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For Oscar 
Watching you grow into a wonderful young man is my greatest pleasure 
Follow your dreams and I’ll be right by your side










PROLOGUE


She wants to be everything to everyone, but making yourself indispensable is dangerous.


It means you’re party to secrets that others don’t want you to know. It means you’ll go to any length to keep your own close to your chest. It means that everyone around you becomes collateral damage.


But she’ll not bring me down. I’ll get to her, before she gets to me.


Her need to be essential is about to make her an accessory.










PART ONE










1


I’m sure, as soon as I see the door ajar, that something has happened. I never leave my garden office unlocked overnight, not because there’s anything in there worth stealing, but there’s been a spate of petty shed burglaries around here recently and I don’t need my clients’ files strewn across the manicured lawns of Tattenhall in the hapless pursuit of a mower or power tool.


Though you’d have to be pretty stupid if you honestly thought that the sprawling estate was tended to by a hand-held strimmer kept in my pimped-up shed. The fifty acres of rolling land that surround our cottage are maintained and nurtured by a team of three full-time greenkeepers, who you’re more likely to see astride a sit-on John Deere than hovering a Flymo.


I remember Leon showing me the barn where all the machinery is kept, when we first moved here after he’d become the estate’s manager. My eyes had stood out on stalks, as I’d always been a tomboy growing up and one of the best days I remember having as a child was being taken to Diggerland, where I was allowed to operate a JCB. I’d patiently waited in line for over an hour, just so I could pick up dirt from one pile with the giant bucket and move it onto another. My dad was infuriated that a theme park would charge for such an inane activity, but I’d been delighted.


Pushing the memory to the back of my mind, before it turns sour, I tentatively pull the door open and peer inside the converted outbuilding I’ve grown to love. I expect to see my desk upturned and its drawers thrown across the room in frustration, as the low-life realized that there wasn’t as much as a skateboard on which he could make his getaway. But my workstation is still upright; the framed certificates proving my right to practise as a psychologist still hang, dead straight, on the wall, and the vase of flowers that I’d been sent by a grateful client still blossom, their optimism jarring against the unnerving sensation that is coiling around my stomach.


My eyes travel to the salmon-coloured couch, where many a life story has been shared, but its cushions remain perfectly plumped and the magazines on the coffee table are fanned out just as I had left them after my last appointment on Friday.


Nothing looks to have been disturbed and I allow a little frisson of relief to ease its way across my shoulders, loosening the knot that has so quickly tightened there. Maybe I had carelessly left the door unlocked and the breeze had just taken it off the latch, leaving it swaying in the brisk morning air.


I admonish myself, promising that I will pay more attention in future. There might not be anything in here to entice an opportunist looking for an easy grab and sell, but there is still incredibly sensitive information held within the drawers of the cabinets that, in the wrong hands, could have far more damaging consequences.


I take a sip of my coffee and turn the electric heater on, just to take the edge off. It’s forecast to be a warm day, but the overnight coolness has made its presence felt. Not helped by leaving the door open, I say scathingly to myself.


I shiver involuntarily as I open my diary, though I can’t tell whether it’s because of the very real chill in the air or seeing who my first appointment is.


Jacob.


My chest tightens and I ask myself for the hundredth time whether I’ve done the right thing by him. I know I certainly haven’t done right by Leon, but then I wonder if that’s not his own fault.


If he hadn’t been so distracted lately, I would have found it easier to tell him. But the job that we thought would give us more time together has actually resulted in exactly the opposite. Because even when he’s home, he’s on constant call, and the summer concert that he’s spent the last four months organizing is fast approaching, leaving him with even less time, and certainly less patience.


I’ve wanted to tell him about Jacob; tried to several times, but he’s never listened long enough for me to get to the important part. But maybe that’s just me choosing to see it that way, because I know how he’s going to react when I do. He’ll no doubt take me to task for caring too much and going beyond the call of duty. But there’s a reason for that.


I knew as soon as Jacob started coming to see me three months ago that his story was different. Although he, like all of my clients, had reached the point where he felt able to put his pride aside and bravely ask for help, the irony of his situation was that he wasn’t looking to save himself; he wanted to save the woman who had been abusing him for ten years.


‘If I don’t get out now, I’m terrified of what I might do,’ he’d said when I asked why he’d come to see me, during our first session. ‘For the first time ever, I was going to retaliate and it scared me because I didn’t know what I might be capable of.’


I’d looked at him, curiously, unable to recall another client who thought they were the one who needed help, instead of the person who’d been making their life hell.


‘Can you tell me what happened to make you feel this way?’ I’d asked softly.


He’d looked down at his intertwined fingers in his lap. ‘She stayed out last Saturday,’ he started. ‘All night.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘And do you know where she’d been?’


He’d laughed cynically. ‘Oh, she made sure to tell me all the details.’ He shifted on the sofa, pulling a scatter cushion onto his lap, as if it were a metaphorical barrier.


I’d sat back in my chair opposite him, giving him the time and space to decide whether he wanted to elaborate.


‘She’d been with another man,’ he’d said eventually. ‘Having the best sex she’s ever had.’


I’d recoiled inwardly, unable to imagine how it must feel to be told something like that by the person you thought you were going to spend the rest of your life with.


‘She told you that?’ I’d asked incredulously, seemingly still capable of being shocked by the sadistic behaviour of some people, despite being in the job for over ten years.


He’d nodded. ‘Yes, just before she straddled me and attempted to force herself on me.’


‘And what happened?’


‘Absolutely nothing,’ he said. ‘I could still smell him on her, for God’s sake. But regardless, I could no longer convince my body that making love to her was what I wanted to do. It had listened to the call to action for so long, ever ready to perform when she wanted it to, but eventually, my brain just said, “Enough, I can’t do this any more.”’


His lips had closed and he’d grimaced. ‘She told me I was an embarrassment to mankind, unable to perform the most primitive of functions.’


‘How did that make you feel?’ I’d asked.


‘Less of a man,’ he said. ‘Though I guess she’s ingrained it in me to such an extent that it’s impossible to feel any other way.’


‘So your relationship has affected your masculinity?’ I’d asked.


‘Of course,’ he’d said, sighing. ‘How can it not? The stereotype is that a real man should be in charge, be the breadwinner.’


I couldn’t help but cringe at his misguided definition. ‘Don’t you think that’s a rather outdated stereotype these days?’


‘Is it?’ he’d asked, seeming genuinely out of touch. ‘That gives me some hope then, as I’m not like that.’


‘I think masculinity’s more about how you feel.’


‘Well, that morning, I couldn’t have felt any less of a man if I’d tried. Maybe that’s why I almost did what I did.’


He’d wiped a tear away and I pushed the box of tissues on the table closer to him.


‘What did you almost do?’ I asked.


His jaw tensed, the bristles of his beard pulsing.


‘When she got off me and walked towards the bathroom, I reached for the baseball bat that we keep beside the bed. I’ve let her rain down blow after blow, insult after insult, without so much as a retort, but that morning, everything that I’ve held in over the years just rose to the surface.’


‘What were you thinking you would do?’ I’d asked.


He took a deep breath. ‘I wanted to kill her,’ he said, before looking at me as if to gauge my reaction. When I didn’t give him one, he’d forged on. ‘It felt like the only way out and I remember thinking that all I had to do was swing it once and it would all be over. I was walking up behind her, having this internal dialogue with myself, wondering how bad it would be if I just did it.’


‘So what stopped you?’ I asked.


‘As much as I so desperately wanted to do it, all the time I was rationalizing it in my head, it wasn’t going to be an instinctive act, was it?’


‘I’m going to ask the question that I’m sure you’ve asked yourself a thousand times,’ I’d said.


‘Why haven’t I left her?’ he sighed, beating me to it.


I’d nodded.


‘I will, but it’s going to take some organization. I’ve been applying for new jobs in Canterbury as I can’t risk her finding me once I’ve gone.’


‘What is it you do?’ I asked.


‘I’m a school teacher,’ he said. ‘For my sins.’


I’d offered a small smile.


‘And what about accommodation?’ I’d asked.


‘I haven’t got anything lined up, but if I get offered any of the positions I’ve applied for, I’ll have to get something sorted out pretty quickly, even if it’s just something temporary, until I’m able to get myself properly settled.’


I’d been tempted to offer him our flat, which was standing empty just a few miles down the coast, there and then. We were planning on decorating it, ready for the onslaught of tourists that descend on Whitstable for the holiday season, but somehow summer is already upon us and we haven’t got around to it yet. It’s in a great little spot, just two roads back from the beach, and has served us well these past six years whilst Leon and I have been commuting into nearby Canterbury: him to his job as events manager at the cathedral and me to my grey little windowless box in the council offices.


But when the opportunity to live in a grace and favour cottage at Tattenhall had presented itself, it had been a no-brainer. Not least because it gave me the chance to set up my own practice in the outbuilding, which, seeing as I was embroiled in a stand-off with my line manager, couldn’t have come at a better time.


‘You’ve crossed the line,’ he’d said, when he discovered I’d helped a woman seek sanctuary from her violent husband in the middle of the night.


‘She was in imminent danger,’ I’d retorted. ‘Are we really such slaves to bureaucracy that we’re prepared to risk a woman being killed?’


‘Red tape’s there for a reason,’ he’d barked as I walked away.


Well, if it was there, I chose not to see it when I slipped out of the house and drove the four miles to where Sarah lived. That’s not to say fear wasn’t coursing through my veins as I sat there with my lights and engine off, surrounded by what felt like an invisible trip wire that would set off a deafening alarm as soon as she crossed it. But my stomach was in knots for her, not myself.


I watched with my heart in my mouth as she came out and carefully closed the door behind her. Just one forced error, and her husband would be down those stairs and dragging her back up to give her the beating of her life.


‘You can do this,’ I’d said out loud, as she momentarily hesitated in the porch. ‘Come on, Sarah, just a few more steps.’


She silently ran towards the car without looking back, but just as she reached the passenger door, an upstairs light went on.


‘Get in, get in,’ I whispered, my voice hoarse with terror.


I’d managed to get her to the safehouse, but two days later her husband had paid me a visit in the underground car park at work, demanding to know where she was.


I wasn’t going to tell Leon, but I was still trembling when I got home, unable to shake the memory of a double-barrelled shotgun being pressed against my temple.


‘Promise me you’ll never do anything like that again, Naomi,’ he’d said, as he pulled me close and wrapped himself around me. Right there, nestled in my safe place, I never imagined I would.


Yet here I am, once again, with the weapon’s indentation not yet forgotten, finding myself unable to deny someone in need.


‘Are we still going to rent the flat out?’ I’d mooted to Leon a few weeks ago, when Jacob told me he’d been offered a new job.


‘Yeah, as soon as the concert’s out of the way,’ Leon had said. ‘I’ll look at getting it ready for the summer season. I think it will do well as a holiday rental.’


‘Yes, but that could be unpredictable,’ I’d said. ‘Not to mention hard work for me and you. Wouldn’t it make more sense to rent it out on a six-month contract, or even three? At least we’d know we had that guaranteed income.’


‘I’m not sure there’s anyone around here who would take it on that basis,’ he said, his tone already distracted by something he was looking at on his laptop.


‘Well, one of my clients might be interested,’ I said, turning my back, conscious of what I was plotting being written all over my face.


‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ he’d said. ‘Do you not think it would be better to keep your work and the flat separate?’


‘Not when it’s someone as desperate as he is.’


‘He?’ Leon repeated, suddenly giving me his undivided attention. Was that what it took these days?


‘Yes,’ I said, wishing I’d kept Jacob gender neutral.


‘So what’s his story?’ he’d asked, his interest piqued.


‘He’s been abused by his wife for the past ten years and he’s finally had enough,’ I said. ‘Whenever he dares to fall asleep before her, she’ll pour freezing cold water over him or run razors across the soles of his feet. They leave just the tiniest of nicks that can barely be seen by the naked eye, but you try walking on a hundred paper cuts.’


Leon had looked at me with confusion etched across his brow. ‘And you want him to live in our flat?’


I’d nodded.


He’d shaken his head. ‘She sounds like a complete nutter.’


‘She is,’ I’d said, thinking he was finally beginning to understand the need to get Jacob somewhere safe.


‘I don’t think that’s something you should involve yourself in,’ he said. ‘God knows what she’s capable of.’


My heart had sunk. ‘But she won’t know where he is.’


‘Yeah, but still – it’s probably best we stay out of it.’


‘He doesn’t have anywhere else to go,’ I said.


‘Why is that suddenly your problem?’


‘I just want to be able to help, that’s all, and the flat’s sitting there empty . . .’


‘I think you do enough for your clients,’ he’d said. ‘You’re paid an hour for just that; an hour.’


He’d made it sound so easy, but I defy anyone with half a heart to listen to what my clients say, and not think about it for long after they’ve left. It’s a bit like reading a book. You know that feeling you get when you’re so fully invested in the characters that you have to read one more page? And then another and another, until you find out what happens to them, even when you know you can’t do anything to change their fate and what the author has already written on the pages.


But what if you could change the end of the story? What if you had the chance to change somebody’s life, at no cost to your own? You would, wouldn’t you?
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‘Hello?’ comes a timid voice, as if nervous to announce his arrival.


I turn from watering the orchids on my bookshelf to see Jacob’s bearded face peering around the Crittall door.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘Come on in.’


He hesitates and my eyes follow his to the handkerchief he’s cradling in his hands.


‘What’s that?’ I ask.


‘I found it just outside,’ he says as I go towards him. ‘I don’t think he’s going to make it.’


I peer into the cotton nest Jacob’s created to see a stricken bird, lying there perfectly still.


‘Oh, poor thing, where was he?’


‘Right outside your door,’ he says, tilting his head towards the stone paving by the threshold.


‘I didn’t see it when I came in,’ I say.


‘You couldn’t miss it,’ he says. ‘It was right there.’


I shiver in an unconscious attempt to shrug off the menacing cloak that’s wrapping itself around me. I’ve always found dead birds to be rather sinister; I think it stems from a horror movie I saw when I was a kid and ever since, I’ve questioned their mortality. How can there be so many birds in the world and yet we see so few dead? Where do they go to die?


On my doorstep, it seems.


‘It’s still warm,’ he says, stepping back outside.


I wonder how I could have missed it, unless it had just happened. But how? Birds don’t just drop out of the sky.


I remember the door being ajar and feel a growing sense of unease as I watch Jacob dig in the soil with his bare hands before tenderly placing the bird, still wrapped in his handkerchief, into the hole. He comes back in with sad eyes, and dirt caked under his fingernails.


I could pretend not to notice – it seems the easiest thing to do, otherwise I’ll have to offer him the kitchen sink in the cottage to wash in. But I can tell by the way he’s holding his hands out in front of him that he’s about to ask.


‘Would you mind . . .?’ he says.


It’s crossing another line, but I force a smile and hope that the house is empty, as the last thing I need is Jacob eulogizing about how grateful he is to be living in the flat when Leon knows nothing about it. I consider telling Jacob not to mention it as I lead him up the path, but that will only unsettle him, so I decide to fly by the seat of my pants and hope for the best.


The house is still as I open the back door and I dare to imagine that Leon has already gone to work, but as I turn the tap on and silently gesture for Jacob to use it, I hear footsteps overhead. I hand Jacob a tea towel before he’s even wet his hands and head back to the door, but it’s too late; Leon is at the foot of the stairs with a surprised expression on his face.


‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Everything OK?’


I stand there, not sure what to do for the best. In any other situation, I’d normally introduce the pair of them without a second thought, but I feel compelled to get them as far apart as possible, as quickly as I can.


‘We just needed to use the sink,’ I say. ‘There was a dead bird and . . .’


‘Oh, right,’ says Leon, coming towards us with an extended hand. ‘Hi, I’m Leon, Naomi’s husband.’


I tense up, but force a smile. Leon will be able to sense my awkwardness a mile off.


‘Jacob, good to meet you.’


I will him to leave it there and usher him towards the door.


‘Thanks,’ Jacob says, ‘for—’


‘Come on,’ I interject. ‘The clock’s ticking.’


I can feel Leon’s eyes burn into the back of my head, but I keep looking forward, intent on getting Jacob back in my office, where I get to control the narrative.


He steps inside and shrugs off his jacket, throwing it onto the coat stand.


There’s an energy about him that he didn’t have when I helped him move into the flat last week. Back then, he’d seemed almost grief-stricken, and I wondered if he was doing the right thing. If we were doing the right thing. But seeing the cigarette burns on his arms as he’d lifted a box down from the van convinced me we were.


‘Why are you helping me like this?’ he’d asked, as I’d hung his suits up on a rail and put his online food shop away in the kitchen cupboards.


I’d thought about it for a moment, asking myself the same question. Why did I feel compelled to cross the line of duty?


I guess the answer is right in front of me now. Jacob’s brow is less furrowed and his eyes brighter than I’ve seen them before. There’s a semblance of hope there that no matter how long I’d listened to him for, he would never have been able to muster, all the time he was going back to a woman who kicked and scratched him for not having her dinner ready on time.


‘So how are you feeling?’ I ask, as I go to the cabinet drawer where I know surnames beginning with M are kept.


Jacob sighs contentedly. ‘I can’t even begin to tell you,’ he says. ‘It feels like a weight has been lifted off my chest. That crushing feeling that I felt constantly has all but gone.’


I’m trying to listen to him and smile, as if encouraging him to go on, but my mind is becoming entrenched in doubt and confusion. My fingers work deftly as they swipe the files back and forth, looking for the one between Langley and Mulville that I know to be here – well, at least it was a couple of days ago. Because I’d seen it – with my own two eyes – when I’d taken Melanie Langley’s folder out and briefly found myself wondering how Jacob Mackenzie, the man whose life was enclosed in the next manila foolscap, was doing, since leaving the wife he’d become enslaved to.


I look and look again, but it’s not here.


‘I . . . can’t seem to find your file,’ I say.


Jacob laughs. ‘I think you know me well enough not to need my file any more.’


‘You’re probably right,’ I say, as I sit down on the high-backed leather chair opposite him. I reach for my bound notebook on the desk behind me, sighing at not being able to spot a pen.


‘Here,’ says Jacob, handing me his from the front pocket of his shirt.


‘Thanks,’ I say, taking it from him. ‘I’m not quite as organized as I normally am this morning.’


‘It’s probably because I caught you off-guard with the bird,’ he says. ‘It’s my fault, sorry.’


I lean in and look at him. ‘Not everything is your fault,’ I say softly. ‘You don’t have to apologize whenever something doesn’t quite go to plan.’


He shrugs his shoulders forlornly. ‘It’s force of habit, I suppose.’


‘She spent a long time making you feel that way.’


‘It’s funny,’ he says, twiddling his thumbs. ‘But now that I’m out of it and with the wonderful benefit of hindsight, I can already see how messed up it all was.’


‘Why do you think it was so difficult to see when you were still together?’ I ask.


He shrugs. ‘I just think that it went on for so long, it became normal. I knew that it wasn’t right and that other people’s relationships weren’t like the one she and I had, but I think my coping mechanism was to normalize it. Or even tell myself that it was nothing less than I deserved.’


‘There’s nothing you could have done that warranted her treatment of you,’ I say.


‘I’m beginning to see that now,’ he says, his jaw tensing. ‘But it’s going to take me a while to get used to the fact that not everything I do will result in my getting berated, or ridiculed, or worse.’


‘Are you already learning to enjoy the simple pleasures in life?’ I ask. ‘The ones that before would have seen you get punished?’


His expression softens and his face breaks out into a grin he couldn’t stop if he tried. ‘I can’t tell you what a joy it is to walk down the street, without having to worry about what time it is.’


I let him continue.


‘Time was my greatest enemy. She used it as a weapon against me. She’d send me to the shops to buy something, and I’d be standing on the high street, looking at my watch, wondering if I could get away with popping into the butcher’s to get some of the sausages the children liked. Would it take too long? Would she accuse me of loving them more than her?


‘I wanted to visit my mum’s grave. I wanted to browse the library. I wanted to stop and talk to the person whose dog was being over-friendly. But I didn’t have time for any of that – not if it was, quite literally, on her watch.’


His pained expression is back as the memory takes hold. ‘Do you have any idea how mentally draining it is to have to second-guess everything you do? To question whether it’s going to cause a problem if you go the long way home because it’s a nice day. It’s utterly exhausting.’


I nod, as if I understand. ‘Aside from needing to learn that you’re not to blame for everything, what else did she take away from you that you’d like to get back?’


He takes a deep breath and sinks into the sofa as he begins to relax. I sometimes wish I had a time-lapse camera set up, so that I and, more importantly, my clients, could see how far they’ve come. So many of them beat themselves up because they don’t think they’ve moved on, or that it’s taking too long to feel better about themselves. But they’d only have to compare their first visit, when they would undoubtedly be perched on the very edge of the sofa, straight-backed and furtively looking around, nervous and distrusting, to a few weeks later, when their body language would tell a completely different story. With every session, they sit further back, their shoulders come down from their ears, and they allow the sofa to take their weight.


‘My relationship took away my sense of self,’ he says. ‘I don’t know how to change it. I don’t know what it takes to be me – does that make sense?’


I nod. ‘I think it’s about being comfortable in your own skin. Just being who you want to be.’


He looks at me cynically, as if I’m trying to convince him of something that’s just not possible.


‘I don’t think I even know who I am any more.’


‘Because that’s how you’ve been conditioned to feel.’


‘But I can do no right,’ he goes on.


‘Being in the wrong is your default position now, and we just have to keep working to de-program the way your brain has been re-wired and take it back to factory settings.’


He shakes his head solemnly. ‘I don’t think even you can do that.’


‘I’m prepared to die trying,’ I say with a smile.


‘You’re a very special person,’ he says, the edges of his mouth curling upwards. ‘I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you in my life.’


His words catch on my conscience, making me feel uncomfortable. He makes it sound as if we’re more than we are; more than we should be. I shift in my chair, sitting up straighter in a futile attempt to make me feel more professional. Though it only serves to shine a light on the line that I’ve crossed.


Jacob looks at me, his eyes soft. ‘Why are you helping me like this?’ he asks.


‘I help a lot of people,’ I say, careful to strike a balance between making him feel special and not singling him out too much.


‘So do you put them all up in flats you happen to own?’ he says, smiling.


‘Not all of them,’ I say. ‘Just my star pupils.’ I instantly regret it.


‘It makes a nice change for me to be the teacher’s pet. Normally I’m being accused of having my own.’


‘How’s the new teaching job going?’ I ask, eager to get the conversation back on more of an even keel.


‘It’s different,’ he says. ‘I’m used to dealing with boys, so a mixed school is a whole new ball game.’


I offer a smile.


‘Boys just want to play sport and video games,’ he goes on. ‘Well, that’s certainly what my own were like when they were younger. They were addicted to football and the PlayStation.’


His face clouds over and I can see him flinching at a memory his words have evoked.


‘How do the children feel about you leaving?’ I ask. ‘Have you spoken to them?’


He allows himself a little smile. ‘I went up to Leeds at the weekend to see Will at university. And do you know what he said when we hugged goodbye?’


I shake my head and smile because I can feel it’s going to be something that melted his father’s heart.


‘He said . . .’ chokes Jacob. ‘That he’d never seen me like that before. That it was as if being away from his mother had finally allowed me to be me.’


‘How did that make you feel?’ I ask.


‘Happy and sad in equal measure,’ he says. ‘Happy that I’d finally made the break, but sad that it had taken me so long.’


‘You were trying to do right by your children,’ I say.


He nods. ‘I couldn’t have left them on their own with her,’ he says. ‘I had to wait until they were old enough to look after themselves.’


‘Your wife is a pillar of the community, a supposedly good mother, at least to those on the outside, looking in.’ He nods. ‘Do you think how she was perceived by others also played a part in you not leaving her before now?’


‘Probably,’ he says. ‘I mean, obviously I knew exactly what she was capable of, but nobody else did. She had perfected such a polished public facade and it very rarely slipped. And even when it did, invariably off the back of me doing something wrong, you’d get a split-second flash of fire in her eyes before she got it back under control.’


‘So you felt you needed others to see who was really behind the mask?’


He knits his fingers together, looking deep in thought.


‘I guess . . .’ he starts, before wiping a single tear that escapes onto his cheek. ‘Because without other people seeing it, I didn’t think I would be believed.’


I wish I were shocked that a grown man would ever doubt that his experience would be deemed credible enough to be believed. But unfortunately, it doesn’t matter whether you’re young or old, male or female; the greatest fear, apart from the abuse itself, is that nobody will believe you.


‘I was scared that I would be made a social outcast if I said anything against her.’


‘Would it have mattered if the people who held her in such high regard had wrongly cast you aside?’ I ask.


‘With the benefit of hindsight, probably not,’ he says. ‘But back then, when I couldn’t see a way out, I thought I’d be called a liar, that I’d lose all contact with the children and then I’d be even more isolated than I already was.’


I nod, understanding his predicament.


‘So I decided that the life I had with her was better than the life she would construct for me if I left.’


‘But her taking a lover gave you the impetus to do what you wanted to do . . .’


He nods fervently. ‘It was what I’d been waiting for,’ he says. ‘It meant that everyone else could finally see the cracks in the picture-perfect version she presented. His other half found out and suddenly people at my wife’s gym, church choir and the stables where she keeps her horse were gossiping about it.’


He moves the cushion aside and pushes himself up and off the couch, stretching his arms towards the wooden slatted ceiling.


‘I got a new bed delivered yesterday and I woke up with chronic back pain this morning. It’s Sod’s Law that just when I’m allowed to sleep, I’m still unable to.’


‘It’ll probably take you a while to get used to it,’ I say.


‘You’re probably right,’ he says. ‘It just needs to be broken in.’


I can’t stop my skin from flushing as I picture him falling back against fluffy pillows. A woman rolls into him, resting her head on his chest, and it’s only as he brushes her brunette hair away from her face that I see it’s me.


‘What have you got planned for the rest of the week?’ I ask, in an effort to change the subject.


‘Well, actually, I got a text from a very old friend yesterday – someone I haven’t seen in years, asking if we can meet up tomorrow.’


‘That’ll be nice,’ I say.


He grimaces. ‘Mmm, I don’t think so,’ he says. ‘He told me he’s terminally ill.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I offer, never knowing quite what the right thing to say is. ‘It’s so sad it’s taken that to rekindle your friendship.’


‘Well, Kyle was more my wife’s friend than mine,’ he says. ‘But we always got along – until she severed the relationship.’


‘Do you know why?’


‘I’ve always had my suspicions,’ he says. ‘Which I fear are about to be realized – he said he had something to tell me.’


‘That he doesn’t want to take to his grave with him?’ I ask, careful to curb my mounting alarm. Jacob’s still on very shaky ground and the last thing he needs is someone to come along and throw a hand grenade at his feet. Especially if it’s just to assuage their own guilt by burdening him with it instead.


‘Mmm,’ he murmurs thoughtfully.


‘Just be careful,’ I offer. ‘And whatever he has to say, try not to let it affect you.’


He forces a smile. ‘I don’t think there’s anything that anyone can say that will shock me any more.’


‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ I say to myself sceptically.


‘I’ve never noticed that before,’ he says, changing the subject and nodding his head in the direction of the print of the New York skyline hanging on the wall.


‘It’s been there a month or so,’ I say, clearing my throat. ‘A client bought it for me.’


‘I was pretty sure you were from the east coast, but thought it might be Philadelphia.’


‘No, born and bred in New York,’ I say. ‘Well, Long Island, to be specific.’


‘Ah, I remember going there when the kids were little,’ he says, smiling fondly at the memory. ‘It was a great day. Until we couldn’t find the restaurant we’d booked, and then all hell broke loose.’


He looks at me, his eyes full of sadness and regret that the good memories he has are so quickly marred.


‘When you think of her now, how do you feel?’ I ask.


He sighs and sits on the sofa again. ‘Deep down, I know she is a bitter, twisted woman, who at best is psychotic and at worst downright dangerous.’


A small step forward.


‘But I must have been the driving force of her anger and temper,’ he goes on. ‘It started with me and finished with me – and I will never forgive myself for what went on in between.’


Two steps back.


‘You did everything in your power to protect the children,’ I remind him. ‘The fact that you still have a relationship with them now, when she barely sees them, is testament to that. They don’t blame you for what she put them through, so why would you?’


He shrugs his shoulders and looks at me with sad eyes. ‘As I said, I guess it’s just going to take me some time to stop taking the rap for her behaviour and apologizing for everything I do.’


‘How do you think she’s holding up?’ I ask. ‘Do you think about that at all?’


He nods. ‘I keep wondering what’s going through her head. She must have been so shocked when she came home to find me gone. She wouldn’t have believed it possible, and the fact that she doesn’t know where I am will have her going out of her mind. Everything in her life is controlled; we all have our place in it and if we’re not where she wants us, there’s hell to pay.’


‘Do you honestly believe she would come looking for you?’


‘As I say, I’m sleeping with one eye open.’ He forces a smile. ‘But when I think about it rationally, I know she’s going to have to look really hard to find me because, thanks to your help, I couldn’t have covered my tracks any better than I have.’


He looks at me as if searching for confirmation and I nod. Even with the keenest eye and the most dogged determination, she’d have a job to find him.


But as I think of the lengths we have gone to, I’m struck by the thought that she, the woman who doesn’t even have a name, might be prepared to go one step further.


I glance at the cabinet that holds my clients’ deepest secrets, the drawer that should have protected Jacob’s thoughts and fantasies still ajar, and a sudden chill wraps itself around me.


‘So again,’ he goes on, oblivious to my rising panic, ‘it’s just going to take some time for me to relax and know that she’ll never find me.’


A breath catches in my throat as I wonder if she already has.










3


As much as I hate to admit it, I barely hear anything my next few clients say, so distracted am I by the sickening realization that someone might have been in my office.


As soon as I’m alone, I hastily lock the door and set about trying to quieten the thumping in my chest that’s reverberating in my ears. I go through the L–R drawer again in a desperate search for Jacob’s file. It has to be here somewhere.


I check every other drawer, allowing for the possibility that I’d somehow put it back in the wrong place. But it’s not been haphazardly thrown amongst the A–Ks or the S–Zs, which, for someone who has a set place for everything, is somewhat of a relief. I can’t believe I’d rather the file have been taken than have my normally meticulous business practices questioned.


I try to convince myself that I might have taken his folder up to the house, though even as I’m walking up the path I know how unlikely that is, especially with what’s been going on. I wouldn’t have risked Leon seeing it, even in all its innocence, as whether I want to admit it or not, I have gone out of my way to avoid talking about any of my clients in the past week, for fear of the conversation turning to the man who needed somewhere to stay. Would I confess that the same man was currently ensconced in our flat? That I’d valued Jacob’s safety more than Leon’s wishes?


I sometimes wonder why Leon can’t see it from my side, especially after everything I’ve been through. He knows that this is more than just a job to me; that it’s my life’s work to save everyone I can from situations they don’t deserve to be in. But, like my clients say, ‘You’ll never understand what it feels like to be in that position until you’ve been there yourself.’ Little do they know that I have, and Leon would do well to remember that every once in a while.


Perhaps then, I wouldn’t feel the need to keep things from him; to hide the fact that I got Melanie Langley pushed up the emergency rehousing list, by agreeing to take on three Women’s Aid cases in return. Or that I voluntarily man the Domestic Abuse national helpline one afternoon a week.


He can’t understand why, when I’ve come from where I have, I would want to take myself back there, through someone else’s experience. But that’s exactly why I do it. I couldn’t sit by and do nothing, any more than Santa Claus could stay at home on Christmas Eve.


‘I just want to be able to protect you,’ Leon had said to me after my run-in with Sarah’s husband. ‘You can’t chase all the monsters away. You’ve put paid to your own – he will never darken your door again – but you can’t save everyone.’


But couldn’t I at least try?


Though now, as I sift through the disarray of paperwork on the dining table, seeing no sign of Jacob’s case file, I can’t help but wonder if he was right after all.


Could Jacob’s wife be so driven to know where he is that she’d come to my office and steal his file? It’s unlikely; she doesn’t know I even feature in her husband’s life, least of all that I’ve been privy to everything that she’s done to him.


Whenever he came to see me, he had gone to painstaking lengths to get here without been seen or followed. He always made sure to leave the school by the back door and had taken two buses, so as not to move his car from its prominent parking space in front of the assembly hall.


He’d leave his phone at work too, so that she couldn’t track him, because as soon as he was on the move and going in any direction, she’d be calling him, asking where he was going. He couldn’t even go to get a sandwich without her questioning him, so there was no way he was going to let her find out he was seeing me.


I rifle under Leon’s books and papers, which have taken up residency on the dining table over the past few weeks. I lift my laptop up and check the chairs, all the time trying to quell the sense of unease that is snaking its way up from my stomach to my chest.


‘What you looking for?’ asks Leon, taking me by surprise. I hadn’t even realized he was in the house.


‘I’m missing a file,’ I say, holding a hand to my head, willing myself to think where else it can be. ‘I can’t find it anywhere.’


‘Well, it must be here somewhere,’ he says. ‘Do you need it urgently?’


‘I’d just like to know where it is,’ I say. ‘I can’t bear to lose things. What are you doing here anyway?’


‘There’s been a cock-up on the lanterns for the concert and they’re not going to get here in time, so I’m going to take the van and pick them up myself.’


‘Where have you got to go?’ I ask.


‘Birmingham,’ he says.


I look at my watch. ‘But it’s three o’clock already – you’re surely not going to get there and back tonight.’


He grimaces. ‘No, it’ll be too late, so I’ll stay over and head back first thing in the morning.’


My chest tightens at the thought of spending tonight on my own. What if whoever broke into my office last night didn’t find what they were looking for and comes back again tonight? Might they try the house this time?


I’m already dreading the hours stretched out ahead of me, knowing that as soon as night falls, I’ll be imagining what could be done to me, without anyone else in the world being aware of it until the morning. I’ll count down those minutes and seconds whilst lying there, my eyes fixed on the ornate ceiling rose above our bed and my ears ever alert to the tiniest of creaks and things that go bump in the night. My sane brain reminds me that exactly the same things go bump in the day too, but it’s easy to forget when you’re in the grip of fear and anxiety.


I hate that I’ve turned what is likely to be my own mistake into something more sinister. Though a dead bird doesn’t help.


‘Have you been to the flat recently?’ asks Leon, blindsiding me.


‘No,’ I snap, far too quickly. ‘Why?’


‘It’s just that we really should start to think about getting it decorated, if we want to rent it out over the summer.’


‘There’s no rush,’ I say. ‘And besides, it’s good enough as it is this year.’


‘Yeah, but still, there are some odd jobs that are going to need doing. I might try and pass by today or on my way back tomorrow morning.’


My heart stops and my vision blurs as I aimlessly rifle through a pile of paperwork I’ve already looked at.


I picture Leon letting himself into what he thinks is an empty flat, only to be confronted by Jacob’s belongings, or worse, Jacob himself. I have to stop him from going, or else come clean and tell the truth. But I don’t even know where to begin.


I try to convince myself that he’ll be happy I’ve used my own initiative; be glad of the extra money that will be coming in every month, but if I truly believed that, I would have told him by now, wouldn’t I?
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