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  PROLOGUE




  Alone with the memory of your lies, it took three murders to show me who you really are.




  You must see who you are too: the brutality and the cruelty, the suffering caused.




  Right here, right now, I promise you this: whatever else happens, I will bring light from your darkness. I will turn you to face the consequences of your crimes.




  I will find grace in your weakness. And mercy in your sins.
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  I drew Ruby closer as the music faded away. Oasis. ‘Don’t Look Back In Anger’. One of Caspian’s favourites from years ago, before we met. Ruby wiped

  away her tears and looked up at me with trembling lips.




  ‘Okay?’ I whispered.




  She nodded. On my other side Rufus sat rigid in his chair. A stranger might have thought he wasn’t feeling anything, but I could see the strain behind that blank expression in every muscle

  of his face. He was thirteen. Ruby just nine. And this was their father’s memorial service. For the thousandth time I wondered if, despite what everyone said about ‘structure’ and

  ‘ritual’ and the chance to ‘say a proper goodbye’, they were too young to be here. I put my hand on Rufus’s and, for the first time in months, he didn’t shake it

  off.




  ‘Are you all right?’




  He nodded.




  ‘That’s it, we can go now.’




  The relief on his face was unmistakable. A wave of guilt washed over me. He said so little these days it was impossible to know how he really felt about being here – but I strongly

  suspected he was putting up with it all because he thought he ought to look after me, not as a helpful part of remembering, or mourning, his dad.




  My own father appeared in front of us, solid and grave.




  ‘Francesca?’ He offered me his arm. A typically formal yet thoughtful gesture. I glanced at Rufus again. ‘Lucy’ll take him,’ Dad said.




  Sure enough, my sister was already steering Rufus out of his seat.




  I stood up, Ruby clinging to my side, and linked my arm through Dad’s. The touch of his silk suit was soft, yet the material strong. A new song began – some classical piece I

  didn’t recognise, chosen by Caspian’s parents. My thoughts drifted momentarily from Rufus to my husband. My late husband. At the way he would have demurred over that descriptor –

  ‘you’re the one who tends to be late, darling’ – at the way he would have meekly submitted to his mother’s snobbery in insisting on a string

  quartet for his funeral ‘even though the only music she ever listens to is Cliff Richard’, at the way it was his dependable arms I wanted around me right now.




  Grief, raw and fierce, clutched at my throat, twisting it tight. A sob rose through me and I stumbled. Dad caught me, pulling me close.




  ‘I know,’ he breathed in my ear. ‘I know, sweetheart.’




  He meant Mum of course. Lost suddenly, like Caspian, though in an accident brought on by her diabetes nearly five years ago: prosaic compared to the horror of Caspian’s murder – a

  knife attack on a sunny September morning the year before last, as he walked from his car to the hospital to begin an early shift.




  With a jolt I realised we were outside, the low winter sun in my stinging eyes. I turned from Dad and wiped my face. As I turned back my sister and Rufus joined us, then Dad’s wife,

  Jacqueline. After the stillness of the hall the outside world seemed harsh and brash. Cars zoomed past. People milled by. Across the tarmac I spotted Dad’s older brother, my Uncle Perry, deep

  in conversation with Caspian’s parents. I couldn’t see anyone else I knew. Ruby’s arms were still around my waist. I stroked her hair, wishing I’d never agreed to the

  service. It was true that Caspian’s funeral had been a blur – the shock of his passing too great and too recent to make any sense. But this, today, was just raking all the pain up.




  ‘It’s a milestone, sweetheart,’ Dad said softly, clearly reading my mind. ‘Something for you and the kids to hold on to.’




  ‘Though I’m never sure how helpful these things are without a religious structure.’ Jacqueline sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Francesca, that came out wrong. I know

  Caspian’s parents were just trying to honour his . . . his . . .’ Her voice faded away.




  I focused on the top of Rufus’s head. He was growing fast. Four inches since the start of the school year. Already up to my shoulders.




  ‘That’s right,’ Lucy said softly, squeezing my arm. ‘Mr and Mrs Hoffman were just trying to do what Caspian would have wanted.’




  I shot my sister a grateful look. These days Lucy carried her Catholicism with a gentle touch. She was devout, no doubt about it, her entire life revolved around daily mass, regular prayer

  groups and the endless work she did for the church, but she never overtly pushed her faith on anyone else. As usual she was dressed in white, with a long cream jacket over her trademark floaty

  dress. Jacqueline, in contrast, wore a snappy dark-blue suit and swung a Prada tote from her arm. Her religious credentials were a bit like that handbag: something for

  occasional public display that was stored out of sight at home.




  No, that wasn’t fair. Jacqueline was trying to live according to her faith, just as Lucy did. My stepmother might have had a tendency to be prudish and controlling but she was

  fundamentally kind and certainly brilliant at coping with Dad’s intense personality.




  Dad and Jacqueline wandered across the tarmac to join Uncle Perry while Lucy turned to speak to one of the other guests.




  ‘Can we go soon, Mum?’ I had to bend down to hear Ruby’s whisper. Next to her Rufus leaned in. He wasn’t looking at either of us but I could sense he was as eager as his

  sister to get away.




  They weren’t the only ones. I couldn’t wait to leave myself. I’d never wanted this service. The whole thing had been Caspian’s parents’ idea and the hall was full

  of their friends. Well, several of Caspian’s colleagues were here too, thanks to a notice his mum had displayed in the hospital, but I had deliberately kept my invitations to family and a few

  close friends. And not just because it was hard on the kids. I’d had enough of dealing with strangers who didn’t know what to say to me. At the thought a lump lodged in my throat. Once

  Caspian and I saved each other at parties. But Caspian had been dead for a year and four months and I couldn’t remember the last party I’d been to.




  Across the gravel a tall man with a long narrow face wearing a dark overcoat was leaning against the wall, not talking to anyone. He was watching me closely; too closely. I looked away. Another

  reason for not doing this – being the focus of attention was something I loathed.




  ‘Mum?’ Ruby repeated.




  I glanced down at both children. They gazed back at me with miserable faces. Not for the first time I felt a throb of rage that I’d been left a single parent. It wasn’t fair. Not on

  me.




  And certainly not on either of them.




  ‘We can leave soon,’ I said. ‘Though—’




  ‘Hey, guys.’ My cousin Dex materialised in front of us. ‘I was wondering where you’d got to, I don’t know anyone here.’ He gave the

  kids a broad grin then hugged me. Lucy, he simply nodded at. He wasn’t being mean, Lucy just wasn’t in the slightest bit tactile, especially not when there was an audience. Even the

  kids sensed it. In a setting like this it would have felt like an invasion of her privacy to touch her. The last time she and I had held each other in public had been at Mum’s funeral five

  years ago.




  ‘Uncle Dex,’ Ruby said, hurling herself into his arms. She adored him; both the kids did. Frankly, Dex was hard to dislike: he emanated warmth and was as charming as he was

  good-looking.




  ‘Are Rubes and Rufus staying on for the food in the hall?’ Dex asked.




  ‘I said we’d play it by ear,’ I said, grimacing to indicate that I’d far rather we could all leave straight away.




  ‘Well, if you guys want you can come home with me.’ He smiled at Ruby and Rufus. ‘I’ve got the boys this weekend. I’m picking them up in half an hour.’




  ‘Yay!’ Ruby clapped her hands together. ‘I’m gonna beat last time’s keepy-uppy score.’ Dex saw his children every other weekend – his marriage had ended

  years ago, buried under the weight of his many affairs – and we often spent the day together when they were around. Ruby was just a few months older than Dex’s eldest, who shared her

  love of football. While at seven and a half, Dex’s younger son was already an expert enough gamer to give Rufus a run for his money.




  ‘That okay with you, Dumpy?’ Dex asked, using his old pet name for me from childhood. He’d bestowed it on me when we were just eleven. Dex was already taller than me then and

  came up with Dumpy mostly as a way to wind me up. To get my own back I started calling him Scab Face – after a nasty injury he’d sustained in some fight at his boys’ school. We

  both went to single-sex, private Catholic schools. But of course Dex’s scab fell off after a few weeks and the name no longer fitted, whereas I was still – and forever –

  short.




  ‘Please, Mum?’ Ruby added. ‘Can we go to Uncle Dex’s?’




  ‘Sure.’ I shot Dex a grateful smile. ‘Thanks. I’ll join you as soon as I can.’




  We had always understood each other, Dex and I, like siblings from the start and especially close after his dad – my Uncle Graham – left his mum just after Dex’s twelfth

  birthday.




  Dex walked away across the gravel, holding Ruby’s hand. Rufus hurried after them. As usual, every woman present turned to watch Dex as he strolled along. The effect he had never ceased to

  amaze me. To me he would always be the boy with the gappy teeth and the cowlick, though I had to concede that he looked cool today in his sharp grey suit: all chiselled jaw and bright-green eyes,

  oozing charisma.




  My sister tapped my shoulder. Though several years younger than me, Lucy had been taller since she was thirteen. Like our mother she was heavy-breasted with long, slim legs while I was more

  evenly proportioned and, of course, far shorter.




  ‘How are you doing?’ Lucy asked.




  She had buttoned up her jacket and the formality of the stiff wool above the flowing crepe of her dress underneath made her look older than usual. She turned thirty just a couple of months ago,

  but regularly got taken for a teenager. It was partly the lack of make-up and jewellery and partly the innocent, almost angelic, fragility that radiated off her in waves.




  ‘I’m fine,’ I said.




  It wasn’t true of course, but since Mum died, there had been a distance between Lucy and me that I didn’t understand and was at a loss to know how to deal with. We talked, but only

  about superficial things. Or, rather, only about things superficially, as if our outlooks on the world prevented us from really understanding each other. I guessed it had something to do with the

  things we didn’t share, like her having a faith and my having children. Whatever it was, Caspian’s death hadn’t brought us closer together. Don’t get me wrong. Lucy was

  brilliant – always on the phone asking if she could help out with the kids or if we wanted to come over for supper. Just that I never really felt we connected. I certainly didn’t

  understand the choices she’d made – she was smart but had dropped out of uni and still lived in our childhood home with Dad and Jacqueline. She didn’t work – she

  didn’t need to, thanks to the trust fund she received from Dad – unless you counted her voluntary efforts for the Legion of Mary and her various prayer groups. Most strange of all,

  despite being staggeringly pretty in a simple, natural way, she had never had a proper boyfriend.




  Still, perhaps there were good reasons for that: she’d been seduced when she was fifteen – raped, basically, though typically she refused to see the encounter that way – and

  fallen pregnant. She’d had an abortion, which I’d helped arrange without our parents’ consent. They’d found out years later and Lucy’s shame and humiliation over both

  the original ‘episode’ as she referred to it and the subsequent exposure had reinforced her introvert tendencies.




  Shy as ever, Lucy slipped away as a paunchy, middle-aged man with thinning sandy hair strode over and planted himself in front of me.




  ‘Francesca, it’s so good to see you.’




  I blinked, startled. The man was vaguely familiar, but . . .




  ‘Simon Pinner.’ He held out his hand and we shook. ‘Colleague of your husband’s. Good man, Caspian.’




  ‘Hi,’ I said, still struggling to place him. ‘Are you a gynaecologist too?’




  ‘Another gynae surgeon, yes. For my sins.’ He smirked, as if he’d said something funny. ‘We actually met briefly at a dinner party two or three years ago. It’s good

  to see you again, though I’m sorry it has to be under such circumstances.’ Simon’s thin lips stretched into a wet, pink line.




  ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’ Had Caspian liked him? Respected him? I couldn’t remember.




  ‘What a lovely service,’ Simon went on. ‘Well, not a service really, I suppose.’




  ‘It was what Caspian would have wanted, what his parents wanted,’ I said, wondering if Simon caught the slight note of resentment in my voice.




  ‘Quite,’ he said.




  There was a short pause. Dex and the children had vanished. My sister was across the tarmac talking to Dad and Jacqueline. Auntie Sheila – Dex’s mum – had just joined them. As

  she planted a brief kiss on Jacqueline’s carefully powdered cheek I caught sight of the tall, dark stranger with the narrow face. He was on the edge of the crowd, still watching me. It was

  too much. I badly wanted to leave.




  ‘I’d love to take you out to dinner,’ Simon said.




  What? I stared at him, taking in his face properly. He was in his fifties, I guessed, with weather-beaten skin and watery-blue eyes. Not remotely attractive, but not

  hideous. Recently I had started guiltily to fantasise about dating again. Nothing serious, not with the kids, just to hang out with someone new, someone who didn’t see me solely as

  Caspian’s widow or the mother of bereaved children. I missed the conversation. The being held. The sex.




  Still, there was no way I was going anywhere with someone who thought it was okay to ask me out at my husband’s memorial service.




  ‘Thank you,’ I said, floundering for the right way to say no. ‘But I have the kids . . .’




  Simon waved his hand dismissively. ‘I’m rather a simple sort . . . simple Simon, you might say . . .’ He chuckled to himself. ‘But I know a

  thing or two about fine French wines and I’ve got a definite sixth sense for a decent menu.’




  Though not much of a sixth sense for a brush-off, I thought to myself.




  ‘I’m afraid I can’t,’ I said, more firmly.




  ‘Can’t or won’t?’ Simon smirked. ‘Ah, well. I’m sure we can work it out.’




  What did that mean?




  Simon waved his fingers at me and walked away. I was alone. I felt cold, though the winter sun was still shining brightly. Simon Pinner was definitely not a potential date, but maybe I should go

  for dinner with someone.




  The idea of it scared me, but it also felt exciting.




  Not that I wasn’t still mourning Caspian. Every day I missed him, while every week brought a new aspect of living without him, from dealing with the car – which had always been his

  province – to the suspicions constantly rearing that when Rufus grunted at me or Ruby persisted in wanting to play football ‘like boys do, Mummy’, it wasn’t just hormones

  but unprocessed grief that was being acted out.




  ‘Francesca?’ Dad materialised in front of me. ‘They’ve laid out some food in the memorial hall. Shall we go back inside?’




  Eating was the last thing I felt like doing, but I let Dad take my arm, bracing myself as we returned to the hall. Two large tables had been set up at the end of the room, each one covered with

  a white cloth and a selection of silver platters containing meats and salads. A waiter offered me a glass of white wine. I took a sip. It was warm.




  A moment later I was hugging Caspian’s parents, who were keen for me to meet various guests. I spent the next fifteen minutes shaking hands and accepting condolences from people who

  clearly had only known Caspian as a child or very briefly and superficially as an adult.




  It was exhausting and I was grateful when Lucy whispered in Dad’s ear that I was tired and he, in turn, drew Caspian’s mother to one side and said in his usual forceful manner that

  he was going to take me home in a few minutes. Such protective actions were typical of them both – indeed Dad’s overprotectiveness had driven me mad when I was younger and rebelling

  against his Catholic strictures – and though there had been many times over the past year when I’d felt overwhelmed, even suffocated, by their attempts to look after me, right now I was

  grateful.




  I caught sight of Simon Pinner again, edging towards me past a table laden with bread rolls, and I hurried off to the ladies. I took my time, emerging a few minutes later with a fresh layer of

  make-up. Simon, thankfully, was nowhere to be seen. I headed over to the long coat rail to the right of the exit, intending to get my coat and make my goodbyes. As I ran my hand over the rough wool

  jackets hanging from the rail a male voice said my name.




  Heart sinking, thinking it was Simon again, I turned.




  The tall man with the narrow face I’d noticed earlier was standing in front of me.




  ‘Hello,’ I said, bracing myself. Was this another colleague of Caspian’s?




  ‘Harry Dunbar,’ the man said, holding out his hand. He had a flat-vowelled Manchester accent. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’




  I smiled as I shook. There was an endearing intensity about the man. He was better looking than I’d realised too: not in Dex’s league, but his eyes were a deep chocolate brown and

  there was a masculine elegance to the slope of his nose and the curve of his cheekbones.




  ‘Did you know Caspian?’ I asked.




  ‘No, not really.’ Harry hesitated. ‘Well . . . we met at a conference just over a year ago, just before he . . . that conference in

  Paris.’




  I nodded, remembering. ‘It was the last trip Caspian did,’ I said.




  ‘I know.’ Harry hesitated again. ‘Look, I’m sorry turning up like this but I’ve been abroad for work and I didn’t know Caspian had died until I read about the

  memorial service in the hospital newsletter a couple of weeks ago.’




  ‘Oh.’ I gazed at him. ‘Are you another gynaecologist?’




  ‘No.’ Harry smiled and the effect transformed his face, making him seem almost mischievous. ‘I’m a sales rep for a small company . . . Devora

  Pharmaceuticals. Look, that doesn’t matter.’ His face grew solemn again. ‘Truth is that I hardly knew your husband, but I had to come here today to let you know what he told

  me.’




  ‘Sorry?’ Most of the room was hidden from view by the coat rail. I could see Dad out of the corner of my eye. He was looking around, presumably for me. ‘Sorry, I’m not

  sure what—’




  ‘Caspian and I met in the bar of the conference hotel,’ Harry interrupted. He looked awkward now, his forehead creased with a frown. ‘We were in a group, drinking, then the two

  of us got talking, then . . . then Caspian said something. He was tired, a bit drunk. His guard was down. I guessed from what everyone said that you had – have – no

  idea . . .’




  My heart lurched into my mouth. ‘What are you saying?’




  ‘I’m saying that my understanding is that everyone including the police think your husband got caught up in a random knife attack, a mugging gone wrong or something.’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  ‘It wasn’t random. At least, I don’t think it was.’




  The chatter in the room whirled around us. I kept my gaze on Harry’s soft brown eyes. ‘Why . . . why would you say that?’




  ‘No one was ever caught, were they?’




  ‘No.’ The police’s investigation had stalled early on thanks to the lack of witnesses and DNA evidence. A hooded man had been seen on CCTV getting into a stolen Vauxhall Astra

  on the next street shortly after the stabbing but he’d never been identified and the car had never been found, though a burnt-out Astra – number plates removed – was discovered in

  an Essex wood two weeks later. ‘Why are you saying it wasn’t a random attack? Whoever it was stole all the cash from Caspian’s wallet.’




  ‘Yeah, I read that when I looked up the story. Murdered for £150. That was the headline, wasn’t it?’




  I nodded, wincing at the memory. ‘Why do you think different?’




  ‘Because your husband told me in that bar he was being threatened.’




  ‘Threatened?’




  ‘He hadn’t said anything to you because he didn’t want to worry you, but sometimes we tell strangers things and he told me he thought his life was in danger.’ Harry

  paused.




  ‘What else?’ I asked, sensing he was holding something back.




  ‘He said that the threats were coming from someone specific.’ Harry held my gaze. ‘From someone close to you both.’
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  The light streaming through the window from the fierce January sun dimmed and the chatter of the busy hall faded to a background hum. For a split second my breath caught in my

  throat. Then the absurdity of what he was saying struck me. I laughed out loud.




  ‘What are you talking about? The police didn’t . . . No one has said anything about threats, let alone someone

  close to us.’




  ‘I know.’ Harry hesitated. ‘Look, I realise this is a lot to take in.’ He fished a piece of paper out of his pocket containing a scribbled number and handed it to me.

  ‘This is my mobile,’ he said. ‘Call me when you’ve . . . I’m really sorry, I know this is a bad time, I just didn’t know how else to find

  you . . . to tell you.’




  ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Who is this person “close” to us? Did Caspian give you a name? Or a reason?’




  ‘He thought the threats were something to do with his work as a doctor . . . carrying out abortions.’




  We stared at each other. Caspian had performed terminations ever since I’d known him. They were part and parcel of his duties as a gynaecologist, as a surgeon. We’d talked about the

  ethics of abortions many times during the first year we were together. It had been such a huge and emotive subject in my own strictly Catholic upbringing: firstly with me arguing a pro-choice

  position from my early teens and later, when I helped Lucy arrange her termination. Our parents were furious when they found out. Mum took it personally that Lucy and I had gone behind her back,

  while Dad channelled his anger into Shield, a pro-life campaigning organisation which dominated his free time for years.




  I couldn’t believe it when I met Caspian and discovered abortion surgery was part of his working life. Caspian himself was characteristically logical on the topic. He didn’t much

  like carrying out the procedure but refused to disqualify himself as many other doctors did.




  ‘How can I turn my back?’ he used to say. ‘It would be hypocritical. The women making this choice aren’t doing it because it’s easy. It’s hard for them too

  and if I support the intellectual idea of it I can’t run away from the application.’




  We even argued about it in the months after Rufus was born when – ironically – the pro-life lessons that had been drummed into me as a child reasserted themselves with a short-lived

  but fiercely felt intensity that shocked me, even at the time. Caspian stayed calm in the face of my tears as he repeated his belief that if abortions were legal he was obliged to carry them out.

  As usual, he won me over with his implacable reasoning and the steady, solid way he made his arguments: nothing ever loud or emotional.




  Having had my own children the years passed and my revulsion at abortion subsided again. No, that’s not quite right. I was never revolted at the thought, merely upset. Which Caspian always

  said he was too. Intellectually I agreed with him. Always. It was just that for a time the prospect of getting rid of a foetus appalled me – a visceral reaction which had never wholly left me

  since and which Caspian, I’m certain, never shared.




  ‘Your family is Catholic, isn’t it?’ Harry asked, his voice low and intent.




  ‘Ye-es,’ I acknowledged, my anxieties rising. ‘Why . . .? What are you saying?’ Was Harry implying the person ‘close to me’ who was threatening

  my husband was a member of my own family?




  Harry hesitated.




  ‘What did Caspian actually tell—?’ I started.




  ‘Francesca?’ Jacqueline was waving a leather-gloved hand in my direction. ‘Francesca, the car’s ready.’




  I stared helplessly at Harry. He gave his head the tiniest of shakes, then leaned forward so I could feel the brush of his lips against my ear.




  ‘Call me,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll tell you everything I know.’ He turned and hurried away.




  ‘What was that about?’ Jacqueline asked, glancing after Harry.




  ‘Nothing,’ I said.




  But as I got into the car with my family, all I could think about was Harry’s claim. The more I thought about it, the more preposterous it seemed. For a start, I couldn’t imagine

  anyone threatening my husband. Threats belonged to a more dramatic world than the one solid, dependable Caspian lived in. And if somebody had

  threatened him, why wouldn’t he have told me about it? In fact, why on earth would he have confided in a stranger in a bar? Caspian was reserved. Definitely not in the habit of revealing

  personal information to people he didn’t know.




  On top of all that, why hadn’t Harry gone to the police and let them deal with it? Why had he come to me? Harry’s words echoed in my head.




  The threats were coming from someone . . . close to you both.




  Was that why he’d come to me? To warn me?




  A shiver snaked down my spine. Preposterous or not, I needed to know more.




  As soon as I got home I called the number Harry had given me.




  ‘Hello?’ I could hear the smile in Harry’s voice. ‘Is that Fran?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I need to know exactly what my husband told you.’




  I paced up and down Ayesha’s living room the following morning, waiting for Harry to arrive. He had suggested we met in central London, but when I’d called Ayesha

  to look after Ruby while I was gone – Rufus already being out at a friend’s house – Ayesha first winkled the whole story out of me in typically persistent fashion, then insisted I

  invited him round to her flat.




  ‘Far safer, girl,’ she’d said in her no-nonsense way. ‘Me and Lori will be in the house too, in case he turns nasty.’




  I wasn’t sure how much protection Ayesha and her teenage daughter would really offer, but Ayesha wasn’t a person you argued with. We’d been friends since we met at Newcastle

  University seventeen or so years ago. It had been the first proper week of lectures. I was miserable, away from home for the first time and realising that the outspoken, go-getting teenager

  I’d found it easy to be in the small, white, narrow world of school was totally intimidated by the daring, drug-experimenting girls in my shared residence. I’d escaped to the library

  and was doodling, pretending to read a psychology text book and seriously contemplating getting the next train home to my parents and Lucy.




  I heard Ayesha before I saw her. She was shouting at the librarian for some act of perceived pettiness. I don’t remember the details, just Ayesha’s wide, appalled eyes and the force

  with which she made her arguments. She was dressed in something asymmetric and flowing, with red and orange ribbons wound through her hair. The librarian, a frowsy woman twice her age and several

  inches taller, was gaping. Because despite her intense manner, the smile never left Ayesha’s face. I remember thinking she was beautiful – all shiny black hair and caramel skin –

  and that whoever she was, she looked capable of ruling the world. And then the librarian nodded and Ayesha leaned forward and hugged her – which really took my breath away. As she flounced

  out she paused by the desk where I was working.




  ‘You look interesting,’ she said. Still smiling, infuriatingly haughty and utterly charming. ‘Let’s get coffee.’




  My jaw dropped as Ayesha swept my books into my bag and marched off. I followed in her wake, as baffled by my own compliance as I was, already, completely under her spell.




  We talked for two hours straight in the university café. Ayesha, it turned out, was not only flamboyant and direct – but also a fantastic listener. She constantly gave advice, but

  never in a way that felt undermining. And her reaction to my sudden outpouring of homesickness was characteristically brief:




  ‘Sucks, girl. We need to dress you up and get you out. Like to a party.’




  I agreed, with only a small show of reluctance. I’d seen myself as a rebel at home and school, a big fish. But so far at uni I’d been docile . . . a plankton. I longed

  to party. And I sensed, rightly, that Ayesha would know exactly where to find the most fun on campus.




  All that seemed a long time ago as I carried on pacing across Ayesha’s living room.




  ‘Hey, Mum, can I go with Lori for ice cream at Mariner’s?’ Ruby bounded in, breathless and wide-eyed.




  ‘I guess,’ I said, as Lori herself appeared in the doorway.




  Lori was Ayesha’s only child – a sweet-natured doll of a girl who, if she lacked her mother’s verve, had certainly inherited her generosity of spirit and her beauty. She was

  almost sixteen and in her GCSE year. Not that exams figured largely in her thinking. Lori had been saying since she was six that all she wanted to do was look after children and, right now, she was

  applying for jobs at local private nurseries.




  I opened my mouth, but before I could speak Ayesha butted in. ‘She knows, don’t you, Lori?’




  Lori nodded. ‘Be careful of strangers, hold Ruby’s hand crossing the road and only one scoop of ice cream or you’ll spoil your lunch,’ she said with a grin. Despite her

  softer, calmer nature there were times when she strongly reminded me of her mother.




  I grinned back, gave Ruby a hug and watched out of the window as the girls skipped off down the road. Mariner’s was in Putney, only a short bus ride away. In truth I was glad Ruby would be

  out of the house for Harry’s visit.




  ‘No sign of the handsome stranger?’ Ayesha asked.




  I shook my head.




  ‘I told you you should have let me come to the memorial, I could have checked him over for you.’ Ayesha flumped down on the sofa with a groan. Her furniture was old, but covered in

  flame-coloured silks and wools. She had a fabulous knack of combining colours which I totally lacked and often added a new throw to her collection of burnt oranges and hot pinks.




  ‘I didn’t say he was handsome,’ I said absently.




  ‘Bet he is though.’ Ayesha snorted. ‘Beware of strangers bearing bad news, as they say.’




  ‘Actually they say beware of Greeks bearing gifts.’




  ‘That’s a bit racist.’




  ‘Don’t start.’




  This low-level bickering characterised the friendship which the two of us had established that first term at uni. We’d been close ever since, keeping in touch all through the following

  spring and summer when Ayesha moved to London to pursue her dream of becoming a dancer – she was talented, but had started too old and was never sufficiently disciplined. She came back to

  Newcastle that autumn with her tail between her legs to pick up her degree. And almost immediately discovered she was pregnant with Lori after a random one-night stand.




  There was never any question in Ayesha’s mind that she might not have the baby. She still thought then she might get involved in the dance world somehow. After we left uni – me with

  my degree, Ayesha with Lori – we moved into a shared flat in Southfields, west London – one of Dad’s many property investments, where we stayed for a nominal rent. I watched as

  Ayesha grappled with the demands of single motherhood and gradually let go of her dance world ambitions and took a job in hospital administration.




  I moved out when I met Caspian to whom she introduced me in the pub near the hospital where they both worked. ‘Great,’ she said, once it was clear Caspian and I were a serious item.

  ‘I can see I’m going to be hoisted to homelessness by my own matchmaking petard.’ But Dad wouldn’t hear of it. He was always incredibly caring towards Ayesha who, as he put

  it, had made the right choice for her baby by going through with the pregnancy instead of succumbing to the ‘easy and foul temptation’ of an abortion. Dad insisted that Ayesha and Lori

  should stay on in the flat – and they still lived there, just five minutes around the corner from my own house.




  A sharp rap on the front door made me catch my breath. Ayesha sat bolt upright, hands theatrically extended in front of her.




  ‘You get it,’ she said. ‘I’ll be upstairs if you need me.’




  My heart thudded as I opened the door. Harry stood in the porch, a smile on his face. There was an openness in the way he carried himself and in the warmth of his dark eyes that instantly

  reassured me. It was raining lightly outside and Harry dusted the drops from his hair, sleeking it back off his angular face.




  ‘Come in,’ I said.




  As Harry followed me into the living room all the questions I’d been trying not to think about for the past twenty-four hours zoomed around my head.




  ‘I’m glad you got in touch,’ Harry said. He looked around, taking in the purples and pinks of the couch under the far window. ‘This isn’t your place?’




  ‘No.’ I hesitated. It was hard, now I was face to face with him, to plunge straight into the conversation we needed to have, but no way could I manage any small talk either.

  ‘Er, look . . .’ I grimaced. ‘I’ll get straight to the point . . . the things you said yesterday, about my

  husband . . .’




  ‘Mmm.’ Harry nodded intently, a sympathetic look on his face. ‘It must have sounded kind of ridiculous.’ He paused. ‘And yet I’m guessing you found you

  couldn’t stop wondering about it?’




  I looked away, not wanting to reveal how accurate his words were. I cleared my throat and forced myself to face him again.




  ‘I just need to know exactly what you meant . . .’




  Harry perched on the scarlet armchair, removing the heart-shaped cushion and placing it on the floor. I took a seat opposite.




  ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let me tell you exactly what happened. As I already explained, I met your husband in the bar of the conference hotel. He’d had a few drinks

  so . . . well, I’d say he was gently pissed. Everyone was. It was a long and, I have to say, fairly dull day.’




  ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I spoke to him both nights.’




  ‘He and I got chatting,’ Harry went on. ‘He said how he hated these sort of conferences, especially when they were abroad . . .’




  ‘He did.’ I smiled, remembering how resentful Caspian would get about having to travel to places where he only ever saw the inside of meeting rooms and conference halls.




  ‘. . . And how he missed you and the kids.’




  A lump stuck in my throat. Unable to speak, I nodded.




  ‘So . . .’ Harry hesitated. ‘I said he sounded happily married, that I envied him.’




  ‘You’re not happily married?’ I asked.




  ‘Not married at all.’ Harry smiled and I wondered, fleetingly, what was behind that smile. I couldn’t imagine he had any problem attracting women.

  ‘So . . . I asked what the secret was.’




  I leaned forward.




  ‘Your husband said he had no idea, he’d just been lucky, then he laughed and said, “Though I guess communication is important, like everyone tells you.” ’




  ‘Caspian said that?’ It didn’t sound like the sort of thing my husband would come out with, especially not to a total stranger.




  ‘As I said, we were all a bit pissed.’ Harry smoothed his still-damp hair off his face. ‘Then Caspian went on . . . “Not that I tell my wife

  everything.” ’




  My stomach tightened. ‘Oh,’ I said.




  ‘Of course I made a prat of myself and gave it large with some joke about him having a girlfriend at every conference, which is when the whole conversation takes a turn and your husband

  gets all serious and . . . well, at first I think he’s really offended because he’s shaking his head and going, “No, not like that, not that at

  all.” ’




  ‘Okay,’ I said. This sounded more like Caspian. If he had a fault it was a tendency to earnestness and the missing of jokes, which generally led to him putting a dampener on whatever

  fun was happening around him.




  ‘Then your husband lowers his voice and whispers in my ear: “I’m being threatened,” he says, “I’ve had messages. I’ve destroyed them

  but . . . they were threats against my life.” ’




  I shook my head. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘But it sounds so . . . so . . .’




  ‘So melodramatic?’ Harry nodded. ‘That’s what I thought too. In fact, at first I think he’s joking,’ Harry said. ‘So I laugh. But he doesn’t join

  in. He frowns and then he says: “I’m serious.” So I stop laughing and ask if he’s told anyone and he says no and repeats that he’d destroyed the two separate notes he

  received.’




  ‘He never said anything at all to me.’ I drew back. Surely there’s no way that any of this can possibly be true. After all, why wouldn’t Caspian have said something to

  me? We didn’t live in each other’s pockets but we told each other all the important stuff.




  ‘I know he didn’t tell you,’ Harry said. ‘Like I said before, he didn’t want you to worry.’




  There was a pause. Caspian was always very protective, sometimes annoyingly so, but it’s hard to accept he really wouldn’t have confided in me. Not unless there was a good

  reason.




  I look up. ‘Go on.’




  Harry shuffled in his seat, looking uncomfortable. ‘So the next bit is going to be hard for you to hear, but I swear it’s what Caspian said. He says: “It’s

  Paul . . . I think it’s Paul.” ’ Harry glanced up. ‘That’s what Caspian said. Do you know anyone called Paul?’




  ‘No.’ My mind raced. I couldn’t think of anyone either Caspian or I knew with that name. ‘Did he say Paul who? If it was a first name or a surname?’




  ‘No.’ Harry frowned. ‘The only other thing he said wasn’t meant for me at all.’




  ‘What was that?’




  ‘He said it as he was turning away. Exact words:




  “I think Jayson Carr got Paul to do it, it was Jayson’s Paul.” ’




  I froze. ‘Are you sure?’




  Harry nodded. ‘That’s why I came to you and didn’t go straight to the police.’




  There was no guile in his expression.




  And yet how could what he was saying be true? I realised I was gripping the edge of the sofa and released my fingers. Jayson Carr was many things: a man of powerful personality and strong faith,

  albeit far less rigid in his beliefs than he used to be; he was a public figure with a string of successful businesses and, in more recent years, his prison rehabilitation charity. He was a good

  man. A moral man.




  Above all, he was my father.
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  Harry’s words catapulted through my head. Could Dad have ordered someone to kill Caspian? No. It was impossible. ‘That’s crazy,’ I insisted.

  ‘Apart from the fact that my dad adored him, there’s no way Caspian would have told a total stranger my dad wanted him dead. It doesn’t make

  sense.’




  Except maybe it did, murmured a little voice inside my head. Maybe it explained exactly why Caspian turned to a stranger instead of to me. After all, how could he have told me he suspected my

  own father wanted to kill him?




  Harry said nothing.




  ‘You must have misheard,’ I protested. ‘Or else . . .’




  ‘I’m not lying.’ Harry met my gaze. He looked sincere, his eyes full of compassion. ‘Think about it. What reason could I possibly have to lie? I just wanted to pass on

  information, it’s up to you what you do about it.’




  I sank back into my chair. Ayesha poked her head around the door. ‘Everything okay?’




  ‘Fine,’ I said. No way was I going to tell her. It wasn’t just my disbelief that Dad could be involved in murder, it was my shame at the discovery Caspian had spoken his fears

  to a stranger, that he hadn’t felt able to talk to me.




  And my total lack of any clue about what to do now.




  Ayesha slipped away and Harry leaned forward in his chair.




  ‘I understand that you don’t want to believe this, but is there any chance it could be true? That your dad threatened your husband? Got someone to carry out those threats?’




  I shook my head. Quite apart from the impossibility of the idea, I’d never heard my father mention anyone called Paul, neither as a first nor a last name. Which meant nothing, of course. I

  didn’t know all his friends, let alone all his colleagues. How could I? But Dad was a good, decent man. Too driven and short-tempered when we were growing up, of course, but he’d

  mellowed since then, especially after Jacqueline came into his life. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even seen him raise his voice. He was surely incapable of hurting anyone, let

  alone the son-in-law he doted on.




  ‘Are you sure you didn’t misunderstand what Caspian was saying?’ I asked. ‘It must have been noisy in the bar . . .?’




  ‘No.’ Harry met my gaze. ‘I’m sorry, but there’s no way.’




  There was a long pause.




  ‘What do you want to do now?’ Harry asked.




  ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I need to think.’




  ‘Of course. I’ll leave you in peace.’ A few minutes later Harry was gone with a promise to call me later.




  Ayesha bounded in as soon as he’d left, demanding to know what he’d said. I played it all down, making no mention of Dad and stressing I thought Harry was making too much of what

  he’d heard. We stopped talking about it when Lori and Ruby came home and the four of us sat down for lunch – a typically disorganised Ayesha affair of random vegetarian dishes, finished

  off with runny ice cream that Lori and Ruby had brought back from Mariner’s and which no one had thought to put in the freezer.




  I took Ruby home afterwards, picking Rufus up on the way. All three of us were on edge. I wasn’t sure why. Ayesha and Lori seemed to have such a charmed relationship, their personalities

  dovetailing perfectly: Ayesha was flamboyant but too chaotic to be controlling while Lori was docile and biddable, happy to let her mother take the lead in everything. By contrast Rufus, Ruby and I

  were like three knives in a drawer, constantly clashing. I’d thought when Caspian died so suddenly that the loss would show itself over time in the misery of his absence. No dad there to help

  with homework or cheer at football matches or offer up behavioural boundaries and hugs. I’d thought Caspian not being there would be a hole that I would have to work doubly hard to fill.




  But it wasn’t like that at all. Or rather it was, but it was so much more as well. Without Caspian’s steadying presence in the house it was as if the magnetic force that kept us in

  harmony alongside each other had vanished and we were unable to control our interactions. Sometimes this meant we existed too much in isolation, separate and unknowable to each other; or else, to

  go back to my knives in the drawer comparison, we lived in a clash of metal, taking tiny cuts out of each other as we tangled, all sharp and hard and pointed.




  Right now, for example, I had forced the children to sit down to dinner with me, which had involved tearing Ruby away from her football magazine and Rufus from his computer game.




  In the old days, this would have been a normal and expected occurrence. But now it involved tears and shouting from Ruby, ‘You’re so mean, I just had two pages to go’, and an

  absolute refusal to engage whatsoever on Rufus’s part. All I got from him were grunts.




  By the time I had wrangled them into their seats at the kitchen table I was exhausted and in no mood for the cottage pie I’d heated up from the freezer. All I really wanted to do was think

  about what Harry had told me earlier, but the children needed me to make more effort than that.




  Rufus sat glumly, merely picking at his mince and pushing all the potato to the side of his plate. Ruby shovelled in her food as fast as possible, tear tracks glinting on her cheeks.




  ‘So do you still want to start power League, Rubes?’ I asked.




  She looked up at me. ‘Course,’ she said. ‘I think I’m going to be a striker but maybe attacking midfield, it depends . . .’ She chattered on, still

  munching away. Her earlier hysterics had passed. I nodded whenever she paused for a response, but inside I couldn’t help wondering if she would be so committed to football in another year

  and, if she was, whether there would be other girls her age eager to play with her. Already the friends she had once been surrounded by were dropping away. I often saw them look at her then turn to

  each other and whisper and giggle. Was Ruby aware they thought her odd? Losing her dad had already set her apart from the others. Some, of course, had divorced parents but none of her friends had

  experienced the trauma of bereavement.




  I knew a little what it was like to stand out. My own father’s prominent role in the Catholic community, combined with his strict rules about our dress and behaviour, caused me no end of

  frustration as a teenager. But not beforehand, when I was Ruby’s age. Back then church on Sundays was simply part of our normal routine, my faith as familiar and comfortable as the teddy bear

  I cuddled in bed every night. I certainly would never have flipped out over being called to dinner while I was reading. It was only as I reached puberty that I started to rebel, when I realised not

  everyone shared my parents’ views on abortion and stem cell research and the rest.




  ‘I’ve finished.’ Rufus’s tone was defiant. And no wonder, he’d left half his plate.




  ‘Fine,’ I said, too weary to fight him.




  Mollified, he hurried off upstairs. Ruby scampered after him. I cleared the table on autopilot. Harry’s words were a splinter lodged under my skin:




  I think Jayson Carr got Paul to do it.




  It was preposterous. And yet I couldn’t stop thinking about it.




  Could Dad have had anything to do with Caspian’s death? Perhaps there was some connection he wasn’t even aware of? For months, now, I had accepted that Caspian’s murder was a

  random affair, telling myself that though of course I wanted my husband’s killer punished, simply knowing their identity wouldn’t bring him back just as seeing them behind bars

  wouldn’t help me accept his loss.




  But now it seemed there was a chance – albeit the slimmest, craziest of ones – that my own father might in some way be linked to the killer. I had to talk to Dad directly, ask him

  straight out about this Paul person.




  I had to find out the truth.




  It was just past 3 p.m. the following afternoon, Sunday, and the dark sky was threatening rain as I hurried Ruby onto the portico of Dad’s four-storey Kensington house.

  Rufus hadn’t wanted to come and in order to avoid a big argument I said he could stay home alone for a few hours. As I rang the doorbell my eyes lit on the nick in the brickwork where the old

  latch used to catch when the door was slammed, as it often was during my teenage years. It was always weird, coming back to the place where I’d grown up but hadn’t lived for many years.

  A house that both did and didn’t feel like home.




  Lucy still occupied her old bedroom. My old bedroom was now just one of the house’s many spares. Jacqueline had redecorated it of course. She’d redecorated everywhere. Which was

  fine. I’d have probably done the same thing in her position. Anyway it didn’t matter; Mum was still here, infusing every corner, even five years after her death. She died in this house

  after passing out from her diabetes and falling down the short flight of stairs from the kitchen to the utility room.




  Afterwards Dad walled in the steps, which meant no more utility room until he moved Jacqueline in less than a year later, which seemed fast to me and Lucy. But then Dad, for all his fiery

  forcefulness, was the kind of man who was lost without a woman to anchor him. Jacqueline shifted the entire kitchen to a larger, lighter room on the other side of the ground floor. It was a good

  idea, I had to grudgingly admit, but typical of the way Jacqueline (she hated her name being abbreviated) took over the house, not to mention Dad’s life. She never failed to ask if Lucy and I

  minded when she removed curtains and painted walls and sold, stored or commandeered furniture, but there was always something slightly haughty in her manner as she did so. She was an ex-lawyer with

  her own money, super-organised about everything – and the polar opposite of Mum, who was a bit of a dilettante, dipping her toe into all sorts of creative projects, none of which ever came to

  anything, from novel-writing to life-drawing to dress-making.




  But the biggest change Jacqueline made to Dad, for which I was prepared to forgive her all other transgressions, was to encourage him to be gentler and less rigid in his views. As a result Dad

  decided to step down from his chairmanship of the prominent pro-life group Shield that had dominated his life for years, ever since he found out about Lucy’s

  abortion in fact. Instead he took a senior post with a prison rehabilitation charity that was much more suited to his persuasive skills. Instead of arguing the philosophical case against abortion

  he was able to campaign with all the force of his personality for better facilities for ex-offenders.




  For me, the softening of Dad’s religious beliefs changed everything. It allowed us to reconnect properly after years where we’d been semi-estranged. We’d argued for years over

  my lack of faith, but at last our different perspectives became an area of our lives where we could simply agree to disagree. As I’d told him many times, there was no way I was going to

  change my mind on religion. Apart from Lucy’s confirmation, Mum’s funeral and a couple of weddings I hadn’t set foot in a church since the April after my

  eleventh birthday when I saw on the news that a tropical cyclone in Bangladesh had killed over one hundred thousand people and I solemnly told both my parents I thought if God existed he must be a

  mean old man to kill for no reason like that. Mum and Dad insisted, of course, that natural disasters were all part of God’s plan and divine mystery but I wasn’t buying what I saw as

  vague, meaningless claptrap any longer. I pronounced myself an ex-Catholic and, though I never went as far as to call myself an atheist, one of the reasons Caspian was so attractive to me was his

  absolute and certain disbelief in any kind of deity.




  Jacqueline’s housekeeper let me in and took Ruby through to the kitchen for cookies. Warning them both she wasn’t to spoil her appetite for tea later, I hurried upstairs to find Dad.

  As I reached the first-floor landing I heard his deep, measured voice coming from the master bedroom.




  ‘You look lovely, darling,’ he was saying. It was impossible to miss the note of weariness as he spoke.




  ‘You say that about everything, but I think this makes me look fat.’




  Great. My dad and his wife were in the middle of a minor domestic. Of the things Jacqueline had a tendency to be controlling about, her own appearance was by far the

  greatest. Lucy and I had long learned to offer simple statements of support about how she looked, avoiding getting drawn into discussions on the detail of her obsession with her saggy neck and

  tummy tyre – not that there was much evidence of either.




  I stood outside the bedroom door, my hand raised, hesitant. Part of me knew I should walk away, but I needed to ask about Paul. I wouldn’t be able to rest until I could put Harry’s

  claims out of my head once and for all.




  ‘Of course you don’t look fat,’ Dad said, his voice now calm and soothing. ‘It’s the perfect choice: smart but demure, and the blue brings out the colour of your

  eyes.’




  I didn’t hear Jacqueline’s reply, just the low murmur of her voice. Hoping this meant she was reassured I knocked on the door, then walked inside.




  Dad and Jacqueline were standing on opposite sides of the bed. Jacqueline was wearing a shift dress with a beaded trim. It was indeed a beautiful blue – and fitted Jacqueline’s

  slender form perfectly. She was in her mid-forties, just a decade or so older than me, but she could easily have passed for younger. Sharp-boned and skinny where Mum had been all soft curves, she

  was as groomed and elegant as Mum had been untidy and free. Dad was knotting his tie – also blue and probably hand-picked by Jacqueline to tone with her dress.




  He looked up and beamed at me. ‘Hi, darling, I didn’t know you were here.’




  ‘Hello, Francesca.’ Jacqueline smiled into the mirror.




  ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Could I have a quick word, Dad?’




  ‘Course.’ Dad walked over and gave me a hug. ‘What’s up?’




  ‘We really don’t have much time, Jayson,’ Jacqueline warned from her dressing table. ‘We’re late as it is. The tea starts at four.’




  Dad winked at me. ‘We’ve got a couple of minutes. Are Rufus and Ruby here?’




  ‘Ruby is.’ I nodded. ‘She’s downstairs.’ I squeezed his hand. ‘Before you say “hi”, I just wanted to ask one question.’




  ‘Go on,’ Dad said, resuming his tie-knotting.




  ‘Do you know anyone called Paul?’ I asked. ‘A friend? Colleague? Someone with strong anti-abortion views?’




  Across the room, Jacqueline stiffened slightly. Was that because she knew someone? Or just because I was introducing a subject that had once been the cause of such argument between Dad and me? A

  look of consternation flitted across Dad’s face. Then a blank mask descended and he shrugged. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Why on earth are you asking?’




  I hesitated. Repeating Harry’s claims out loud seemed melodramatic.




  ‘Someone . . . a guy at the memorial service. He said he thought Caspian might have . . .’




  Dad frowned. ‘What?’




  ‘He thought Caspian was being threatened just before he was killed.’




  ‘What?’ Dad now looked appalled.




  ‘For goodness’ sake,’ Jacqueline gasped.




  ‘According to this guy, Harry, he was at the same conference as Caspian in Paris and . . . Caspian told him there were threats.’




  ‘Wouldn’t Caspian have told you if that were true?’ Dad asked, echoing my own initial thought.




  ‘Apparently he didn’t want to worry me,’ I said.




  ‘Jayson—’ Jacqueline began.




  ‘Harry says the threats came from someone you know called Paul.’




  Dad stared at me. He blinked, clearly shocked.




  ‘Do you know a Paul?’




  Dad shook his head. ‘I don’t, darling. I’m sorry but I think this Harry person must have got the wrong end of the stick.’ He took my hand. ‘I know it’s hard,

  but you have to remember the police did a thorough investigation. If there was a trail of threats I’m sure they’d have found them last year.’




  I nodded, relieved. Dad was right. I should have thought of the police investigation myself. Harry must have misunderstood what Caspian said. It was the only

  explanation that made sense.




  ‘We really need to go,’ Jacqueline said, picking up a handbag – a navy Chanel clutch as opposed to her prada tote from the memorial.




  Dad pecked me on the cheek. ‘Try not to worry.’




  I nodded again and followed them out of their room. I waited at the top of the stairs as Dad’s heavy thud and Jacqueline’s stiletto-light tap sounded across the parquet in the hall.

  Dad made a beeline for the kitchen and a second later I heard Ruby’s excited squeal and delighted giggle.




  I smiled to myself. Never mind how strict and distant Dad had often been when I was a child. He was all gentle playfulness with his grandkids, nothing like the busy, driven man of his younger

  days. He couldn’t possibly be linked to any kind of anti-abortion-inspired killing, let alone involved with my own husband’s murder. I was embarrassed to think I’d considered it

  possible even for a fraction of a second.




  Dad and Jacqueline left and I settled down in their kitchen with Ruby and my sister, who had just come back from mass and was baking a batch of brownies with her niece –

  with a promise Ruby could take some home with her later. I murmured that what with the biscuits earlier, Ruby had already had quite enough sweet things for one day, but Lucy just winked and said

  she’d put them in something airtight so they’d last through the week. The two of them had always been close. When Rufus was born, Lucy was upset that Caspian and I didn’t want him

  to be baptised. But by the time Ruby came along she’d accepted our rejection of the Catholic faith and, though she did sometimes tell Ruby bible stories, she was careful never to criticise

  our decision.




  We left for home as soon as the brownies were done. I didn’t want to leave Rufus on his own any longer. He was in the living room when we got back but disappeared up to his room, merely

  grunting a ‘yes, fine’ when I asked if he’d been okay alone in the house.




  ‘Any final bits of work for school, Ruby?’ I asked with a sigh.




  ‘No, Mum, I told you earlier,’ Ruby shouted, morphing abruptly from sweet-natured child into proto-pubescent monster. ‘Stop going on!’




  She stormed up the stairs and slammed the door of her bedroom.




  I was about to follow her up and demand an apology for her rudeness when the doorbell rang. The man’s dark head was bowed as I peered through the spy hole. Was that Harry, seeking me out?

  The thought of seeing him again knotted my stomach with anxiety – and excitement. I would have to talk to him, to tell him he must have misunderstood what Caspian had said to him. In spite of

  the potential awkwardness, the prospect of speaking to him again was appealing. Which meant what?




  I was just acknowledging the unfamiliar feeling that I fancied him . . . that I was attracted to a man after over a year of sexual shutdown, when the head was raised and I

  realised that instead of Harry it was watery-eyed Simon Pinner standing on the doorstep.




  My heart sank as I let him in. Caspian’s old colleague was the last person I wanted to talk to right now.




  ‘Hello, there.’ I forced a smile onto my face.




  ‘Long time, no see. Ha, ha.’ Simon beamed as he held out his hand to shake. His limp palm in mine was damp. In fact everything about him seemed a little wet, from those watery eyes

  to the thin smile on his tightly stretched lips. ‘I got your address from Caspian’s parents,’ he said. ‘I was just passing . . .’




  That was a lie. He even blushed as he told it. No way had he been passing. He’d come here deliberately to see me. Cursing my parents-in-law I ushered Simon into the kitchen where the

  remains of our breakfast dishes were still on the table.




  ‘You’re having dinner . . .?’ Christ, was he after an invitation?




  ‘Not just yet, but, er, it’s a school night for the kids,’ I said, hoping he’d take the hint.




  Simon nodded. ‘I like to eat early too.’




  ‘Er, right.’ I wanted to ask what he wanted, but couldn’t work out how to express that without sounding rude. Had I always been this useless at dealing with men I wasn’t

  interested in? I hadn’t been on a date since meeting Caspian. I’d been a bit of a party girl up to that point, with a propensity for one-night stands. I’d never gone out with

  anyone for more than a few months.




  Caspian was older and possibly the calmest, steadiest person I’d ever met. There was no way he was only up for a fling, no way our relationship together could ever be framed in casual,

  purely sexual terms. And I was ready to give up my protracted adolescence and settle down. We’d been together less than a year and had just got engaged when I fell pregnant. Life soon

  revolved around babies and work. There’d certainly been very little time for romance once Rufus was born: Caspian worked all hours and, anyway, he had never been the romantic type. Sex had

  been infrequent for years before he died, which didn’t bother me much. I was busy with the kids and my job as a fundraiser. I never strayed, though there were plenty of opportunities. And it

  was always impossible to imagine Caspian himself wanting an affair – or ever needing the excitement an illicit liaison might bring.




  I focused on Simon, still smiling hopefully across the kitchen table. ‘How are you?’ I asked.




  ‘I’m fine,’ Simon said. ‘Particularly fine since seeing you at the memorial.’




  I looked away, embarrassed. Surely I’d made it clear I wasn’t interested in having dinner with him then.




  ‘I realise I was rather presumptuous,’ Simon went on. ‘Wrong time. Wrong place. That sort of thing.’ He chuckled.




  I turned back. He seemed older than he had at the memorial. The bright kitchen light highlighted the lines on his weather-beaten face.




  ‘It was nice to see you,’ I said, trying to sound polite but neutral.




  ‘It certainly was.’




  ‘I don’t . . . that is, I hope—’




  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You’ve got the kids and it’s only been just over a year. I’m not looking for a relationship either.’




  ‘Oh,’ I said, slightly taken aback.




  Simon took two long strides, closing the distance between us. He put his hand on my arm. ‘It’s just I sensed something . . . I was certain you’d felt it too, in

  spite of what you said.’




  Was he serious? My mouth gaped again. Simon clearly took my shocked silence as a sign of overwhelmed bashfulness.




  ‘You’re very attractive, Francesca.’ He pointed to the mirror propped on the kitchen counter which I’d used to apply my make-up that morning. ‘Look at

  yourself.’




  I turned and caught my reflection: a tousled tumble of dark hair framing a pale face. As usual, my eyes looked too huge, my chin too pointed. I’d lost weight since Caspian died, rarely

  eating other than when I forced the kids to sit down for a meal.




  ‘It’s very kind of you but—’




  ‘I’m not being kind.’ Simon traced his finger down my sleeve, leaving it for just a second too long before taking his hand away. I had the strong sense that it was a move he

  had rehearsed. It felt put on, inauthentic, like something from the opening scene of a porn movie.




  ‘Shall we sit down?’ Simon took a seat at the kitchen table.




  Irritated at being invited to sit in my own house, I perched on the chair opposite. An awkward silence fell.




  ‘So tell me . . . how did you know Caspian?’ I asked, hoping this mention would remind Simon I was in mourning.




  Simon studied me for a second. ‘We met a few times through mutual friends,’ he said. ‘On and off for years. And a couple of times at obs and gynae conferences.’




  My chest tightened. ‘Were you at the Paris conference?’




  Simon shook his head. ‘But I did see Caspian briefly just before he went. Last time I saw him, in fact.’




  ‘Right.’ Caspian’s words, as reported by Harry, circled my head again: I think Jayson Carr got Paul to do it . . . The splinter under

  my skin shifted, its point hard and uncomfortable. ‘I don’t suppose Caspian said anything about . . .’ I gulped, unable to stop myself from asking. ‘Did

  Caspian ever mention anyone called Paul?’




  ‘In what context?’




  ‘Not anything good.’ I hesitated, uncertain how much to give away. It struck me that even though Harry had clearly misunderstood the reference to my father, Caspian might still have

  received threats from someone called Paul, unrelated to Dad. ‘It’s just I heard . . . I mean it might not be true but . . . someone told me Caspian was

  being threatened by . . . by a man called Paul.’




  ‘God, really?’ Simon asked. He reached for my hand but I shifted away. ‘How awful.’




  ‘You don’t sound particularly surprised,’ I said, struck by his even tone.




  ‘No, well . . .’ Simon shrugged. ‘It’s just that Caspian and I, well, as doctors who perform abortions, there are enemies. But I’m sure if the police

  thought PAAUL had anything to do with his death . . .’




  ‘What are you talking about?’ My heart lurched into my mouth. ‘You’re saying you know who Paul is? Someone who targets abortion doctors?’




  ‘No, that is . . . not a “someone”,’ Simon explained. ‘PAAUL is an organisation from the States. It stands for Pledge to Avenge

  the Assassination of Unborn Lives.’




  ‘An anti-abortion organisation?’




  Simon nodded. ‘One that sanctions violence against people who have and perform terminations.’




  ‘Oh, God.’ Was it PAAUL Caspian had been referring to when he talked to Harry? I had no idea how this organisation might be connected to Dad, but it was easy to understand why a

  bunch of anti-abortion extremists might target a gynaecology surgeon.




  ‘Hey.’ Simon’s chair scraped across the tiles as he stood up and walked around the table to stand next to me. ‘Don’t get upset, please. PAAUL operate in the States,

  and their MO is firebombs and shootings, not individual stabbings that look like aggravated muggings, like happened with Caspian. I’m sure they didn’t have anything to do with his

  death. The police never suspected anything like that, did they?’




  I shook my head, barely listening.




  ‘Oh, Francesca.’ Simon put his arm around my shoulders and tried to pull me towards him. I stiffened, drawing away.




  ‘Please don’t.’ I stood up.




  ‘So . . . like I said . . . I don’t think you really mean it about not, er, hooking up.’ He grinned. ‘My GCSE in body language told me as

  much at the memorial.’




  Jesus, was he for real? A coil of irritation unfurled inside me, replacing my embarrassment.




  ‘I’m afraid I do mean it,’ I insisted. ‘I told you, I’m not ready.’




  ‘I can wait.’ Simon raised his eyebrows slowly in a way that suggested he thought he was being very sexy.




  ‘Please, Simon.’




  ‘Mmm.’ He moved closer. ‘I like the way you say that.’




  Anger bubbled up inside me. This was too much, especially coming on top of what he’d just told me about PAAUL. I jumped up. ‘I think you should go.’ The words blurted out of

  me, hard and fierce.




  A tense silence filled the room.




  ‘Right.’ There was a new tightness to Simon’s voice. ‘You’re a bit of a tease, aren’t you, Francesca?’




  ‘Please just go,’ I repeated.
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