnity insurance.

‘So, is it to be champagne?’ asked Maria, first to arrive and impatient for a drink. ‘I already ordered a running selection of mezze.’

Nick, who had bumped into Charlie in the doorway, raised an interrogative eyebrow. ‘My meeting was just a confirmation of what we’d already heard. Which is definitely worth champagne. But I’m not drinking fizz unless Charlie got a result too.’

Maria gave Charlie a measured stare. ‘Eight years on and she still thinks she can keep her secrets.’ She grinned. ‘I think it’s a bottle of Bolly. Am I right?’

Charlie leaned back in her seat and let out a long breath. ‘In the light of the GMC’s decision that I acted throughout the Bill Hopton case with professional propriety, my insurers have agreed to settle all outstanding claims from the families of his victims. So yes, Nick, a result. And yes, Maria, definitely worth the Bolly.’

The smile that lit up Maria’s face was even more welcome than the news had been. Only when the General Medical Council had dismissed the complaint against Charlie had she fully grasped how much stress her partner had been under. That Maria had asked so little for herself during their time in purgatory was a salutary reminder to Charlie of how lucky she was still to have her.

‘Thank God,’ Maria said as Nick waved to the waiter.

Once the champagne was on its way, they sat beaming at each other, enjoying the sensation of an ordeal survived. ‘So what did the Foreign Office have to say?’ Charlie asked.

‘Lisa’s lawyers tried to have her declared unfit to plead but the court wasn’t having it.’

‘That’s not as surprising as it might seem,’ Charlie said. ‘When she’s not actually rolling around on the floor gibbering, she’s capable of simulating a high level of normality. There are very few situations in which she couldn’t pass for acceptably normal.’

Nick pulled a face. ‘Your idea of normal and mine are clearly not even close.’

‘You never saw her at her most convincingly charming,’ Maria said. ‘You’d have totally fallen under her spell. Like her thousands of NV acolytes.’

‘I’ll have to take your word for it. Anyway, since the Spaniards were determined to go to trial, her legal team persuaded her to plead guilty. There really was no arguing with the forensics. Her DNA was all over the villa where Ingemarsson was killed. They had records of her ferry crossing and the  hotel she stayed in near Santander. There was always a mountain of evidence. But they never had a suspect to test it against.’

‘I can’t believe she was so careless,’ Maria said. ‘It’s as if she wanted to be caught.’

‘Some killers do. But I don’t think she was one of them.’ Charlie paused as the waiter poured the champagne. They toasted each other, then she continued. ‘I think Lisa believed that she was invincible. That her cause was so patently right that she couldn’t be stopped. It’s a kind of magical thinking that some grandiose personalities indulge in. She was just lucky.’

‘Bloody lucky,’ Nick said bitterly. ‘I still can’t believe the bloody CPS, deciding there wasn’t enough evidence to prosecute her for the shit she pulled over here.’

Charlie shrugged. ‘By that stage, they knew the Spanish would do their dirty work for them. So, how long did she get?’

Nick looked sombre. ‘Thirty years. Not much fun in a Spanish jail.’

‘That’s why her lawyer’s already working on trying to get her transferred to a UK prison. And if he succeeds, I bet you a pound to a gold watch she’ll do her time in a secure mental hospital rather than a prison.’

‘How come you know what her lawyer’s up to?’ Nick demanded.

Charlie looked faintly embarrassed. ‘Because I’m helping to build the case,’ she said.

Nick looked astonished. ‘She tried to kill you, Charlie.’

‘I know. But she’s ill.’ Charlie fiddled with the stem of her glass. ‘She can’t be held responsible. The person who should be held to account and who never will be is Jay. That’s why I’ve been making her sit down and take me through the history.’

‘You’ve been sitting down with Jay Stewart?’ Nick’s voice rose an octave.

Charlie shrugged. ‘Why not? She’s got nothing better to do with her days right now. She might only have got a suspended sentence for concealment of a body, but it’s made her persona non grata with the 24/7 shareholders. They kicked her off the board and she’s having to lie low and lick her wounds. She might as well be talking to me.’

Nick shook his head in wonderment. ‘You never cease to amaze me, Charlie. So what’s she saying?’

‘I finally got the back story. Lisa Kent wasn’t always Lisa Kent. She started out as Louise Proctor. She and Jay fell in love at Schollie’s and had one of those totally consuming affairs. Jay made the fatal mistake of telling her about Jenna’s murder and how she’d hid the body. She says it put her in Lisa’s power, but of course, there’s an element of bullshit in that. She must have known that the penalties for what she did were negligible compared to what Lisa was doing.’ Charlie saw her anger and disgust mirrored in the faces of her companions. ‘Even then, it was clear Lisa was completely obsessive and when Jess Edwards started her campaign against Jay, she decided it was her job to protect her lover. So she killed Jess. It was Louise that Corinna saw in the meadow that morning, not Jay.’

There was a moment’s silence round the table while they all contemplated the consequences of that misidentification. ‘Of course, committing a murder put her under tremendous stress even though she was convinced of her absolute right to defend Jay in any way that was necessary. But then her family freaked when they found out she was in the thick of a lesbian affair so they whisked her off to some extreme Catholic retreat where she promptly tried to kill herself, twice. She had a complete breakdown. She took a year out, then came back to Oxford, but not to Schollie’s. She transferred to Univ, changed her name and remade herself. She even tried to turn herself into a nice heterosexual girl.’

‘The perfect recipe for mental health,’ Maria said drily.

‘Well, it worked on a superficial level. She was functioning well enough to synthesise all the therapeutic avenues she’d gone down into a self-help programme that slowly started to take off.’ Charlie sighed. ‘It would be nice to think that she might have made it if she’d never encountered Jay again. The reality is she’d probably have found someone else to act as an outlet for her delusional fantasies.’

‘But presumably she did run into Jay again?’ Maria asked.

Before Charlie could reply, the food started to arrive. A relay of waiters spread a dozen dishes before them and there was a brief pause while they started on the food. ‘How did they meet up again?’ Nick asked after he’d devoured an entire pitta bread slathered with aubergine caviar.

‘According to Jay, Lisa read an article about her when  doitnow.com started to take off. Jay arrived at the office one morning to find the place filled with flowers. There was a card with them that had the name of a bar and a time. Jay figured a public place would be safe enough so she went along. And there was Lisa.’

‘I bet that totally did her head in,’ Nick said. ‘She must have thought she was free and clear after all that time.’

‘According to Jay, she tried not to get sucked back in. But Lisa’s very persuasive. And very good at passing for a normal, sane, sympathetic person. And then there was the small matter of Jess’s murder. Jay was well aware that she was the person with the motive and no alibi. She claims she was scared of what Lisa might do if she refused all contact. Instead, she took a leaf out of Lisa’s own book and did this big song and dance about how they were destined to be together but not yet. There would be tests and challenges before they would be worthy of each other.’

‘Jeez,’ Maria said. ‘Remind me again, which one’s the nutter?’

‘Obviously not Jay,’ Nick said. ‘She’s the one who’s walked away from all of this with nothing more severe than a suspended sentence. Her stepfather’s doing life for murdering her mother, her ex is doing thirty years in a Spanish jail and Corinna Newsam’s had to resign her fellowship because she kept quiet about seeing someone in the meadow. But Jay still has her shares in 24/7 and her big house in Chelsea and her lovely life.’

‘Not quite so lovely now,’ Charlie pointed out. ‘She doesn’t have Magda.’

‘She doesn’t? That’s news to me,’ Nick said.

‘Did I not tell you? Magda dumped her right after she found out it was Lisa who killed Philip. She realised Jay must have known that all along and the whole thing about Joanna and Paul was just a stunt to make it look like Jay was totally devoted to her. She was devastated that they’d been put through a murder trial just to make Jay look good.’

‘Even though they did do the insider trading that they’re still in prison for,’ Maria said, less than charitably.

‘Poor Magda. Another fucked-up life, thanks to Jay and Lisa,’ Nick said.

‘Not entirely,’ Maria said. ‘Tell him, Charlie.’

‘Corinna’s furious. Magda’s hooked up with a lesbian theatre director who’s trying to get pregnant via donor insemination. We’re all hoping Henry will die of apoplexy when she finally succeeds.’

‘So Magda got a bit of a happy ending,’ Maria said. ‘And she gave all Philip’s insider trading money to the oncology department where she works. We took her out to dinner a couple of weeks ago and she told us all about their lovely new facilities.’

Before he could respond, a cascade of acoustic finger-picking emerged from Nick’s jacket. He snatched at his phone, swearing under his breath. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to take this,’ he said, jumping to his feet and heading for the door. ‘Work. Sorry.’

Charlie watched him go, an affectionate smile on her face. Then she turned back to Maria. ‘I’m glad the trial’s over. I know there’s still work to be done to get Lisa back to a proper facility in the UK, but this feels like some sort of closure.’

Maria put her fork down and gave Charlie a long level stare. ‘You were in love with her, weren’t you?’

Charlie felt as if a gaping pit had opened beneath her feet. ‘Sorry?’ she blurted out.

Maria’s smile was edged with sadness. ‘It’s OK, Charlie. I know it’s over.’

‘I never—’

Maria leaned forward and put a finger to Charlie’s lips. ‘Sssh. You don’t need to explain. I think she was your demon lover, like in folk tales. The one you have no resistance to. I’ll be honest, Charlie. I was scared I was going to lose you. When I saw the way you didn’t look at her in Skye, I was sure you were going to choose her over me.’

‘I couldn’t leave you,’ Charlie said, her voice cracking under the strain.

‘I know that now. But I didn’t then. I’m glad you fell back to earth.’

Charlie swallowed hard. ‘Me too.’ As she spoke, Nick strode back into the restaurant, a relieved smile on his face.

Maria spoke quickly, determined to say her piece before he reached them. ‘And if you ever think about betraying me again, you’ll wish Jay hadn’t stopped Lisa adding another scalp to her tally.’ She gave a grim smile. ‘And that’s a guarantee.’
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