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HIM
Once, someone hammered a nail into me and left me with a hole. Not literally, of course, although it might as well have been. But no, a figurative hole was made in my life exactly twenty-five years ago.
I’d been an odd child who stood out for all the wrong reasons. Too tall when my contemporaries were short, only to see them shoot past me in a growth spurt that seemed to pass me by. Suddenly, I was the shortest in my year in school. Small, and undernourished too, I was always way too skinny. To save money, my mother cut my mousey brown hair. She’d no talent for hairdressing, but what she missed in skill she made up for in enthusiasm, chopping it to pieces. As a result it was always ridiculously spiky no matter how much I tried to smooth it flat. With a nose too large for my thin, angular face, and brown eyes that were slightly protuberant, all I needed was feathers to look more like an owl.
Odd as I looked, it was impossible not to stand out. Adults stared at me with something akin to pity and hugged their own offspring tighter. Perhaps in relief that with all they had to contend with, an odd physiognomy hadn’t added to their burden. Less kind were my fellow classmates who, with the honesty and cruelty of their age, looked sideways at me, sniggered, and came up with crueller and meaner names as we progressed through the school.
I tried to laugh it off. When they called me an owl, I hooted back. When they called me an alien, I crossed my eyes and stuck my tongue out – more gargoyle than alien but I had to work with what I had. There’s an old adage – ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones but names will never hurt me.’ It isn’t true; the names hurt like hell. I didn’t mind the physical pain so much, the push that would send me crashing into a wall or onto the gravel of the playground. I didn’t care that my bony knees were skinned so often from these falls that it became the norm to see them scraped and scabbed. I didn’t even mind the vicious pinches that left my arms black and blue. All of those pains eased, the scrapes and cuts healed, the scabs fell off, but the voices of my tormentors… these echoed in the quiet of the night to make those awful names rattle in my head.
I lived with my mother, in her mother’s tiny, ramshackle home. Both single parents, they’d been battered and bruised by life, each subsequent blow hammering them down until they’d learnt to slither like snakes around the obstacles that were thrown in their way. When you’re that low, there is nowhere to fall.
My grandmother wore a thin gold band on her wedding finger, but if there had been a husband, he’d left or died long before I came into the world. I asked once; the smack across my head which left my ear ringing for several minutes telling me it wasn’t a topic open for discussion.
Mother didn’t wear a ring, but my existence was proof that, for a few minutes at least, there had been a man in her life. In my fantasy he was a spy, a soldier, an astronaut, even a king of some foreign land. Perhaps it was why I put off asking her about him until I was nearly twelve, knowing even then that the truth was bound to be something more banal, perhaps even sordid.
Curiosity was my undoing. Finding her unusually cheerful one evening, I blurted out: ‘What happened to my da?’
If I’d thrown a bucket of iced water over her, it couldn’t have doused her good mood more effectively. She wasn’t a woman given to violence so she didn’t strike out at me as my grandmother had done. Instead, her lower lip trembled, and her eyes filled with tears that ever so slowly trickled down her cheeks and dropped unchecked to the faded blue T-shirt she wore.
Young as I was, I’d already learned from my peers to anticipate pain, disappointment, and betrayal, and I’d become an expert in recognising deception. In my mother’s hesitation, in the tightness of her lips, I could see the lie coming before the words broke the silence.
‘He was a boy in my school,’ she said. She lifted the edge of her T-shirt and wiped her face. ‘We were madly in love. When I found out I was pregnant, he wanted to look after me. We were going to run away, get married somewhere, and bring you up together. But his parents found out and they whisked him away before we managed to get our plans arranged. I never saw or heard from him again.’
It was a story so perforated with plot holes that it barely hung together. My mother had lived in the same house all her life. Couldn’t this boy have made his way back to the girl he was supposedly madly in love with? Had he been whisked away to somewhere with no phone service? No internet? No post office? It was hard to let go of my fantasy although it was fading quickly. ‘What’s his name? Maybe I could try to find him.’
‘No… no, that’s not possible.’
She turned away and I knew another lie was coming. A belter this time. It was obvious from the way she couldn’t face me. ‘I heard he died. In an accident. A couple of years ago.’
I wanted to shout at her, to beg her to tell me the truth, but there was no point. How could I believe a word she’d said?
It was many years later before I learnt the facts – that my fourteen-year-old mother had gone to a party in a schoolfriend’s house. She’d woken the following morning in her own bed with no recollection of how she’d got home, and very little memory of what had occurred. A few months later, that something had become blindingly obvious.
Nobody at the party recalled her being with anyone, or if they did, they weren’t saying. My mother, squirming in shame, wanted to hush things up. My grandmother, shouting that her daughter had been raped, went to the police to demand justice. In the end, neither my mother nor my grandmother got what they wanted. It was impossible to hush it up with my mother’s belly swelling. With nobody admitting they were responsible for planting the seed, no friends coming forward to point a finger, and the police investigation going nowhere, there was no justice.
So it was that even before I was born, the path ahead of me was rickety and full of obstacles.
But returning to the hole I mentioned at the start of this tale, let me explain: if you hammer a nail into a wall for whatever reason – to hang a photograph, for instance – then change your mind and pull the nail out, it leaves a hole behind. A permanent reminder of what you’ve done. If you decide to fill that hole in with something, unless you do a really good job, whatever you use will eventually fall out and the hole will still be there.
When that nail was hammered into me, twenty-five years before, I’d pulled it out despite the pain and was left to cope with the gaping hole. I tried to fill it with excuses for what that girl, Cara, had done to me. When that didn’t work, I tried to convince myself that the hole didn’t exist. Back then, I was younger, more foolish, more willing to accept the shit life threw at me, or perhaps it was the example learned from my mother and grandmother – to accept it all. Slither around the crap and don’t choose to go through it to create a stink that would trail behind you, whatever you did, wherever you went.
I tried, but I never truly forgot Cara’s face, the excruciating humiliation she’d caused me, and that massive hole she’d hammered into my fragile ego. It had been deepened, in truth, by constantly trying to plug it. It’s a bit like when the council patch a pothole; the stuffing falls out and the hole is always left bigger than ever.
It’s the twenty-fifth anniversary this month. Twenty-five years since Cara destroyed my life. The damage she caused is a part of me, of the man I’ve become. These days I almost relish it. In its depths, deep in the rot of it, strange shadows shift and undulate. Sometimes, if I listen carefully, I can hear voices drifting from it. Name-calling that takes me back to the schoolyard monsters, or gleeful, spiteful, mean whispers that poke fun at the life I lead.
Sometimes, they drive me to my knees, lay me flat with vicious words and vile names that I in turn fire back at that girl from so long ago. I shout those names into the darkness, again and again, my voice laced with vitriol, until finally someone in one of the other tiny flats that surround mine bangs on a wall, ceiling or floor to shut me up. Until the next time.
Because there was always a next time. My hatred for Cara had, like that damn hole, become part of me.
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HER
Cara Jenkins had a routine. After breakfast, she’d fill a flask with herbal tea and take it upstairs to the spare room she used as an office. The flask, with a china cup beside it, would sit on the small, shelved table she used as an extension of her desk. The desk itself was big, but crammed with reference books, the computer, and a desk tidy that was supposed to help her to be organised but failed dismally. To one side of the keyboard there was scrap paper for taking notes, for scribbling down things she needed to check, or to use for distracted doodling. On the other side there was an A4 lined pad. At the end of her day, she’d note down her word count at the top of the first page.
But after three weeks, it was still bare and taunting her. Picking up a pen, she wrote the date on the top line, then put the pen down and picked it up again to put it on the other side of the desk. A few more seconds were spent adjusting the position of her mousepad and keyboard and shuffling the pile of scrap paper so all the edges were in alignment.
It wasn’t usually like this. Although she wasn’t a planner, she’d start every new book with a fairly clear idea for a story and jump straight in. She’d open a blank Word page and begin to type, and the story would come together over the following weeks.
But this time, a first in her ten-year career as a writer, she dreaded opening that page as she had done every day for weeks. This new book was going to be her thirtieth published novel, but that shouldn’t make any difference; the process would be the same. Shaking her head at her reluctance, she reached out and switched on the computer, tapped in her password and sat back while it came to life.
And then there it was. That glaring white, blank page waiting to be filled with words.
Except she didn’t have any. Usually, the idea for her next was already percolating before she’d finished the last. It would simmer in the back of her mind for a few days, maybe even a week, the flicker eventually solidifying into a workable idea. Then when she’d finished the last, when it had gone flying off to her editor, despite promises that she’d tidy her office, do some housework, or take a few days off, almost immediately she’d begin to write the next.
It was the way it had worked for each of the previous twenty-nine books, the ones she’d written while she worked part time, and the three she’d written since she’d switched to being a full-time writer the year before. So why was this proving to be so difficult? She refused to entertain the words ‘writer’s block’, but it had been three weeks since she’d sent off the final draft of her last, and so far not the merest whisper of an idea had come to her. Nada. Her mind was as blank as the page before her.
She had to write something to stop it taunting her as it had done every day. She hesitated, her fingers poised over the keyboard, then tapped out Book 30.
She inserted a page break, then wrote, For My Husband, Artie, With Love.
Another page break, then Chapter One.
And that was it. There were no thoughts sitting in her head to be converted to words. No ideas bubbling. She kept her fingers resting on the keyboard and stared at the screen, waiting for something, anything. How had she done this before? She couldn’t remember how to write.
Maybe it was simply that the well had run dry. After all, there were only so many tropes to use and in the twenty-nine books she’d written, hadn’t she used them all? The cheating, lying husband, the disloyal friend, the abusive ex-lover, the dodgy employer, the missing child; so many people, so many secrets and lies. She’d done it all, hadn’t she? Maybe there was nothing left. Perhaps it was time to switch from writing psychological thrillers to a different genre. Romance perhaps? She’d thought about it once, had even started to write one until she couldn’t resist killing off one of the characters. The bloody annoying woman had deserved it too.
No, romance wasn’t for her. Maybe sagas? Historical? Science-bloody-fiction? She rocked back in her chair and sighed. She was being foolish. Changing genres wasn’t going to work if she’d no ideas for anything.
She stared at the monitor where the words ‘Chapter One’ were almost shimmering on the page. Taunting her. She took immense pleasure in deleting them, jabbing the key with unnecessary force. It didn’t help. Neither did resting her head back to stare at the ceiling. She spotted a cobweb and promised herself she’d find the feather duster she knew they had somewhere to deal with it. But now, she had to write.
Perhaps she was putting too much pressure on herself. Her books did well. Most hit the Amazon top ten, some even climbed to that coveted number one spot. But this was going to be her thirtieth published novel and she wanted it to be her best.
All she needed was an idea.
But her head was as blank as the screen in front of her. Unable to write, she tidied her office, filed away some research stuff she’d used on her last book, shredded some documents, reorganised the books on the top shelf of her bookshelf. Found that damn feather duster and bashed the hell out of that cobweb. Anything she could think to do to divert her thoughts from the blank screen.
When the doorbell rang, she almost leapt to her feet in relief at the distraction. It didn’t matter who it was – or at least that’s what she thought until she opened the door and saw the last person she wanted to see standing there. Her agent.
Cara had been with the same agency for several years and had had the same agent until the previous year when, without as much as a hint of it happening, she’d announced her retirement. Her successor, Toni, a younger, more dynamic woman who approached everything full-on, was exhaustingly enthusiastic. Too full on, too pushy, too bloody everything. It was difficult for Cara to complain because in the twelve months since Toni had taken over, she’d managed to acquire translation deals for three of Cara’s books.
It was unfortunate that in a city as big as London, Toni happened to live only a short distance from Cara’s home in Walthamstow and, almost from the beginning, she’d taken to dropping in unannounced. As if it was perfectly acceptable. As if they were pals. As if Cara wasn’t paying her a very healthy fifteen per cent of her royalties.
She stood in the doorway with a forced smile in place and said, ‘Hi, Toni, how lovely to see you.’ Because that was what you said. Social niceties. Because Cara wasn’t one of the characters in the books she wrote, the strong, independent confident types who said things exactly as they were.
Toni stepped forward and enveloped Cara in a hug before kissing the air on each side of her cheek, something she could never do without feeling stupidly awkward. ‘I was passing and thought I might as well drop in rather than emailing you,’ Toni said. ‘That’s okay, isn’t it?’
Said as one who assumed the answer would be ‘of course’, which it was, even if the words were said through gritted teeth. Anyway, it wasn’t as if Toni was interrupting the flow of her writing. ‘Of course it is, come and have a cuppa.’ Cara waved her towards the open kitchen door.
‘Tea or coffee?’ she asked as Toni walked through the kitchen to the small dining area. Dropping her satchel onto a chair, she sat on another with the air of someone who wasn’t in a hurry to rush away.
‘Coffee please.’
‘Instant okay?’ Cara had a coffeemaker, one her husband, Artie, had bought for her the previous Christmas, but she’d run out of pods. She could see from the expression on Toni’s face that she wasn’t impressed. Cara’s old agent would have laughed and suggested they went out to the nearest café. They’d have gone for coffee, would probably have stopped for a glass of wine somewhere on the return journey, and Cara would have been able to discuss her fear that she’d lost the ability to write. She sighed as she filled the kettle. Different times.
‘Yes, that’ll be fine,’ Toni said. It wasn’t until there was a mug of coffee on the table in front of her that she added, ‘I hope I’m not interrupting, I know you have a deadline looming.’
‘Not looming precisely. It’s three months away.’
‘January first, yes?’
Cara picked up her mug and took a sip. She didn’t need the reminder. ‘That’s right.’
‘Your thirtieth book,’ Toni said, with an exaggerated emphasis on the word ‘thirtieth’ and eyes widened in faux excitement, and then, in case Cara didn’t get the message, she added, ‘It’s so exciting.’ She picked up her mug and looked at the contents suspiciously before taking a cautious drink. ‘This isn’t bad, actually.’ She took a longer drink, then put the mug down. ‘So, what’s this one going to be about? When can I read it?’
The relationship between author and agent varied from person to person and agency to agency. Cara was in the lucky position where she had a contract with a well-regarded publisher, so she didn’t need an agent to tout her book. She also didn’t need or want her agent to read her book before she gave it to her editor. Her previous agent was happy with this arrangement, but Cara knew Toni wasn’t. ‘As soon as all the edits are done, I’ll make sure you get a copy.’
Toni’s smile dimmed a little. ‘At least can you tell me what it’s about?’
Cara believed in being honest with people, even if it was sometimes, as now, against self-interest. ‘I don’t know.’
‘You’re waiting until it all comes together at the end, are you?’
When Toni became her agent, Cara had explained her writing process. How sometimes, she only had a very vague idea of what the story would be, and how, sometimes, it wasn’t until the book was half-written that she knew how it was going to progress. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the way it was working this time. ‘No. This time, I simply don’t have an idea for a story. Not yet anyway.’
For a change, the usual chatty agent seemed lost for words, but she rallied quickly. ‘But you will come up with something, won’t you? You always do.’
It was true, Cara always did. She wasn’t sure what was wrong this time, but something was. ‘Usually, I have an idea ready to go.’ It would have been more honest to have said that she’d always had one, that even as she was finishing one book, the idea for the next was simmering away, but there was being honest, and there was being foolish. Toni was her agent, not a friend to confide in. ‘This time, so far I’m coming up blank.’
‘Blank,’ Toni repeated, as if she didn’t understand the meaning of the word.
It seemed Cara needed to spell it out, and she gritted her teeth as she did, as if saying the words made her situation more real. ‘I’ve been hammering my brain and have nothing. No ideas at all.’ And if she’d no ideas, she couldn’t write her next book. The twenty-nine she’d already published would continue to bring in a good income for a while, but her finances would suffer. And it was her income that allowed her and Artie to live such a good life. A dart of fear hit her when she thought of their mortgage repayments. She’d wanted to buy something further from the city, somewhere more affordable, but Artie had wanted an easier commute to his office.
‘We can afford it,’ he’d insisted.
And he was right. They could. As long as she kept writing three books a year. Now… she rubbed a hand over her eyes. All she needed was one damn idea. How hard could it be? Only a few months before, she’d have laughed at the notion that she might struggle to think of something to write.
Toni took a couple of mouthfuls of her coffee, then looked at Cara over the top of the mug. ‘No ideas at all?’ she parroted. ‘Have you told Harry?’
Harry had been Cara’s editor since her first contract with Duplex Publishing. They had a good relationship. So far anyway, but then again Cara had always delivered the goods. ‘Not yet,’ she said, answering Toni’s question.
‘I was speaking to him recently; he said he was very excited about your thirtieth.’ Toni dropped her voice as if to announce she was telling a secret. ‘Duplex are planning a big celebration when it comes out.’
Cara looked at her in disbelief. ‘What? No way!’ But she knew it was her own stupid fault. She’d posted something on social media a few months before, about her next book being her thirtieth. Back then, when she hadn’t anticipated any problems, she’d been excited about it, so much so that she’d tagged her publisher into the post. She’d completely forgotten about it, but it seemed they hadn’t.
‘Don’t be silly,’ Toni said. ‘It’s a big thing. Why wouldn’t they want to celebrate? Thirty books in six years, it really is amazing.’
‘I didn’t write thirty books in six years,’ Cara said, slightly annoyed. It sounded as if she’d simply spat them out like a flaming automaton and not slaved over each and every one. ‘Six were books I’d previously self-published, and another six were ones whose rights I got back from a previous publisher.’
Toni waved a hand dismissively. ‘It doesn’t matter; it’s still thirty books published by Duplex in six years.’
It mattered to Cara. She didn’t want readers thinking she simply churned books out in rapid succession, didn’t want them to think it was that damn easy. ‘Harry never mentioned them doing anything special.’
‘They probably want it to be a surprise.’ Toni hesitated, then, leaning forward slightly, she said, ‘I think Harry has his eye on the editor of the year award at the Nibbies next year. It wouldn’t do his chances any harm to have a huge publicity campaign around your thirtieth.’
The Nibbies, or to give it its official title, The British Book Awards, was one of the most prestigious events in the publishing calendar every year. To be nominated for an award was fantastic, but to win one was a huge boost to the recipient’s standing in the publishing community. Cara was horrified. She liked Harry, they had an excellent relationship, and it would be great to see him win, but if he was depending on Cara’s thirtieth book to boost his chances, he was going to be disappointed.
Toni picked up her mug again, took a couple of mouthfuls, then put it down to check the slim gold watch that circled her wrist. ‘Goodness, the morning is racing away. I’d better get on.’ She grabbed her satchel and stood. ‘I shouldn’t worry. Something will come to you and you’ll get it written. I have every faith you’ll work through this writer’s block and write your best ever.’ In the hallway, she air-kissed each side of Cara’s face again, then in a whirl of the calf-length skirt she wore, she was gone.
Cara stood at the door feeling no urgency to shut it and return to her office to stare at that blank screen again. Despite what she’d said, Toni didn’t appear to be in a hurry to rush away either. She’d sat in her car, pulled out her mobile, and was having an animated conversation with someone. By the look of it, it wasn’t a pleasant one either. Even in profile she looked angry.
She’d always been irritatingly cheerful when Cara met her. It seemed there was another side to her agent. She wondered what someone had done to make her so annoyed.
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HIM
It’s ironic that it was my last attempt to fit in, to grasp just a pinch of normality, that was responsible for causing me such grief. By fifteen, I had grown a little taller but was still overshadowed by my classmates. Whereas many of them had begun to fill out on their journey to manhood, I remained puny, my facial features disproportionately large as if they’d outgrown me.
Oddities like me didn’t have friends. It didn’t really bother me but I did enjoy watching the interplay between different friendship groups. Especially the popular cliques who strutted about oozing self-confidence, who spoke loudly as if certain everyone would want to hear what they said, who laughed heartily to show that they were having the best of times.
Sometimes… often, in fact… their amusement was derived from their cruelty towards people like me.
I tried to view their petty bickering, their silly little power-plays, their name-calling and blatant cruelty with sublime indifference. Sometimes I even succeeded.
What fascinated me, more than anything, was the interaction between the males and females of our year. This I watched with interest. Watched and learned.
At least that’s what I hoped.
Then came that fateful day. The end-of-year school party was held in the afternoon of the last day. There was food, soft drinks, and dancing. And I was a teenager and already a slave to my burgeoning hormones.
The music was loud, and we were all encouraged to dance. The girls mostly stayed together, giggling, tossing their hair, glancing over to where the boys were trying to look cool as they cut ridiculous shapes to the music.
I didn’t dance to anything with a fast tempo, unwilling to show off my body in a series of gyrations. No, I was waiting for the slow songs they always played towards the end. I’d already chosen the girl I was going to ask. Cara. Like me, she’d chosen not to dance to the disco beat and sat on her own, a slightly pained expression on her face as if she didn’t want to be there.
Although she was in the same year as me, she was in a different class. But the school wasn’t that big, and I’d seen her around. Whereas some of the girls struck me as being scarily brash, she seemed to be a well-mannered, quiet girl. Not pretty, not too plain. Outside the class, I saw she was usually on her own, or with one or two others.
As a bit of an outsider, Cara was a good choice for me. Once when she caught me staring at her, she smiled. I took it as a good sign.
The dance floor cleared when the music stopped, and then it started again in a slow tempo. It was what everyone was waiting for. The pretty girls preened as the good-looking guys, full of machismo, sauntered over to ask them to dance.
And I, full of expectant bravado, headed over to Cara, smiled and asked, ‘Would you like to dance with me?’
She wrapped her arms around her belly and looked at me in horror. ‘No.’
I was standing in front of her, looking down. If I moved away now, if I had to slink away without a partner to dance with, I’d be humiliated.
‘Just one dance.’ I smiled and tilted my head towards the dance floor behind. ‘It’s a nice song.’ How could she refuse? I was nicely dressed. I was clean. My hair was neatly combed. It was one dance. How could she say no?
But she did. She wrapped her arms tighter around her belly and rocked to and fro. ‘I don’t want to dance. Leave me alone.’
‘Please.’ Yes, I begged. I was that desperate.
She stood then, and I thought it was going to be all right. I’d have a dance with a girl at our end-of-year party and for a moment I’d be as normal as everyone else. I remember I even reached a hand for hers as she stood, and I was almost knocked over as she brushed past me and raced away across the dance floor. It drew everyone’s eyes. First to her fleeing form, then to my frozen one. Everyone wondering what the very odd puny boy had said or done to upset the poor girl.
I wanted to face them. To tell them that I’d merely asked her to dance, nothing more. But I saw from their expressions that it didn’t matter what I’d said, it was what I’d done that was the problem. I’d dared to think I could fit in, to be normal and do normal things.
After the years of name-calling, humiliation was nothing new for me, but this dragged me to a new low. One glance around and I knew that what had happened that evening would never be forgotten. I’d forever be the boy so despised that a girl would run from him in horror rather than have to dance with him.
When you’re that low, there is nowhere to fall. As my mother and my grandmother would have done, I hung my head, made myself small, and slithered snake-like from the room.
And I never returned to school.
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HER
After Toni left, Cara pulled out her phone and rang her best friend. If anyone was going to shake her out of the puddle of despondency she was drowning in, it would be Trinny. As soon as the call was answered, she blurted out, ‘You free for lunch?’
‘And a good morning to you too!’
‘Sorry, it’s been one of those mornings. I could really do with some cheering up.’
‘You’ve rung the right person. Put on your glad rags, let’s do lunch somewhere nice. I’ll meet you at The Ivy in two hours.’
It was just what Cara needed. A friend, good food, and a couple of glasses of bubbly to put some fizz in her step. Perhaps she could also get some advice on the other thing that was worrying her. She put her mobile down and looked around the kitchen, her eyes lingering on the breakfast bar that separated it from the snug dining room. There was a time when Artie would sit at it with a mug of coffee or a beer while she was cooking. They’d chat about the week gone by, the week ahead, and any plans they had or wanted to make.
She wasn’t sure when that had stopped, when he’d taken to turning his back to her to watch the news or sports results on the small TV that lived in the far corner. She’d commented on it once, had half-jokingly said they never talked any more. He’d immediately switched off the TV, folded his arms across his chest almost defensively, and said, ‘What do you want to talk about?’
Put on the spot, she couldn’t think of anything and with a shake of her head, she turned away to stir the Bolognese she was making. When she’d looked back, he was gone. A few minutes later, she heard the rumble of voices from the TV in the living room.
She’d talk to Trinny. Her friend would no doubt tell her she was being silly. About everything.
Forty minutes later, dressed in a smart trouser suit that she knew her friend would approve of, she pulled the front door shut behind her. When she and Trinny were ensconced in a booth in The Ivy, a bottle of champagne sitting beside them in an ice bucket because her friend had said she was in the mood for more than one glass, Cara told her about Artie. ‘Am I silly to be concerned?’
‘Perhaps a little,’ Trinny said, holding her glass up to the light to admire the bubbles. ‘I think it’s more a case that the honeymoon is over.’ She spoke with the firm knowledge of one who’d been married several years longer than Cara. ‘Call it the one-year itch, if you like. You’ve grown comfortable with each other, maybe take each other a little for granted. You should shake it up a bit. Buy some sexy lingerie, suggest a weekend away.’ She put down the glass and looked at Cara with narrowed eyes. ‘You’ve put on a bit of weight, if you don’t mind me saying. And you could do with getting your hair cut.’ She ran her fingers through her own highlighted locks. ‘Maybe get some lowlights to brighten it a bit.’
‘Don’t hold back,’ Cara said with a laugh, trying not to be offended. They’d known each other since primary school. Almost forever. She supposed it gave her friend the right to be blunt. ‘Are you by any chance saying I’ve let myself go?’
‘More that you’ve let yourself get too comfortable perhaps.’ Trinny tilted her head a little. ‘When did you last have your hair cut?’
‘Only a couple of weeks ago!’ Cara was indignant. She wasn’t going to admit that she’d cut it herself, with the pair of dressmaking shears she’d bought many years before when she’d taken a short-lived fancy to do dressmaking. She’d cut an inch off, then spent several minutes trying to even up the ends. She thought it had looked quite good. Looking back, perhaps it was telling that Artie hadn’t commented either way.
Trinny reached out and lifted a strand of hair with her long fingers. She dropped it with a sigh. ‘Take my advice, darling, and change your hairdresser.’ She picked up her glass again. ‘I think you’re worrying about nothing though; Artie loves you.’
She was right. Of course she was. Cara was worrying about nothing. ‘I’ve a lot on my plate at the minute. My thirtieth book is coming out early next year and I really want it to do well.’
Trinny smiled as the waiter came to top up their champagne. When he was gone, she raised the glass to Cara. ‘Your thirtieth! That is exciting, but you should relax. Your books always do well. You really should be over this imposter syndrome stuff by now.’
Every book she wrote, Cara thought that this was it, this was the one that was going to fail dismally. This was the one where readers would realise she was a terrible writer. Imposter syndrome was common but knowing about it didn’t ease the fear. But unfortunately it wasn’t the issue she was having this time. ‘It’s not that,’ she said. ‘I simply can’t think of anything to write about. Not one idea. I look at the blank page on my computer screen and have nothing.’
Trinny frowned. ‘You usually go from writing one to starting the next, don’t you?’
‘Yes, but it’s been three weeks now and all I’ve written is “Book Thirty”, a dedication, and “Chapter One”. Actually’ – Cara gave a sad laugh – ‘if you count how many times I’ve written and deleted Chapter One, I’ve probably written about a thousand words.’
‘But an idea will come to you, won’t it?’
Cara stared into the bubbles in her glass. They floated so lazily. Doing exactly what they were supposed to do. She envied their focus. Their commitment. She used to be the same. Used to view her deadline as a challenge. Now it was a gauzy, unattainable dream that seemed to be fading more and more as the days went by. She lifted her eyes from the glass, unsurprised to see Trinny’s face creased in concern.
‘I don’t know,’ Cara said.
Trinny reached across and rubbed her hand down Cara’s arm. ‘I think you’re just a bit stressed. Something will come to you. And if it doesn’t, well, you can comfortably live on the royalties from the twenty-nine books, can’t you?’
Cara wondered if her smile looked as fake as it was. She and Trinny spoke about everything, apart from money. She’d never mentioned the massive mortgage they’d taken out. And because Trinny wasn’t in the business, she’d no idea that the royalties from the twenty-nine books would drop month after month. ‘Yes, of course,’ she lied.
Perhaps Trinny was right though. Cara was simply stressed and something would come to her.
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HIM
Perhaps if I’d been able to fill that hole in my life with the social successes I saw all around me – the good job, partner, children, the golf club and country club membership – I might have been okay. If I could have stuffed that damn hole full of the trappings of life that kept my contemporaries afloat – stuffed it tightly enough to stop the leak of angry voices, the noxious fumes that drifted from the despair that curdled at its base, the fingers of hate that reached for every good thought, every vague attempt to turn my life around – if I could have done any of that, maybe I’d have had a chance. But each time, I failed. Each failure reminded me that goodness, kindness, normality weren’t to be mine.
I lived on the fringe. The person you passed by without a second glance. I had the basics – a menial job, a tiny, rented apartment that screamed squalor every time I walked up the graffiti-scarred, piss-stinking communal stairway to the seventh floor. There was a lift, but I never used it. Not because it was out of action, as it often was, nor because it stank even more strongly of urine than the stairway, but because once, in the early days, the light had gone out when I was inside. The darkness had been absolute and I remember thinking that this was it, the hole that was such a big part of me had finally expanded to consume me. When the door opened to the dim light of the seventh floor only seconds later, I gasped and stumbled out. Was I relieved or disappointed? I wasn’t sure, but I wasn’t willing to repeat the experience to find out. I never again used the lift and walked up and down the seven flights of stairs every time.
As I trudged wearily upward, it was hate that kept me going. For Cara, for that fucking hole she’d jabbed into me. Hate had become my best friend, urging me on, keeping me strong when I weakened.
It was after a difficult day, a bag of groceries hanging from one hand, that I stopped to catch my breath on the fourth floor and decided twenty-five years was a long time to bear a grudge. By the sixth floor, I’d decided it was time, not to put it behind me, but to do something about it. It was time to seek justice for what she’d done to me all those years before. It was the twenty-fifth anniversary. I should celebrate. Mark the occasion with fireworks.
Or perhaps one or two destructive explosions.
By the time I reached the seventh floor, a plan had formed in my head. It was almost joyous, as if that hole had at last been filled with a thick sticky paste of deliciously rotten intent.
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HER
As soon as she was home, Cara rang the hairdressing salon and asked for the first available appointment. Mindful of her friend’s advice, she booked a cut and colour.
Three days later, she was sitting in front of a large, too brightly lit mirror as a young stylist called Pixie picked up locks of her hair between two fingers with something like disbelief. ‘You cut it yourself?’
As if it was a crime of high proportion. Cara wanted to laugh, to brush it off as an eccentricity, not to sit there with colour flooding her cheeks. ‘I was stuck for time,’ she said, as if that was explanation enough.
‘I’m going to need to cut it much shorter to even out the ends.’ Pixie pushed her fingers through Cara’s hair, lifting it and letting it fall. ‘If you want colour, may I suggest some highlights to brighten it, and some lowlights to add depth and movement?’
Cara would have liked to have said that she simply wanted to look good. To be the woman her husband had fallen in love with less than two years before. To perhaps look a little bit sexy. Instead, with colour still flaring in her cheeks, she nodded and said, ‘That sounds perfect.’ Seeing a gleam in the stylist’s eye, she quickly added, ‘But I’d like the colours to be subtle, okay?’
‘Subtle, yes, of course.’
Cara wasn’t sure she believed her, but when it was all over, and the hand mirror was held up to allow her to see the back of her head, she knew she’d been listened to. Over an hour spent with her hair wrapped in pieces of tinfoil and she could barely see the difference. And she couldn’t complain; she’d asked for subtle and it was exactly what she’d got.
As the mirror was moved to and fro, Cara smiled and nodded like an idiot, although she didn’t like the sleek finish and had to resist the temptation to run her fingers through it to fluff it up a bit. When the stylist was called away, she stared at her reflection and sighed. It served her right for listening to Trinny’s crazy idea.
When Pixie returned, moments later, she leaned down to speak into Cara’s ear. ‘Do you know the person at the window?’
Surprised, Cara glanced at her before pushing the chair slowly around until it was facing the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the busy pavement. Usually there was a constant stream of people passing by, but if someone had been staring in, they were gone. ‘There’s nobody there,’ Cara said, puzzled.
The stylist shook her head. ‘I guess he caught me looking and hurried away before I could tell you.’ She pointed back towards the reception desk. ‘Jo says he’s been staring in for a while.’
Some fan who’d recognised her from her book cover, perhaps? Although, remembering how dreadful she’d looked with her hair wrapped in foil, she doubted if even her mother would have recognised her. If it was someone who did, she hoped they hadn’t taken a photo of her looking so awful to put on social media, for a laugh. Cara waved a hand towards the other customers. ‘Perhaps, whoever it was, they were waiting for someone?’
‘No, we don’t think so. Jo was keeping her eye on him. The other two customers’ – Pixie nodded to where two older women were sitting – ‘they were back and forth having their hair washed, etcetera, but Jo said he didn’t seem to be interested in them at all. He seemed to be fixated on you.’
The thought of someone staring in at her, while she was sitting there vulnerable and exposed, made Cara’s skin crawl. ‘Jo didn’t think about going out to ask him what he was up to, did she?’
Pixie raised a fashionably thick eyebrow. ‘It really isn’t our job to be policing the streets.’
‘But it is your job to keep your customers safe.’ Cara waved towards the window. ‘You like to put us all on display to promote your business. Any pervert could stop and stare in at us. Perhaps it’s time the owners thought of their customers rather than free publicity.’ The thought that someone had been staring, perhaps leering, at her, made her feel ill.
She got to her feet with a suddenness that caught the hairdresser by surprise. Knocked off balance, Pixie made a grab for the empty chair to right herself, but it slid across the floor under her weight, and unable to stop herself, she fell to the floor with an audible ooof. The chair kept moving and crashed into another hairdresser’s preparation trolley, sending it over with a crash, all the tools of their trade flying across the floor.
Cara’s words of apology were lost in the ensuing pandemonium as everyone hurried to help the fallen woman. It was several minutes of oohs and aahs, words of reassurance and apology, before order was restored, customers resettled, and staff returned to their posts.
Pixie, back on her feet, brushed hair from her black jumpsuit with a shaky hand and avoided looking at her erstwhile customer.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Cara said again, wondering how soon it would be polite to make her escape.
‘It was my fault; I shouldn’t have reached for the chair for balance.’ The smile on Pixie’s face was forced. It was clear she was laying the blame firmly on Cara’s shoulders.
It was tempting to argue that it was their fault – Pixie and Jo’s. If they hadn’t told her about the peeping Tom, she wouldn’t have become agitated, wouldn’t have got to her feet so suddenly. It hadn’t been Cara’s fault, but she felt guilty all the same. ‘You’re sure you’re not hurt?’
‘Just bruised. I’ll live.’ Pixie nodded towards the reception desk. ‘I’m sure you want to get away.’ She gave the details to Jo, who tapped a few keys. ‘That’ll be one hundred and forty pounds.’
It was eye-wateringly expensive. Cara blinked and resisted the temptation to say Are you sure? with difficulty and handed over her credit card with a forced smile. As if she was delighted to pay such an astronomical sum.
‘Have a great day,’ Jo said as she handed back the card and a receipt.
‘Thank you.’
‘I’m sorry about that whole man thing.’
That whole man thing? Cara must have looked as puzzled as she felt because Jo smiled and elaborated.
‘The one at the window. I’m sure he was just being nosey.’
Cara looked to where Pixie was standing to one side with a small smile curving her lips and said, ‘That isn’t what you said.’ Cara looked back to Jo. ‘I was told you thought he was staring at me, and nobody else. That he seemed fixated on me.’ She watched as the two women exchanged glances then shrugged almost in unison.
Jo flushed. ‘Well, it’s difficult to say really.’
‘Then perhaps you shouldn’t have said anything at all, should you?’ Shouldn’t have put Cara on edge. Made her behave irrationally. She took a deep breath to calm herself. ‘What did this man look like anyway?’
Jo lifted her two hands and let them drop to the desk. ‘I only saw his profile. He was wearing a hoodie and sweats. Not tall, not short. Not fat either.’
‘But definitely a man, yes?’
Jo was beginning to look uneasy at being put on the spot. ‘I thought so… but maybe I was wrong. It could have been a woman, I suppose.’
Might have been a woman or a man, might have been fixated on Cara, might not. Might have been a bloody alien from outer space. ‘Right, thank you,’ she said, trying not to let her irritation show. ‘I’d better get going.’
Pasting a smile in place, Jo returned to her well-rehearsed lines. ‘We look forward to seeing you again.’
She was a good actress. Her words sounded sincere. As if she really meant it, as if she was really hoping the crazy woman who knocked a member of staff off her feet would return. She could relax; Cara had no intention of ever returning. She slipped her card into her wallet. Only then did she realise she should have added a tip when she paid. Now she’d have to give the hairdresser cash. It was why Pixie was still standing there, the fake smile pinned so firmly in place it must have caused her pain.
Cara had been to the ATM the previous day but a discreet glance into her wallet told her the annoying truth. All she had were fifty-pound notes. A tip wasn’t mandatory of course; she could simply smile and walk out. She might have done if she hadn’t knocked the stupid woman off her feet, and if she wasn’t standing there, waiting so damn patiently.
Cara could have asked Jo for change, of course, and if she’d had an ounce of sense, the merest trace of steel in her backbone, she’d have done so. But she hadn’t, so she didn’t, and she handed Pixie the fifty-pound note with some attempt at graciousness.
A fifty quid tip on top of the one hundred and forty she’d already paid. It had been a very expensive couple of hours and she didn’t even have the pleasure of feeling good as she left the salon. She hated her hair and still felt on edge about that man at the window.
Perhaps the receptionist had simply been trying to add a little drama to her morning. That’d be it. Cara was still trying to convince herself of that as she left the salon. There were people on both sides of the street, all bustling along. Nobody was paying her any attention. As she looked around to check, she caught her reflection in the salon’s window. Was that really what she looked like? Slightly over-weight, a little ragged around the seams, a tired face topped by flat hair.
She lifted a hand to ruffle it before realising that the receptionist was still at the desk, staring at her. Colour flooded Cara’s cheeks again, and with a wave she hurried away. Maybe there really had been someone staring in, a woman perhaps who’d been contemplating a new hairdo. If Cara had seen her, she’d have rushed out and advised her to save her money.
The experience wouldn’t go to waste. She’d write it into a story someday. The hairdresser, the chaotic fall, the mysterious staring stranger. It was the good thing about being a writer; nothing was ever wasted.
Perhaps it was something she could work into a story. A serial killing hairdresser perhaps. Or maybe she could have a character who killed off hairdressers because they charged so much for a cut and colour. A suitable title popped into her head – Death by a Thousand Cuts. It made her smile and relieved some of the tension. Her ideas for her stories often came from something as random as this. But eventful as the morning had been, it didn’t give her any inspiration. Not one solid idea for her next popped into her head.
It was a depressing thought. She stopped and turned around in a sudden change of direction that made a pedestrian immediately behind glare at her in annoyance and forced the one behind, with a hood pulled low over their forehead and dressed in a scruffy-looking grey tracksuit, to turn quickly and walk away. It couldn’t be a coincidence; it had to be the same person who’d stared at her through the salon window. Now they were following her. As she opened her mouth to shout, to ask who they were, they sped up to a run, dodged around other pedestrians, and vanished around a corner.
Perhaps she should have run after them like a character from a movie or TV show, or like those feisty women who appeared in her books. It was easy to be brave if you were fictional, but reality was a different matter and although she could write brave women, she’d never considered herself to be courageous. More a pathetic wuss. So all she could do was stare after the person in disbelief, her mouth hanging slightly open on the cusp of that shout she never gave.
What could she have said? Who are you and why are you following me?
Had she attracted a stalker? She was a best-selling author and made a comfortable living from her writing, but she was no JK Rowling or Stephen King. Her face might be recognised by a few fans, but she was unlikely to be known to the general population.
Perhaps she was making something out of nothing. The receptionist’s description of the person at the window was vague. Not tall, not short, not fat, not thin. And what could be more ubiquitous than a hoodie and tracksuit? The person running away might have simply been in a hurry to get somewhere. Nothing to do with her at all.
It was the stress of that deadline in a few months’ time – months that would vanish in a flash. The stress of people’s expectation. Her editor – was he really depending on Cara’s thirtieth being a success in order to boost his chances of getting a Nibbie? Her agent – and her fifteen per cent. Even Artie, who enjoyed the expensive holidays her income allowed.
She needed to get home, have a large glass of wine and put everything into perspective. She wrote books; she wasn’t a brain surgeon. Nobody was going to die if she couldn’t write another. And even if she did, if she could come up with an idea for that damn thirtieth book, and it bombed, if everybody hated it and the reviews were absolute stinkers, the world wasn’t going to end.
She wasn’t that important.
There was nobody stalking her.
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HER
Cara finally moved. Her conviction that she wasn’t being stalked wavered as she strained to see as far ahead as she could. It wasn’t easy, thanks to a constant to and fro of pedestrians blocking her view. Most seemed to be in a hurry, brushing past her, almost shouldering her out of the way in their haste. When she did finally move, putting one foot in front of the other, she felt almost as if she was being swept along. As if everything was out of her control.
On the steep escalator down to the tube platform, she was sandwiched between a burly man behind and a young woman in front. All well-behavedly standing on the right, allowing the more harried and hurried to run down the empty left side. Cara kept her eyes on the back of the woman’s neck in front, afraid to look sideways in case she might recognise one of the figures passing by.
On the Tube, it was the usual crush. She curled in on herself and gripped her handbag to her chest, attempting to make herself small and inconspicuous. Yet still she felt the bodies around her brushing against her as they moved on and off. Normally the smells and sounds were part of the journey, barely noticed. Today, everything seemed a little overwhelming.
She was too warm and would liked to have taken off the jacket she was wearing. Maybe open the next button of her shirt. Find an opportunity to blow a little cool air down her cleavage. She imagined pushing the people that edged her on each side out of the way, imagined their shocked incredulous expressions if she began to undress. The man standing near the doorway had already given her the once-over. She guessed he’d keep his eyes glued to the action if she allowed herself to be so crazy.
She wouldn’t. Even in her younger days, when she was perhaps a little wilder, she wasn’t the sort to break boundaries. And stripping off in public was definitely one of those. She wouldn’t take off her clothes, but as the heat increased, as she felt the colour flood her cheeks. She knew she couldn’t wait any longer; she had to get off the Tube.
The next stop was two before the one she needed. It didn’t matter; she simply couldn’t stay a moment longer with heat crawling over her, sweat trickling down her cleavage and making her underarms uncomfortably sticky. She longed for home, and a shower. The thought of a glass of icy water made her lick her lips. She could have bought a bottle, or stopped at a café, and she did hesitate at the door of one shop, but it was crowded so she kept going.
Out on the street, she stood for a moment wondering about taking a taxi, then shook her head. It was a long walk, but it was outside, cooler. She’d be happier with no confined spaces for a while. Menopausal claustrophobia, she thought, not for the first time, was a bitch.
Anyway, it was good to walk. Sometimes ideas came when she did. Something she might see, or overhear, might trigger inspiration, but although it took forty-five minutes to reach their home, not one idea came to her. The words ‘writer’s block’ popped into her head as they had done several times over the last couple of weeks, the words becoming increasingly loud as each empty day drifted past. She brushed them aside as she opened her front door and stepped inside.
There were twenty minutes to spare before Artie arrived home. She popped the remainder of the lasagne she’d made at the weekend into the oven to heat, then ran upstairs for the much-needed shower. There wasn’t really time to wash her hair too, but the flat sleek look the stylist had done really wasn’t her style at all. She washed it, rubbed some thickening mousse through it and blow-dried it roughly. When she looked in the mirror, she was far happier than she was after her salon visit. She tried not to think about the one hundred and ninety pounds that ordeal had cost her.
She tried not to think about the man either, the one who most definitely wasn’t stalking her. Her desperation to find a plot for her next novel was making her paranoid.
Back in the kitchen, she checked the lasagne was doing okay, then opened a bottle of red wine, poured a glass and took a long gulp.
‘Had a bad day?’
‘Shit!’ Cara looked down in dismay at the streak of red that decorated the front of her white cotton robe. ‘God almighty, Artie, do you have to creep up on me like that? You scared the wits out of me. And look at this mess!’
‘It’ll wash out.’ He crossed to plant a kiss on her cheek. ‘I didn’t creep up on you. You were obviously lost in that glass of wine.’
She had been. Completely. ‘I’ll soak it in cold water, it might be okay.’ She slipped it off and took it through to the utility room. In truth, she couldn’t bring herself to care too much so she filled the sink with cold water, pushed it in and left it to live or die.
Artie had gone by the time she returned. She heard his footsteps on the floor as he crossed their bedroom and wondered if he’d think to bring her down another robe. The cotton T-shirt she was wearing was short, impractical and the complete opposite of the sexy look she wanted to portray. Was there a word for the opposite of sexy? Dreary and dull? Undesirable, perhaps? She felt all three.
Rather than setting Artie up to fail – because she knew he wouldn’t think of bringing one down – she opened the kitchen door, took a breath and yelled up the stairway. ‘Bring me down another robe when you come, please.’
It was a few minutes before he returned, and he’d remembered to bring one. Unfortunately, she should have been specific, because he’d taken the fluffy pink robe from the back of the bathroom door. One she hadn’t worn since her internal temperature monitor seemed to have forgotten what it was supposed to do, leaving her cold one minute, boiling the next. She’d caught herself saying, ‘It’s a bit chilly today, isn’t it?’ right after she’d complained about it being too warm. She’d tried to explain to Artie about the hormonal changes that were driving her crazy and he’d seemed to understand, but perhaps it was too much to expect someone who was never going to go through the menopause to understand completely. She sighed and took the robe from him.
It was all about compromise, she decided. Instead of pulling it on, she draped it over the back of the cold leather chair. She could pull it around her if she felt chilly, easily toss it off when she started to boil.
They were halfway through dinner when she realised Artie hadn’t mentioned her hair. She brushed her fingers through it. ‘Did you notice, I’ve had my hair cut?’
‘I was just about to say,’ he said smoothly. ‘You didn’t get much taken off, did you?’
‘No, it was just a trim really. I had some highlights put in too. Do you like them?’
He squinted at her, then smiled. ‘You’re trying to catch me out, aren’t you? It’s the same colour it always is, and thank goodness too. I like it just as it is.’
She opened her mouth to explain about the high and lowlights, then shut it with a snap. ‘I’m glad you do.’ It was a shame he hadn’t told her that before she’d spent a ridiculous amount of money. She was sorry too that she’d emphasised the subtle to that stupid stylist who’d obviously taken the word to mean invisible. More than sorry to have given her that fifty-pound tip. Putting the stylist and that whole experience firmly from her mind, Cara topped up their glasses. ‘I was thinking I should lose some weight.’
He halted mid-drink. ‘Really? You look perfect to me.’
Pleasure at his response made her smile; relief made her sigh. ‘You don’t think I’ve let myself go a bit? I have jeans in my wardrobe that I haven’t fit into in months. I was thinking perhaps I should watch my diet a bit and start going to the gym again.’ She lifted her glass. ‘Maybe cut back on the wine.’
‘If it’ll make you feel better, you go for it, but I think you look lovely. Actually’ – he reached a hand across the table and took hold of hers – ‘I think you look more beautiful now than when we first met. You were very skinny then.’
She curled her fingers around his. ‘What would you think if you came home to find me draped in sexy underwear?’
He gave her hand a squeeze and returned to his dinner. ‘Is this research for your next book? Have you come up with an idea?’
Cara laughed at his practical reply. He knew her so well. ‘No, I’m afraid it’s not. It was something Trinny said.’
‘For goodness’ sake,’ he said with a groan, ‘don’t start getting any ideas from your crazy friend.’
‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’ And she wouldn’t. It had been good to chat with Trinny, good to vent her frustration, but their relationship with their husbands were vastly different. Cara truly loved Artie; she wasn’t sure Trinny could say the same about her husband. It was Luke’s vast wealth that had attracted her to him, and Cara had always believed it was his wealth she’d married.
She knew what she needed to do to fix the hiccup in her relationship with Artie. And that’s all it was, a hiccup, nothing more. She’d absolutely no reason to doubt his love for her.
Except… she knew what a good liar he was.

    
When Artie came through the door the following evening, he did a cartoon double take when he saw the change in their kitchen. ‘What’s going on here then?’
‘It seemed like a good move.’
She’d decided that if she was so unhappy with Artie watching TV instead of sitting at the breakfast bar talking to her, that there was an easy solution. She’d simply moved the small TV from the dresser to the end of the breakfast bar. Now they could both watch it while one or the other cooked. When he sat and switched it on, she handed him a beer. As he watched the news, he commented on what was happening now and then, and demanded her attention when something interesting appeared on screen. It was comfortable, convivial and she wondered why they hadn’t done it before.
She stopped chopping onions and watched him. ‘I love you.’ And she did. She loved him completely. She just didn’t trust him.
He turned from the screen, looked at her in surprise and grinned as he nodded towards the knife she held. ‘Say that again without the big pointy blade in your hand!’
‘This?’ She waved the knife about like a sword.
‘Take it easy,’ he said, leaning away from her. ‘Did your mother never teach you not to play with sharp knives?’
‘She was more concerned about telling me not to play with naughty boys.’
‘Like me, you mean?’ He raised an eyebrow.
‘If the cap fits.’ She dropped the knife onto the chopping board. ‘Not that you’ve been very naughty lately.’
He got to his feet, as she knew he would. Then she was in his arms, and thoughts of dinner and the TV were forgotten.
And forgotten too was the question that had shadowed her since their marriage – how could she love Artie so desperately, yet not trust him?
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HER
Cara and Artie went out for breakfast on Saturday mornings. Always to the same pub, ten-minutes’ walk from their home. The post had usually arrived before they left and, as usual that morning, rather than holding them back, she grabbed the contents of the letter box and shoved them into her bag. Since nothing ever arrived that warranted a delay in getting stuck into the artery-clogging fry-up they usually ordered, she’d deal with it when they’d finished.
On the way to the pub, they made a short detour to pick up their usual Saturday newspapers. Always the same two – The
Financial Times for him, The
Guardian for her. With their fry-up before them, they read their papers cover to cover as they ate, then switched them over, commenting and complaining about whatever they read as they did. When that was done, when the papers were piled up in a muddle on the spare chair, Cara opened her bag to pull out the crumpled post. She quickly divided them into his and hers and handed Artie his share. ‘Here you go.’
‘Crap, and more crap,’ he said after a few seconds, tossing his post onto the table.
‘This too,’ she said, dropping her first on top of his pile. She reached for the second. ‘This could be for either of us, I suppose. It’s addressed to the Jenkins, no first names.’ She tore open the envelope, reached inside for the firm white card it contained and took it out. Relaxed after the breakfast, or maybe the large glass of wine that had washed it down, it took a few seconds to register what she read, then she frowned. ‘What the hell is this!’
Artie, who was rereading the sports pages, looked up in surprise. ‘What is it? Someone looking for money?’
She shook her head and handed the card over. ‘What d’you make of this?’
‘“Do penance for what you did before the last leaf falls from your Indian bean tree or face the consequences,”’ he read aloud, then looked at her across the table. ‘You been naughty then, eh?’
Cara snapped it from his hand and read it again. ‘I love the way you assume it’s for me alone. It is, after all, addressed to both of us.’
Artie shrugged. ‘One hates to be pedantic, but if it was addressed to both of us, wouldn’t it have said Jenkinses?’
She was the writer, but she’d no idea if he was correct or not. ‘Well, if it’s for one of us, it must be meant for you. I’ve done nothing I need to confess to.’
He sighed loudly, took the card from her hand and tore it into two, then four, and tossed it on top of their discarded post. ‘It’s probably some weird marketing thing, or someone’s idea of a joke. I wouldn’t worry about it.’
Cara looked at him. He had a wonderful ability to brush away things he wasn’t interested in dealing with, or things that made him uncomfortable. She never usually minded; after all, she worried enough for both of them, and anyway, he was probably right this time and it was someone’s idea of a joke. Maybe something to do with the impending stupid season, as she always referred to Halloween. Their friends knew how much she hated all the ghostly, ghoulish nonsense that went on for weeks before the actual day. It had grown increasingly more ridiculous as the years passed with everyone cashing in on the act, and some of their friends seemed to enjoy jumping on that ever more stupid bandwagon. Maybe it was one of those friends. ‘I bet it was Burke,’ she said. ‘It’s just the kind of thing he’d find amusing.’
‘Yes, probably,’ Artie said absent-mindedly, his concentration back on the sports pages.
Cara knew when to give up. She glanced at the torn card, the last few words lingering in her head. Face the consequences. She shivered and shut her eyes to banish the card and the words. Artie was right. It was probably some stupid marketing ploy. Or Burke, Darren, or any one of Artie’s dafter friends, trying to be funny.
He folded the newspaper and smiled at her. ‘Hey, I have an idea. You said you were finding it difficult to come up with an idea for your next book – why don’t you use it? You know, mad psychopath bombards beautiful woman with cards warning her of her impending death. What d’you think?’
She glared at him, then shook her head. He wasn’t a writer; apart from the newspapers, he wasn’t even a reader, and he’d no idea how difficult it could be to come up with a good idea for a story. One that hadn’t already been done to death, like his idea of a psychopath and a beautiful woman. Although she was quite cheered by his ‘beautiful woman’ comment. She wasn’t, not even close, but she’d no problem with him thinking she was.
It struck her then, how happy she was to believe him when it suited her. The thought joined the queue of worries that were piling up in her head.
Artie had given up waiting for her response and had turned his attention to The Times supplement, squinting as he read because he was too vain to wear the cheap spectacles she’d made him buy in the supermarket the previous week. He’d admitted they helped but he was such a stubborn man, he wasn’t giving in and admitting he was getting old.
A vain, stubborn man. She’d loved him almost from the first day they’d met two years before. ‘Perhaps you’re right,’ she said, bringing his attention back to her. She smiled when she saw puzzlement crease his forehead. ‘The mad psycho bombarding the beautiful woman idea. Remember?’
‘Oh, yes, you think it might work?’
She shrugged. ‘There’s no harm in giving the idea some thought. It might blossom into something.’ It was better than the nothing she had. Not a psychopath and beautiful woman scenario, but the threatening letter angle might work. It had been done before, of course; few stories were unique, but perhaps she could put a different spin on it. Add a shocking twist or two.
When they returned home, Artie immediately sloped off into the living room to switch on the TV. He’d settle down on the sofa to watch the news, stay there to watch whatever sports programmes he could find and eventually get up in search of a beer. Sometimes, she’d sit on the sofa beside him and finish reading the newspapers, read one of the many novels she’d started and never finished, or start a new one from her ever-growing to-be-read list. It was the kind of comfortable Saturday afternoon they both enjoyed after a busy week’s work.
Not that hers had been busy. Not that she’d written a damn word.
Leaving Artie watching TV, she went through to the utility room with the discarded post and newspapers. Envelopes went through the shredder; the newspapers were separated into sections they might want to look at again and those that could be dumped. The rubbish post went on top of this pile along with the four pieces of the card Artie had so dramatically torn up in the café.
Picking them up, she put them on the counter, rejoined the parts and read the words aloud. ‘“Do penance for what you did before the last leaf falls from your Indian bean tree or face the consequences.”’
If it was someone’s idea of an amusing joke, they needed help, because it wasn’t funny. Not even a little. If it was some company’s idea of a good marketing ploy, they definitely needed to reconsider their strategy. She stared through the window. Their garden, typical of many Victorian houses, was narrow but long. It was divided from the garden behind by a dense shrubbery and a fence that had crumbled over the years and had never been replaced. There was only one tree amongst the shrubs – a huge Indian bean tree that towered eight metres tall.
It could be seen from the road outside, but its branches were entwined with the sycamore in the garden behind and the maple belonging to the neighbours next door. Only someone who’d been in their garden could be certain the Indian bean tree belonged to them, so it had to be one of their friends who’d sent the letter.
Leaving the card where it was, she gathered the rest of the rubbish and opened the back door to take it out to the recycling bin. Then she strolled down the garden, casually, completely unconcerned to see how many of the leaves from the tree had already fallen. Some had wilted on the branches and would drop in the next breeze. She picked up one of the fallen ones, a large heart-shaped leaf that was bigger than her spread hand. Fanning herself with it, she looked up through the branches. Another couple of weeks and they’d be bare.
Face the consequences.
It was a joke. Of course it was. She led a boringly blameless life. Her world now was the solitary one of the writer interspersed with occasional writing events. An introvert by nature, she found the contrast between the solitude of her quiet office and the overwhelming noise and bustle of a literary event frequently overwhelming, and she only attended them to keep her publisher happy.
She wasn’t the type to make enemies and although she was successful, it wasn’t to the extent to draw envious glances. There was nothing in her life to do penance for. She’d never even had a speeding ticket. In her university days, she might have been a bit wild, but she’d still managed to graduate with a first. She’d tried pot once and didn’t like it. That had been her only foray into drugs. These days, her stimulant of choice was wine, but rarely more than a couple of glasses over dinner.
How boring her life sounded! But at least she could say with certainty that she’d nothing to do penance for; not now, not in her past.
Dropping the leaf she was holding, she turned to walk back to the house, a frown on her forehead, a tickle of anxiety in her belly.
Because, of course, she wasn’t the only Jenkins.
And Artie wasn’t quite so innocent.
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HIM
It wasn’t that I’d deliberately set out to keep an eye on her over the years but she’d made it easy. The first time I’d seen her name on a poster in my local supermarket advertising her next book, I’d stood staring at it until a security man approached to ask if I was okay.
‘Just surprised to see her’ – I pointed to the poster – ‘Cara Delaney. I know her, you see.’ I smirked. ‘I know her very well indeed.’ I picked up the shopping basket I had dropped at my feet and made my way to the checkout.
The security man possibly didn’t believe my lie. Wouldn’t believe that such a scruffy, nothing of a man as I was would have been intimate with a famous writer. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t been. For a few seconds – a very few seconds – I was the man I should have been. Successful and wealthy. A man that a pretty woman would be pleased to be with.
There’d been no photograph on the cover of the paperback I bought, but armed with the name of her publisher, it didn’t take me long to find one. It had been twenty-five years since I’d seen her, but unlike me, time had been her friend. I wasn’t naïve so I guessed the studio photograph was being kind to her, but she still had the high cheekbones, the dainty nose and pretty mouth that had attracted me to her all those years before. She’d also become far prettier than I remembered. I’d never have been brave enough to have approached her had she looked this good back then. I expanded the image as large as I could, trying to guess if she’d had the help of Botox and fillers, sneering when I thought I saw evidence of both.
I found her books on Amazon. I didn’t buy any, but I took great delight in penning one-star reviews for a couple. Absolute drivel. Two-dimensional, unlikeable characters. Predictable story. Wouldn’t recommend. I guessed Amazon might get suspicious if I did too many at one time, but I wasn’t in a hurry. Over the following month, I reviewed every one. It pleased me to think of her reading them. In a strange way, it made me feel close to her.
It didn’t take long to find her social media accounts. She had them all, of course – X, TikTok, Facebook, Instagram and Bluesky. I followed her everywhere I could, sending friend requests that I knew would be ignored. It didn’t matter; there was enough information freely available for me to drool over. People like her who are trying to sell stuff feel obliged to put so much information out there. Didn’t they realise how vulnerable it made them? How easy it made it for people like me who had their own agendas?
I printed out every photograph of her I could get access to – the one on her publisher’s page, along with those on her social media accounts. Soon I had quite a collection. I stuck them to my bedroom wall where they were the first thing I saw every morning. They became my inspiration, and if I wavered from my course of action, I’d look at her pretty face and remember it was she who was responsible for my being at the very bottom of the crap barrel.
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HER
Artie usually left for work by seven. Cara would get up and have breakfast with him and wave him off like a good wife. Sometimes, after he’d gone, she’d go back to bed for an hour before getting up to have a shower, dress and start her day’s work. Twenty minutes or so on social media and then she’d settle down to write.
What she didn’t normally do after Artie had left was to make more coffee and sit at the breakfast bar to watch TV as she did that Monday morning. She didn’t move as the programmes segued from breakfast into daytime viewing. Whatever came up, she remained glued to it.
More coffee, with biscuits this time, and more programmes. It didn’t matter what was on. As long as it kept her there, so she wouldn’t have to climb the stairs to her office, wouldn’t have to switch on the computer and be faced with that blank screen she knew she’d be unable to fill.
The previous day, she’d sat with the idea of writing something with threatening letters as a theme, but nothing came. Not one fucking word. When she came downstairs after a few hours, Artie was in the kitchen cooking dinner. He looked up with a smile. ‘Well?’
He looked so hopeful, so eager, she didn’t have the heart to disappoint him. ‘I took your advice, and it’s working. I wrote almost three thousand words.’ If she was going to lie, she thought she might as well make it a good one. She was rewarded when he dropped the spoon he was holding and grabbed her in a celebratory hug.
But that was yesterday. On Monday, by eleven, she’d barely moved from her seat at the breakfast bar. It was the sound of the post clattering through the letter box that shook her from a daze. Switching off the TV, she stood and stretched her arms over her head to loosen the knots usually caused by her being hunched over her keyboard, not the breakfast bar. She was being stupid. Pathetic. She’d go up to her office, switch on the computer, do a bit of social media stuff, then settle down to write. Something. Anything. Maybe she’d write up that scene in the hairdressers and hope it would turn into something useable, or maybe she would do something with a story about threatening letters to turn the lie she’d told Artie into truth.
The kitchen door opened into a short hallway. Directly ahead was the front door and on the back of it, the letter cage, jammed with that morning’s post. Cara had never considered herself a particularly intuitive person, but as she walked forward, she knew she wasn’t going to like what she found inside.
Holding the flap open, she pulled out the contents. As usual, there were several flyers mixed with the post. She flicked through the pile, stopping with an indrawn breath when she recognised the square white envelope with ‘Jenkins’ written neatly, dead centre. Exactly the same as the one they’d received on Saturday.
She retraced her steps to the kitchen, dropped everything else onto the breakfast bar and stood with the envelope in her hand for several seconds before she slid a finger under the flap and prised it open. She felt strangely calm as she peered inside the gaping envelope. Bizarrely, she wondered if she should put gloves on so as not to smudge any fingerprints that might be on it, as if, in the absence of writing a book, she’d become a fictional character herself. Detective Jenkins at your service!
But this wasn’t a scene in a story. This was real life and she needed to know what was written on the card. She pinched the edge of it with her thumb and first finger and slowly slid it out onto the countertop. Her eyes flicked over the words, then she read them aloud. If she was hoping for ambiguity, for some deeper meaning, it either wasn’t obvious, or it wasn’t there. The words were plain, straightforward, unambiguous.
Fewer leaves today, aren’t there? Time is running out.
She flipped the card over, hoping there would be more on the back. Like what? Anger coursed through her. A name and address perhaps?
Leaving the card on the breakfast bar, she stood to look out the window. It wasn’t possible to judge how many leaves were left on the tree from where she stood. So how did the card writer know?
And was he right? Unlocking the back door, she stepped outside. It was one of those October days that was hanging on to the end of the summer. The sun was warm, the sky a clear blue. It hadn’t rained for a few days and the grass was dry. Cara walked down the garden, admiring the late flowers blooming in the beds on either side, reluctant to look towards the end where the tree grew.
It was stupid to put off the inevitable, and she was a lot of things, pathetic and weak, but she wasn’t stupid. She lifted her head and stared straight at the tree. Its branches were entwined with those of the sycamore and the maple, and all three were in various stages of defoliation. It was only when she was standing beside the Indian bean tree that she was able to gauge how many leaves remained on the branches above her head.
In previous years, she’d have leant a helping hand and given the leaves within reach a gentle pull. They came away easily. Now, she wanted to return to the house, grab a roll of sticky tape and secure the remaining ones in place.
She backed away, trying to count how many leaves remained. Thirty, maybe more. One strong wind would take several down, but regardless, they would all fall soon. It was the nature of the beast.
What was the nature of the beast who’d written the card?
The first might be dismissed as a joke. This second couldn’t.
Somebody wanted to punish them for something. There was nothing in her past, but Artie had a history that was a bit frayed at the edges.
With a final glance at the tree, she turned and headed inside. A moment later, she was upstairs sitting in front of her computer. Reaching out, she switched it on, tapped in her password when directed. And there it was again, that blasted blank page. But now she knew what to write.
In her past, long before she’d started to write novels, she’d dealt with problems by writing them out. Lists of pros and cons to help her make decisions, or pages of prose to unravel issues. Written down, things often seemed clearer, as if with her problems converted to words, there was more space in her head to think.
It didn’t matter if the words were structured as a list or written as a novel.
As she looked at the blank screen, she thought back to when it had all started, the first day she’d met Artie, and as she remembered, her fingers slid over the keyboard and started to tap.
Chapter One
Her husband, Artie, was a good man. Kind, loving. Sometimes a slob. She was two months into her new job in the IT department of a multi-national corporation, still trying to find her feet, when he’d returned to work following a three-month suspension.
She was a quiet person, reserved rather than shy. It was difficult to fit into a group of people who’d all worked together for years and whose default setting appeared to be loud and brash. Perhaps it was why she’d gravitated towards the returnee the others avoided as if he was contaminated. Their loud chat silenced when he was in their vicinity.
The marginalised often drifted together, and it wasn’t long before Cara and Artie were having lunch, stopping for a drink after work, or going for dinner when a day had been particularly hard.
They were friends. She kept telling herself that, even when she found her eyes searching for him as soon as she entered the open-plan office. A few weeks later, when she stumbled on the way from the restaurant to the Tube station, he caught her hand and didn’t let go. It had been such a cliché, straight from a rom-com. And she loved it.
It was another month, wrapped in his arms one night, before she felt comfortable enough to ask him what had happened to cause his suspension. His arm had tightened around her waist, and she thought he wasn’t going to answer. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she’d said, backing down, because it really didn’t. She was already happier than she’d ever been.
‘No, you were right to ask,’ he said. ‘I should have told you before. It’s not as if I’ve anything to hide after all.’ He pulled his arm free and rose onto his elbow to look down at her. The only light was drifting from the streetlight outside, but she didn’t need more to see the serious expression on his face or the sadness in his eyes.
She reached a hand up to caress his cheek. ‘I shouldn’t have asked. It’s none of my business.’
‘You shouldn’t have had to ask.’ He sighed and pressed a kiss to her lips. ‘I don’t know if I’d have got through the last few weeks if it hadn’t been for you.’
She knew she wouldn’t have. It was only knowing that she’d see him that made her go in day after day to a job she’d quickly realised wasn’t for her.
‘It was something stupid,’ he said quietly. ‘I was accused of accessing accounts and using information I discovered for financial gain.’
‘They accused you of selling information to company competitors?’
‘Exactly.’
‘But you didn’t.’ In the twilight, she saw him shake his head. A lock of hair fell over his brow and she reached up to brush it back. She remembered thinking, much later, that that was the exact moment she knew she loved him.
‘God, no!’ He brushed his lips against her cheek. ‘They had no choice but to suspend me pending their investigation. I knew they wouldn’t find anything, but it took them three months to be sure before they’d allow me to return to work.’
‘You were brave to return.’ She didn’t think she could have faced her colleagues if it had been her. She saw the way they treated him with their ‘there’s no smoke without fire’ mentality.
‘I had no choice,’ he said. ‘The word had already got out. I’d have found it hard to get another job as well paid as it was and I had bills to pay.’ He kissed her again, his lips lingering, hands sliding over her belly. ‘You believe me, don’t you?’
‘You don’t have to ask, of course I do.’ And that was it. They made love for hours and the question and its answers were put to one side and never mentioned again.
Never mentioned but never forgotten. Because she’d lied. She hadn’t believed him. It was something in the way he’d said, ‘I knew they wouldn’t find anything.’ It was just that little bit self-satisfied and smug, as if he’d succeeded in getting one over on the corporate entity that had accused him. She guessed whatever he’d done was well hidden. And she assumed, as he’d gone back to work for the same company, that he’d learned his lesson and had decided to tread the path of loyal honest employee since.
But what if he hadn’t?
Cara stopped typing and stared in horror at the last few words she’d written. No, she hadn’t meant to write that; she didn’t believe Artie had done anything illegal since. She deleted the words and sat back.
But if she was right – if Artie had lied to her about the suspension – perhaps someone had found out what he’d done and wanted him to confess.
Cara had assumed that his crime had been to make some money from knowledge he’d illegally acquired. Maybe there was more to it than that. Things rarely occur in isolation. Perhaps whatever he had done had had serious repercussions.
And now someone wanted payback.
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HER
Cara saved what she’d written, switched off her computer and went downstairs. There wasn’t any logic in her actions, but she picked up the card she’d left on the breakfast bar and took it into the utility room. She’d put the torn pieces of the earlier card into one of the drawers. Yanking it open, she took them out and laid them out on the counter beside the other.
What was she hoping for? Inspiration? To see some secret message between the lines? There was nothing but the words she’d read so often they were imprinted on her brain.
Pacing the floor didn’t help; neither did slapping her hand on the counter, and swearing loudly only served to make her head ache. She scooped the cards back into the drawer and returned to the kitchen.
Do penance for what you did.
If she was right, it’d be simple, wouldn’t it? She’d persuade Artie to donate the exact amount of money he’d illegally made to some local charity. That’d be penance enough, wouldn’t it? Or would whoever was responsible only be satisfied with a big public admission of guilt? Artie could do that, but it would destroy his career.
If she was right. She moved to the window. The garden was long; she couldn’t see the whole tree from where she stood. It was a calm, still day, no breeze to send the remaining leaves fluttering to the ground. There was time yet to make sense of everything. In the books she wrote, the main character always resolved things in a few days. She was always a strong woman too, one who bravely faced down every opponent, who broke down every obstacle and smashed every barrier in order to get what she wanted. Unfortunately, none of these fictional women bore any resemblance to their author. Nobody wanted to read about women like Cara: the dull, unremarkable women who made the world go round with hard work and determination, the ones who were frequently knocked down but usually managed to stagger back on their feet.
From habit she filled the kettle and switched it on, then immediately flicked the switch off again. She was jittery enough without adding more caffeine to the mix. She’d have to speak to Artie and tell him about this second letter. He’d dismissed the first one as a joke; he’d have to take them more seriously now. But speaking to him would mean admitting the truth. That she hadn’t believed him two years before. Although she’d acknowledged the lie to herself, she’d considered it as part of the past. Everyone was allowed one mistake, she’d told herself. Artie was a good man. It didn’t matter that she didn’t trust him.
Cara paced the kitchen floor. It wasn’t a big room; five steps one way, turn, five steps the other way, turn, again and again until she felt jittery and dizzy. Perhaps it would be better to challenge him, tell him that she believed the notes had to be addressed to him. It would give him an opening to confess that he’d lied to her back then.
There was so much she didn’t know about him, even now when they’d been married over a year. Ten years older than she, he’d lived abroad for several years before taking the IT job he still held. All he ever said about those years was that Hong Kong was too crowded, and New York too noisy.
‘It’s the past,’ he’d said dismissively when she’d asked about his life in those cities. ‘I’m more interested in the future. Especially to be spending it with you.’
What woman could resist such words? And he’d been right, hadn’t he? It was their future and their life together that was important. But now it looked as if the past was going to make its presence felt anyway.
Pacing the floor wasn’t giving her any answers. She headed back upstairs to her office and opened the Word document she’d been working on, startled to see that the final words, the ones she thought she’d deleted, were still there.
But what if he hadn’t?
She’d obviously highlighted them but forgotten to press delete before closing the programme down. Or maybe the words hadn’t been written in error. Maybe her subconscious was worried that Artie hadn’t learnt his lesson from the suspension and was still using information obtained illegally to make some extra money. He liked nice things – clothes, eating out in good restaurants, good wine, expensive holidays – so did she. Their joint income was good, but their mortgage was colossal.
When they married, she’d agreed to Artie looking after their finances. Numbers were his thing, as words were hers. She knew how much she earned, and how much he did, but she’d only a very vague idea of how much savings, if any, they had. There always seemed to be enough for their needs. Should she have questioned that? Wondered how they could afford to live such a comfortable life with the massive mortgage they were paying? When whatever this was, was over, she was going to make it a priority to find out the state of their finances.
But that was for the future. Face the consequences. She’d no idea what the letter meant by that, but she guessed it would be something that would tear their cosy little world apart. Already it was putting her on edge.
Now that the doubt about Artie was lodged in her head, she couldn’t rest until she found out the truth. The only problem was, she hadn’t a clue how to go about finding out without asking him. Therein lay the problem. She couldn’t do that because she didn’t trust him to tell her the truth. The doubts that had lodged in her brain that night almost two years before had never gone away.
She’d ignored them when he’d moved in with her only weeks after that first night together, and by the time he’d asked her to marry him three months later, she knew that despite those tiny prickles of suspicion, she loved him completely, irredeemably.
And now?
She still loved him.
But it appeared that something from his past had cut through to poison their present.
If she couldn’t trust him, she couldn’t leave it to him to sort whatever it was out.
It was up to her.
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HIM
I’d used one of my precious holidays to follow Cara, hanging around outside her house from early morning, wondering if I’d get lucky and she’d come out, or if it would be another wasted day when she wouldn’t move outside her front door.
The last time, I’d taken a foolish risk. I sneaked up the short garden path to her front door, pressed the doorbell and ran away, giggling like a naughty child. I darted across the busy road, giving the finger to the driver who honked his car horn when he’d had to break suddenly to avoid hitting me. On the far side, I ducked behind the gate pillar at the entrance to a house, hoping the owner of it wouldn’t come out to chase me away.
I was in luck, and the house behind stayed silently watching me as I crouched in the lee of the pillar. I didn’t have to wait long before the door opposite opened and Cara appeared, stepping out to look up and down the street. Far enough away to be hidden, I was close enough to see the frown of puzzlement on her face turn to one of resignation. With a shake of her head, she took a step backwards, then vanished from view.
She’d been dressed in leggings and T-shirt. It was enough for me to guess she wasn’t leaving the house. Perhaps not at all that day. She had her food delivered. From Waitrose of course. So she’d no need to leave to buy essentials.
Other days, when I came, I’d walk up one side of the street, cross at the traffic lights, and stroll back down the other. My mobile phone was the best tool for the job. With it pressed to my ear, I didn’t draw a second glance from passers-by as I stopped and leaned for a long time on a nearby wall.
On Friday, I’d been lucky and only had to wait an hour before she appeared, wearing a jacket and carrying a bag. I guessed she was meeting someone for coffee. It suited me. I’d wait till she was sitting before going in, getting a drink myself and taking a table nearby. Once, I’d managed to sit close enough to catch snippets of the conversation between her and another woman with a face frozen in Botoxed time.
I trailed a few feet behind her. Her red jacket made it easy for me to spot her in the mass of people who swarmed across the pathways. Sometimes she strode along with an obvious sense of purpose. Other days, like today, she seemed to be lost in thought, and she walked slowly, almost hesitantly, as if she wasn’t really sure where she was going. It was difficult to match this slow pace without coming up close behind.
I was looking forward to a cup of tea, maybe a piece of cake, so I was irritated to see her stop and push open the door of a hairdressing salon. I wondered about following her in, perhaps getting a cut myself. I would have done, but one look at the interior told me the price was likely to be out of my reach. Luckily for me, the salon had big windows and the interior was open-plan, so that almost everything and everyone was on view.
I tried to be unobtrusive and leaned against the small wall that divided the salon from the shop next door. I kept the mobile pressed to my ear and, now and then, waving a hand as if deep in conversation, I’d turn and peer inside to where Cara was sitting with her back to me.
It was amusing to watch the hairdresser work, and I laughed at the resultant gorgon-like figure Cara made with her hair covered in bits of silver paper. It was when the hairdresser started to cut her hair, when she picked up strands, the scissors glinting as they cut, snip, snip, that it became mesmerising to watch. It was a strangely weird and intimate, almost erotic experience. This was a woman I’d hated for a lifetime but the emotion that was racing through me, the one that was causing an erection to press uncomfortably against the too-tight fabric of my jeans, was pure unadulterated lust. As I edged away from the wall to get a better view and pressed myself against the cold glass of the window, my hot breath made a cloud in front of my face. I’d have reached up to wipe it away; I might even have opened my zip to release the hot flesh if I hadn’t seen the hairdresser move across the floor and bend to whisper into Cara’s ear. I knew exactly what she was telling her. Before she could turn and catch a too-clear view of me, I turned and walked quickly – and uncomfortably – away.
I’d seen enough to know she’d be there a while longer, so I felt safe to venture into a nearby pub. In the privacy of their toilets, I unzipped my jeans and did what a man had to do. And as I did, my swirling contradictory emotions coalesced until once more it was hate that ran through my veins.
I had a drink in the pub. Actually, to be truthful, I had three. A pint of some odd-sounding beer, and two straight whiskies. Filled with the false bravado that only alcohol provided, I headed back to the hairdressers and stood across the street with my eyes fixed on the door.
It was another fifteen minutes before she appeared. I didn’t like what they’d done to her hair. It lay flat and sleek, like an otter. Maybe she wasn’t so keen on it herself, because she hadn’t walked more than a couple of steps before her hand went to it, fingers ruffling the stiff cap of hair.
A break in the traffic allowed me to cross back to the path she was on, and I was soon just a few steps behind. It was far too close for safety and I was about to slow down to put some distance between us when, without warning, she turned.
I reacted quickly. Before she could see my face, I’d fled, my feet barely touching the ground as I negotiated a path between the other pedestrians to get as far away as possible.
Was she following me? I risked a glance around. Not a good idea when running as fast as I was. I collided with a pushchair, stumbled over a wheel, and hit the ground hard. The pushchair owner didn’t stop to ask if I was okay, neither did any of the people who stepped over me with blithe disinterest.
With the breath knocked out of me, I lay there with my cheek resting on the cold concrete, blinking as dust was kicked into my eyes by feet scampering past.
And once again, I blamed Cara for causing my life to disintegrate, for pushing me, this time literally, into the dirt.
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HER
Cara was still staring at the words on the screen when her phone rang. She picked it up and muttered a distracted, ‘Hello?’
‘Hiya, I hope I’m not interrupting.’
Harry, Cara’s editor. Just what she needed. ‘No, you’re not. It’s lovely to hear from you.’ It wasn’t. It was also unusual. Normally any communication between them was via email or a rare WhatsApp message. She remembered what Toni had said about the Nibbies and her belief that Harry was desperate for that Editor of the Year award. Was that why he was ringing now? To find out if Cara’s thirtieth book was going to be the elevator that would take him to the top?
‘I was chatting with Toni earlier in the week,’ Harry said.
Ah, Cara thought, raising her hand to lay it against her suddenly throbbing head. She’d stupidly expected Toni to have kept her mouth shut about her predicament, not go running to Harry at the first opportunity. They knew each other, of course – the publishing industry was small enough – but she wasn’t aware they were on such friendly terms.
‘I know you won’t mind that she spoke to me,’ Harry continued. ‘We both have your best interests at heart, and she’s worried about you.’
Cara wanted to speak up, to tell him that she minded very much that her agent had been telling tales behind her back. Wanted to ask if Toni was worried about her or about the drop in commission if that thirtieth book wasn’t forthcoming. Instead, she said nothing and waited for him to continue.
‘I was a bit surprised with what she had to say, if I’m honest,’ Harry said. ‘I’d assumed you were getting on with your next, the way you’ve always done. But perhaps you’ve had a breakthrough since you were talking to Toni?’ When this was met with a continued silence, he spoke again. ‘Am I right? Did you come up with an idea?’
Was she imagining the hint of desperation in his voice? Cara looked at the words on the screen in front of her. ‘I’ve written a couple of pages.’ It wasn’t precisely a lie, not exactly the truth.
‘Wonderful! You just needed to find that inspiration. Now that you’ve started, you’ll be able to fly. That’s such good news, Cara. Exciting too. I was speaking to Freda a few days ago and it looks as if they’re going to push the boat out for this one. She’s already told the marketing people that she wants them to come up with something explosive to celebrate the birthday of your thirtieth novel with us.’
Freda, the CEO of Duplex Publishing, was a petite woman with a dynamic personality and a no-nonsense manner that ensured that whatever she wanted done, it got done. It seemed there was now even more depending on this thirtieth book Cara was supposed to be writing.
‘That’s amazing,’ she said. Even more amazing than Harry knew. They were organising celebrations for a birthday that may never occur.
‘So tell me, what’s this one going to be about? Give me an idea and I can start to think about a title and cover.’ He laughed. ‘Excuse my excitement, but this is going to be big. I just know it.’
Cara wasn’t sure whether to laugh or scream. A title and cover for a book that didn’t exist – one she had absolutely no idea about. It was time to break the bad news. To tell Harry the truth. ‘I’m afraid—’ The next words were swallowed when she looked at the screen in front of her. Perhaps she could give him something after all. What she’d written was supposed to be a way of working out her problems, but couldn’t she use it? Clear her thoughts and write the book at the same time?
What she’d written so far was too close to home, but that was okay; she could change the details, make it fictional. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t worked it out completely as yet. You know the way I work. But very roughly, it’s the story of a happily married woman who discovers that the husband she adores did something criminal before she met him. Somebody has discovered his secret and is blackmailing him to confess his crime. But the confession would destroy him and the life they have together, so to save their marriage, she has to find out who this person is and stop them.’ She took a deep breath and gave an uncertain laugh. ‘As you can tell, I haven’t worked out the ins and outs of it yet.’
‘But you will, you always do. I have to admit it sounds intriguing. I know it’ll be another bestseller for you.’
‘Right, well, I’d better get back to it.’
‘Yes, of course. I’m so glad we had this little chat and that you’re on course with this one. Speak soon.’
Cara was left looking at her phone and shaking her head. Once more, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She could sit here for the rest of the day, worrying, or do something.
Her eyes flicked back to the screen and the last sentence she’d written.
But what if he hadn’t?
What if Artie was still doing something dodgy? She couldn’t rest until she found out one way or another. But how? He had a laptop – an old one of hers – if she could get into it, she might be able to find out if he had money coming from a dodgy source. Her old password might still work. Artie was casual about such things; he mightn’t have bothered to change it. It would never enter his head to think she’d want to search through it. And there was no time like the present.
Cara pushed back her chair and got to her feet. She could do this. Be as brave as any of the fictional characters she wrote. After all, wasn’t there a little of her in every one of them? The thought made her snort inelegantly. Yes, there was a little of her in every character she wrote; unfortunately, it was the pathetic, cowardly wuss, not the courageous go-getter.
But it didn’t take much courage to do a little investigating. Artie’s laptop was kept in the bottom cupboard of the dining room dresser. Cara was heading down when she remembered something that made her return to her office and pull open the bottom drawer of her desk. Back when he’d taken over their finances, the plan had been to open a joint account, but their local bank, where she had a personal account, insisted they needed to attend in person in order to do so. Which would have meant Artie taking precious time off work.
‘We don’t need a joint account,’ Cara had insisted. ‘I’ll send you money every quarter when my royalties come in and you can use it to pay bills or invest it as you think fit.’ Looking back, she knew there’d been an element of bravado in the decision. As if she was telling the little voice in her head that Artie might have done something illegal in the past. But she trusted him now.
And so it was, each quarter, when Cara received her royalty payment from Duplex Publishing, she kept three thousand in her own account and transferred the remainder to him. The first time, almost nine months before, she’d insisted he take out his computer to check it had arrived. He’d done as she’d asked, and the money was there just as it should have been.
She remembered standing behind him and watching as he input his user ID, his password, and the letters from his memorable information. Had it been a deliberate action on her part? Had she known that one day she’d need to know those details? Because she’d gone back to her office, had written them down on a Post-it note, and stuck it in a drawer where it had remained untouched till that day.
It took a few seconds to find it, buried as it was among other scraps of paper, but it was there. She looked at it for a few seconds, wondering if she was really going to do this, then shrugged. Downstairs, she took the laptop from the cupboard and placed it on the dining room table. ‘This is crazy,’ she muttered as she sat, opened it up and tapped in her password, hoping he hadn’t changed it. To her dismay, and surprise, he had. ‘That’s it,’ she muttered. Without a password, she couldn’t get into the laptop.
Unless… She’d read somewhere that people tended to use the same password for everything. She tried the password Artie used for his bank account. It didn’t work. She slammed her fingers on the keyboard. Shit, now she only had one more try before she was locked out. And if she was, would Artie see that when he next used it?
It seemed her idea was destined for failure. She reached to shut the laptop, stopping as she remembered something that might work. The previous week, she’d had a problem getting into Netflix when it had asked for a password. Artie had been stretched out on the sofa reading the newspaper.
‘What’s the blasted password for this thing?’ she’d said.
He’d looked up with a frown and stared at the TV screen for a moment. ‘You’ve been pushing the wrong buttons again.’
She refused to admit that the technology behind the snazzy new TV was beyond her capability. ‘What’s the damn password, Artie?’
‘The number four followed by password with a capital P and a question mark.’
It had worked for Netflix. Maybe it would again. She tapped out 4Password? and that was it, she was in.
A minute later, she was staring at his bank account details. It looked as if he’d put most of their savings into bonds. Not exactly exciting investments but steady, safe ones. She scrolled through his statements, looking for anything suspicious, noting her quarterly lodgements, his monthly salary. Money spent in restaurants, bars and hotels. There was nothing out of the ordinary. And then there was something she didn’t recognise. A payment of two hundred and fifty pounds. She clicked on the sender, but the combination of letters and numbers that appeared meant nothing to her.
She scrolled down further. And there it was again, almost a month earlier, and this time it was a thousand pounds that was lodged.
It took a few minutes to scroll back the full year, and apart from one month, there had been lodgements of various amounts every month ranging from twenty-five pounds to a thousand.
She was about to copy the sender details and do an internet search when she remembered it would show up on Artie’s search bar. Safer to take a photo of it and check it out on her own computer.
It wasn’t much money. Altogether it came to just under two thousand pounds. But where was it coming from? Using her mobile, she took a photo of the details before closing the programme. She switched off the computer, returned it to the cupboard and sat again to stare blindly out the window. What had she hoped to find? Some secret to account for those damn threatening letters? Or had she hoped Artie would be completely exonerated? What she’d found did neither. She couldn’t imagine someone going to so much trouble to get him to apologise for such a miserable amount of money. But where had it come from? If it was from the sale of corporate secrets, he wasn’t getting a good deal. Or they were very miniscule secrets.
Back in her office, she did an internet search for the sender of the money, unsurprised when nothing came up. Whoever it was, they were staying well hidden.
Bringing up her Word page again, she added a bit to the ‘story’ she was writing. It mightn’t be making anything any clearer, but writing it down was helping to calm her thoughts. Making the characters more fictional might help too. So rather than the pathetic Cara, she’d be the gutsy Bronwyn. She’d come up with names for the other characters later.
Bronwyn wasn’t the sort of woman to give up at the first hurdle. Maybe she was going about this the wrong way. It didn’t matter what someone thought Artie was guilty of; it mattered who this person was. And she knew how to find out. Five minutes later, she clicked to complete the sale on a Ring camera system for the front door. When it was installed, they’d be able to see who was posting those threatening letters.
Cara shook her head. It always fascinated her, when information she didn’t realise she possessed came out when she was writing. She hadn’t thought about buying such a thing. It took her far longer than five minutes however to decide exactly what Ring camera system she needed, opting in the end for the one that emphasised an easy installation.
It would be available to collect in two days.
Only two days.
She could be strong until then.
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HIM
I’d wrenched my back when I fell over the pushchair, and grazed my cheek when I hit the rough pavement. I was no stranger to self-pity or to the grim travails of a life lived as far down as I was, but what was new to me was the complete confusion that had fogged my mind since seeing Cara at the hairdresser’s.
It was thanks to this confusion that I’d walked too close behind her and made such a mess of my getaway, falling over like a stupid drunk.
I hated her, didn’t I? It was thanks to her that my life was a pitiless mess, a deep barrel of stinking shit. Yes, I hated her with a passion, but even as the hate surged, what overwhelmed it was a return of the lust that had bowled me over earlier.
Once again, my erection was a painful reminder of the weakness of my body.
Her fault. She did this. Messed with my head, and my body. Made it difficult for me to think rationally. I undid the tie of my pants and slid my hand inside, groaning to feel the heat. It was her fault. She’d turned me into an animal with base desires.
Desires?
The word had popped into my head, surprising me.
I didn’t desire her. I hated her and wanted to destroy her.
Didn’t I?
As my hand moved to and fro, to and fro, as I moaned and groaned towards a climax, I wondered if I really knew what I wanted. Was it to go back in time twenty-five years, to reach my hand out and this time… this time… for her to put hers in mine? Because if she had, if she’d danced with me that day, I knew with absolute certainty that my life would have been completely different to the shitpile it was.
But then I was spent, my hand and clothes covered in the stink of my waste, making my nose curl and my stomach churn, and my desire to return to the past was drowned out by the need for revenge in the present.
All I felt for her then was complete unadulterated hatred.
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HER
Cara had never been very good at waiting. Delayed gratification was something she struggled with. She could never understand why people had to wait for a specific day to open a gift, be it for birthdays, anniversaries, or Christmas. As soon as a gift was in her hands she was tearing the wrapping off, prying the box open. So waiting for two days to progress with her determination to find out who was responsible for the threatening letters didn’t sit well with her. Neither did not being able to talk to Artie about it.
The only way she was able to cope was to see everything through Bronwyn’s eyes, to make this new character her confidante, her sister-in-arms. And Bronwyn definitely wasn’t a lady who liked hanging about.
She had to do something, anything. She couldn’t simply sit around for two days, feverishly checking the weather reports to make sure no storm was forecast to blow the last of those damn leaves from the tree. A stupid obsession. If warnings of gale-force winds were announced, what could she do? Hurry out with a ball of twine and tie them to the branches?
Cara stopped typing. Bronwyn was right. It was impossible to sit around simply waiting for whatever may befall them. Perhaps it would be better to talk to Artie. Lay all her worries in front of him. Let him deal with it.
Bronwyn considered telling her husband until she realised she was stuck in a trap of her own making. If she’d told him, back then, that she didn’t believe him, perhaps they could have worked through it. Now, if she told him, if she admitted to not having believed him then, and wasn’t sure she could believe him now, she wasn’t sure he’d forgive her. Because when it came down to it – he’d told a lie; she’d been living one.
Cara stared at the last words she’d written and slowly shook her head. It was different, wasn’t it? His lie was from greed, hers from necessity. It probably wasn’t the time for a philosophical debate on the levels of deception. She had more important things to consider. Because, if she couldn’t speak to Artie, it was down to her to sort out this situation.
Perhaps she didn’t need to wait around for the Ring system to arrive. She had eyes in her head. The first letter, on the Saturday, had been delivered early, before they left for the pub. The second had come mid-morning. It looked as if the sender didn’t have a set plan and posted them whenever it suited. It meant that trying to catch him in the act was going to be more difficult. More difficult, but not impossible. If she got up early enough and positioned herself at the bay window in the front room, she should be able to see whoever it was. She’d already decided that it had to be someone they knew. As soon as she had the name, she’d take the next step. It didn’t matter that she’d no idea as yet what that might be.
Bronwyn frowned. There was no point in finding out who was responsible without a plan to deal with them.
Cara’s fingers froze on the keyboard. That was the downside with psychological thrillers – they were all angst and internal monologues, not much get up and go, and certainly, no matter how feisty her main characters were, there wasn’t much get out and fight. Perhaps she should write it more as an action thriller. Make Bronwyn a practitioner in martial arts, give her a weapon of some sort. A female James Bond with a Beretta or a Walther PPK, or perhaps a female Dirty Harry with a Magnum 44.
I wasn’t a violent person – at least not unless I had to be. When someone threatened me or the man I loved, I could be angry enough to do whatever it took.
Cara stopped again. It didn’t bother her to write violent scenes, although she avoided graphic and gratuitous violence. Sometimes, though, it was difficult to straddle that fine line between credibility and unnecessary brutality. An element of violence – be it physical or psychological – was a necessary part of the stories she wrote. But these were stories; she couldn’t imagine being violent in real life. Or being on the receiving end of it. She had a low tolerance for pain. Always had. So what was she going to do if she found out who was sending the threatening letters to them?
Sit them down to have a sensible conversation?
Persuade whoever it was to leave them the fuck alone?
She’d no idea.
With wild thoughts spinning around her head, it was words that anchored her, and once again her fingers moved over the keyboard.
One step at a time, Bronwyn decided. First step – find out who is responsible for the threatening letters. Second – deal with them. Somehow.
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HER
If she could have let Bronwyn get on with it, that would have been the perfect solution. Unfortunately, no matter how realistic Cara’s characters were, they were fictional, and it was left up to the flesh-and-blood person to carry out the surveillance.
The difficulty was in keeping what she was doing a secret from Artie. The bay window in the living room had a perfect view over the front door, but although she could probably come up with a valid reason for going down before him in the morning, it would be hard to explain why she needed to hide behind the living room curtains. Unless she told him she was doing research for her new book. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d entered into the fictional world of her characters with enthusiasm. He’d come home once to find her trying to fit into one of the kitchen cupboards. She had eventually managed to squeeze into the large corner one but was giggling so much that she’d needed his help to get out.
‘Can’t you simply use your imagination?’ Artie had asked as he’d helped her to her feet.
She’d brushed dust from her clothes and rubbed the elbow she’d walloped while getting inside. ‘It’s important to know if the things I’m making my characters do are really possible.’
‘I suppose it’s why your books do so well,’ he’d said. So yes, he probably would believe her if she said she was hiding behind the curtain for research. There was one problem though – she was already feeling guilty for keeping secrets from him, and she knew, if he questioned what she was doing, she’d fall apart, stumble over her words and end up telling him everything. And cause just the kind of dilemma she hoped to avoid.
The second-best option, and the one she decided to go for the following morning, was to carry out the surveillance from their bedroom window. Artie used the main bathroom and dressed in the spare bedroom to avoid disturbing her. As soon as she heard the hum of the electric shower, she scrambled from the bed and stood in the corner of their bay window looking down over the front doorstep. The view from upstairs wasn’t as clear thanks to the overgrown shoots of the wisteria that crawled over the front of their house, but until Artie went to work it was the best she could do. Once he’d gone, she could move downstairs.
She stayed by the window, listening to the background noise of their normal morning, doors opening and shutting quietly, Artie’s firm tread on the stairway. The low hum of the kitchen radio. He’d wonder why she wasn’t joining him as she usually did. Would possibly worry that she wasn’t well. She stayed at her post until she heard him coming upstairs. By the time he opened the door, she was once more snuggled under the duvet.
‘Hey,’ he said, crossing to sit on the bed beside her. ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’
Because that had to be the reason she was lounging in bed rather than joining him for breakfast as she’d done every morning since that first night they’d spent together. That was the problem with habits, good or bad – they were hard to break, and when you did there was always someone who was going to notice. ‘I woke with a bit of a headache so I thought I’d stay here for a while.’
Artie reached for her hand, his thumb caressing it. ‘D’you want me to get you something? A cup of tea maybe?’
‘No, thanks. I’ve taken a couple of paracetamol; I should be okay in a while.’ That was the problem with lies too, even little white ones – they rarely stood alone.
‘It’s this next book,’ he said with a knowing nod. ‘You’re stressing over it, aren’t you?’
That and the weirdo who was out there waiting for them to do penance for some unknown crime. Feeling Artie’s thumb sweeping to and fro across the back of her hand, she wondered if it would be better to tell him the truth. He’d understand, wouldn’t he, why she’d not believed him about the suspension? And in return, he’d explain that he’d been afraid to tell her the whole truth then, but he was ready to share now. And when she told him about the threatening letters, he’d nod and tell her he’d sort it out. That she needn’t worry. They’d kiss, and the scene would fade to the background music of some mushy love song.
If she wrote romances, that’s the way it would turn out – in a glow of happily ever after. But she didn’t; she wrote psychological thrillers with their myriad shades of grey, and in those, as in life, nothing was ever that simple.
Artie lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to it. ‘You sure there’s nothing I can do for you before I go?’
She shook her head. It was too late. She’d missed the opportunity to confess, that short timeframe when he might have understood. Now she’d have to confess not only that she hadn’t believed him about his suspension, but that she hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him about the second threatening letter.
She’d dug herself a big hole and fallen right into it.
Now it was up to her to climb out.
With a final kiss on her cheek, Artie left. A couple of minutes later, she heard the front door shut. There was still no plan, but she guessed it would be better to be dressed and ready for whatever might happen.
First, she ran down the stairs and checked the letter cage. It was empty. She hadn’t missed the delivery. The perp hadn’t arrived as yet. She was smiling as she headed back upstairs. Perp? It seemed she’d slipped into the life of her fictional character. No harm; they always wore tougher mantels.
Back upstairs, she checked the front garden, and the road up and down as far as she could see. Then she hurriedly pulled on a pair of black jeans and a grey T-shirt. It seemed appropriate to wear her black trainers too. In case she needed to run anywhere. That made her sniff in self-derision. Run anywhere? She wasn’t sure she could run to the end of the street. But she could walk quickly. That’d have to do.
After a quick glance up and down the street again and seeing nobody looking even vaguely suspicious, she went downstairs. If she was going to mount a surveillance on her front door, she wasn’t doing it without a coffee.
The mug was empty, and an hour had ticked slowly by as she stood in the shelter of the living-room curtain. Bored, and becoming disenchanted with surveillance, she went back upstairs.
In her office, she switched on her computer and brought up the manuscript she was working on. She typed quickly, the screen filling with words.
Bronwyn saw a figure reach to open their front gate. She drew a breath and pulled the curtain back, just a little. It didn’t make any difference. The figure was dressed head-to-toe in a grey tracksuit, the baggy hood of which was pulled forward to almost entirely cover the face.
Desperately trying to find some identifying features, she watched as a white envelope was taken from the pouch pocket of the tracksuit. He’s dark-skinned, she thought as she watched the hand rise, then shook her head as she pressed her nose to the window. No, damn it, he was wearing gloves.
And then, as fast as he’d arrived, he was gone. She kept her eyes glued to the figure. It was mostly remarkable for being unremarkable. A slightly stooped body. Not too tall, or broad. Dressed in the grey tracksuit, it was impossible to gauge whether they were fat or slim, muscular or scrawny.
Cara pressed save, got to her feet and went back to their bedroom to continue her surveillance. She’d only been gone for a few minutes and life outside was ticking by as usual. At this time of the day, it was mostly smartly dressed men and women heading to work. Subconsciously, she knew she was looking for the man she’d just written about. She’d brought him to life in her head, and now it wasn’t that easy to get rid of him. Mixing fiction and real life. It was an occupational hazard.
Perhaps, after all, the letters had been someone’s idea of a joke and there’d be no more. The thought caused an irritating flicker of fear. If they stopped, would her writing come to a halt again? Did she need them for inspiration? She wanted to finish this book. The need to do so had taken on epic proportions in her head. If there were no more letters, would she fail?
Lost in her thoughts, in a confusing dilemma between desperately wanting the letters to stop and needing them to continue, she headed back downstairs. It wasn’t until she was near the last step that she saw the white envelope in the letter cage.
Shock brought her to a halt, her hand grabbing the banister as she slid down to sit awkwardly, her eyes never leaving the envelope, as if it would vanish as quickly as it had appeared. Because it was there, wasn’t it? She wasn’t imagining it, or worse, wishing it to be there. Her fingers tightened on the wooden spindle. She felt the pressure with relief. It wasn’t her imagination. She wasn’t still at her computer, writing.
It was real. The letter was there, waiting. But how could it have arrived without her having seen someone deliver it? She’d only left her place at the window for a few minutes. How did they know to post the letter then? Was someone watching the house? Maybe with high-powered binoculars or hidden cameras. Watching her? Watching her!
The hairdressing salon receptionist had said the man staring through the window had seemed fixated on her, and Cara knew, she just knew, he’d been the same man who’d followed her and who’d run away, leaving her shaken. He’d stuck in her head; she’d even used his description in the latest scene she’d written only a few minutes before. Had it been some kind of weird premonition? The figure was dressed head-to-toe in a grey tracksuit, the baggy hood of which was pulled forward.
Was he the person sending the letters?
Was that it? The letters had nothing to do with Artie and what he may or may not have done; it was to do with her.
Someone wanted her to do penance for something she’d done in her past.
Except, she had no idea what that could be.
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HIM
Sometimes, like that day, anger and bitterness consumed me. I stood at the window of my grotty flat and glared impotently at the people passing by on the streets below. People who walked with purpose, who had the kind of life I dreamed about. The one I would have had, if it hadn’t been for her.
So far, my desire to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of that fateful day had been a damp squib rather than the delicious explosion I’d wanted. It was the way I was – the way she’d made me – full of clever notions and bright ideas but totally incapable of following anything through. A wastrel, my mother had called me, my grandmother chiming in with her tuppence-worth to call me a good for nothing. As if they’d ever achieved anything in their sad, useless lives; as if they were such great fucking role models.
I’d show them – I’d show them all. Especially Cara.
If I were stronger, I could grab her, drag her back to my flat, do the kind of things to her I’d seen on the porn channels. Hurt her for all the years of pain she’d caused me. But although I might have a lot of faults, being stupid wasn’t one of them, or at least I wasn’t that stupid. Grab her how? In all the true crime programmes I’d watched, the targeted woman had been lured into cars or vans by some clever ruse. Unfortunately, I didn’t own a car and didn’t drive, so that ruled that trick out. Nor was I particularly strong, so grabbing her might prove farcical. I winced and crossed my legs as I imagined her kneeing me in the groin.
It seemed that I needed to concentrate on what I could do, not on what I couldn’t. What I was, not what I wasn’t. And what I was, was wily. Like a fox.
When Cara had turned so suddenly and caught me following her, in that split second before I’d had the sense to scarper, I’d seen absolute terror on her face. I imagined she’d been left shaking for the remainder of the day.
So although it might have been satisfying to end it all with one big, delicious explosion, perhaps it didn’t need that, or any huge elaborate fireworks either. Instead, I could use my wily skills to destroy her oh-so comfortable life with a million small pinpricks.
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It was a few minutes before Cara was calm enough to pull herself to her feet. There was no point sitting on the stairway staring at the latest letter; she needed to find out what it had to say. Now that she was convinced they were linked to the man who’d been following her, and were directed towards her, not Artie, perhaps if she was lucky it would give her some clue as to what she’d done to warrant the threats.
It was bizarre. How could she not remember offending someone so badly that they’d go to these extremes to get revenge? It was like a plot from a bad movie. Or a book. Was that it? Was she simply remembering something she’d written? She’d taken a step forward, but that thought brought her to a halt. Was that it? Had she written this in the book she was working on? She didn’t think so… How odd that she couldn’t be sure.
Her thoughts were becoming knotted. She needed to focus on what was happening. That white envelope, looking so innocent, was waiting for her.
Crossing to the letter cage, she opened the flap and took it out. ‘Jenkins’ was scrawled across it, each bold letter contrasting with the pristine innocent white of the paper. It seemed sensible to be sitting before she opened it. It also seemed sensible to have a strong drink. A whisky perhaps. She settled for a mug of tea, knowing as she was making it – filling the kettle, opening the tea caddy, taking out one teabag, finding just the right mug – that she was simply putting off the reveal. It seemed the wrong time to be discovering the power of delayed gratification, not that she believed whatever lay inside would be in any way gratifying.
More delay tactics. Finally, with the mug of tea on the table beside her, she picked up the envelope, slipped a finger under the flap, and tore it open.
There was no hesitation this time; she wasn’t worrying about fingerprints or any such nonsense. And there it was. The same white card. Her eyes flicked over the words then, frowning, she read them again. Out loud, as if hearing them would enable her to understand.
And if you do confess your crime
Before the leaves fall
What then?
But although she said them again and again, putting the stress on different words, as if that would alter the sense of them, she was still flailing around in the dark. What then? How the fuck would she know? She turned the card over, hoping there’d be another message written there, but as with the others, it was blank. Cara picked up the envelope and peered inside it. Because something had to make sense, and nothing did.
She read it again. It was odd, the way it was written. Not in one continuous sentence, but three short ones – as if it was an excerpt from a poem. Perhaps it was? Or maybe it was a cryptic puzzle she had to solve before it made sense.
Leaving her untouched tea where it was, she took the card and went upstairs to her office. It took only one internet search to tell her that the lines written on the card weren’t from any recognisable poem.
A cryptic puzzle then? She’d never been any good at them. Her mind didn’t seem to work that way.
The words made no sense. Was the format a taunting reference to her being a writer? Not that she had any notions that her novels were literary masterpieces. She’d absolutely no illusions and considered her books to be more akin to the Victorian era penny-dreadfuls than Shakespeare. She frowned. Was that what this was all about? Had her crime been to write a book that someone didn’t like or had taken exception to?
These days, it was virtually impossible not to offend someone, somewhere. She received her fair share of one-star reviews – what writer didn’t? – but she couldn’t believe any of her readers would want to punish her for what she’d written.
Unable to solve the mystery of the words, she opened the manuscript where she’d left off and began to type.
Bronwyn had no idea what to do next. Was she supposed to read this latest note as a threat? Had it been written ‘If you don’t confess your crime before the leaves fall, what then?’ it would have been clearer and she’d have worried about what the consequences mentioned in the first note would be. This latest with its ‘if you do confess’ seemed to imply that even if she did as it wanted, there would be repercussions. So what would be the point in confessing?
Cara stopped. Her fictional friend was right; what would be the point? She’d no idea, and Bronwyn wasn’t helping. Cara needed a real person to speak to. Tilly mightn’t have given her the best advice last time, but she was a good listener, and if Cara could talk about it, it might unravel the thoughts in her head.
Her phone call was answered on the first ring. ‘Tilly, hi, it’s me, are you free for coffee or lunch, or even just to call around for a chat?’
‘As it happens, you’re in luck. I’ve just put the phone down on a call from Luke. We were supposed to be going out for lunch, but he’s had to cancel. So I’m all yours. Where shall we go? The Ivy again?’
Their favourite haunt. It would be noisy, busy, echoing with chat and laughter. Cara wasn’t in the mood for it. ‘Why don’t you come here? I’ll pop out to the deli and get a couple of their quiches. I know you like them.’
‘As long as you get some champagne while you’re at it.’
‘I have some here⁠—’
‘Decent stuff?’ Trinny interrupted.
‘Sent to me from Duplex Publishing, so it’s bound to be.’
‘Okay, your place it is. Twelvish be okay?’
Cara would have liked to have said to come immediately but it would have been pointless. This early, Trinny was unlikely to be dressed, and she wasn’t a woman who rushed for anybody. It would, in any case, give Cara time to do some writing, and to go to the deli. The thought of going outside worried her. And that worry concerned her even more.
First, she’d spend a couple of hours writing.
If she was going to continue with Bronwyn, she needed to put some flesh on the character’s bones. Cara liked to write strong female characters, probably because she herself was such a wimp. It was like playing God. She could build the kind of woman she’d have chosen to be had she had the choice. Bronwyn would be tall, slim and well-toned. Her hair, unlike Cara’s fine flyaway locks, would be short, thick and naturally curly.
Cara tapped her index finger against her lips as she thought. She’d make Bronwyn a writer too. And for fun, a writer who was on her thirtieth novel. She wouldn’t be having any problems writing it though. She was going to be one of those irritating if enviable writers who spent a couple of weeks planning the novel chapter by chapter before beginning. Cara smiled. She hated the bitch already. She’d slot in the personal details through the story. For now, she’d get on with writing the next scene.
Bronwyn frowned. If only she had some idea what she was to confess to, she might have somewhere to go. No doubt she’d upset people over the years; what normal human hadn’t? The guys who wouldn’t take no for an answer, the bosses who expected too much, rude shop assistants, garage mechanics, service engineers… The list could go on and on. But these were the normal interactions of the general populace. There’d been nothing to stand out.
Nothing, Cara thought, her fingers slowing to a halt. Writing about what was happening to her as if it was fiction was a crazy idea, but she’d keep going. Anyway, there were always elements of truth in her stories. There’d just be a little more in this one. And she was safe from discovery. Artie never read what she wrote. It wasn’t anything personal; he simply didn’t read books. The newspaper he’d read cover to cover. But unless everything went tits-up, she wasn’t likely to end up in the pages of the newspaper.
Cara wrote for an hour. Filling in a backstory for Bronwyn. Giving her a best friend to confide in. She finished with the two friends putting their heads together to come up with a plan to catch whoever was sending the threatening letters. Both women were filled with ideas; they were courageous, determined, unwilling to be cowed by what was happening. Figments of Cara’s imagination. Bronwyn was certainly nothing like her. But that was the wonder of it – that she could conjure up someone as different to her as could be. A larger than life wonder-woman, who would sort out her life in three or four hundred pages.
Bronwyn hugged her friend. ‘Together, we can do anything. We’ll catch this bastard and sort him out.’
With a cynical sniff, Cara saved her work and shut it down.
Trinny was a good friend, but she was unlikely to be as gung-ho as Bronwyn’s. It was more likely that she’d dismiss Cara’s worries as nonsense.
It was time to make the trip to the deli to pick up those promised quiches. It wasn’t far, about ten minutes’ walk, eight if she speed-walked. Which she would, because the worry of going outside hadn’t gone away. It didn’t matter that she knew it was stupid to be scared of the tracksuited person; whoever they were, fear didn’t have any rationality.
She grabbed her purse and keys, but before she left, she peered out the bay window as far as she could up and down the road. There was the usual motley crew of passers-by. Not a tracksuit in sight.
It was a toss-up between walking as fast as she was able and walking slowly enough to examine the face of every passer-by. She opted for speed, hugging the inside of the path, keeping her head down, her eyes on the pavement in front as she motored along at such a speed it took only six minutes to reach her destination. Breathless from the effort, she pushed open the door and went inside.
It was a lovely deli with an old-fashioned vibe to it. Normally, she’d have spent time examining any new product and discussing them with the always friendly and helpful staff. That day, she walked directly to the chilled counter, acknowledged the pleasant greetings from the assistant with a smile, pointed to the smoked salmon quiches and said, ‘Two of those, please.’
She was out, a neat package resting on the flat of one hand, speed-walking home before she’d managed to catch her breath from the outward journey.
And she was almost there – almost – when she made the mistake of looking up and catching the back of a tracksuited person disappearing around the corner in front of her. In front of her, not behind her. It wasn’t someone following her. She was being stupid. It was just someone in a tracksuit. Not that unusual after all.
There was no reason for her to be afraid, to start running, for her heart to beat so loudly the sound almost overwhelmed her. There was no reason at all for the quiches to fall unnoticed to the doorstep as she fumbled with the keys. So many damn keys, she struggled to find the correct one. She was afraid to turn, afraid she’d look straight into the face of her pursuer. Wasn’t that his hot breath she felt on her neck? When she finally unlocked the door, she all but fell into the hallway.
With the door slammed shut behind her, she leaned against it, before slipping to the floor. It had been her imagination, hadn’t it? There had been nobody following her. She reached a hand up to her neck, rubbing it hard. Did it feel a little warm, a little damp from the hot breath she’d felt?
No, it didn’t. Not even a little.
Her imagination had led her astray. There had been nobody following her.
Wishing she could conjure up even a modicum of the courage she gave to her characters, Cara stayed cowering on the floor, feeling pathetic, unsettled, and just a little bit lost.
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Cara probably would have stayed sitting on the hallway floor for a long time if the doorbell hadn’t rung, causing her to leap up, turn and glare at the door as if it were to blame. It would have been nice to have had something or someone to blame for her going completely doolally. When the bell rang again, she took a few steps backward, and would have kept going, would have retreated into the kitchen and shut the door. Might even have run out into the back garden, climbed over a neighbour’s wall and sought refuge with them. She might have done any of that if sanity hadn’t returned with a whoosh, and she realised it was probably Trinny on the other side.
It seemed sensible to be certain though. She crept back towards the door, knocked on it and, raising her voice, said, ‘Trinny?’
‘Cara?’
Even through the wood, Cara could hear the puzzlement in her friend’s voice. She reached for the catch and opened the door. ‘Sorry. I can explain.’
‘I hope you can explain this too,’ Trinny said, holding a brown paper bag in her hand.
Cara couldn’t remember dropping the quiches, but she supposed she must have done. ‘That’s your lunch, actually.’
‘Well, I’d appreciate it if you checked that no insects or snails have found their way inside.’ Trinny handed over the package as she stepped into the hallway. ‘You’d better open that champagne first, I have an odd feeling I’m going to need a couple of glasses of it.’
Cara took the bottle from the fridge and handed it to her friend to open while she sorted out lunch. She was in luck; the quiches were dented but not smashed to pieces. They were put into the oven to heat while she made a salad.
‘Here we go,’ she said as she put the bowl on the table. Returning a moment later with the quiches, she set a plate in front of Trinny. ‘I promise there’s no bugs of any sort.’
‘Enough of this very nice champagne and I wouldn’t care anyway.’ Trinny lifted her half-empty glass with a smile. ‘Sit and tell me everything while we eat.’
Cara wasn’t hungry and her brain was scrambled enough without adding alcohol to the mix, but the mere act of eating and drinking allowed her to tell her story in fits and starts. She didn’t object when Trinny topped up her glass.
‘And that’s about it,’ she said finally.
Trinny pushed her empty plate away and reached for her champagne. ‘So let me get this straight. Somebody sent threatening letters, addressed to the Jenkins, telling one or the other of you to confess or else. You assumed, because you’re Mrs Goody-Two-Shoes and because you know Artie was involved in something dodgy a couple of years ago⁠—’
‘I didn’t say dodgy,’ Cara said, interrupting her. ‘I just said I wasn’t sure he was telling me the truth about why he was suspended.’
Trinny narrowed her eyes. ‘Okay, I understand. You think he lied to you back then, and now you’re wondering, if he did, what else he might have lied to you about. That’s why you assumed the letters were aimed at him, yes?’
It was exactly what Cara had thought. She wondered if she should ask her friend about the strange payments she’d seen in his account. And admit that she distrusted her husband? No, she couldn’t do it. ‘Yes, but I think I was wrong. I think they were sent to me.’
‘Because you saw someone peering at you while you were getting your hair cut?’
Cara felt colour rise in her cheeks. Hormones, alcohol, or anger. Maybe it was all three, with a healthy dose of frustration thrown in for good measure. ‘Yes… but I didn’t precisely see them.’
Trinny filled her glass again and took a large mouthful. ‘Maybe the alcohol isn’t helping, but I’m confused.’
‘It was the receptionist who noticed there was someone peering in at me. She said they seemed fixated with me. She mentioned it to my hairdresser who also saw them, but by the time she crossed to tell me, whoever it was had gone.’ Cara leaned forward, desperate to convince Trinny that she was right, that this person was stalking her. ‘They described what they were wearing. A grey tracksuit, with a hood pulled down over their head. When I left, I was intending to go shopping, but I changed my mind. Quite abruptly. I think that’s why I caught them out, because I turned, and they hadn’t time to get away before I saw them.’
‘So was it a man, a woman? What did they look like?’
All Cara could remember was a blur of grey. But she knew – she knew – it was the same person who’d been staring in the window of the hairdressers. ‘They were medium height and build.’
Trinny was obviously expecting more and when it didn’t come, she sat back with a groan. ‘Seriously, you turned, saw a person wearing a hoodie and jumped to the conclusion it was the same person who’d been peering through the hairdresser’s window?’
‘It was the same person. And it was the same person I saw in front of me on my way back from the deli a little while ago. That’s why I was so agitated⁠—’
‘Enough to drop our lunch on the ground. Yes, I get that. But all you saw was someone wearing a grey tracksuit.’ Trinny chewed on her lip a moment, as if unsure whether to continue or not.
Cara saw the giveaway sign that she wasn’t going to like what her friend was about to say and lifted her chin. ‘Go ahead, say what you’re thinking.’
‘Don’t get mad at me, but honestly, I think you’re wrong about this. I’ve frequently bemoaned the obsession people have with tracksuits. Young men especially. And grey is a common colour. I would almost bet money on it that you could walk from here to the Tube station and see at least one, and in the station itself, probably several more. It’s like a uniform for the dodgy masses.’
Cara knew Trinny was trying to make light of her situation. Trying to make her laugh it off. This wasn’t what she wanted. ‘Bronwyn’s friend was more supportive.’
‘Who?’
It wasn’t surprising that her friend was confused. Cara shook her head and smiled. ‘Bronwyn. She’s a character in my next book.’
‘I thought you said you didn’t have any ideas for your next?’
‘That was before⁠—’
Trinny held a hand up to stop her. ‘Please don’t tell me that all this’ – she waved a hand around the room – ‘this whole rigmarole is the plot of your new book?’ She lifted her glass to her lips, drained it, then reached for the bottle to fill it. ‘I’m not impressed, Cara, but really I should have guessed. It’s typical of you. You identify so closely with your characters that you forget they’re not real. I think it’s to make up for having so little excitement in your boring, dull life.’
Trying not to be too annoyed about the boring dull comment, Cara shook her head. ‘It’s the other way around.’
Trinny flapped her hands in the air. ‘Enough, you’re turning my brain into mush.’
‘I think it’s all the champagne you’ve drunk that’s done that,’ Cara snapped back.
Trinny said nothing for several seconds, then with a sigh, she grabbed one of Cara’s hands and held it tight. ‘It’s really so unlike you to be such a bitch. Are you certain you shouldn’t try the HRT again?’
Cara pulled her hand away. ‘It’s nothing to do with my damn hormones.’ She sighed at the sharpness of her voice. Trinny was right about one thing though – this wasn’t like her. But Cara had tried the hormone replacement therapy and it hadn’t been a success. The first prescription had made her nauseous; the second gave her crippling insomnia. When her doctor’s response to that was to send her home with a packet of sleeping pills, she’d put them into the bathroom cabinet alongside the HRT pills and that’s where they still were. She was doing the menopause cold turkey. Crazy fluctuating hormones weren’t to blame for the threatening letters, but maybe it was partly why she was so unsettled recently, so easy to drift into paranoia. Because that’s what that earlier nonsense was, wasn’t it? Simple paranoia. There was nobody following her.
She slid her hand across the table and took her friend’s hand. ‘I’m sorry. I am a little stressed. I told you the truth. I hadn’t come up with a new idea for a book, but then the letters started arriving.’ She took her hand away and rubbed her face. ‘You know how I’ve always found it easier to write my thoughts down to help me make sense of them? Well, I did the same this time with those letters.’ She mimed typing. ‘Before I knew it, I had the whole thing written down and when my editor rang looking for an update, it was on the screen in front of me and I thought, why not use it?’
‘Why not?’ Trinny gave a disbelieving laugh. ‘If someone’s sending you or Artie threatening letters you should contact the police, not write a damn book about it, or at least not until the culprit is caught.’
Maybe she was right. ‘It seemed a good idea at the time.’
‘And then you decided to add to the story by introducing tracksuit-wearing bad guys, eh?’
Cara opened her mouth to deny the accusation, then shut it again. Was that what had happened? Had her imagination, stirred by the threatening letters, taken over to develop the story? She reached for her glass and took a mouthful of the champagne. Was that why she hadn’t managed to get a glimpse of the tracksuit wearer’s face, because she hadn’t given him one yet? She hadn’t written him into the story.
‘It’s just like I said,’ Trinny said firmly. ‘You get so wrapped up in your stories, so obsessed with the characters, that I’m not really surprised they leech into reality.’ She tilted her head. ‘Were there really threatening letters?’
There might be some suspicion that the stalker didn’t exist, but there was no doubt about the letters. Without answering, Cara got to her feet and went out into the utility room. Her fingers were on the handle of the drawer, ready to pull it open, when she hesitated. They would be there, wouldn’t they? Because if they weren’t, she wasn’t sure what she’d do.
She shut her eyes as the drawer opened slowly, noiselessly. Only when it was pulled fully out did she open her eyes. Relief at seeing the letters exactly where she’d left them made her weak. Only the thought of Trinny sitting out there, quaffing glass after glass of champagne, made her scrabble to take them out and return.
‘Here,’ she said, laying them on the table. She sat and watched Trinny’s face as she picked up the second and third cards and moved the four quarters of the first to get them better aligned. It was impossible to read her face. The downside of Botox. Cara had the words on the cards memorised. Perhaps her friend was reading between the lines and would deliver a clear understanding of what they were about.
Finally, after what seemed an extraordinarily long period of time for such short missives, Trinny looked at her. ‘This one.’ She tapped a finger on the third. ‘Have you any idea what it means?’ She picked it up and read it aloud. ‘“And if you do confess your crime, before the leaves fall, what then?”’ She dropped it again and looked at Cara. ‘It’s almost poetic. Perhaps it’s an excerpt from a poem, or a play.’
Exactly as Cara had thought. ‘No, I did a search, nothing turned up.’
Silence stretched between them for several minutes. ‘You thought they were addressed to Artie,’ Trinny said slowly. ‘But maybe you really don’t want to believe he’s been involved in something criminal, so you conjured up the grey guy.’
Was that it? Cara frowned. It was true, she didn’t want to believe that Artie was involved in anything shady, but she hadn’t ‘conjured up the grey guy’, had she? ‘Bronwyn’s friend thought he was a stalker who’d fixated on her because she was a writer.’
‘Bronwyn’s a writer too, is she?’ Trinny raised an eyebrow. ‘Please don’t tell me she’s writing her thirtieth novel and is stuck for a storyline.’
It had seemed like a fun idea, but perhaps it wasn’t. Cara would have to give it some thought. That’s what second drafts were for, after all. ‘Of course not,’ she said, lying for convenience. ‘I made her a famous well-known writer, so a stalker taking an interest would be believable.’ Unlike Cara, who wasn’t even slightly famous so therefore couldn’t possibly have acquired one, grey or any other damn colour.
‘A stalker following a public figure.’ Trinny sniffed. ‘It’s a bit of a cliché, isn’t it? I’m surprised you didn’t come up with something more exciting.’
‘At least Bronwyn’s friend was being supportive.’ Cara was lashing out, not because Trinny was being a bitch, but because, damn her, she was right. A stalker following a public figure was a trope done to death. An absolute cliché. How could she be offended when her friend was right? She sighed, loudly and dramatically for effect, seeing her friend smile in response. ‘I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. And untrue too. You’ve always been supportive.’
‘Plus, I have the advantage of being real,’ Trinny said. ‘And I have a name. You don’t appear to have given Bronwyn’s friend one yet.’
‘I could name her after you.’ Cara smiled. ‘To reward you for being a good friend.’
‘No, don’t.’ Trinny shook her head. ‘I’ve noticed in your books, it’s often the friend who turns out to be the bad guy, or the one who ends up dead. Call her Demi.’
‘Your mother-in-law?’
‘Yes, I’d be quite happy if you killed her off.’
Her friend’s honesty made Cara laugh. ‘Okay, I’ll name her Demi. But I’m not promising to kill her off; I’ve no idea where this story is going.’
‘The story or what’s happening to you?’
Cara didn’t know. ‘Both, probably,’ she said. Could it be that Trinny was right? That Cara had conjured up the grey man to deflect suspicion from Artie because she really, really didn’t want to believe he could be embroiled in something dodgy?
‘One thing I know about your stories,’ Trinny said, drawing Cara’s attention, ‘it’s that someone always dies.’
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HIM
My plan was cunning but it wasn’t original. I’d read about Lingchi in a book I borrowed from the library. It was a form of torture and execution used in China and other countries from the tenth to the early-twentieth century. Commonly referred to as death by a thousand cuts, it involved a long, slow process of administering a series of wounds, or of slicing pieces of flesh off a body as a form of punishment. If the person was wealthy, his family could pay to have a fatal cut delivered early. If not, the ordeal could last for hours… or days. Sometimes, the victim’s eyes were removed first, to heighten the psychological impact of what was to be done to him.
My take on Lingchi seemed to be a fitting punishment for Cara. None of the messiness of physically cutting her, even if that had been possible, but a slow build on the fear I’d already caused. It seemed appropriate.
A quick death for her wouldn’t have been nearly as satisfying.
Of course, it was likely death would be the end result.
Eventually.
When that time came, months, maybe years down the line, I was going to make sure Cara would be begging for it.
The thought appealed to me.
Cara, on her knees, begging for the release that death would bring.
Cara… on her knees… begging me.
And once more, my hand slipped inside my pants. Once more, it was thanks to her that I needed to debase myself.
And my hatred grew.
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The champagne bottle was empty. Cara didn’t want to make her thoughts even fuzzier by steeping them in alcohol so Trinny had drunk the most of it, becoming more loquacious with each glass.
‘You know I’m right,’ she said for the umpteenth time. ‘I think you’re really afraid that Artie is involved in something criminal and your subconscious conjured up this grey man as a kind of smokescreen.’
It may have been the bubbles talking, or maybe Trinny was right. It was time to tell her about the money. ‘I managed to get into his bank account. I saw some lodgements that I couldn’t account for.’ Cara held up a hand to stop the questions she knew would come. ‘Almost every month. Not big amounts. The largest was one thousand.’
Trinny swirled the stem of her glass in her fingers. ‘You think it’s payment for something?’
‘If it’s something dodgy, he’s not getting much for it. A couple of times it was only twenty-five quid. I can’t see him risking his job for such a paltry amount.’
‘Maybe he’s been doing online gambling, and it’s his winnings?’
It was something Cara had considered and ruled out. ‘No, I recognised all the outgoings. There was nothing out of the ordinary.’
‘Then I’m sorry, you’re just going to have to ask him.’ Trinny put her glass down, her face suddenly serious. ‘You haven’t told him about the letters, have you?’
‘He knows about the first one, not the others.’
‘Why ever not?’ If Trinny could have frowned, she would have done. ‘Whether they’re aimed at Artie, or at you, surely you’re in this together? You always claim that you and he talk about everything, don’t you?’
‘This is different.’ How could Cara admit that she wasn’t sure she could trust him? She couldn’t tell Trinny, in the same way that she couldn’t tell Artie. Trinny would think she was an idiot for marrying a man she didn’t trust. And Artie – well, if he’d told the truth back then, he’d be devastated that she hadn’t believed him. And if her suspicion was correct – if he had lied to her – it’d be out in the open and that careful happy-couple bubble they’d lived in for the last year would burst. She wasn’t sure their relationship would survive such a catastrophe. Trinny was staring at her, waiting for an explanation. ‘It’s complicated.’ It was a cop-out, she knew it. So did Trinny, who lifted her hands in the air as if absolving herself from anything more to do with it.
‘Right, complicated or not, if you want my advice, you’ll talk to him and stop getting yourself into a such a flap that you’re seeing bogeymen around every corner.’ She got to her feet. ‘I think you’re imagining the grey man, but those threatening letters are real. Promise me, if more come, you’ll go to the police.’
‘I’m getting one of those camera systems for the front door. I’ll be able to see who it is.’
‘Then you’ll go to the police, yes?’
‘Of course.’ It was easier to lie, because Cara wasn’t sure she would go to the police. If Trinny was right, and Cara had really conjured up the grey man to deflect blame from Artie – was her mind really that twisted? – then she must believe he was involved in something shady. If he was, the last thing they’d need was the police getting involved. Trust him or not, she was sure of one thing – she loved him and she’d do anything to protect him. Anything to save their marriage. Lie, if she had to.
After Trinny left, Cara went back to her office feeling despondent. With nothing better to do, she opened the manuscript to where the friend was all gung-ho and prepared to help Bronwyn track down her stalker. It was, as Trinny had said, such a cliché of a story to have an unknown person stalking a public figure, but it was all she had. Perhaps she could put her own twist on it.
Working on it was better than sitting here worrying about grey men who might not exist and threatening letters that definitely did.
She spent several minutes fleshing out the character of the friend, Demi. Cara had never met Trinny’s mother-in-law, but she’d heard enough about her over the years, so she enjoyed making her character an over-the-top version of what she’d heard.
Demi seemed to be enthusiastic about helping Bronwyn to track down her stalker, or at least she sounded enthusiastic. It was hard to tell from her expression. She’d started with fillers years before and areas of her face were unnaturally plump, other parts fixed in time by Botox. Sometimes, when she’d recently had a treatment, she looked continuously startled.
But she’d proven herself to be a good friend over the years, and Bronwyn needed a friend.
Cara sat back and stretched her arms over her head. She’d no idea where to go next with this story. Maybe turn Bronwyn and Demi into a kind of crime-fighting duo? The idea made her smile briefly before she stood and crossed to the window.
How did the letter sender know when it was safe to post the latest missive? In her fear earlier, she’d imagined high-powered binoculars, or hidden cameras. Perhaps it’d be no harm to rule both out.
It was good to have something proactive to do, even if it was wandering slightly into James Bond territory. First, she checked the front of the house, around the door frame, along the corners of the building. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. If she was under surveillance, it wasn’t from here. Across the busy road, the houses were occupied by the same people who’d been there when she and Artie had moved in over a year before. She knew them all to see and to nod a hello to, but she’d only spoken to the occupants of the house directly opposite when she’d had to redeliver a parcel that had been sent to their house in error.
She had initially tried to push it through their letter box, but it had a particularly stiff draft excluder and she couldn’t manoeuvre the package through. When she rang the doorbell, a pleasant middle-aged woman answered.
‘Hi,’ Cara said, handing the parcel over. ‘This was delivered to ours by mistake.’ She waved a hand across the street.
The woman smiled. ‘Thank you, I’ve been waiting for this.’ She took it and held it to her chest. ‘I’m Georgia. We haven’t met.’
‘Cara.’ She returned the friendly smile. ‘My husband, Artie, and I moved in a few months ago.’
‘Well, congratulations, and welcome to the neighbourhood.’ Georgia looked behind her. ‘And this young man is my son, Dominic.’
Cara remembered the pale, skinny boy who’d appeared to mutter a hello and look her up and down. She’d recognised him immediately as the young man she’d seen slouching in and out of the house with his hands buried in the pockets of baggy jeans or tracksuit bottoms. She’d seen him too, occasionally, on her way to and from the tube station. They’d never exchanged a word, but she’d caught him staring, his eyes sliding down her body. Even now, from behind his mother’s back, his eyes were lingering a fraction too long on her breasts, making her regret that in the heat of the day she hadn’t bothered to don a bra. ‘It’s nice to meet you both, but I’d better get back,’ she’d said, turning away as she spoke.
‘Thanks again for redelivering the parcel,’ Georgia said.
‘No problem.’ Cara gave a wave and kept going.
She’d seen Dominic several times since. Because it would have been awkward not to, the next time she’d met him she’d tried a friendly, neighbourly hello, but he’d looked at her with a leer that had sent colour racing through her cheeks. Thereafter, the odd time they’d passed one another, she’d ignored him, but she felt his eyes linger on her, and without turning around, she knew that he’d stopped and was staring after her.
‘He probably thinks you’re cute,’ Artie had said when she’d mentioned it to him. ‘Just ignore him.’
Cara had half-hoped he’d suggest going over to have a word. Or was that only something that was done in books and TV shows? ‘You’re right, I suppose.’ Maybe she was being oversensitive or imagining the young man’s interest.
It was impossible to avoid Dominic completely. They lived in too close proximity, but for a few weeks she looked out the window to see if there was any movement across the street before leaving home. And then months passed, and she forgot about him.
Nothing untoward occurred until two weeks before, when she’d been waiting for the Tube. Being consumed by her thoughts to the exclusion of everything else was yet another writer’s occupational hazard she was prone to suffer from. She would stand, eyes staring, completely lost in conjuring up characters, storylines, dramatic scenes. That day, she remembered she was wondering if she could come up with a storyline involving the Tube, something that hadn’t already been done to death.
It was a frustrating exercise. Every idea she came up with was straight from Murder on the Orient Express, The Girl on the Train, or Cara’s all-time favourite, Strangers on a Train. She was so obsessed with trying to come up with something new and original that she hadn’t seen Dominic approach until he was right in front of her. Even on what was a crowded platform, he’d stood too close, his eyes flicking from her face to her cleavage and back. She’d been so startled by his sudden appearance that she couldn’t find the right words, so instead of saying hello, or any other socially acceptable greeting, she’d stayed stupidly silent.
Perhaps he had intended to start up a conversation, and perhaps if the train hadn’t come screeching into the station just at that moment, he would have done. But she’d felt so uncomfortable under his intense scrutiny that when the waiting commuters moved in anticipation, she’d used the perfect opportunity to brush past him, mingle with the crowd, and get on as soon as the doors opened. That had been only two weeks before.
She stared across the street to the house where Dominic lived. Could it possibly be that simple? Nothing to do with real or imaginary grey men, nothing to do with Artie. Had she inadvertently offended the young man’s sensibilities and dented his fragile ego by ignoring him on the station platform? A few years ago, she’d done some research on incels and had been horrified by their misogynistic ideology. Did Dominic identify with them? She remembered the way he’d looked at her, almost with a sense of entitlement. Maybe he’d felt disrespected by her brush off. Was this the crime she had to confess to?
Living directly across the road, it’d be easy for him to keep tabs on her from a bedroom window. He could have watched her as she peered around the curtain the previous morning, could have seen her leave her post, then dashed across to deliver the latest letter.
He could have followed her to the hairdressers too and trailed after her as she walked along the street. He was the right build for the person she’d seen dashing away. It would explain too why she’d seen him in front of her on the way back from the deli – he’d no reason to follow her. He knew where she lived.
It all made sense. Dominic had sent the letters. He was the grey man.
So what was she going to do about it?
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Demi wanted to go over to the house, knock on the door and demand the young man admit what he’d done. Bronwyn shook her head. ‘What if he says he doesn’t know what you’re talking about? We have no proof, and all we’ll have done is forewarned him. No, we’ll have to wait till that Ring system is up and working. Catch him in the act. Present him with the evidence of his crime.’
‘Not go to the police with it?’
‘He’s seventeen, maybe eighteen; I don’t want to land him in trouble,’ Bronwyn said firmly. ‘So far all he has done is scare me a little. I think if we give him a warning, if we tell him that we have proof of what he’s been up to and ask him to stop or we’ll take it to the police, that should work.’
‘It’s up to you, of course, but I’m not sure you should let him get away with it so easily. Okay, all he did was to scare you, but what about the next time he takes offence to someone? What then?’
Bronwyn frowned. Her friend, as usual, was right. ‘Maybe I’ll sit him down for a chat. See what it was I did that had so offended him and explain that there are other ways of handling things.’
Cara saved her work and shut down her computer. It had been a tiring day, but she was feeling more optimistic now that she was almost certain she’d identified the culprit. Almost… The doubt rankled.
In the kitchen, she opened the fridge and groaned when the vacuum pack of organic mince stared back at her. Her newly found optimism didn’t stretch to making the lasagne she’d planned. Instead, she picked up her mobile and tapped out a message to Artie.
  Busy day. No cooking done. Meet you in the Italian at six thirty.   

Nothing would relax her more than a good pizza with a glass or two of red wine to wash it down.
She had a shower, washed her hair, dried it and left it hanging loose the way Artie liked it. Instead of her secret agent uniform, she slipped on a jade-green dress that she knew he loved and, because he was a leg man, she slipped on a pair of killer heels that made hers look as if they went on forever. It would be her way of silently apologising for mistrusting him. The high heels were also her way of waving her fist at life, telling it that she’d survived the shit it had thrown at her and she wasn’t going to dress as if at any moment she was going to need to run for her life. It was a five-minute walk to the restaurant, and she was going to do it in style.
With an almost complete sense of certainty that Dominic was to blame for the threatening letters, she was no longer afraid. She didn’t have the proof yet, but she would get it. It didn’t matter – the knowledge itself had given her courage. Now if she saw him in his coward’s uniform of grey tracksuit, she’d face him, stare him down, make his legs turn to jelly, make him feel small.
She brushed a hand over her forehead as she remembered how he’d made her feel, what he’d done to her. It weakened her and sent jagged spikes of fear through her newly donned coat of courage. For a moment, she was tempted to give in to it and replace the stilettos with trainers. Sensible, run-away shoes. Scaredy-cat shoes. Was that how she was going to measure courage? By the height of the shoes she was willing to wear?
The thought made her smile. Perhaps it was.
A silk pashmina instead of a jacket, a clutch bag too small to hold more than her mobile, house keys and a lipstick, and she was ready to leave. Outside, with the door locked behind her, she stood for a moment glaring across the street. Was he there, staring back? Maybe with binoculars pressed so tightly against his eyes they’d leave bruises, raccoon marks for him to explain away to his parents. They were both teachers, a respectable, slightly dull couple. They’d be horrified to hear what their son had been up to. Cara had decided that telling them was the right course of action. She’d wait until she had the proof, then have a quiet word with them rather than destroy the boy’s future by alerting the police.
Bronwyn knew it was the right thing to do.
Cara shook her head as that thought popped into her head, and suddenly the certainty that Dominic was to blame grew fuzzy around the edges. She was right, wasn’t she?
She gave the house across the street a final glance, then started for the restaurant, forced bravado in every click of her stilettos on the pavement. She dismissed the earlier dart of fear and the more recent jab of doubt, congratulating herself instead for rising above recent events, for getting her life firmly back on the straight track where it belonged.
The straight, narrow track. Bronwyn wondered when her life had become such a rut. When it had seemed everything was mapped out, just so.
Cara’s steps slowed as the realisation hit her. It was happening. The story she’d started, the one that had begun simply as a means of straightening out her thoughts, had grown legs, the characters coming to life in her head. She’d worried that she’d lost the ability to conjure up stories. Perhaps real life – the threatening letters and the grey man – had given her a boost with this one, but the characters, like Bronwyn, were pure fiction. It was when the characters came alive in Cara’s head that she knew they’d work.
Bronwyn was coming to life with an unexpected sad layer though. She wasn’t supposed to be worrying about her life being in a rut. Cara frowned. Her life wasn’t in a rut, was it? It was comfortable – or at least it usually was. Recently, between threatening letters and creeping grey men, it was anything but.
She’d slowed almost to a halt. Thinking about Bronwyn was a bad idea. She might need to be rewritten; she was beginning to sound far too like Cara. The female characters she wrote were usually so different to her, they were fun to write. Sometimes… now and then… when she was deep in a story, when the characters had come alive in her head and she had become totally engulfed in their lives, it was almost as if her character had conflated with theirs, and suddenly she could see how easy it was to do bad things.
But not that evening. She was going to put her fiction world to one side and concentrate on Artie, on their relationship. He didn’t know she’d doubted him, both back then and recently, but that was beside the point. The guilt for doing so was there, niggling her. Annoyingly, she couldn’t see a way out of it. It was a year too late. Now if she confessed her doubt, it would make things worse.
Lost in the tangled thoughts, she wasn’t aware of the footsteps behind her, the heavy breathing or the hand that grabbed hold of her swinging hair, pulling it so that she automatically reached upward as she yelped in pain and shock. Unbelievably, she was being mugged in daylight, on a busy street. She tried to draw a breath to scream for help, but the grip on her hair tightened, forcing her to gasp in pain rather than shout out as she was half-dragged, half-pushed to the side of the pavement. With the body of her assailant shielding her from view, she was on her own.
Just when she thought he was giving up, the pressure changed, and now she was being pulled backwards, against his body. She could feel it, hard and hot behind her, feel his heavy breathing in her ear. Her feet, in those gorgeous impractical heels, slipped and slid in a vain attempt to keep her footing as she fought to pull away, the pain in her head excruciating, her eyes watering.
She reached up, ready to dig her manicured nails into his hands, but there was no purchase to be had on the gloved fingers that gripped her hair with such determination. And then, as sudden as it had begun, it was over and she was released. Too suddenly. She fell forward, feeling one heel snap, her other ankle twisting as she hit the ground heavily with a cry of alarm and pain. Stunned, she lay there, legs splayed, arms caught in the pashmina. It felt like hours, but it was probably only seconds before somebody stopped beside her and asked, ‘Gosh, are you okay?’
Cara’s eyes filled with tears as she sat up and surveyed her crumpled dress, the broken shoe, her already swelling ankle. Okay? She looked up at the round, kind face of the woman peering down at her and nodded. ‘I think so.’
‘Alcohol and high heels are rarely a good combination, you know.’
Blinking away the tears, Cara re-evaluated the face above her. Not so kind, after all. In fact, it was twisted into smug condemnation. No sisterly fellow feeling there. ‘Good to know,’ she said, untwisting the pashmina from her arms and struggling to her feet. She wasn’t surprised the good Samaritan didn’t offer a hand. Perhaps she was afraid Cara had something contagious. It was almost tempting to give a hacking cough. She might have done if she hadn’t put her foot to the ground. It hurt. In fact, everything hurt.
‘Well, if you’re okay, I’ll be on my way.’ And the woman skuttled off without a backward glance.
Nobody else gave Cara a second look. Her assailant, whoever it was, was nowhere to be seen. Her clutch bag was on the ground by her feet. She bent slowly and painfully to pick it up. Not a robbery then. Although she’d known that, hadn’t she? As soon as she’d felt the warm breath on her neck, she’d known it was personal, that this was someone she knew, not some random mugger. She knew exactly who it was. Dominic. It had to be him. Had he seen her staring at his house as she’d left home and guessed that she knew what he’d been doing?
She lifted a hand to her head and felt the ache where he’d yanked her hair. What had he hoped to achieve by the attack? It really made no sense. Unless… What was that phrase beloved of police procedurals…? Escalating… Yes, that was it. Unless he was escalating. Going from following her and sending her threatening letters to physical abuse.
And if she was right, what would his next step be? She needed to tell the police. Go to them with the letters, and her suspicions that Dominic was to blame for them and for this attack on her. If only she had some proof to take with her.
She looked up at the building behind. But if she’d been hoping for a convenient CCTV camera, she was out of luck. At one time, outside a bank would have been the ideal place to have been attacked. They’d have had top-level CCTV. But that was then, before banks started to abandon high streets. By the look of the graffiti that adorned the pillars and frontage of this abandoned building, it hadn’t been a bank for a long, long time.
It was probably why the bastard had chosen this particular place for his attack.
So she’d no proof. Just a gut feeling that Dominic was to blame. It worked well in stories, but she wasn’t sure how much coinage gut-feeling had in reality. Probably very little.
She leaned against the wall as the pain in her ankle eased. When it had, she risked putting her foot to the ground, relieved when she put her weight on it to feel a dull ache rather than a sharp pain. A sprain rather than a break – it was a small but welcome mercy.
The restaurant was only a couple of minutes’ away. It was impossible to walk with one heel snapped off, so she slipped both shoes off, left the broken heel where it was, and limped barefooted along the street. She draped the pashmina over her shoulders to cover the dirty marks on her dress and held it close around her to combat the chill that was shivering through her as the shock of the assault hit her.
It was a struggle to hold the pashmina, her clutch bag, and the shoes. With a last look of regret at the expensive shoes she’d barely worn since she’d bought them several months before, she dropped them into the first refuse bin she came to.
If Artie had been at the restaurant when she pushed through the door a minute later, she’d probably have fallen into his arms and had a crying fit. But he was late, giving her a chance to sit and search for some composure. The waiter who’d shown her to the table hadn’t raised an eyebrow as she’d walked in barefooted, but did when she asked for a large glass of whatever wine he could put his hand on first. Her face must have said it all, because he left to fill her request without comment.
‘Madam,’ he said, putting a glass on the table in front of her a moment later.
She picked up the glass and swallowed a couple of mouthfuls without bothering with a breath in between. It was tempting to finish it, to drown everything that had happened in alcoholic oblivion. Tempting, and she might have done if she hadn’t been faced with a quandary.
What to tell Artie?
She hadn’t told him about the second or third letters when she thought they were aimed at him. How could she tell him now? He’d want to know why. How could she tell him that she hadn’t believed him?
She’d spun a tangled web and now she was caught in it.
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‘You fell?’ Artie shook his head.
‘I was wearing those really high heels that you like,’ Cara said. ‘I slipped on something on the footpath. One of the heels broke, my ankle twisted and I fell on the ground. It was all very inelegant, and embarrassing.’ She slid her damaged foot from under the table and lifted it to show him. ‘Made sense to take both off and hobble here barefooted.’
He took her foot in his hand and ran a finger gently over the plum-coloured swelling. ‘It looks sore. Are you sure it’s not broken?’
She rotated the joint. ‘It’s a little painful, but still in working order. It’s just a sprain. I managed to get here okay.’
‘Idiot, you should have got a taxi or called me to come. I could have carried you here.’
She was almost sorry she hadn’t rung him; she’d have quite liked him to have carried her through the door like a romantic hero. Maybe she really should think about writing romance books instead of psychological thrillers. He was waiting patiently for her comment. ‘I know you would, but honestly, it was only two minutes from here.’
He leaned over and kissed her ankle. ‘That’ll make it better.’
She smiled, pulled her foot back under the table and reached for her wine.
‘You’re not usually so clumsy,’ Artie said. He looked at the glass she was holding and frowned. ‘You weren’t drinking before you left home, were you?’
She gave what she hoped was a reasonable facsimile of an amused laugh. ‘You’re accusing me of being drunk in charge of a pair of stilettos, are you?’ The second time the accusation had been levelled at her that evening. If she’d told Artie the truth, if she’d been able to, she’d be basking in his sympathetic, worried care now, instead of being accused of being a drunk.
‘You’re slurring your words a bit, and by the look of the bottle, you’ve only had a glass from it.’
She hadn’t told him about the large glass she’d had on arrival, the one she’d finished before he’d come through the door several minutes late, the empty glass the waiter had taken away with yet another raised eyebrow as she’d ordered a bottle of the same wine to share with Artie when he arrived.
It was too late to tell him now. It would look as if she’d been hiding it from him, and she hadn’t been, not consciously. Unlike the woman on the street, his worry was caring, not critical and judgemental. ‘I’m tired, that’s all. And the fall has taken a lot out of me. I haven’t become a secret drinker if that’s what you’re worried about.’
Artie’s worried expression faded, and he smiled as he reached across the table for her hand. ‘I’m not worried about that. You couldn’t keep a secret to save your life. It’s just that I know you’ve been under a lot of pressure the last few weeks with trying to come up with a new story and it’s easy to turn to drink to relieve stress.’
She couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. Sometimes, she wondered if he knew her at all. ‘I suppose I have been under some pressure,’ she admitted. ‘But I haven’t resorted to hitting the bottle, and anyway, you’ll be glad to know I’ve written several thousand words now, so well on the way with my thirtieth.’
He squeezed her hand. ‘I am pleased. I know how important this one is for you.’
She kept the smile in place as she mentally thumped herself on the side of her head. It was all her fault for posting on social media about her next being her thirtieth. Her fault Duplex Publishing were making such a to-do about it and her editor pinning his hopes of a Nibbie on its success. It was all her fault that Dominic had taken umbrage at the station, her fault he was following her, sending her stupid threats, assaulting her. Every damn thing was her blasted fault.
Artie was talking. She could see his lips move, his mouth open and close, the way he threw his head back as he laughed about something, but whatever he was saying was floating past her unheard. The day had been too much for her.
Or maybe that horrible woman and Artie had been right. Maybe she’d simply drunk too much. Had she had a drink before she left home? She remembered seeing an open bottle of wine in the fridge door earlier. Had she had a glass from it? It was worrying that she wasn’t sure.
Maybe she’d had a glass, or two, and that’s why she was such easy game for her assailant. Bronwyn would have coped better. She’d have done some kind of martial arts movement – Cara would have to do some research into what sort would be effective. Bronwyn would have used it, grabbed the assailant, and held him captive till the police arrived to arrest him. That was the way her character would be written – feisty and dynamic. A woman who would take no prisoners. Who’d tell the truth regardless of the consequences because it was the better road to take.
Bronwyn wouldn’t be a fuckwit like Cara.
Nobody could be a fuckwit like her. Because between the lies she was telling – to everyone – and the imaginary world she was creating, she was beginning to doubt which way was up. Nothing was making any sense. She brushed a hand over her face as a dark shadow appeared around the periphery of her vision. As it closed in, as her view of the world around her grew increasingly small, she saw Artie’s expression change again. Was it fear that was flitting across his face? Perhaps she should ask him. Get everything out in the open. Be brave for a change.
But the opportunity for courage went with the last pop of light.
Her faint was brief but dramatic as she keeled over face first onto the remnants of the pasta carbonara she’d barely touched. Blood immediately rushed to her head, her eyes opened, and she sat back almost at the same time as Artie jumped to his feet, knocking a half-full wine glass to the floor. The ensuing crash brought waiting staff to the table and for a moment there was pandemonium as everyone tried to speak at the same time in a crazy mix of apologies and reassurances.
Order was quickly restored, the spilt wine and broken glass cleared up, Artie’s wine glass replaced. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ he asked, picking up the wine bottle. ‘You frightened the wits out of me fainting like that.’
It was the perfect opportunity to explain that she hadn’t simply fallen on her way to the restaurant, that she’d been assaulted, that someone was threatening her and she wasn’t sure what to do. But once again, it was back to the vicious cycle she was afraid to break.
‘Honestly, I’m fine. I don’t know what came over me.’ She dabbed uselessly at the carbonara sauce that stained the front of her silk dress. ‘It’s ruined,’ she said, tossing the napkin she’d been using onto the table.
He waved the bottle he was holding at her and when she shook her head, he emptied it into his glass. ‘I never much liked that dress on you anyway.’
Cara stared at him, unsure if she’d heard him correctly. ‘I thought you loved it.’ She distinctly remembered him saying so. The first time she’d worn it, several months before.
‘Nope, never did. Not the colour, nor the way it clings a bit too much.’
Was he lying now, to make her feel better about the ruined dress, or had he been lying back then when she remembered him clearly saying he loved her in it?
He lied so easily.
But then, she’d known that about him from the start.
She wondered what other lies he had told her.
Her head was throbbing. Had she been wrong after all? Perhaps Dominic was merely an ill-mannered yob who had a slight fixation with her, and the idea that he was stalking her was simply nonsense. Okay, she had been mugged. But this was London. Sadly, it happened. But he hadn’t taken her handbag. Had he been scared off before he could grab it? She had screamed, after all, hadn’t she? And there were people around. None of whom had rushed to her aid.
Artie was speaking about something. She nodded and smiled. It must have been the correct response, because he smiled in return and continued with whatever it was he’d been talking about. It left her free to try to make sense of the thoughts spinning in her head. Maybe the story she’d told Artie was correct and she’d simply fallen on her way to the restaurant. That would explain why her bag hadn’t been stolen and why nobody had rushed to help her. Had Bronwyn taken over and spun drama around what had been a simple accident?
Another one of those occupational hazards perhaps. But… she lifted a hand to her head as if to smooth an errant lock, her fingers searching, and then… there! She almost shouted the word as her fingers palpated the tender spot where her hair had been pulled. The pain helped to clear her thoughts a little and gave her a certain amount of relief. No, the story she’d told Artie was fiction; the reality was that she had been attacked. She might be wrong about the perpetrator, but she was right about that.
Artie was still talking. He had lied to her. About his suspension, about the dress, probably about other things too. Had he lied to others? Were the threatening letters really meant for him?
Inside her head there was an arrow swinging back and forth, pointing one moment at her, then at him. Where was it going to stop? Which of them were the letters addressed to? She had absolutely no idea.
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I’d been stupid… so very, very stupid.
It’d been Cara’s fault. She’d stood on her doorstep, flaunting herself, tossing her hair as if she was in some fucking shampoo advert. And that dress she wore… it was designed to draw your eye to every curve of her body as she walked in those crazy, sexy high heels.
I walked behind her. Too close really. If she’d turned, she’d have looked straight into my eyes, but I couldn’t help it. I was mesmerised by the movement of her body, by the way the fabric of the dress seemed to float around her bare legs as she walked.
I guessed she wasn’t going far. Not in those heels. But time seemed to be standing still, or maybe it was because I wanted it to, wanted to draw out this almost overwhelming experience.
Her scent came to me on the air, making me almost weak.
I was having trouble breathing, focusing.
One touch. It was all I wanted. Just one infinitesimal connection.
It had been her fault.
She’d made me do it.
Made me reach out for her hair, to feel the silky strands in my fingers. To see if they were real or a mirage. A trick of the light.
But when I felt the incredible softness, when I was close enough to breathe her in, I couldn’t let go.
Then she was on the ground, and I knew I had to get away before I went too far.
Getting arrested wasn’t in my plan.
She wasn’t getting away that easily.
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Cara had a bad night. The painkillers she’d taken on return from the restaurant eased but didn’t completely remove the pains and aches – in her sprained ankle, her scalp where that bastard had yanked her hair, and her hip where she’d landed on the ground. Unable to get comfortable, she slipped from the bed without disturbing Artie, took a robe from the back of the bedroom door and shrugged it on as she headed downstairs.
In the kitchen, rather than having the glare from the main light, she switched on the one in the cooker hood, the dim glow from it suiting her mood better. Coffee wasn’t going to help her get to sleep but she made a mug of it anyway. It might help her to think and with recent events starkly outlined in her head, trying to get her thoughts in some kind of order seemed to be of more importance than sleep.
She was a disorganised writer. What was referred to in the business as a pantser – one who wrote a story flying by the seat of her pants rather than planning it all out in advance. It worked for her. Usually a quick first draft to set out the story, then multiple drafts to sort out plot holes, continuity issues, etc. It was the way she’d always written. It was easy to cut and paste, move chapters around, delete or add scenes and characters, and to add action wherever needed.
Life, unfortunately, wasn’t so easy to organise. She couldn’t go back a year to add a scene. One where she asked Artie to explain exactly why he’d been suspended. To tell him she was finding his explanation difficult to swallow, that he had to show her some proof he was completely innocent of the charges or she couldn’t marry him.
She wrapped her hands around the mug of coffee she’d made and sighed. If only life were that easy. By the time she’d spent several blissful minutes mentally cutting and pasting episodes in her life, her eyelids had grown heavy. If she moved, if she got to her feet and climbed the stairs to the bedroom, she knew she’d be wide awake again. Instead, she put her mug to one side, crossed her arms on the table in front of her, rested her head on top and within seconds had fallen asleep.
It wasn’t the most comfortable position, with almost every part of her aching to some degree, but exhaustion might have kept her asleep if the security light in their back garden hadn’t come on to make the room daytime bright. Her first waking thought was that she should have pulled the damn curtain, her second to wonder what had triggered the security light, before she lifted her head, slowly, warily, to look outside.
There was nothing to see. At least not from where she sat. When the light went out again, a minute later, Cara got to her feet and stepped around the chairs to reach the sliding glass doors that opened onto the garden. There was nothing to see in the darkness. Not even where the garden ended and the night began. She couldn’t see to where the Indian bean tree stretched upwards or count how many leaves still remained.
She pressed close to the glass, eyes narrowing to peer into the darkness. What had triggered the security light? A fox, perhaps? They hadn’t seen any evidence of one, but she’d read they were prevalent in certain parts of London.
With a startling suddenness, the light came on again. It blinded her, forcing her into a step backwards as her eyes swept the illuminated garden. The circle of light didn’t stretch the full length of it. At the end, around the base of the tree, darkness lingered.
Was there something hiding there – animal or human? Something clever enough to hop out to trigger the light, and to vanish again before her blinded eyes could focus enough to see them. Clever – human then, not an animal. Foxes were cunning, but not manipulative.
No, there was someone out there.
The darkness of the room she was in hadn’t been absolute. Enough light came from the cooker hood to have shown her body draped over the table. Had someone stood in the shadows, staring at her as she slept? The thought chilled her.
Were they still out there, looking in at her, as she was looking out at them? It was a scarily unsettling thought.
Reaching for the edge of the curtain on one side, she yanked it across, hiding behind it as she reached for the one on the other side, pulling them together and holding them tightly. The security light went out, then almost immediately came on again. She could see the light around the edges of the curtain. Whoever was there, had they risked coming closer? Was he even now on the other side, listening?
She knew who it was. Perhaps all the aches and pains had focused her thoughts, because she was certain now that she’d been right about the identity of her earlier assailant. Dominic, her neighbourhood stalker. It was him then, it was him now. This couldn’t go on. It was time she told Artie. Tell him everything, and deal with the consequences. Regardless of what they were, she knew he’d stand by her, and in the morning they’d decide whether to face the family across the street or go to the police.
Before she had time for second thoughts, or to dwell on the repercussions that telling the whole truth might have on their marriage, she went upstairs, opened the bedroom door and took a deep breath, ready to spill everything. All her doubts, all the mistrust. They loved each other. That was the most important thing. And if their love was strong enough… which she was sure it was… then it would trump mistrust, secrets and lies.
She stared across the room to their bed. To where Artie should be curled on his side, fast asleep.
Her world seemed to be rocking on its axis so much recently, but there were some certainties she depended on, and Artie being in bed was one.
So where the fuck was he?
She held a hand to her forehead. It felt hot and her head was pounding. Was that it? She was sick? The bed seemed a long way away and as she moved towards it, it seemed to undulate. She reached it and sat, heavily, wincing at the pain in her hip.
Where was Artie?
She looked around in confusion. Sometimes, when she was deeply involved in the book she was writing, fiction and reality became a little blurred. Was that what was happening here? Bronwyn had come alive recently as she wrote. Was that it? Was she mixing up their lives? Perhaps it was Bronwyn who had the husband called Artie, and she, Cara, was still single.
She slapped a hand over her mouth as a wave of nausea hit her. It pushed her to her feet and sent her rushing from the room. She burst through the door to the bathroom just in time for a gush of whatever she’d eaten and drunk in the last few hours to spew forth and spatter the toilet bowl and the front of her robe.
Spasm after spasm had her on her knees, her face in the toilet, hands gripping the sides to stop her keeling over. It left her weak. She knelt there in her filth, with the stink rising from the toilet bowl, incapable of movement or rational thought.
Minutes, hours, days. Time seemed to have lost all meaning in a world without sense. Perhaps she should crawl back to her bedroom, to the bedside table. Her mobile would be there; she could phone for help. Maybe ring her friend Demi. Cara shook her head. That wasn’t right. No, Demi was Bronwyn’s friend. Cara’s friend was… was… Trinny. That was it, her friend’s name was Trinny. She wouldn’t mind being woken in the middle of the night to speak to Cara. Straighten some things out for her. Like was she really married to someone called Artie?
Her legs were going numb, but the nausea had eased a little. Perhaps she should simply curl up on the bathroom floor and wait till she felt completely better. She’d almost decided to do that when something soft landed on her shoulder.
It made her jerk back with a shriek that echoed around the small space.
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Before the echo of her shriek had died, Cara had curled in on herself, raised her arms over her head and pressed them down, trying to stop herself falling apart.
‘Cara, it’s me, it’s me! What the hell is going on?’
It took a few seconds for his words to pierce the shock that had settled over her. Me?
‘You’ve been sick! Bloody hell, should I call for an ambulance?’
It was the note of panic in the voice that finally succeeded in getting through to her. She lowered an arm and turned to peer at the man crouched behind her. A broad-shouldered, handsome, naked man. ‘Artie?’
‘Of course it’s me! What’s going on, Cara?’ He leaned forward to brush her hair from her eyes, then straightened to take a flannel from a shelf and wet it in the sink. Very gently, he wiped it over her face. ‘Can you manage to stand if I help you?’
‘I think so.’ She gasped when his arm crept around her back and winced as she put her sprained foot to the ground.
His arm tightened, holding her to him. ‘Are you sure I shouldn’t ring for an ambulance?’
She wasn’t sure about anything. ‘I couldn’t sleep so I went downstairs to get a drink.’
Artie rinsed out the flannel with his free hand. He used it to wipe each of hers, then threw it into the sink. ‘And that made you sick?’
‘No.’ She’d a vague idea she’d made coffee but couldn’t remember if she’d drunk it or not. She clearly remembered the security light coming on, the feeling that someone was watching her. She remembered too being determined to come up and lay it all out for Artie. To tell him everything and hope for the best. But then he hadn’t been there, and her bravado had vanished under the mess of confusion and vomit that followed. Until things started to make sense again, it seemed better to forget about that big reveal. ‘I fell asleep down there, then thought I’d better come back upstairs.’
His hands moved to the knot in the belt of her robe. She brushed it away. ‘Leave it, it’s fine.’
‘It’s covered in vomit!’
She shook her head, unwilling to be naked in front of him, to be so vulnerable when she was so unsure of everything.
‘Well, come to bed then,’ he said, pushing her forward gently. ‘Before you fall down and I have to pick you up.’
She allowed herself to be led onto the landing, pushing back against his arm and coming to a halt outside their bedroom. ‘When I came up, you weren’t here.’
‘What?’ Artie was obviously trying to be patient, but there was a note of frustration in the word.
She was trying to hold on to the facts. She’d looked in, had bloody-well gone in, had sat on the damn bed. He hadn’t been there. ‘You weren’t in bed. Where were you?’
He moved around to look directly at her, and clasped her upper arms gently in his hands. ‘I was there, fast asleep, until a noise woke me up. You know how I’m always slow to wake. It took me a few seconds to figure out that the noise was you retching, then I was up and by your side.’ He looked down at his naked body with a grin. ‘As you can see, I didn’t stop to dress for the occasion.’
Cara clasped her hands together, fingers interlocking almost painfully. She held them at her waist, keeping that small distance between them as she tried to replay the scene in her head. She’d come up, determined to tell him everything, had opened their door… She hadn’t switched on the light… but the bed had looked empty. Hadn’t she gone over and sat on the bed, just before she started puking? It was all a bit of a blur. Maybe she’d been mistaken. Maybe he had indeed been curled up on his side, fast asleep, totally oblivious to the storm that was churning in her head. Or was he lying to her?
Again.
Too weary, confused, battered and bruised, both physically and mentally, to argue with him, she allowed him to lead her to the bed, to undo the belt of her robe and take it off her, arm by arm, carefully folding it in on itself, enclosing the proof of her shame.
Then she was between the cotton sheets with her aching head resting on the pillow, moments later feeling his warmth in the bed beside her. He shuffled onto his side and pushed upward on an elbow, his face close enough that she could feel his breath tickling her skin. In the glimmer of light that came around the edges of the curtains from the street outside, it was too dark to see more than the gleam of his eyes as they looked down at her. The notion that people looked in a particular direction when they lied had been debunked by university studies, but if it was someone you knew well, someone you loved, couldn’t you tell if they were lying? Cara wished that was true, that she could look into his eyes and believe.
But if he was telling the truth, if he had been there, in their bed, all along… what did that say about her?
He touched her cheek gently with his lips. ‘You sure you’re okay?’
‘Yes, I’m fine, honestly.’ Honestly? She was beginning to wonder if the word had any meaning for her. If she’d been honest from the beginning, she wouldn’t be in this mess. If she’d been honest from the beginning, she mightn’t be married to a serial liar.
‘Try and get some sleep. If you wake up and want something, give me a nudge, okay? Please don’t go wandering around on that sore ankle. It’s no wonder you were sick.’ He kissed her on the cheek again, then pressed a light one on her lips. ‘You’ll be better after a few hours’ sleep.’
If only it was that easy; if only in the altered state of consciousness that was sleep, all her questions would be answered, all her problems sorted, all her angst swept away. What sleep might do though was to put things into perspective, to calm her rattled brain and allow it to make good choices.
That was all she needed. Sleep, perspective, a little calm.
Artie, as he always did, fell asleep within seconds, his breathing heavy, slow and regular. It was Cara’s turn to hoist herself onto one elbow to gaze down on his face. Such a good-looking man. Perfect, almost feminine features. They were an odd contrast to his very masculine physique. She’d asked him once, when they hadn’t known each other long, if he worked out to make up for his pretty face. He’d been so taken aback, so absolutely horrified, that she’d laughed.
Looking at him now, the perfect features barely visible in the dim light, she wondered if she’d been on the right road but had got it the wrong way around – perhaps he didn’t work out as a disguise for his pretty face, but used his pretty face to hide the reality of his less than noble character.
What did it say about her that she loved him regardless?
She eased herself back down on the pillow with a groan and shut her eyes, praying for sleep to come. Seconds, that was all her attempt at sleep lasted, because her eyelids flew open as a hideous thought jabbed her.
If she’d been right, and he hadn’t been there when she’d come upstairs, why would he lie about it, unless he was somewhere he shouldn’t have been? Like in the garden, trying to scare the wits out of her. It would have been easy for him to sneak down the stairs while she was in the kitchen, to creep around the side of the house, through the gate they often forgot to lock, and down to the bottom of the garden. He’d know how to avoid the security light until he wanted to trigger it.
He knew she was shook up from the fall earlier. Was that it – had he decided to work on that to terrify her further? It hadn’t taken much. A couple of flashes of the security light to indicate there was someone out there looking in had turned her into a vomit-spewing wreck cowering on their bathroom floor.
Could he have done such a dreadful thing? It was possible, of course. But would he have done, to the woman he purported to love? A day ago, she’d have said an emphatic no. Now, she simply wasn’t sure.
But if he had, what would his motive have been? Scaring her witless had no benefit for him. He already had access to all her income, so it couldn’t be money. There’d been no evidence in his bank statement that he’d been gambling, but he may have other accounts she knew nothing about, other credit cards. Those frequent small payments to the account she had seen would be of little use if he had debts she didn’t know about.
Or perhaps it was something else. Perhaps he resented her success of the last year when her income had tripled, putting her far ahead of him in the finance stakes. Perhaps it had dented his masculine ego. Was he that insecure that he’d make her scared and emotionally fragile so she’d lean on him more?
Or perhaps he hadn’t lied. Perhaps it was exactly as he’d said – he’d been in bed all along – and it was she who had the problem.
She wanted to turn, shake him awake, demand he reassure her. Instead, she crept from the bed again. She couldn’t sleep; perhaps she should write. Get one of her problems sorted by getting her next damn book written.
The airing-cupboard door squeaked when she opened it, freezing her in place as she looked nervously towards their bedroom. When there was no sign of Artie rushing out, she pulled a tracksuit out and carried it with her into her office. It turned out to be one belonging to Artie and swamped her as a result, but she turned up the cuffs and settled down in front of the computer.
She wasn’t sure how she’d finished the previous day’s writing, and she looked at the last line, eager to get on with the story, the eagerness turning to confusion as she read. When had she written this? She checked. Yesterday. But how could she have done? She read the last paragraph aloud, whispering each word, as if by doing so they’d be different.
It was time to tell Artie what was going on. Upstairs, she pushed the bedroom door open, the words ready on the tip of her tongue falling unused as her eyes swept the room. He wasn’t there.
Cara’s mouth was dry. She couldn’t remember writing this. Yet she must have done. That wasn’t the worry, not really; it wouldn’t be the first time she read words that she couldn’t remember having written. No, what was worrying about this was that she’d written it yesterday, before tonight’s events had occurred.
She sat back, eyes widening as a shocking thought hit her. Was this proof that Artie had been telling the truth, that he’d really been in bed all along, and she, in her agitated state, had allowed this fiction to superimpose on reality?
It wasn’t the first time Cara had used Artie’s name as a stopgap rather than wasting time trying to think of a suitable one for Bronwyn’s husband. When Cara finished the first draft, she’d choose one, then use the search and replace option to replace Artie with the new name.
She read over the preceding paragraph, relieved when there was no reference to an intruder triggering the security lights. But like Bronwyn, Cara had decided it was time to tell Artie the truth. Was that the thought that had triggered the confusion, that had blended fiction and fact?
Tears stung as she shut her eyes. The determination to tell Artie the truth was gone. This last episode, fantasy as it seemed to have been, had shown her one clear fact. She didn’t trust him at all. Not even a little. She wasn’t sure how it was possible to love him without any trust, but she did. It was one of the few things that she was absolutely certain about.
She reread what she’d written again and gave a shrug. It made sense to use what had happened, right down to her spewing into the toilet. Nobody would know the truth – that for a few minutes, Cara had lost her way, had gone down a rabbit hole where fact and fiction had danced together until she couldn’t tell one from the other.
But she was okay now.
At least… she hoped so.
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HIM
It wasn’t the first time I’d visited Cara’s back garden. I’d been several times, sneaking through the side gate which they, with a stupid disregard for London crime statistics, rarely bothered to lock.
My first visit had been reconnaissance. To find an access – which was unbelievably easy – explore the garden, find a hiding place for daytime viewing should the need arise, and discover how to slip around the security sensor at night. And where to stand to trigger it.
That night, I was creeping around the perimeter of the garden, minding my own business, when a light came on in the kitchen. It forced me to duck behind the shrub I called home when I lingered there. I parted the leaves with one hand, making it possible to see the house where the glow of light lit up the white-clad figure who moved from the kitchen to the dining room.
The unexpectedness of it sent excitement trilling through me to rustle the leaves. I needed to be careful.
Why was she awake? I hoped it was because I’d scared her enough earlier. If so, my plan was working. I just needed to build on it. For the moment, it was enough to watch her, wondering with grim fascination if she was thinking about me as I was thinking of her. That she was tired was obvious from the way she was slumped over whatever she was holding in her hands. Alcohol, I guessed with a sneer. As I watched, she slumped lower until her head was resting on her arms. When she didn’t move for several minutes, I knew she’d fallen asleep.
As if she had a guilt-free conscience.
I slid from behind the shrub, took a few steps forward until the security light switched on to light up most of the garden and illuminate the interior of the house. Almost immediately, she moved, sitting upright and staring out, but by the time her eyes had adjusted to the sudden brightness, I’d returned to my safe place to watch her stare. I was too far away to read her expression, but I knew it would be twisted in fear.
When she stood and walked to the doors, when she pressed up against them, I took a deep steadying breath as lust hit me. There were several more seconds of searing brightness before the light was snuffed out as quickly as it had appeared.
Was she wondering if it had been a fox or a neighbourhood cat? Was she feeling relieved that nothing had appeared out of the shadows? I allowed darkness to settle over the garden for a couple of minutes before stepping out again in a quick practised move. I’d no fear of being seen; the bright light blinded me for seconds. It would be the same with her.
I could have played the game for hours but the bitch cut my fun short by pulling the curtains across. But she was there, on the other side. Was she wondering if I was creeping up to the door and pressing myself against the glass on the other side?
It seemed a shame to let her down. I crept around the periphery of the garden, keeping just out of the sensor’s path until the last moment. I imagined her there, still pressed against the glass, her arms raised to hold the curtains together, her breasts flattened, the nipples hard.
As hard as I was.
I pressed so close that the chill of the glass comforted my heat.
Although I couldn’t see her, I knew when she moved away. I could feel her absence like an ache.
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HER
Cara wrote for almost an hour, amusing herself by describing her bout of vomiting in graphic detail. It mightn’t make the final draft – her editor was squeamish about adding too much in the way of bodily excretions – but writing about it helped to banish it from her head.
By the time she was done, she was exhausted. She saved what she’d written and shut down the program. If she went back to bed now, she might be able to get a few hours’ sleep. The bedroom door was ajar. She pushed it open slowly, holding her breath as she did so. The sense of déjà vu was almost over-powering. Was Artie going to be there where he should be? Of course he would. She’d simply got confused. It wasn’t surprising with all that was going on. But she was sure of things now. It was Bronwyn’s husband who’d gone missing, he who had sneaked around the side of the house to their back garden to play a frightful, mean trick on her.
Cara wasn’t sure why she’d written Bronwyn’s husband to be such a horrible character. Artie might very well be a liar, he might be untrustworthy, but he didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He’d never intentionally hurt her.
She stood there in the doorway staring across the bedroom. Of course he was there, exactly where he was supposed to be, lying on his belly, his face half-buried in the pillow. How he didn’t smother himself, she’d never know. He didn’t stir as she pulled off the tracksuit and dropped it on the floor, nor did he move as she crawled in beside him, rested her head on the pillow and shut her eyes. Begging sleep to come was usually counter-productive, a sure way for the daemon insomnia to ride in and take over, but not that night. As if in an answer to a prayer, she felt herself slip away.

    
The slam of the front door wouldn’t have been done deliberately to wake her; it was the only way the stupid old door would shut, but it had woken her all the same. She turned with a groan and tried to get back to sleep. She desperately wanted to. Asleep, she didn’t have to think about the events of the previous day, threatening letters, or lecherous grey men.
Artie had left for work without coming in to say goodbye. Or had he done, seen she was still out for the count and decided not to disturb her? Yes, he’d probably blown her a kiss from the doorway. It was the kind of soppy thing he would do.
Not vanish in the middle of the night and sneak around to scare her. She had to keep reminding herself that it was Bronwyn’s Artie who’d done that. As soon as Cara was properly awake, she’d make herself a mug of coffee and get back to work on Book Thirty. The first item on that morning’s agenda was to rename the fictional husband.
She lay for several minutes, running through possible names, deciding on one, then discounting it for various reasons, deciding on another, doing the same. It didn’t matter; it was merely a stupid distraction from all the other things she should have been thinking about. ‘Tom,’ she said finally, throwing the duvet back and getting to her feet. ‘He’s going to be Tom.’
She stumbled over the clothes she’d discarded earlier, swearing loudly when she came down heavily on her sprained ankle. Maybe she should just stay in bed. Lie there and feel sorry for herself, or torture herself by coming up with more confusing, unsettling thoughts. No, perhaps not. She sat until the pain in her ankle eased, then pulled on the sweatshirt and pants for convenience and hobbled downstairs for coffee and painkillers. Five minutes later, she was at her desk, a mug in one hand as she switched on her computer and opened the manuscript.
She read over the last paragraph she’d written earlier.
Bronwyn stared at the bed where Artie was lying. Pretending to be asleep. She knew better. Knew it had been him in the garden, scaring her. The question was, why?
Writing about what was happening to her – the letters, the stalker, the assault – had started off as a way of trying to get her thoughts in order, but now that she was going to use it as her next book, some things needed to change. She needed to disguise some of the facts and skilfully blend in the fiction. To start with, she replaced Artie with Tom. Bronwyn’s husband was going to be the antagonist. It was a bit of a cliché to make the husband the baddie, but someone had to do the job and Cara decided to make it easy on herself this time.
But once that was done, as she sat with her fingers on the keyboard, staring at the screen, she couldn’t think what to write next. It seemed that there was no space in her head for fiction when the fact of her life was such a tangled mess.

    
An hour later, all she’d achieved was that change from Artie to Tom.
The Ring system she’d ordered from Amazon was due to arrive. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t arrive in time to catch her stalker if he came to post yet another threatening letter that morning.
If he came… Once that thought popped into her head, she couldn’t let it go. Just because her last attempt to catch him in the act had failed didn’t mean she couldn’t try again. This time she was almost sure where her stalker was coming from so it would be easier to keep watch. Almost sure. That irritating voice of doubt continued to niggle her.
When her mobile rang, she reached for it, glad of the distraction even as she frowned to see her agent’s name. ‘Hi, Toni, how lovely to hear from you again.’ It was, but then again Cara was happy to speak with anyone to take her mind off her current mass of woes.
‘Sweetie, I wanted to touch base, see how the writing is going.’
Cara stared at the screen in front of her. ‘I’m sitting at my computer.’ That much was true. ‘My fingers have been flying across the keyboard.’ That was a definite lie. ‘It’s all coming together very nicely.’ A bigger lie. ‘I should make my deadline with time to spare.’ A great big fucking lie that would possibly come around to bite her on the bum.
‘That’s so good to hear. I was worried when you said you weren’t able to come up with an idea.’ A sigh drifted down the line. ‘I didn’t like to say and put pressure on you, but there’s so much depending on this one.’
Cara frowned. Toni had told her that Duplex Publishing were planning a celebration, and that Harry was hopeful of a nomination for editor of the year – if that wasn’t putting pressure on, Cara didn’t know what was.
Toni laughed, a shrill sound that made Cara hold the mobile away from her ear. ‘So you can imagine my relief, can’t you, when I heard you’d come up with an idea.’
She heard? So she and Harry were talking about her again. That they were both working in Cara’s interest didn’t make it any less irritating. ‘Yes, well, thanks for checking up on me, but now I’d better get back to work. Bestsellers don’t write themselves, you know.’
Toni tittered as if Cara had said something amusing rather than trite. ‘Yes, of course. Don’t let me delay the muse, get those fingers racing over the keys again.’
Cara put the mobile down, placed her fingers on the keyboard and stared at the screen. She reread the last few words she’d written, hoping they’d give her a jolt of inspiration. ‘Don’t let me delay the muse,’ she said, aping Toni’s rather breathy voice. The wheels of her chair crunched on the wooden floor as she pushed away from the desk.
If she couldn’t write, perhaps it would be better to spend her time more productively. Maybe she’d have more success in catching Dominic in the act second time around. If, as she believed, he was watching her from the house across the street, possibly with binoculars, she needed to be cleverer than the last time. She rocked in her chair, trying to come up with a workable plan. And finally, a smile curved her lips. She knew exactly what she needed to do – wait behind the front door and catch him in the very act of posting the letter.
There was a small toolkit in the cupboard under the stairs. It took her a while to locate it among the accumulation of coats, bags and boots that were jammed inside, but she finally found it and took it out with the satisfying feeling that she was being proactive. Not sitting around as her world cracked, not waiting for it to break into smithereens and fall around her.
At the front door, she took a small screwdriver from the kit, then with a considerable amount of effort, muttering swear words under her breath, she undid the screws holding the letter basket to the door.
The last screw was difficult and she was almost going to give up and leave the basket to hang askew when, with a final push and twist, it started to move. With the basket and screws set down in a corner out of the way, the scene was almost set for this next chapter in the weird and wonderful life of Cara. She was smiling as she took a cushion from the sofa in the living room and put it on the floor by the door, then she sat to wait.
As plans went, it was simple. She had her ear pressed to the door and hoped to hear footsteps to alert her to someone coming up the short garden path. If not, if the sound was lost in the rumble of traffic, or if the scruffy trainers he usually wore allowed him to creep up quietly, then she’d hear the letter box opening. Like the door, it was old and didn’t move easily. As soon as she heard anything, she’d be on her feet to wrench the door open and confront whoever was there.
For the first few minutes, she leaned against the door, but the hallway was warm and she was tired. It would have been very easy to fall asleep. Getting to her feet, she stood with her ear against the door. After what seemed like hours of discomfort, she checked her watch and groaned to see that only twenty minutes had passed.
She sat again, staying upright this time, legs folded before her like an underweight buddha. Maybe he wouldn’t come? She ran a finger over the bruise on her ankle and frowned. Maybe yesterday’s assault had frightened him as much as it had done her? Her head spun with every likely permutation. It was exhausting and she was about to give up when she heard the distinct sound of footsteps on the path outside.
Finally! This was it! She scrambled to her feet and wrenched open the door. ‘Caught you,’ she shouted, startling the person who hovered on the doorstep, a hand outstretched.
It wasn’t Dominic though.
Cara felt weak as the weight of betrayal hit her.
This was the person who was sending her threatening letters?
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HIM
I condensed my working hours into two twelve-hour night shifts. The work wasn’t arduous and I always managed to find a quiet corner to catch a few hours’ sleep. It meant I was free by day to pursue my plan.
Yesterday, I’d been stupidly and unnecessarily careless. I might have been unlucky; there might have been a gung-ho passer-by who’d have come to Cara’s rescue, a have-a-go hero who might have tackled me to the ground and held me there till the police arrived. As it was, not one person even looked our way, and I was able to slink back into the crowd unnoticed. But it had been way too risky.
Interpreting Lingchi for my own purposes was giving me quite a lot of pleasure. Far more than I’d expected. I felt energised by it. More alive than I’d felt in a long time.
Last night’s foray was a huge success. I have no doubt that I scared Cara with my garden hijinks. The picture of her slumped over the table, looking so vulnerable, will give me pleasure for a long time to come.
I wasn’t sure what I was going to do next. Back on her street, I strolled up and down without a care in the world, waiting for inspiration. I didn’t doubt it would come. There was roadkill that had tempted me. A jackdaw, or maybe a crow, something black-feathered and gross. I toyed with picking it up and shoving it into her letter box.
Only two things stopped me. Picking up a dead bird might attract just the type of attention I wanted to avoid. Plus, I wasn’t sure it would fit, and I didn’t relish the idea of trying to squash what would possibly be a maggot-infested corpse through her letter box.
I wasn’t worried that there was no sign of her. I hoped she was physically and emotionally exhausted after the events of the previous day and night, that stress fractures were starting to appear in her psyche. If they hadn’t yet, they soon would. I just needed to think of something different to do. Repetition might lead to ennui and reduce the impact of my plan.
It was on my third or fourth perambulation by her house that a shockingly thrilling idea came to me.
I didn’t want to kill Cara.
Not yet anyway.
After twenty-five years of waiting, I didn’t want to end her agony too soon, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t kill someone else.





30

HER
‘You!’ Cara stepped backwards, shaking her head. She wanted to cry. To scream. To grab her tormentor and shake her till her teeth rattled and fell from her jaw.
‘Luckily Artie told me you weren’t well or I’d be seriously offended by that less than friendly greeting.’
‘Artie told you…’ Cara couldn’t finish the sentence. She felt dizzy. Taking another step backwards, she sank onto the bottom step of the stairway.
‘It looks like he wasn’t exaggerating either.’ Trinny sat down beside her. ‘You going to tell me what’s going on?’
Cara wiped a hand over her forehead. ‘Artie told you I was sick?’ That was why her friend was there. Not to post threatening letters through her letter box. How could she have thought such a thing? Was her imagination, on strike for so long, now working double shifts? The line that separated fiction from fact seemed to have become threadbare, even worn through in parts.
‘Yes,’ Trinny said. ‘He said you fainted in the restaurant yesterday evening, and early this morning he found you in the bathroom, puking your guts up. He said he wanted to call an ambulance both times but you refused to let him.’
‘It wasn’t necessary. I’m just…’ Just what? Cara didn’t know. Scared, confused, messed up. All of the above.
‘Shit!’ Trinny reached for her hand and squeezed it. ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’
‘For goodness’ sake!’ Cara pulled her hand away and got to her feet. ‘Of course I’m not pregnant, you know I’m menopausal. You can be such an idiot.’
‘You might have got it wrong,’ Trinny said, unoffended. ‘You wouldn’t be the first woman to think they were going through the menopause because their period stopped, only to discover they were pregnant.’
Cara had to laugh. ‘Well, that’s not me. Come on, I’ll make you a cup of coffee since you’ve come all this way.’
‘Only if you explain your greeting when you opened the door. I hate to say it, but you sounded deranged and you look like a woman possessed.’ She pointed to Cara’s ankle. ‘And explain why you’re limping while you’re at it.’
In the kitchen, Cara filled the kettle, took down a couple of mugs, all the while trying to think of what she should say. It wasn’t until they were sitting opposite each other, a mug of coffee in their hands, that she decided she owed her friend the truth. ‘Remember the threatening letters I got?’ she said, putting her coffee down.
‘Not the kind of thing easily forgotten.’
‘I’ve been trying to catch whoever was sending⁠—’
‘You’ve been trying to catch them!’ Trinny interrupted, her face a picture of dismay. ‘Are you absolutely crazy?’
Cara wasn’t quite sure how to answer that question, so she ignored it. ‘I tried yesterday but failed, so I thought I’d try again this morning. When I heard you outside…’ Her voice faded away.
‘You thought it was me?’ Trinny’s eyes widened. She put the mug she was holding down with such force that coffee lapped over the side and dripped to the table. ‘That was the reason for the dramatic “you!”, was it? And for your wild-eyed crazy expression? You thought I was responsible!’ She sat back on the chair. ‘You seriously thought I was sending you threatening letters?’
For a terrifying moment, Cara had. ‘I was so fixated on catching him, so sure he was going to post another one this morning and I was going to catch him in the act. I had the scene written in my head and knew how it was going to run. And it was going just as I’d written it. I heard the footsteps, pulled open the door, and uttered the words I had been practising in my head before I really realised it was you.’
‘This isn’t one of your stupid books,’ Trinny said with biting scorn. ‘This is real life. I’m your best friend, and you really believed I would do such a thing!’
‘No. Of course I didn’t.’ But Cara had, and for several seconds she’d been staggered by the betrayal. What kind of person was she that she would believe such a thing about her best friend? What kind of a person did that make her? ‘I was just confused after such a bad night. I was tired too, and everything was mixed up in my head. I’m sorry.’
‘Yes, well, you should be.’ Trinny didn’t sound appeased.
Cara was both sorry and confused. ‘I had a really shitty day yesterday,’ she said, hating that she sounded so damn pathetic, that she was so bloody pathetic. ‘I think it affected me more than I like to admit.’
Trinny sat back, tapped a manicured nail on the table, and pursed her lips before she finally nodded. ‘Right, well, I suppose I’ll forgive you. What do you think it was? Fainting into your dinner, being sick last night. Maybe you ate something that didn’t agree with you.’
‘It wasn’t that.’ Cara sighed. ‘I told Artie I’d fallen on the way to the restaurant last night but in fact I was attacked.’ She stood, pulled up her sweatshirt and down the waistband of the pants to show the glorious bloom of colour over her hip. ‘Someone grabbed me by the hair and pulled me to the ground. I sprained my ankle too. That’s why I’m limping.’
‘Bloody hell, that looks painful. Are you sure you shouldn’t have gone to the hospital?’ Trinny put a hand out and ran a finger gently over the bruise. ‘I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell Artie the truth about what had happened? Hell, you should have rung the police. I assume whoever attacked you snatched your bag.’
‘No, they didn’t.’ Cara readjusted her clothes. She sat, picked up her coffee and took a sip. ‘You didn’t believe me when I said someone was following me, but I think someone is, and I think that’s who attacked me.’ She stared into her mug, agitating it a little to watch the liquid swirl. ‘I think I know who the stalker is too. A teenage boy who lives across the street.’ When Trinny stayed silent, she lifted her eyes to her face. ‘You don’t believe me?’
Trinny sighed. ‘You said it yourself; you’ve been under a lot of pressure recently, and these letters aren’t helping. But are you sure you’re not seeing bogeymen where none exist?’ She lifted a hand, held it out palm forward in an appeasing gesture. ‘I’m not saying you weren’t attacked – obviously you were – but it could have been any random thug rather than a stalker. Maybe he tried to grab your bag but was scared off or something. You said the streets were busy.’ She dropped her hand to the table and slid it towards Cara. When she spoke again, her voice was gentler. ‘You obviously haven’t taken my advice to tell Artie about the letters. Is that the same reason you didn’t tell him you’d been attacked?’
‘Something like that.’ Cara stood again and crossed to the sliding doors. She’d have liked to have told Trinny about the security light going on earlier that morning, but she was afraid if she did, her friend would be more convinced than ever that she was paranoid. Seeing threats that didn’t exist. The only thing Trinny had believed were the letters – the tangible proof of a threat she couldn’t deny.
‘You have to tell him about the letters,’ she said firmly. ‘This evening. Don’t keep putting it off.’ Then with a sigh, she added, ‘And does he know how tough you’re finding the menopause?’
Cara turned to look at her in disbelief. ‘You think that’s it, do you? That I can put all of this down to a hormonal problem caused by the menopause?’
Trinny lifted her chin. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but something is. You’re behaving very oddly, and you seem to have a strange inability to tell the truth about things. Admit it,’ she said. Her voice now was harsh, her expression fixed in lines of disapproval. ‘You’re telling me edited versions of what’s going on, leaving out things that don’t suit whatever particular narrative you’ve chosen for the day. I think you’ve been making up stories for so long that you no longer have the ability to separate truth from fiction.’
‘That’s nonsense!’ Last night’s confusion about Artie was an exception caused by tiredness and the aftereffects of the assault. It was understandable, excusable. She didn’t make a habit of confusing fact and fiction. Trinny was wrong. And if her visit was supposed to make Cara feel better, it was failing miserably. Or was that why she was there? To confuse her further? Maybe it was all one big conspiracy to drive her crazy.
She leaned back against the glass door and put her hands over her face. A conspiracy! Shit, maybe Trinny wasn’t wrong at all. Maybe she had been making up stories for too long.
‘Cara?’
Her friend sounded worried. Perhaps she was right to be. Right about everything. Perhaps Cara was simply going off the rails in a wild freefall. She dragged her hands down her face and forced a smile as she looked across to where Trinny still sat, her expression guarded. ‘Listen,’ Cara said. ‘I’m tired. I appreciate you coming around to check on me, but I think it’s better if you go.’
Trinny shrugged, pushed back from the table and stood. ‘Believe it or not, I was trying to be helpful. You know, tough love and all that.’
Cara’s smile was genuine this time. ‘I know you were, and I really am grateful.’
Trinny closed the space between them and drew Cara into a hug. ‘I don’t pretend to understand what’s going on in that crazy head of yours but, honestly, I think exhaustion is making you see shadows. You need rest. Go to bed, try to sleep. This evening, sit Artie down, tell him about the letters. Make him read them, okay?’
‘Okay.’ It was nice there, in the comfort of her friend’s embrace. Cara rested her head on Trinny’s shoulder and shut her eyes. Safe, relaxed, she sighed. ‘I could sleep here, right now.’
Trinny laughed and pulled away. ‘Go to bed. After a rest, it’ll all make better sense.’ She gave Cara a shove to get her moving and when they reached the bottom of the stairway, she planted a kiss on her cheek and gave her another gentle push. ‘Up you go. I’ll call around the same time tomorrow.’
Cara smiled and did as she was bid. She was halfway up when she heard the resounding bang as the front door was shut. Then, as a thought hit her, she turned and slowly descended to check if anything had been posted while she’d been with Trinny.
She stared at the floor. There was nothing there.
No square white envelope with its toxic content.
Perhaps her tormentor was taking a break. There hadn’t been one delivered on Sunday after all. There might be another posted the following day. Or maybe they were now simply going to wait until the last leaves fell to unleash the promised consequences.
Cara lowered herself to a step as a disturbing thought hit her. Perhaps there was another reason for the lack of a letter. She sat with her legs crunched under her and replayed the moment when she’d opened the door abruptly to find her friend standing there, looking surprised. No, not surprised; she’d looked startled, even guilty, and her hand had been raised to… To what? To ring the doorbell, or to post a letter? She shut her eyes, trying to picture her friend. Was her imagination playing tricks on her or did she remember seeing a flash of white in Trinny’s hand?
Was it possible her first gut reaction had been correct and Trinny, her best and oldest friend, was responsible for the letters? ‘Fuck,’ Cara muttered, opening her eyes. If she’d waited a few seconds more before opening the door, she might have caught the bitch in the act.
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Cara screwed the letter cage back in place. It wasn’t easy. Her eyes kept filling with tears, her fingers trembling so much she kept dropping the screws. They skittered across the floor, sending her hobbling in their wake.
She was being stupid. Spinning dramatic tales out of mundane happenings. Trinny couldn’t have been responsible for those threatening letters. What would be the point? They’d had their issues over the years – what friends didn’t – but they’d always been able to talk, always able to settle things.
Unless… The screwdriver fell to the ground and Cara slumped back against the door. What if the letters were meant for Artie after all? Was that it?
Trinny had been horrified that he didn’t know about the second and third letters. She’d been irritatingly insistent that Cara was to tell him that evening and not keep putting it off. So annoyingly persistent… Why was Trinny so desperate for Artie to read them?
Cara felt numb, unable to get her thoughts into any order. Then suddenly, as if a powerful torch were shone into her face, the darkness was dispersed and she could see clearly through the tangled sticky mess to what was going on. Trinny was desperate for Artie to read the letters because she’d sent them. Letters telling him to confess. Cara slid to the floor. It could only be one thing, couldn’t it? Trinny and Artie were having an affair, and it was her way of forcing him to admit it. It was completely over the top, but that was Trinny all over. Now it was all making sense.
Trinny and Artie.
Cara wouldn’t be the first wife to be duped. She tried to think back to times when they’d gone out as a foursome, she and Artie, Trinny and Luke. Had there been the exchange of sly smiles? Were the two of them playing footsie under the table, while Cara and Luke sat back totally oblivious to what was going on?
She banged her head back against the door, trying to dislodge memories of their deceit. They were good; they’d been very discreet. She couldn’t pinpoint one moment where she’d been suspicious. In fact, she’d thought Artie didn’t much care for Trinny. Obviously, that was a deliberate ploy to keep her in the dark.
And she had been. Completely, totally fucking stupidly in the dark.
She brushed away the tears, stood, took a step forward and stumbled over the screwdriver. When she came down heavily on her sprained ankle, it was the last straw. She sank onto the bottom step of the stairway and howled. Loud, out-of-control bellows of sorrow combined with anger. When she was done, her throat was sore and her eyes stung. But she felt better for it.
It was good to know where she stood. Even if that was in the bottom of a deep dark stinking pit. Because the only way from there was up.
Trinny was returning in the morning. Before she did, Cara would get herself together. Decide what to do. Was Artie in love with Trinny? Cara couldn’t imagine him making a play for her. Handsome and charming as he was, he wasn’t really what she’d have considered a ladies’ man. Or was she fooling herself? Yet again.
She struggled to her feet, weary beyond belief. Trinny’s husband was a nice man, but a dull phlegmatic one who tended to hop on a bandwagon and bore on about it until they were ready to weep with boredom. His one saving grace was that he was filthy rich, and generous with it. Cara frowned. If she was correct, if it wasn’t her imagination working overtime yet again, Trinny had sent those letters to make Artie confess to their affair. Did that mean she was seriously thinking of leaving Luke for him? Leaving Luke’s money for Artie’s less than stellar income? If she was, the affair was far more serious than Cara would have believed, and she was stunned she’d seen no evidence of it. Could they have been that good at acting? Could she have been that blind? Or was she so wrapped up in her fictional worlds that she didn’t see the facts when they were slapping her in the face?
Suddenly needing to be in control of something, anything, she picked up the screwdriver, placed it back in its slot in the toolkit and returned the kit to exactly where she’d found it in the cupboard under the stairs. Then she grabbed the cushion from the floor, brought it back to the living room and spent a ridiculous amount of time plumping all the cushions up and aligning them to match one another.
Since she’d no idea what to do with the mess her life had become, it seemed better to leave it. To vanish into fiction if she could, because, regardless of what the future might hold, she had a book to write.
When she sat at her computer, unlike earlier when words wouldn’t come, this time they flowed smoothly, quickly – sentences, paragraphs, pages. It helped that she was making Bronwyn’s husband, Tom, and her friend Demi, the baddies of the story. Cara made them heinous villains. Over-the-top evil. She attributed to them every nasty, grotesque characteristic she could think of, and poured every overwhelming emotion into each word as she wrote.
When she thought about her editor reading it, imagined him raising an eyebrow and wondering if she’d lost the plot, she smiled and kept writing. Okay, perhaps it wouldn’t all make it into the final draft, but it was so bloody exhilarating to write. She knew exactly how she’d end it too. Although the story had a long way to go, she decided it’d be cathartic to write that ending straight away.
Bronwyn discovered that you could find anything you wanted on the dark web. All it took was perseverance, a dollop of cold hard cash, and patience. And she had all three. Tom was supposedly going to a conference in Manchester. Supposedly. She’d guessed he was lying and she’d planned accordingly. She watched as he left his office and drove, not the direct route but a long diversion to take him past Demi’s home. He was there for a few minutes before he left, and this time, he did indeed take the road for Manchester. Bronwyn smiled and thanked whatever clever person had developed the Life360 app that allowed her to follow his every movement. She waited, watching his journey, and then, when he was on the motorway, she pressed send on the other app, the one that started a countdown on the explosive device she’d hidden in Tom’s car. She watched as it counted down to zero. ‘Boom!’
Cara sat back with a grin. It was the perfect ending for the cheating pair to blow them to smithereens. She’d have to do a bit of research to finesse the details, but for the moment, she’d enjoy them getting their comeuppance.
It was so easy in fiction to deal with troubles. What was she going to do with the sad reality of her life, her marriage? How ironic that she hadn’t told Artie she didn’t believe him about the suspension because she’d been afraid it would damage their relationship. ‘Ha!’ The bastard. It seemed she’d been right not to trust him. Now she wished she could learn to hate him.
Turning off her computer, she stood and stared out the window. It was time, perhaps, to think about what she wanted. Despite everything, and no doubt foolishly, she still loved Artie. Did he love her? She thought he did, but now she wasn’t sure. These used to be certainties in her life; they all appeared to have vanished.
Artie wasn’t a strong man; he’d have been flattered by Trinny’s interest in him. Perhaps he’d thought of it as a bit of fun and never expected it to get serious. Whether he had or hadn’t, it looked as if it had become serious for her, and she’d sent the letters to force his hand. All the years of friendship between her and Cara. It seemed they’d amounted to nothing.
It was strange. Although Cara freely admitted she hadn’t trusted Artie, she never thought he’d cheat on her. What was she going to do? Fight to hold on to him, like some woman in a country and western song? Yes, she probably would, but the one thing she wasn’t willing to do was to share him. It seemed, then, there was only one thing she could do. Tell him she knew his secret and that he had to choose.
She leaned her forehead against the cold glass of the window.
The whole situation was pathetic. But this was life, not fiction, and life was frequently absolutely fucking pathetic.
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Cara swallowed the lump in her throat and turned away from the uninspiring view of her garden. She’d noticed the few leaves that still clung to the branches of the Indian bean tree, as if they were unwilling to submit to the approaching winter. Perhaps she should go out, shake the tree to make the remainder of the leaves fall, pick them up and make a bouquet of them to present to Trinny when she returned in the morning. An offering to the goddess of treachery.
Life can turn on a dime; that’s what they said. Cara’s had turned on the twist of four small screws. If she hadn’t decided to sit there waiting for the next letter to be delivered, she’d never have caught Trinny out. Perhaps it would have been a better outcome. Despite the threat in the letters, if Artie wasn’t going to leave Cara of his own accord, if he wasn’t willing to admit to their sordid little affair, she doubted Trinny would have done anything. If she had, she’d have lost both Luke and Artie, and she might be a prize bitch, but she wasn’t a fool.
No, if Artie refused to leave Cara, she guessed the relationship between the bastard and the bitch would have fizzled out, and Cara would have been none the wiser.
But now that she knew, she wasn’t letting him away with it. This wasn’t some dodgy financial deal, this was her heart he was breaking, and that was different. It was time she stood up for herself. Stopped being a pushover.
She’d deal with Artie that evening. Cope with whichever way it went.
Tomorrow, she’d deal with Trinny.
Artie and Trinny – they wouldn’t know what hit them. Cara just wished she was half as brave as she needed to be to face what lay ahead.
When her mobile rang, she ignored it. There was nobody she wanted to speak to. She continued to ignore it when it rang again, glaring at it when it rang twice more before stopping. She left it where it was and went downstairs.
Usually, she’d be thinking about what to do for dinner, but although she’d eaten nothing all day, food was the last thing on her mind. If Artie was still hungry after she was done with him, after she’d torn him and his morals to shreds, he could get a takeaway, or better, he could go out to the pub and leave her to wallow in the tatters of her life. Or maybe he’d pack a bag and move into a hotel where Trinny could join him. The pain of betrayal was almost overwhelming. Cara remembered being worried that her life was in a bit of a rut, but she’d like to return to it, to slip back into that nice, safe, comfortable space. Sadly, whatever the outcome, nothing was going to be the same ever again. That safe rut was gone for good.
Usually, Artie was home at six, so she was surprised to hear the rattle of his key in the door a few minutes after five. Maybe he was sick. Maybe he’d been fired. If he was home to look for sympathy, he’d picked the wrong day and definitely the wrong woman.
She waited in the kitchen with her arms folded across her chest in a typical defensive stance. Or maybe it was simply to stop her heart from breaking. When he came through the door, the first thing she thought was how pale he looked; the second was what a bastard he was to do this to her.
Deciding to strike first, she said, ‘I know about Trinny.’
It brought him to a halt. With a heavy sigh, he reached up and undid the knot in his tie. ‘God, I’m so sorry, Cara.’ Tossing his keys onto the counter, he crossed the room. ‘How did you find out?’ He reached for her, one hand sliding up her arm.
She slapped it away and took a step back. ‘Maths mightn’t be my strong suit but even I can add two and two together to get four. Those threatening letters we were getting, the one you saw, and the two you didn’t, they were to force you to be honest with me about your tawdry affair with my best friend.’ She waited for him to apologise, to start making excuses, to beg her to forgive him. It had been a relief to get the words out, but now… she desperately wanted him to beg, because he had to choose her and their life together. She wasn’t sure she could survive the pain if she lost him. But instead of apologies, instead of dropping to his knees and pleading for her forgiveness, what little colour there was in his cheeks vanished, and he turned a sickly grey.
It looked to Cara, suddenly, as if he’d already made his choice. He was going to leave her for Trinny. So this is what heartbreak felt like. The pain was indescribable. ‘How could you?’ He was still standing near her. Close enough for her to swipe his face with the flat of her hand. The crack as flesh met flesh was surprisingly loud.
‘Shit,’ he said, lifting a hand to rub the red mark that stained his pale cheek. ‘You don’t know.’
‘I know about the two of you.’ Anger fuelled her voice, making it loud, harsh; it drowned the searing pain of betrayal. ‘My husband and my best friend. What a sad, sorry cliché that is!’
Artie wiped a hand down his cheek again. ‘Sit down, Cara.’ He pulled two chairs from under the table and sank heavily onto one. ‘Trinny and I weren’t having an affair. I’ve no idea where you got that from.’
She clenched her fists. ‘You said⁠—’
He lifted a hand to stop her. ‘When you said you knew about Trinny, I asked how you found out.’ He got to his feet again and stood facing her. ‘I tried to ring you. So did Luke. We didn’t want you to hear it on the news.’
On the news? ‘What are you talking about?’ Fear slithered in. She felt its cold fingers slink along her spine. And somewhere, in the back of her head, a little voice was laughing and whispering in glee, You got it wrong again!
‘I’m so sorry, Cara. Trinny is dead.’
Cara laughed then. A high-pitched hysterical sound. No, she hadn’t got it wrong. This scene simply wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. She’d drifted into a fictional world. She had to have done. Because it couldn’t be true. Trinny couldn’t be dead. Cara would wake up any moment now and realise she’d been dreaming. Had probably fallen asleep at her desk with her fingers on the keyboard.
Artie closed in and put his arms around her. ‘I’m so sorry.’
His arms were strong, and they tightened when she tried to pull away. He was real. This was real. ‘No, it’s not possible. She can’t be dead. She was here. Only a few hours ago.’
‘It happened on her way home. I’m so sorry, I know how close you were.’
She stopped trying to pull away, allowing him to hold her closer. Trinny was dead. She needed something solid to hold on to. ‘Are you sure?’ It was a stupid question. This was hardly something he was going to joke about, but she had to ask.
‘Yes. Luke rang me. The police acted very quickly to contact him. She had her phone with her, which made it easier for them.’
Cara pulled away from him and wrapped her arms around herself. ‘On her way home from here?’ From a visit to help her friend, the same friend who’d asked her to leave. ‘She was always impatient crossing roads, always reluctant to wait for the lights to change. I told her, more than once, that she’d miscalculate someday.’
‘No, it wasn’t a road accident, Cara,’ Artie said, reaching for her again. ‘She was the victim of a random attack by some knife-wielding thug.’
Shock robbed Cara of words. ‘She was stabbed?’ A random attack. The wrong place at the wrong time. Cara wasn’t sure she could bear it. If she hadn’t asked her to leave when she had, Trinny would still be alive. Guilt sliced through her, the pain of it making her gasp and turn away.
‘Luke said she didn’t have a chance,’ Artie said softly. ‘She bled out before the ambulance arrived. The police told him it had been very fast.’
Cara wondered if that had that been a consolation for him. To know that she hadn’t suffered. That she hadn’t had time to mourn losing the life she’d loved. Because Trinny had; she’d loved life, danced through every minute of it with a complete enviable abandonment. ‘She came to see how I was, because you told her I’d had a bad night.’ Because it was just the kind of thing she always did. A good friend. She’d deserved a better one than Cara. ‘Before she left, she pushed me up the stairs, told me to get rest, that she’d come back tomorrow.’ Now, they’d never get the chance to have that long chat. Cara took small comfort in knowing her friend had never known about her stupid suspicions. ‘You weren’t having an affair with her.’
‘Fuck’s sake, Cara!’ He stepped away and pushed a hand through his hair. ‘Where did you get that crazy idea? Trinny was a nice woman, but she wasn’t my type. I’ve never looked at another woman. You’re all I’ve ever wanted.’ He hesitated, then took a deep breath as if he’d made a decision. ‘I’m not sure what’s going on with you recently, you seem to be all over the place. It’s these books you write, I’m not sure they’re good for you.’
‘It’s been difficult recently. I’m sorry.’ For doubting him. For sending Trinny away. God, why had she sent her away? She wasn’t sure why she’d allowed doubt to creep in and destroy things. Maybe Artie was right about her books not being good for her. She needed to tell him how difficult she was finding it recently, how blurred everything seemed to be.
So damn blurred that she’d thought he and her best friend were having an affair. Trinny would have been irate at the accusation, but because she was the woman she was, she’d have forgiven Cara and laughed. Trinny was… had been… a far better person than Cara. She’d miss her desperately.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. Sitting, she stared into space. ‘I’ve had a lot going on.’ Wearily, she got to her feet. ‘We should get over to Luke’s, keep him company. He’ll be crushed; he loved her so much.’
Artie nodded in agreement. ‘He’ll need his friends around him.’
As Trinny had been there for Cara when she’d been in need. And how had she repaid her? Told her to go, and when she did, Cara had come up with some ridiculous story where she was having an affair with Artie. What was it Trinny had said that morning? Something about Cara making up stories for so long that she no longer had the ability to separate truth from fiction.
She’d no idea how right she’d been.
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It had been scarily, ridiculously easy. I’d recognised the woman who’d visited Cara from the many Facebook posts she appeared in. A best friend. Someone Cara would miss. A loss that would have an impact on her life and make it even shakier than it already was.
All it took was a sharp knife. Oddly, it was one of the few things my bijou apartment was well supplied with.
My luck held too, because I assumed the friend’s visit would last longer and I hadn’t quite reached the house when I saw her leave. It was easy to follow her. She walked slowly, almost languidly, swinging her hips like a catwalk model. As if she owned the damn street, the city even, a sense of entitlement in every step. I didn’t know anything about her, but I knew I’d picked the perfect, deserving candidate.
She seemed oblivious to the other pedestrians. I swear I could have walked alongside her and she wouldn’t have noticed.
But then, of course, a woman like her would never notice a man like me.
For a city woman, she was rather stupid and careless.
At the junction where she’d chosen to cross the busy street, there was a tight crowd of people, all shuffling impatiently as they waited for the lights to change in their favour, their faces tense in expectation, as if a few minutes’ delay would ruin their stupid meaningless lives. City people, strangers standing in too close proximity to other strangers, they did what city people did and avoided any acknowledgement of the person they were brushing against.
It made my job even easier; I was able to get up close and personal. I swear she didn’t even notice that I’d driven a knife into her side. She certainly didn’t turn her head to look at me as I slid the blade under her ribcage and carefully angled it upwards to hit her heart. By the time she’d fallen, with the knife jutting from her body, I was already making my way from the vicinity.
I didn’t run. I wasn’t stupid. That would have drawn attention. No, I simply kept walking. When the screams came, seconds later, I did what others around me did – I turned to look, then increased my pace, as others did, to get away from whatever was happening behind me.
Not all city dwellers are stupid.
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Cara and Artie didn’t stay long with Luke. They offered the shattered man condolences, which were met with a blank stare of inconceivable loss. Other friends had gathered; they stood around, grim-faced, speaking softly, their conversations frequently interrupted by stark words of disbelief that swept around the assembled group like a Mexican wave. Luke’s parents, Angus and Demi, were also there. Demi sat with her arm around Luke’s shoulder, an expression of long-suffering on her face.
‘Hypocrite,’ Cara muttered as they left. ‘She never liked Trinny, and Trinny couldn’t stand her.’
‘She’s there for Luke, that’s what matters now.’
Cara glanced at him. He sounded weary. Sad. She guessed it would take him a while to forgive her for doubting him. He was right though. Demi was there for Luke, as Trinny had been there, only that morning, for Cara. She couldn’t bring herself to admit the truth to Artie, that she’d asked Trinny to leave so abruptly, but she needed some reassurance. ‘If she hadn’t come to see me this morning, she’d never have been attacked by some random madman, would she?’
Artie slipped an arm around her shoulder. ‘It wasn’t unusual for her to call around to see you. She enjoyed being with you. You were good friends. It was sheer bad luck that she happened to be where she was at the wrong damn time. Nothing more.’
Perhaps, but it didn’t ease the feeling that Cara was somehow, even in a little way, implicated in her friend’s murder. In a vague attempt at making amends, she decided to take Trinny’s advice and tell Artie everything. ‘I need to talk to you about what’s been going on.’ She sighed, feeling tears sting. ‘But not tonight, okay?’
‘Okay,’ he said, his arm tightening around her. ‘But you do believe me, don’t you? That Trinny and I weren’t involved. Ever. It wasn’t even a thought.’
She turned in his arms to kiss him. ‘I love you, but I’m a mess so you’ll have to forgive me. Tomorrow, I promise I’ll tell you everything.’ She smiled at the worried expression that crossed his face. ‘No, don’t worry, it’s nothing serious. You know what I’m like, everything’s a drama.’
‘You do tend to let your writer brain take over,’ he said.
He was the second person to have said something similar to her that day.
The first had ended up dead.
A shiver ran through her. ‘Come on, let’s go somewhere for dinner and get absolutely smashed.’
An excess of alcohol mightn’t have been the best idea. Already saddened by her friend’s death, Cara became increasingly maudlin as the night wore on. ‘If only…’ She stopped and swirled the wine around the glass. ‘How many times have I started a sentence tonight with those two words?’
Artie tipped his glass to hers. ‘I lost count after the seventh’ – he smiled – ‘or maybe the eighth.’ He put his glass down and reached for her free hand. ‘You’re allowed to be sad. To be filled with regrets. Trinny leaves a big hole in the world she left behind.’
‘I just…’ Cara sighed. ‘That’s almost as bad as “if only”, isn’t it?’
He took a sip of his wine and put the glass down. ‘Why don’t you tell me what’s been troubling you? There doesn’t seem any point in waiting till tomorrow.’
She pulled her hand away. It would be hard enough to have the conversation stone-cold sober – it would be difficult to choose the words, to make them sound reasonable. She wasn’t attempting it under the influence. ‘Tomorrow is time enough. Tonight’s about Trinny.’
He shrugged and picked up his glass again. ‘Fair enough, tomorrow it is, but you have me curious. And, I have to admit, a little worried.’ He took a deep breath, as if gearing up to say something unpleasant, then sighed. ‘Okay, I have to ask. You’re not planning on telling me you’re leaving me, are you? If so, I’d like to know now.’ He tilted his glass. ‘Under the numbing effect of this, I might be able to take it a little better.’
‘No!’ She shook her head, surprised he’d have considered this. Maybe, and it was a scary thought, they didn’t know each other as well as she thought they did. ‘I promise, it’s not that.’ She nodded towards the wine bottle. ‘It’s a long story, and it’s complicated, so I need a clear head to be able to make you understand, okay?’
Instead of answering, he picked up the bottle and filled both their glasses. ‘Okay, if that’s the way you want it. Tell me about the story you’re writing instead. You must be relieved you’ve come up with an idea.’
How could she tell him she was writing about a man who had lied to his wife about his past, and who was having an affair with his wife’s best friend? For the first time, Cara was relieved, and more than a little grateful, he didn’t read her books. She could lie – again – and give him the story of a book published months before. ‘It’s about a woman who goes on a cruise with her husband, three of her friends and their husbands. It turns out that all have secrets, and everything falls apart.’
‘And it’s coming together okay, is it?’
‘Yes, I’m on target to get it done in time for my deadline.’
Artie nodded as if it was what he’d expected. ‘I knew you’d do it. Your editor will be happy and you’ll be able to relax a bit. You’ve been very stressed the last few weeks.’
‘I thought I’d lost the ability to write,’ she said. The fear had been real. She wasn’t sure what she’d have done if she hadn’t started writing the crazy story of what was happening to her. The truth of it, the weird fantasy of it. ‘Ideas had always come easily to me before, so I have to admit, I was really worried when I couldn’t come up with one this time.’
‘But you did, in the end, that’s the main thing. I’m glad it’s worked out for you. Your thirtieth book.’ He lifted his glass in a toast. ‘And I’m sure it’ll be another bestseller; we’ll have to do something to celeb⁠—’
‘No!’ She almost shouted the word, then held her hands up in mute apology. How could she explain? Maybe the following day, when she’d told him everything, he might understand. Bottom line though, she didn’t care if it upset her publisher’s plans, but there would be no celebrations for this book. No dedication either. Her next, if there was another, and she wasn’t sure there would be, she’d dedicate to Trinny, but not this one. This one she’d submit to fulfil her contract, to get her off the hook, but she hoped it would die a death and vanish down the ranking, never to be seen again. She saw Artie’s quizzical expression and searched for an acceptable excuse. ‘It doesn’t seem right to be thinking about celebrating on the same day that Trinny died.’
‘Fair enough.’
Fair enough? Cara wanted to scream. To tear her hair out. Because nothing was fucking fair. Trinny should still be alive. If Cara hadn’t been such a mess, fainting and puking and imagining ridiculous scenarios, then Artie wouldn’t have asked Trinny to visit her that day.
And if she hadn’t visited, she’d still be alive.
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By the time they left the restaurant, Cara was limping and swaying alarmingly. Only Artie’s firm hand around her waist prevented her from barrelling into walls as they negotiated the route home.
She had hoped that alcohol would numb her grief and deaden the thoughts that were on a loop in her head. Threatening letters, creeping grey men, blinding security lights, lascivious young neighbours. Most of all, Trinny’s face. And Cara’s words. I think it’s better if you go. She tried to be grateful they weren’t the last words. That there’d been a hug, and kind words between them afterwards. But she had said them. She’d asked her friend to leave. And then her friend had been killed. How could Cara not feel guilty?
Artie helped her to undress. She stood like a child as he slipped off her shoes, pulled down the zip of the only suitable dress she’d been able to find in her wardrobe, a dark burgundy one that she remembered Trinny saying made her look like an aubergine. The memory made her smile, then cry helplessly as Artie helped her into bed and tucked the duvet around her.
She was asleep, or maybe unconscious, within seconds, awake again seconds later when she felt the bed give a little and the sudden warmth of Artie’s body beside her. She wanted to curl into him for comfort, knowing he’d give it without question. It was the way he was. He put up with her tears, her moods, never complaining when the stresses of her work turned her into a prize cow.
He was a good man. She shouldn’t have doubted him, but sadly she still did. Tomorrow, she was going to tell him everything. She’d no idea how he’d take it. If the tables were turned, how would she? Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, running down into her hair. Hot tears of self-pity. What a colossal fucking mess she’d made of everything. And now, she didn’t have Trinny to pour her heart out to, didn’t have her crazy friend to tell her that everything would be okay.
She couldn’t sleep and was too drunk to get out of bed to go downstairs. She’d only fall down. Do more damage. The story of her life – falling down, drinking coffee, making a mess. It would get a one-star review for repetition and for the main character being pathetic and weak. Because Cara was, wasn’t she? A sad clown of a woman.
If she could only go back and delete parts of her life and rewrite the lines. She’d rewrite the scene where Artie told her about his suspension. This time, she’d tell him she didn’t believe him, and she’d make him tell her the truth or she wouldn’t marry him. And she’d delete the words she’d said to Trinny, the ‘I think it’s better if you go’ and replace them with ‘Why don’t you stay with me for the rest of the day.’
Trinny would have laughed, she’d have joked about how demanding Cara was, would probably have insisted on opening a bottle of champagne and pressed a glass into her resisting hand, but there was no doubt in her head, Trinny would have stayed.
If Cara could rewrite the past, Trinny would still be alive.
Self-flagellation, tears, and regrets passed the night. Now and then, remembering the good times she and Trinny had spent together relaxed her thoughts enough to allow her to sleep. It wasn’t much, but enough to clear her head a little. The thumping headache owed itself to a surfeit of wine rather than a lack of sleep. Once she heard Artie leave the room, she crawled from the bed with a groan, pulled a robe on and went downstairs, holding on to the banisters as she did to prevent her descent being head-first.
In the kitchen, it took a few minutes’ frantic search before she managed to find a box of paracetamol. She swallowed two with half a glass of water, then sat with the other half and waited for the pain to subside.
‘Bad?’
She looked up as Artie came through the door, a sympathetic smile on his face. He’d drunk as much as she had, hadn’t he? ‘How come you’re looking so perky then?’
‘I was clever,’ he said, filling the kettle and switching it on. ‘I drank two pints of water before getting into bed. I did suggest you do the same but you weren’t having any of it.’
Sounded about right. She wasn’t sensible sober; she could hardly expect to be sensible drunk. ‘I’ll be okay once the tablets kick in.’
He made a mug of coffee and put it in front of her. ‘It might help. What about some toast?’
She shook her head, then groaned. ‘Just leave me to die.’ Then, horrified at what she’d said, she shut her eyes. ‘Go to work, I’ll be fine. It’s self-inflicted, I don’t deserve sympathy.’
Artie kissed her cheek. ‘Stop being so hard on yourself, for goodness’ sake.’ He ran a hand gently over her hair. ‘Promise me you won’t sit here alone all day. Give one of your other friends a ring. One of your writing buddies, maybe.’
‘Good idea,’ she said, catching his hand in hers. ‘Honestly, go, I’ll be fine.’ She waited till he’d gone before slumping over the table. She wasn’t planning to talk to anyone.
‘That’s right, you sit, wallow, be a drama queen.’
Trinny’s voice. Clear as a bell. Cara lifted her head and looked around the empty room. It’d be exactly what her friend would have said. Perhaps she was right. It was time to stop waiting for her life to sort itself out. That evening she planned to tell Artie everything. He’d be horrified when he saw the letters, and appalled that she had, even for a short while, blamed Trinny.
Perhaps Cara would keep that part of the story to herself. Revealing it wouldn’t achieve anything, and it might make her sound flaky. Of course it would, because how could she possibly have believed her friend was responsible for the letters? Granted, she’d been stressed; pushed and pulled in so many ways. And menopausal too. She mustn’t forget that. Mustn’t forget to blame everyone and everything instead of taking responsibility for her own stupid paranoia.
But she hadn’t sent the letters. She hadn’t crept up on herself, pulled her hair, and knocked herself to the ground. Nor had she sneaked around the garden in the middle of the night triggering the security lights.
Trinny hadn’t posted the letters. She’d been a red herring. Cara used them often in her books to misdirect the reader. It seemed she’d fallen into the trap herself. Now, with her head a little clearer, she was convinced she’d been correct with her first assessment and that the culprit, the grey man who’d been stalking her and sending the threatening letters, was her creepy neighbour, Dominic.
Artie was going to be annoyed that she hadn’t told him about the letters and angry when she explained her reasons. It might make the conversation less fraught if she was able to tell him that she’d not only identified the culprit, but that she also had the situation under control.
There was no point in putting it off. Dominic’s parents went out to work every day. He’d be there. Alone. She threw aside her plan to get proof first. She wasn’t waiting any longer. It wasn’t necessary anyway. She knew who the bad guy was.
Back in their bedroom, she pulled on the dark jeans and T-shirt she’d worn the previous morning. In the mirror, she saw a wild woman, hair on end, yesterday’s mascara smudged around her eyes, her skin pale and dull. She looked crazy. Capable of anything. It was a good look to have. Dominic would know she wasn’t a woman to be messed with.
Shit! Who was she pretending to be now? Wonder Woman? Batgirl? She imagined Trinny’s chuckle. No doubt she’d have gone with Lara Croft. Cara reached for a hairbrush and restored some order to her tresses. Deciding the raccoon look didn’t lend her any credibility, she cleaned her face and applied a tinted moisturiser to make her look less like the undead.
The result wasn’t a marked improvement. She still looked slightly unhinged.
Before she could change her mind, before questioning whether it was wise to approach a man who might be responsible for sending her threatening letters, a man she believed was stalking her, and who had assaulted her, a man she knew to be home alone, she ran down the stairs, grabbed her keys and left the house.
There wasn’t even streaming traffic outside to bring her to a halt. The traffic lights both ends of the street were on red, cars stopped almost bumper to bumper both ways. Impatient faces behind the wheels stared as she dodged between them.
Dominic’s house was a mirror image of hers, down to the same glossy black front door. The doorbell was in the same place too. There was nothing to slow her down or make her reconsider. Unlike the soft ding-dong of their bell though, this one had a loud strident buzz. It made her jump and look back across the road. Maybe this was a silly idea. Actually, there was no maybe about it. It was a colossally stupid idea. She should go home. Wait for Artie. Tell him everything and beg him to come across with her. If he’d still be speaking to her after her disclosure. She’d already accused him of having an affair with Trinny. When she told him the rest, that she’d never believed his story about the suspension, that she’d thought the threatening letters were aimed at him because he was doing something else dodgy, would he be horrified at her lack of trust in him?
And yet here she was, wishing he was with her because she knew, despite everything, that he’d look out for her.
She’d almost decided to leave, to go home and stop playing characters from bad movies, when the door opened with a suddenness that startled her, making her cry out and stumble backwards. Then she laughed. A high-pitched hysterical sound that frightened her even more. She clamped one hand over her mouth and waved the other in some sort of non-verbal apology the young man staring at her had little hope of understanding. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said finally. ‘You caught me by surprise.’
He looked understandably confused. ‘You rang the doorbell, didn’t you?’
‘Yes, but…’ She waved a hand again. ‘Listen, would it be okay if I came in for a minute?’
He looked slightly puzzled, but then stepped back and waved her in. ‘Sure, why not.’
Although their houses were mirror images from the outside, their interiors differed. The hallway of Artie and Cara’s house had a pale wooden floor and open banisters on a stairway covered in cream carpet. The only piece of furniture was a small table. In contrast to their bright hallway, the one Cara stepped into was dark and cluttered. The walls were papered in a floral pattern which she supposed was authentic to the period, but along with the dark wood of the banisters, the floral carpet on the floor, and a mahogany hall stand that seemed to take up half the width of the hallway, her first impression was of stepping back in time.
The front door was shut with a bang that startled her.
‘It never shuts properly,’ Dominic said.
‘Ours is the same.’ It struck her that she hadn’t seen Dominic close up before. He wasn’t tall, maybe only an inch or two more than her five six, but the muscular arms extending from the sleeves of the T-shirt he wore said he worked out. ‘You’re probably wondering what I’m doing here.’ She was wondering the same. What a crazy idea this had been. She’d often shouted at the TV screen when characters did stupid things – like going into dark rooms when they heard a bump in the night, or down into cellars when they thought they’d heard something. Seriously, she’d shout, ‘What normal, rational person does something stupid like that?’ You’d ring the police, or get out, run and keep running. And yet there she was about to accuse a young man of stalking her, of assaulting her and sending threatening letters. In his house. Alone. And nobody, not one person, knew she was there.
The cluttered hallway started to close in around her. She could feel her armpits growing damp, a trickle of perspiration on her forehead, the dreaded flush of colour creeping over her face. It would be better to turn, to open the door and run before claustrophobia overwhelmed her, but he was standing between her and the escape. It didn’t matter, she just needed to get out of that hallway. ‘Could I have a glass of water, d’you think?’ She saw him frown, then shrug and nod towards the door behind her. If she was in luck, she’d be able to get out the back door and get away.
But in the spacious, bright kitchen, the panic subsided. When he filled a glass with water, she took it and drank the lot. ‘Thank you.’
He pulled his mobile from his back pocket, stared at it for a moment, then looked back at her. Waiting.
She guessed he was too young for the social niceties designed to put a visitor at ease, the ‘What can I do for you?’ or ‘Please, take a seat.’ Not that they would have made the situation any less fraught. Words that had seemed so sensible in her head earlier seemed to be stuck there. It was the problem with real life; it was much more difficult to navigate than fiction. Whatever she said now, she couldn’t go back and delete or alter. She put the empty glass down and folded her arms across her chest. ‘I might have inadvertently offended you at some stage, maybe ignored you or something. I tend to go around in a daze a lot of the time.’ She was desperately offering him a way out. When there was no response, she added, ‘It’s an occupational hazard. Writers often live in their heads.’
‘Right.’
He sounded puzzled. No, actually, he sounded bored. It was time Cara got to the point. ‘You sent me letters. You’ve been following me. I don’t want to go to the police and get you into trouble. I don’t even want to tell your parents. But it has to stop. Okay?’
Dominic stared at her for a few seconds before an unpleasant grin split his face. ‘You think I’ve been sending you love letters and following you? That maybe I have some kind of thing for you?’ He sniggered. ‘You’re not bad looking, I suppose, but I’m not into old ladies.’
Old ladies! ‘I’ve seen you. In your grey tracksuit.’ She had proof it was him, hadn’t she? She kept her eyes fixed on his as the realisation hit her. She had nothing. She should have waited for that Ring camera thing. Set it up and got the evidence she needed. Now all she had was her stupid suspicion. The same one she’d had about Artie, and about Trinny. And she’d been so wrong there. Suddenly, unexpectedly, her eyes filled. She’d been so damn wrong about her friend, and she’d never be able to make it up to her.
Was she wrong again? Dominic didn’t look the slightest bit guilty or embarrassed. In fact, he looked amused. What had he said? You think I’ve been sending you love letters? The third letter might have been slightly poetic but none could be classified as a love letter.
‘In my grey tracksuit? Have you been watching me then?’ He sniggered again and jutted his crotch. ‘You fancy being Mrs Robinson to my Benjamin Braddock?’
Cara wondered how many young men his age would know the characters of such an old movie as The Graduate. Her mind was wandering. She needed to stay focused. Get him to admit the truth. ‘I’ve seen you following me.’
‘I haven’t been following you, you daft woman. Why would I want to?’ When his mobile rang, he pulled it out and answered. ‘Yeah, I’ll be there in about fifteen. Just finishing up something here.’ He pointed the phone at Cara. ‘I don’t know what’s up with you. I don’t care either. If some dodgy character in a grey trackie is following you, go to the police. I’m not afraid of that cos I know it wasn’t me. Now, I have t’go, okay?’
Cara cringed at the disdain in his voice. She had been wrong. Again. Repetition. One star review. Stupid unrealistic storyline. Two dimensional, unbelievable characters. She felt weak and dizzy as she retraced her steps to the front door. Dominic hadn’t bothered walking her to it to make sure she left. The silly old lady was no threat to him. She could hear him on his mobile speaking to someone. Sniggering. Was he telling some friend about her? Making her out to be even more pathetic than she was?
It seemed a long way to her home. She stood at the kerb and waited for a break in the traffic to cross the busy road. Her head was thumping again. She shut her eyes briefly to clear the fuzziness around the edges. She wasn’t going to faint. There’d been enough of that.
Once the traffic slowed to a halt, she half ran, half limped across the road and hurried through her front door into the safety of her home. She stood in their bright hallway and wondered if she was going crazy.
Had she imagined it all? Threatening letters. Grey men. She frowned and shook her head. Artie had been with her when she’d opened the first letter. And she had all three in the utility room drawer. Proof of their existence. Maybe the grey man didn’t exist though and was simply a product of stress and her overactive imagination.
Needing to see the letters again, to see the proof they were real, she went to the drawer in the utility room where she’d put them. She hesitated, her fingers curling around the handle. What if the drawer was empty? Artie had definitely seen the first one. Hadn’t he? She tried to think back to Saturday. The late breakfast. The newspapers. There had been a couple of letters. One had been the first threatening one. Hadn’t it?
She pulled the drawer open. Ever so slowly. Almost afraid to see inside. If they were gone, did she doubt her sanity, or return to doubting Artie?
It was a double relief to see they were there. Exactly as she’d left them. She shut her eyes and leaned heavily on the counter. Of course they were. Hadn’t she shown them to Trinny a lifetime ago? Trinny’s lifetime. Cara slid her hands forward, then rested her forehead on the edge of the counter and felt the pain of loss.
It was several minutes before she was able to push upright. The letters in the open drawer taunted her. She took them out, read through the short missives again, then dropped them back inside, shut the drawer and walked into the kitchen to stare out of the window. The weather had been unusually balmy the last few days and it didn’t look as if any more leaves had fallen from the Indian bean tree. They would though, in ones and twos as the days shortened or in one sudden green downfall if the wind picked up.
Perhaps she should go out now, hug the trunk of the tree and shake the hell out of it until every leaf fell, then come back inside, sit and wait for the consequences. Wouldn’t it be a relief to finally know what was going on?
It was the doorbell that stopped her going into the garden to throw caution to the wind. For a few happy seconds, she was back in that moment where Trinny had said she’d call that morning. Maybe they’d made a huge mistake. Perhaps Cara had. Had she fallen asleep, and in her dreams had written some hideously dramatic lines into her rather dull life? She rubbed a hand over her eyes. If it was possible, it would be nice to have dreamt that embarrassing encounter with Dominic too.
When the doorbell rang again, for longer this time, impatient and determined, the happy seconds of silly dreaming vanished in the harsh reality of the sound. She moved slowly through the doorway, across the hall to the front door.
At the door, she reached for the catch, then stopped. She’d written about her characters having premonitions, but, if asked, she’d have said she didn’t believe in them, any more than she believed in the concept of gut feelings to excuse or explain actions or beliefs. Now, as she stood, her hand on the catch, the doorbell ringing for a third time, she believed absolutely.
Because she knew that whatever was waiting on the other side of the door, it wasn’t going to be good.
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Cara tried to brush the premonition aside, but it was overwhelmingly strong. It wouldn’t be Trinny on the doorstep with a mile-wide smile and eyes brimming with fun, but maybe it was a penitent Dominic ready to beg for forgiveness. Or maybe his mother, irate at her son being accused and over to do battle for her child. Whoever it was, it seemed sensible to take precautions. She slipped the safety chain in place before she opened the door.
It wasn’t either mother or son standing on her doorstep. Instead, there was a slim man with thinning brown hair and a pleasant if unremarkable face.
‘Mrs Jenkins?’
Confused and distressed as she was, she was pleased to have a question she could answer easily. ‘Yes. I’m Cara Jenkins.’
He held identification forward. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Milner. I’d like to have a word, please.’
Police? Maybe Dominic had rung them. Complained that she was accusing him of being a stalker. She didn’t want to have that conversation. Didn’t want to have to explain that she’d probably imagined the grey man. That her assault the night before last, like Trinny’s murder, had simply been random, a case of wrong place, wrong time. ‘What about?’
‘Your friend, Trinny Bradshaw.’
Cara’s fingers trembled as she undid the chain and pulled the door open wide. ‘Please, come in.’ She indicated the entrance to the living room. ‘Have a seat. Would you like some tea or coffee?’
‘No, I’m good, thanks.’ He sat and looked around the room before bringing his attention back to where she stood. ‘I just have a few questions.’
‘Right, of course.’ As if it was perfectly normal that she should be questioned about her friend’s death. She took the seat opposite. She’d never had any dealings with the police, but there was something about the man that seemed familiar. It puzzled her as she perched nervously on the edge of the chair. There was something about him… Her eyes widened when it hit her. It was his tie, a garish multi-coloured affair. She couldn’t take her eyes from it. The books she wrote weren’t police procedurals, but she often had police officers or detectives in her stories. And in one, The Lawyer, the detective had worn a tie exactly like it. And he too had been a slim man with thinning brown hair. She frowned, trying to remember his name. It came to her in a flash, and she said it aloud. ‘Detective Inspector Sam Elliot.’
‘No, it’s Detective Sergeant Milner.’ He looked puzzled. ‘I don’t know a detective inspector called Sam Elliot.’
‘No, you wouldn’t. He’s a character in a book.’ When his expression didn’t clear, she elaborated. ‘I’m a writer. Psychological thrillers. I often need police assistance in the tale.’
‘Right.’ He nodded as if she was beginning to make a little sense.
She pointed to his chest. ‘It’s your tie.’
Milner looked down at the item, then back to her with a shake of his head, his brow furrowed in confusion. ‘My tie? I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’
How could he? The poor man looked as if he’d wandered into a scene where everyone was speaking in riddles. It suddenly seemed important that he understood. ‘DI Elliot. The character I wrote in The Lawyer. He wears weird ties like that. His daughter buys them for him.’
Milner’s smile was tight. ‘I buy them for myself. In charity shops.’
Perhaps she should have chosen a better word than weird. She’d offended him and she still didn’t know why he was there. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve been under a lot of stress recently, and Trinny’s death has really floored me.’
He nodded in acknowledgement of her apology. ‘It’s always difficult,’ he said. Then as if that was enough social chat, he got down to the reason for his visit. ‘We believe Mrs Bradshaw had been visiting you before she was attacked, is that correct?’
‘Yes.’
‘Was that arranged in advance? Perhaps a regular visit?’
‘No. I hadn’t been well the previous night. It was my husband, Artie, who contacted her and suggested that she visit me.’
‘Would he often do things like that? Call your friends, ask them to visit? It seems an unusual thing to do.’
Cara didn’t like the way the questions were going. Nor did she like the suspicious tone of the police officer’s voice. ‘Trinny is… was… my best friend. He knew she’d want to visit if she heard I was unwell.’
‘And she did. And stayed how long?’
Not long because Cara had asked her to leave. There didn’t seem to be any need to share that less than savoury piece of information. ‘She was here about twenty minutes, I suppose.’
‘Not long.’ He waited and when she said nothing more, he asked, ‘Did your husband know she was leaving? Maybe he rang to see how you were and you mentioned she’d been and gone, or was about to leave.’
‘Hang on just a second!’ Anger raised the volume of the words. ‘What’s this all about? It sounds to me as if you’re pointing the finger at Artie for Trinny’s murder, and that’s nonsense.’
‘We’re merely investigating every angle,’ Milner said with a bob of his head that sent his fringe flopping over his forehead. He brushed it back impatiently.
Cara tried to remember what Artie had told her the previous day. ‘But it was a random attack, wasn’t it? A wrong place, wrong time scenario.’ She saw his expression change and braced herself for what she was going to hear, because she knew it wasn’t good.
‘That was the initial supposition,’ Milner said slowly, ‘but after reviewing the evidence we’ve been forced to reconsider.’
‘You’re saying now that it wasn’t a random attack?’ Cara felt her insides twist. Two days ago, she’d been mugged, and now her friend had been attacked. Wasn’t this too much of a coincidence? Trinny had tried to convince Cara that she’d been the victim of a random mugging, but maybe she was wrong and the two attacks were connected. Maybe Cara had been right about the grey man, and he did exist. Should she tell the detective her suspicions? He was still speaking; she tuned back into his words.
‘We’ve collated evidence from several CCTV cameras, footage volunteered by dashboard cameras, and from a couple of tourists who’d been taking photos. Our perpetrator was clever, but not as clever as he’d thought. We’ve pieced together what we think is a fairly good approximation of what occurred, and it leaves little doubt that Mrs Bradshaw wasn’t simply a random target. He pushed past several people to reach her side, knew exactly what he was doing, acted quickly and was gone before anyone in the vicinity knew what was happening.’
‘And nobody saw him?’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘At a busy junction!’ But then, nobody had come to her aid when she’d been attacked. And, stupidly, she hadn’t reported it. If she told the detective about it now, he might think she was making it up to throw suspicion off her husband.
‘As I said, it all happened very quickly.’ Milner gave a slight smile. ‘We were lucky though. In one of the snaps a tourist took, Mrs Bradshaw can be seen standing at the kerb waiting for the lights to change. There are a few women standing nearby, but close behind her, on the side she was stabbed, we were able to recover the partial profile of the man we think is responsible. It wasn’t enough for any of our facial recognition software to be of use, but it’ll be a help when we catch the bastard.’
It was Cara’s turn to be puzzled. ‘So you’re not blaming Artie?’
Milner gave a noncommittal shrug. ‘Your husband has a good alibi. He was in his office, seen by several people. Of course, he could have organised it through a third party.’
Cara couldn’t help it. She laughed. ‘You mean like order a hitman? Seriously? Why on earth would he want to have had Trinny killed?’
‘Maybe they were having an affair, and she wanted more?’
It was so close to what Cara herself had thought that she gasped. Recovering quickly, she said, ‘That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard! My husband and my best friend were not having an affair.’
‘Would you have known if they were?’
‘Of course I would.’ She wasn’t sure he believed her. But it was his job to be suspicious. What had been her excuse for believing Artie and Trinny were having an affair?
‘It’s all speculation at the moment,’ he said. ‘But someone deliberately targeted Mrs Bradshaw and murdered her. There’ll be a good reason. It’s our job to find out what that reason is, and to catch whoever is responsible. We have specialists trying to identify everyone in the images we’ve collected. We may get more valuable information from them.’
Somebody deliberately murdered Trinny. In Cara’s head, the vision of the grey man was growing larger, his face taking shape. His eyes were hollow, his mouth a wide slash filled with jagged rotting teeth. She shook the image away and tried to concentrate on facts. ‘Her husband, Luke, he has a lot of money. Money often makes enemies.’
‘We’ll be looking at all aspects, don’t worry.’
She thought about telling him about the threatening letters, but they seemed of little consequence compared to the murder of her friend. Anyway, there hadn’t been a letter for the last couple of days, so perhaps that nightmare was over. Or were they really waiting for that last leaf to fall? The thought made her shiver, drawing a questioning look from the police officer. ‘It’s so hard to take in,’ she said in explanation. ‘That someone would deliberately have murdered Trinny. She was such a decent woman.’ Decent! Cara was a writer, and that was the best she could come up with to describe her friend? If Trinny had already been buried, she’d be spinning in her grave at being described in such a term. She’d expect something much more colourful – to be described as dramatic, over-the-top, larger-than-life, crazy, brimful of joie de vivre. ‘She was the kind of woman you wanted to get to know, the kind you wanted to be friends with, because if you were, life would never be dull.’ By the end of the sentence, her voice was thick with tears.
Milner seemed to understand that no reply was necessary. He got to his feet. ‘I have all I need for the moment so won’t take up more of your time. We may have more questions at a later date.’
The thought of having to answer more questions about anything made Cara feel nauseous. Exhaustion and stress had a lot to answer for. ‘Of course, whatever I can do to catch whoever did this.’ She followed the detective to the front door, shut it after him and put the safety chain back in place.
Then, because she was suddenly very afraid, she went back to the kitchen and stared at the few leaves remaining on the tree.
What if… She shivered as if something foul had walked over her grave… What if the grey man, the attack on her, and Trinny’s murder were all a prelude to whatever was going to happen when the rest of the leaves fell?
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I thought I’d been so clever. That I’d covered every eventuality. So certain I was that they’d never catch me that once I’d disposed of the gloves I wore during the attack, I went to a café for a celebratory lunch.
I’d never killed anyone before. It would have been satisfying to have stayed to see how long it took for her to die, to have recorded it on my mobile to watch on repeat. It wasn’t an option though. All I could do was to relive the moment when I heard the screams of the people around her as she fell.
There was the thrill of watching it on the news too. The sombre voice of the newsreader as she spoke of the latest in the plague of stabbings that had rocked the capital over the previous few years, followed by the usual going-nowhere discussion on the proliferation of knife crimes. I watched it all, enthralled.
Elated by my success, I considered my next step.
That evening, I went back to Cara’s home. Surprised to see no lights on, I took up my usual position across the street and waited. My patience paid off when they returned two hours later. I watched with growing glee as Cara seemed unable to control her feet. She leaned heavily onto her husband for support, his arm wrapped around her waist as she staggered. I saw his arm and frowned in annoyance.
Since I wasn’t a fool and knew my limitations, making a decision whether to kill the husband or the best friend had been an easy one. Cara’s husband, he with the silly name, was a big muscular man. He wouldn’t be easy to take down, but I wasn’t ruling out the necessity of his demise, more putting it off until I was desperate, or until I had a good plan that didn’t entail any danger to me. Watching him as he guided Cara through the door with a possessiveness that irked me, I knew that time wouldn’t be far off.
Cara was obviously devastated by her friend’s death, falling apart just as I’d predicted. It was exactly what I’d wanted – to have her distressed and vulnerable. A mental mess. Should I hit her with a double whammy and get rid of Artie now too? It was definitely something to consider.
Still buzzing with the success of my plan, I returned the following morning, surprised to see Artie leaving at his usual time. Had I been wrong and Cara wasn’t the grieving mess I had hoped for? Perhaps, after all, her friendship with the woman had been a superficial one. I should have gone with the husband.
I was still castigating myself for having made the wrong choice when I saw Cara’s front door open. It seemed I had worried in vain. She looked like a crazy woman, eyes wide, hair all over the place. She looked up and down the street before hobbling across and through the gates of the house only two doors up from where I was standing. This was something new. It was difficult to see what she was doing from where I stood so, after a few minutes, I risked crossing the road to get a better view. There was no sign of her. I was puzzled by the visit. Even more puzzled when she came out from the house several minutes later, looking distressed.
Now I had two houses to keep an eye on. It wasn’t long before a scrawny young man exited the neighbour’s house. I’d seen him before, coming and going, but paid him no attention. I did now, watching as the young man walked along, the mobile in his hand taking his full attention. What was his relationship with Cara? The boy… for that was all he was… was hardly lover material. Perhaps Cara had simply gone across to impart the sad news about her friend’s death. I’d keep an eye on the house, but I might never discover why Cara had gone inside, and what had occurred to send her home looking so distraught.
Being left out of the loop wasn’t unusual for me. But it didn’t stop it being irritating. The boy was scrawny; I’d no doubt I could take him down. It might be something I’d consider in the future.
It was good to have plans.
I switched my attention back to Cara’s house and it wasn’t long before my attention was grabbed by a visitor. Not someone I’d seen before either. A smartly dressed man of about my age. Visiting in the middle of the morning, when Artie was at work. A lick of jealous rage hit me with such force I staggered, my hands balling into tight fists. He wasn’t a big man like Artie. This one, like the scrawny boy, I could take in a fight. Every muscle in my body tensed in preparation and I almost relished the sensation. I could do it. Run over, take him down. Punch his face in, hammer it to a pulp. Leave his battered body on Cara’s doorstep as a gift.
It was the delay that calmed me. If she was expecting him, she wasn’t rushing to answer. Had she opened the door immediately, I might have run over, pushed him through the door on top of her and smashed them both to pieces.
But when the door did open, it was only a crack. I couldn’t see her, but I saw him move to take something from his pocket and hold it up to the gap. A policeman! This was too good! It had to do with her friend’s death. Maybe they suspected her. Or better, Artie?
Regret hit me then. I should have implicated Artie in some way. I hit my clenched fist against the stone pillar, again and again, berating myself loudly for this stupid omission, for wasting such a brilliant opportunity. I thought I was so clever. How could I have missed such a perfect chance to mess up Cara’s life completely? I could have planted the knife in their back garden and dropped a hint to the police. Instead, I’d left it behind in the woman’s body. If I’d shoved the latex gloves into my pocket instead of dumping them in the first convenient rubbish bin, I might have used them. The thought of returning to look for them crossed my mind for a few seconds but was quickly dismissed. All kinds of filthy trash would have been dumped on top by this stage.
It continued to irritate me that I’d missed such a golden opportunity. Worse, it worried me that I wasn’t quite as clever as I’d thought I was.
That thought added to my irritation to such an extent that I did something stupid. I waited for a few minutes, then crept up to Cara’s living room window. There was no guarantee they’d be there. I knew from previous surveys that she was far more likely to use the room at the rear of the house, but I wasn’t stupid enough to attempt making my way around there in broad daylight.
As it happened, I wouldn’t have needed to anyway. As I edged closer to the living room window, I could hear a soft murmur, and then Cara’s voice, louder, sounding angry. Almost distressed.
Try as I might, I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but I didn’t really need to; the tone was enough to tell me that she was exactly where I wanted her to be – distressed, vulnerable, a quivering mess.
I waited for elation to fizz through me, to feel the warm glow of satisfaction at a job well done. After all my years waiting for revenge, I should have been ecstatic that my plan was working.
And I was… but it wasn’t enough. As I stood there listening to her whinge, I knew what I needed to do… I needed to crush her.
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Cara rang Luke. Mostly to say she was there for him if he wanted to talk, but there was also a little part of her that was curious to find out if he knew more than the police were telling her. But it was his mother who answered, and Demi was guarding her son. ‘He’s not up to speaking to anyone at the moment. As soon as we have a date for the funeral service, we’ll let you know.’
‘Have you heard anything from the police?’
‘I’m sure if they’d anything to tell us, they’d be in touch.’ There was an obvious hesitation before she continued, her voice a little sharper. ‘I certainly don’t feel it’s our role to be questioning them. Not when we’re grieving.’
Cara felt like she’d had her wrist slapped. ‘Yes, of course, you’re right.’ And she was, but it didn’t stop Cara muttering ‘bitch’ under her breath as she hung up. How Trinny would hate to see Luke’s mother lording it over everyone.
Needing to get away from her thoughts, Cara went upstairs to her office where she hoped slipping into her fictional world might offer some relief.
Bringing up Book Thirty, she read over the last line she’d written.
She watched as it counted down to zero. Boom!
It was a good ending for a psychological thriller. The baddies getting their just deserts. Her readers liked closure, all the strings tied up nice and tight. ‘Boom,’ Cara said, then frowned. Except Bronwyn had got it wrong, hadn’t she? Tom hadn’t been having an affair with the friend at all. She’d killed an innocent man. The only one she’d ever loved.
Cara lifted a hand to her forehead. No, that wasn’t correct. She was getting confused, wasn’t she? Mixing up fact and fiction. A bad habit of hers according to those who knew her. It took a few seconds of intense concentration to remember how the story went. Ah, yes, that was the way – Tom was having an affair with Trinny. Cara shoved her fingers through her hair and groaned. ‘Not Trinny, you silly woman.’ Bronwyn’s friend was called… Demi… that was it. Tom was having an affair with Demi. That was why Bronwyn had killed him.
With that confusion finally sorted, Cara sat back. What would she have done if Trinny had admitted to having an affair with Artie?
Would she have killed her? Or would she have killed him?
It would have to be Trinny, of course. Because despite her doubts, the one thing Cara was sure of was that she couldn’t live without Artie.
She’d written the end of Book Thirty. All she had to do now was to fill in the middle and add a few twists to keep the reader guessing. It would be nice to avoid the reviews that said they knew exactly what was going to happen right from the beginning. She should begin, but with her fingers resting on the keyboard, it wasn’t her story that was occupying her mind, it was that police officer’s visit. What was his name? She should be able to remember. It was only a short time before. It came to her then. Detective Inspector Sam Elliot. How could she forget him and his crazy tie?
Crazy tie. Crazy thoughts. When he mentioned the photograph the tourist had taken of Trinny waiting at the lights, he’d put emphasis on the figure seen beside Trinny, the unrecognisable profile. He’d barely referenced women standing nearby. But he had, and then had watched her closely as if assessing her response.
They had specialists working on all the images they’d received. They hoped, he’d said, to eventually identify everyone in the shot. Rule people out. Find the culprit. The person who’d killed Trinny.
Trinny, who hadn’t had an affair with Artie.
Cara was afraid DI Elliot had suspected Artie, but maybe he was trying to confuse her. Maybe he suspected her of being involved. Had he thought one of those women might be her? Their faces hadn’t been clear. They could have been anyone, even Cara. She wiped a hand over her face and tried to brush away cobwebs of confusion. To start with – she sighed – DI Elliot was a character in one of her books. The detective’s name was Milner. Not bloody Elliot. Detective Sergeant Milner. It was becoming increasingly difficult to keep things straight in her head.
Like the fact that Trinny and Artie weren’t having an affair.
Therefore, Cara had no reason to kill her.
No reason to have armed herself with a knife, or to have followed Trinny home.
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Cara was at her desk, the computer screen showing the last pages she’d written. She hadn’t added a word and was simply sitting there trying not to think. She’d read somewhere, or perhaps seen it in a film, that if you imagined a brick wall, it could keep unwanted thoughts at bay. When she tried it, she found herself dismantling the wall and using the bricks to hammer herself on the head until blood ran down into her eyes, blinding her, turning her world red.
She tried to think logically, going over everything that had happened in the last few days, moment by moment, and word by word. It might have helped if she hadn’t had to stop every time to correct thoughts that insisted on drifting into fiction.
She became stupidly fixated on the comparison between the real DS Milner and the fictional DI Elliot, until nothing would satisfy her but to go downstairs to the bookshelf where she kept copies of all her published books. Opening The Lawyer, she flicked through the pages, unable to remember when the detective entered the story. And there it was, on page 103, where she described Elliot as a slim man with thinning brown hair, a pleasant unremarkable face. She could have been describing DS Milner. Then later, on the same page – his white shirt was neat, his tie decidedly bizarre, luridly coloured and wildly patterned.
Wasn’t it just too bizarre that she’d described DS Milner so well in a book published two years before?
Both Trinny and Artie had accused Cara of mixing fact and fiction. That couldn’t be the case here. DI Elliot was definitely a fictional character. DS Milner was real. He’d been in her house. Not precisely accusing her of being involved in Trinny’s death, but looking back, she could see the level of suspicion being aimed at her.
No, Milner was most definitely a real person. Even as she was convinced she was right, a sliver of doubt slithered in. He was, wasn’t he? These days everything seemed to be just that little bit out of reach, just that little bit blurred. It was exhausting and confusing.
Back in her office, she linked her hands behind her head and rocked in her chair. It was a soothing action. Perhaps she should try to sleep. But as soon as she shut her eyes, Trinny’s face was there, wearing her almost ever-present smile. Since there was no rest with her eyes shut, Cara opened them and sat forward. She really should try to write. Whatever curveball was thrown her way next wouldn’t alter the date of that deadline.
Words weren’t coming though. When she stared out the window, she was reminded of the remaining leaves on the tree. It wasn’t conducive to writing. Instead, she stared at the cork board affixed to the wall beside her computer. It was covered with notes for this and that, things she wanted to remember, articles torn from newspapers, phone numbers, dates. Some were so old their corners had curled, the writing on them faded in the sun that came through the window. Clearing it, removing redundant notes, was one of those jobs that never got done.
One of the notes caught her eye. It was a reminder of a writing event she was attending later in the year, and the name of the hotel where it was being held. The Milner Hotel.
When she was writing a new character, Cara found surnames particularly difficult to come up with, and often she’d look around her room for inspiration. Thus, she had a character called Fellowes, a name she’d taken from her mousepad; and another called Oxford, from the dictionary that sat on the corner of her desk.
The Milner Hotel – DS Milner.
It was a coincidence. That was all. She hadn’t written him into her life to warn her that the police had their suspicions about her. Had she?
She can’t have done.
Because she hadn’t killed Trinny.
She was absolutely one hundred per cent sure she hadn’t… Well, maybe ninety-nine per cent. As she continued to sit, her eyes glazing over, the percentage dropped lower and lower until she was no longer certain of anything.
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Cara was lying on the sofa in the living room when she heard Artie’s key in the front door. There were no lights on. No music playing.
‘Cara?’
She heard the note of worry in his voice and should have rushed to reassure him that she wasn’t dead. Unlike Trinny. Instead, she waited till he came through, his brow furrowing as he looked down at her. ‘What are you doing lying here in the dark?’
‘No, leave it off. Please,’ she said when she saw him reach for the light.
‘All right.’ He crossed and sat on the sofa beside her. ‘You should have called me; I’d have come home earlier if I’d known you weren’t coping.’ He ran a hand over her arm. ‘I should have stayed at home with you. Helped you get through your grief.’
As if grief was something you could jump through. Like a trained dog. Jump through, win a prize for achievement. Anyway, it wasn’t grief she was struggling with, it was guilt. She’d tell him everything. She could do that much.
‘I need to tell you things,’ she said, pointing to the letters she’d taken from the utility room earlier. She’d found a roll of Sellotape and had joined the four pieces of the first letter together, taking an inordinate amount of care to get them to match perfectly. Then she’d placed them side by side on the coffee table. ‘It started with these. Remember we got the first one last Saturday.’ Was it only a few days ago? So much had happened since then. No wonder her brain was so scrambled.
Artie reached for the letters. ‘I remember this one,’ he said, picking up the taped-up letter. Putting it down, he reached for the next. His expression grew grim as he read it, then he grabbed the third. ‘I didn’t see these. They were posted in the letter box, were they?’
‘Yes, the second on Monday, the third and last one on Tuesday.’ She braced herself for the question she knew was coming.
He gathered the letters together, turned them upside down and slapped a hand on them, hard, the sound echoing loudly in the room. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about them?’ he asked, his voice bristling with anger. He edged away from her. ‘Why keep it a secret?’
Why? Because she was an idiot stuck in self-destruct mode. She remembered the first time she’d seen Artie, he looking all defensive following his return from suspension, she the shy, lost newcomer. She’d looked at him across that huge open-plan office and thought he was the handsomest, sexiest man she’d ever seen. Making the first move didn’t come easily to her but she’d felt sorry for the guy. That was what she’d told herself. She was simply being friendly. The two outsiders finding company in their otherness. But she’d been lying to herself from the start. It had been love at first sight.
And when he’d told her he felt the same, when he’d told her he loved her, she was sure it wouldn’t last, that once he got over the ignominy of his unwelcome return to the office, he’d drop her and find someone more glamorous and sophisticated.
And when he didn’t, when their relationship developed, she’d thought there had to be a reason. That maybe he was trying to improve his tarnished image by shacking up with someone fairly unexciting, a little plain, very ordinary.
Was that really it? Had she made him out to be a liar because she never truly believed someone so gorgeous would be interested in her? She drew an unsteady breath. Seriously, was that why she’d doubted him all this time? Because of her inferiority complex?
No, she had to keep things straight in her head. She doubted him because she didn’t believe what he’d told her about his suspension. ‘You lied to me about why you were suspended.’
‘What?’ He looked confused by the change in conversation.
She was suddenly afraid that she’d got it wrong. That it was a work of fiction. The storyline of one of the books she’d written. It was almost a relief when she saw guilt flicker across his face, his hand trembling as he lifted it to wipe his brow. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ she said, pushing it.
He stood, jammed his hands into his trouser pockets and looked down at her, his expression closed and defensive. ‘Why are you bringing this up now?’
‘Because it’s all part of it.’ She stood, facing him. ‘I need the truth, Artie.’
He gave an exasperated grunt. ‘Fine. Okay. Yes, I might have bent the truth a little.’
‘You lied.’ She wanted no ambiguity.
‘Okay, okay, yes, I lied to you, but’ – he reached to touch her, a gentle brush of her arm – ‘only that once, never again, I swear.’ He returned his hand to his pocket and rocked on his feet. ‘You were so sweet, so lovely, I was afraid you’d run a mile if you knew the truth.’ He backed away and sat on the edge of the armchair. ‘I did sell some information to a competitor. But I was so good, so clever, they couldn’t prove anything. It was a close thing though, and I’d learned my lesson. It seemed I wasn’t cut out for all the deception required.’ He smiled slightly. ‘Plus, I’d met you and discovered there were more important things in life.’
‘I knew you weren’t telling me the truth,’ she said, sitting on the sofa behind her.
He frowned. ‘Why didn’t you say?’
The truth trembled on her lips, but she couldn’t say it. Couldn’t admit that she’d thought he’d married her to rehabilitate his image, couldn’t admit to being that pathetic. ‘Because I loved you, and I didn’t think it mattered. Not really.’
‘Right.’ He didn’t sound convinced. ‘So why bring it up now?’ He waved to the letters strewn across the coffee table. ‘What’s it got to do with those?’
‘Because I thought if they weren’t addressed to me, they had to be addressed to you.’
‘Ah,’ he said. A non-word filled with disappointment and edged with anger. ‘You thought I was up to my old tricks, did you?’ He tilted his head. ‘You’ve never trusted me?’ He obviously guessed the answer from her silence. ‘How sad that is. How could you have married me? How could you say you loved me?’
‘Love and trust aren’t mutually exclusive.’ It sounded like a tagline from one of her books. Maybe it was. ‘Anyway, there’s more to tell you, so I may as well spill it all now.’ In fits and starts she told him how she’d changed her mind about the letters. ‘I thought I was being followed by a grey man.’
‘By a grey man,’ he repeated with a shake of his head. ‘What the hell is a grey man?’
‘It was what Trinny had called him because he wore a grey sweatshirt and pants.’
Artie gave a sardonic laugh. ‘Right, so you told her about all this but not me.’
‘She caught me at a weak moment.’ As excuses went it was pretty dismal, but it was the best she could come up with. ‘She tried to convince me I was imagining him, that I was confusing fiction and fact⁠—’
‘You do that sometimes.’
‘—even,’ she continued, ignoring the interruption, ‘when I was attacked on the way to meet you.’
‘Attacked! You said you fell.’ He threw his hands up in the air. ‘I told you one lie – one – and you’ve never let that go, whereas it seems to me that you’ve been lying to me, again and again, for a long time.’
‘I thought it was the grey man,’ she said, doggedly keeping to her story, ‘but Trinny convinced me I was merely the victim of a mugging gone wrong. She was so insistent she was beginning to annoy me, so I asked her to leave.’
‘So that’s why she left so soon. I did wonder…’
‘Yes.’ The bleak word was squeezed out through lips pressed together to stop her screaming that it was all her fault. That if she hadn’t asked Trinny to leave, she might still be alive. Cara would probably spend the rest of her life questioning that one stupid action.
‘And that’s the whole sorry mess, is it?’
If only. Cara shook her head. ‘There’s more. Before Trinny arrived, I’d been waiting in the hallway, trying to catch whoever was posting the letters. I wasn’t expecting her. She said you’d told her I wasn’t well, is that true?’
He seemed surprised by her question and shrugged almost dismissively. ‘Yes. You seemed very upset so I thought it’d be good for you to have her around.’
‘When she left, it struck me that no letter had been delivered that morning. One had come the previous two days, so this was a change.’ And she’d been sure, so damn sure she’d known the reason. ‘I thought Trinny had been sending them. That you and she were having an affair and the letters were to force you into confessing to me.’
Artie jerked backwards as if he’d been slapped. It was several seconds, with the air between them crackling with tension, before he finally spoke. ‘Let me get this straight…’
Cara wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him sound quite so angry.
‘…no threatening letter arrived but Trinny did, therefore she had to be responsible for them. Do I have that right?’
The way he said it, it made Cara sound completely crazy. ‘I was stressed! Between the letters and the grey man⁠—’
Artie interrupted her with a snort of disbelief. ‘The grey man who doesn’t exist?’
‘No.’ She shook her head, struggling to hang on to what she knew was real. ‘He does exist. He’s responsible for other things. Security lights in the garden coming on for no reason, he stared at me through the window of the hairdressers, followed me on the street, attacked me on the way to the restaurant⁠—’
‘I thought you said that was a mugging gone wrong?’
Had she? She frowned. ‘No, not me, it was Trinny who said that.’
‘So who is this grey man then?’
‘I don’t know.’ She nodded towards the window. ‘I had thought it was the lad across the street. Dominic. I went over there this morning⁠—’
‘You went over’ – Artie raised his eyes to the ceiling and swore loudly – ‘you thought he was the guy who mugged you so you went over to accost him? Are you absolutely crazy?’
She wasn’t sure what the answer to that question was. ‘I didn’t go to accost him; I went to talk to him. He’s only a lad, maybe eighteen or nineteen⁠—’
‘A lad who could have killed you!’ Artie got to his feet and began to pace the floor. ‘I’m struggling to understand all this, Cara. Why you didn’t tell me. Why you didn’t go to the police with those letters.’
‘I didn’t want to get you involved.’
‘Oh, yes, sorry, I forgot,’ he said, the sarcasm almost thick enough to taste, ‘on top of thinking I was having an affair with your best friend, you thought I was some kind of criminal.’
He was making her sound totally irrational. Worse, he was looking at her as if he didn’t know her at all. She needed to hang on to what she knew, what she’d seen for herself. What was written down. Fact, not fiction. ‘Why are there sums of money deposited into your bank account almost every month?’
He looked totally bewildered. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’
More confessions were in order. ‘I used your computer to access your account. I saw it, Artie. Only twenty-five pounds some months, but a thousand once or twice. So where’s it coming from, if you’re being so damn honest?’
‘You could simply have asked,’ he said.
‘Well, now I am!’ She suddenly wanted it to be coming from somewhere dodgy. She wanted him to be guilty of something. Anything. Because if he wasn’t, if for some bizarre reason it was completely innocent, where did that leave her?
‘Remember I said I was going to invest some of our spare cash?’ He huffed when he saw her expression. ‘No, of course you don’t. Unless it involves your damn books you’re not interested.’
It was unfair, and not completely true, but maybe a little bit. She’d no interest in money or where he was investing it.
‘I put forty grand into Premium Bonds. I told you the first time we won something, but you were so uninterested that I never bothered telling you again. Some months we only won twenty-five quid, some months nothing, and a few times a grand. That’s what that money is. Premium Bond winnings. Rather than reinvesting the money in more bonds, I had them send it to my account.’ He walked to the far side of the room, as far from her as he could get without leaving. ‘I can’t believe you thought I was involved in something dodgy.’
Cara shook her head. ‘You lied to me⁠—’
‘Once!’ he shouted. He took a step closer. ‘Just once, when I barely knew you. Before we promised to love and honour.’ He dragged a hand over a face that looked suddenly tired and old. ‘Tell me, is there a grey man in this book you’re writing?’
Perhaps it wasn’t a good time to be honest, but she was tired of lies. ‘Yes, but I only started to write him as a means of trying to understand what was going on.’
‘Really?’ he sneered. ‘Or have you so mixed up fact and fiction that you no longer know?’
The same thing had been said to her too often for her not to acknowledge that there had to be some truth in it. How much, she was too stressed, too confused to tell. There was a grey man in her book. She should have checked to see if there was a Detective Sergeant Milner to prove her theory that he didn’t really exist. She hadn’t told Artie the final bit of the story yet. It was time.
‘I haven’t finished yet.’
He raised his eyes to the ceiling again and tutted loudly. ‘It can’t possibly get worse, can it?’
Yes, it could. If she was right and wasn’t imagining it all. ‘It’s about Trinny.’
Artie sat on the arm of the sofa. ‘I promise you,’ he said wearily, all anger gone, ‘we weren’t having an affair.’
‘I believe you, but yesterday I was so sure you were, so absolutely certain it was Trinny who was sending the letters, so damn convinced of it all that I think—’ Cara laid a hand on her forehead. It was hot. Her head was thumping. It felt like her body was falling apart from the top down.
‘You think what?’
She shut her eyes, just for a few seconds’ respite, then opened them and said, ‘I think I might have killed her.’
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Cara expected Artie to say something, perhaps to stand and throw his hands up in horrified disbelief. What she didn’t expect was for him to start laughing. He slid from his seat on the arm of the chair to sit beside her and pull her close. She tried to push him away, but half-heartedly, relaxing into him as his embrace tightened. ‘There was a policeman here, earlier. At least there might have been. I’m not sure.’
‘You’re not sure.’ His arms tightened further, almost painfully.
‘His name was DS Milner.’
‘Right,’ Artie said, sounding puzzled.
‘But Milner is the name of the hotel we’re staying in for that literary event we’re going to in a few months. The name is written on a notelet stuck to the corkboard behind my computer.’ She knew he’d understand; she’d told him before how she found surnames for her characters. ‘I was stressed following my visit to Dominic⁠—’
‘Dominic?’
‘The boy across the road. When I came home, I think I might have fallen asleep and imagined the police arriving. I think my subconscious was warning me that they were on to me. That they know I killed Trinny.’
‘No, you didn’t, don’t be daft. You’re not capable of such a thing.’ Artie pressed a kiss to her forehead. ‘I think I know what’s going on in that addled brain of yours. You’ve been so stressed recently that her death was the last straw. You feel guilty because you told her to leave, and you’re blaming yourself when there is no blame attached. She was simply the victim of a random attack.’
‘No, the police officer said it wasn’t random, that she’d been deliberately targeted.’
‘The imaginary officer, DS Milner?’
Her fringe rose in the gust of air from his sigh. She lifted a hand and brushed it back, her fingers shaking as she held it flat against her head. Was Artie trying to confuse her? She pressed her hand down more firmly, trying to calm the whirling thoughts. No, it wasn’t his fault. She’d said she wasn’t sure if Milner was real or not. But she remembered him telling her that Trinny had been deliberately targeted? Did that mean he was real, or did it mean Cara had embellished Trinny’s death for fictional purposes? Was a random mugging not sufficiently dramatic for her? She swallowed the lump that had appeared in her throat and pointed to the letters on the table. ‘I don’t know what to believe any more, but they are real. When the last leaves fall from the tree, something calamitous is going to happen.’
‘You haven’t done anything to confess to, and I promise you, neither have I.’
‘Could it be something to do with the reason you were suspended?’ She felt him tense and braced herself for a resurgence of his earlier anger, but when he spoke, his voice was gentle.
‘I doubt it very much. If anything would be classified as a victimless crime, that was. I certainly didn’t gain a lot financially from it, and I’ve been a model citizen ever since. And you’ve done nothing to confess to. Honestly, I think it’s someone’s idea of a joke. Anyway, hasn’t it stopped? There hasn’t been any for a few days, right?’
‘Yes. But there are still leaves on the tree.’
His arm tightened around her again. ‘If it’ll make you feel better, we could take the letters around to the police station. See what they say. They might be able to offer advice.’
She wasn’t sure anything was going to make her feel better, but she hadn’t an alternative to offer. ‘Yes, okay, I think that’d be the best thing to do.’
The silence that settled between them wasn’t the usual comfortable quiet of a couple who didn’t need to fill every moment with words. It was uneasy, expectant. Cara wondered what he was thinking. Was he wondering if she could possibly have killed Trinny? If perhaps he didn’t know her as well as he’d thought he did? But when he spoke, it wasn’t about Trinny at all.
‘You need a holiday,’ he said. ‘I know you wouldn’t want to miss your friend’s funeral but as soon as it’s over, we should take some time off. We could go somewhere warm, lie by a pool, eat in nice restaurants, drink good wine. What d’you say?’
It sounded idyllic. ‘It’s a great idea, but I need to get this book done first. Another few weeks, then I’ll be free.’
He groaned. ‘It’s this blasted book that’s to blame for all your stress. All this nonsense about it being your thirtieth. So what? The next will be your thirty-first. Tell your editor you need some time off and you want to put back the publication date. When you return after a holiday, refreshed, you’ll fly through writing it and it’ll be all the better for it.’
‘I am feeling a bit pressurised, if I’m honest,’ she admitted. ‘It’s my fault though.’ Like everything else. ‘I posted a comment on Facebook about it being my thirtieth, and it blew up in my face when my publisher jumped on it. And my agent didn’t help. Toni told me that my editor, Harry, was hoping to be nominated for an award… A Nibbie⁠—’
Artie laughed. ‘You have to be making that up!’
Cara shook her head. ‘No, that’s what they’re called. The winners get a trophy in the shape of an old-fashioned nib. Even to be nominated is a great honour.’
‘A Nibbie!’ Artie said again, obviously tickled by the name. ‘It’s a good career move for him, I suppose.’
‘Exactly. Toni suggested that all the fuss they’d make over my thirtieth would boost Harry’s profile, and he’d be a shoo-in for a nomination.’
‘No pressure at all then to deliver.’
Cara smiled at the heavy sarcasm. But he was right; they’d put a ridiculous amount of pressure on her. She snuggled into his arms. With her head resting on his chest, the rumble of his voice as he talked about places they could visit was a comforting lullaby. It calmed her worries, reset her thoughts, cleared her view. Of course she hadn’t killed Trinny. What a crazy notion to have taken into her head.
‘When I couldn’t come up with an idea for this book, I thought Toni was going to have a seizure. She kept ringing me to ask if I’d had a eureka moment yet and was almost ecstatic when I finally told her I’d started writing.’
‘About the friends on a cruise, and a grey man?’
She was puzzled for a few seconds. A cruise? Then she remembered – that’s what she’d said she was writing about. It was hard to keep track of all the lies she’d told. What was it Artie had said? That he’d told one lie, and she’d told so many. How right he’d been. ‘That’s part of it.’
If he knew the truth, that she’d written about a man having an affair with his wife’s best friend, and that she’d killed off both husband and friend…
He might get the wrong idea.
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‘Cara, wake up.’
It was a struggle to drag herself from warm dreams to the harsh reality of life as it had been recently. But the hand shaking her shoulder wasn’t giving her much option. ‘I’m awake, I’m awake, relax.’ She opened her eyes slowly, staring into the eyes looking down at her. ‘Trinny?’
‘You did say you were tired,’ Trinny said with a laugh. ‘I was convinced when you fell asleep while I was talking to you.’
Cara was slumped over the dining room table, her head resting on her arms. She straightened, sat back in the chair and looked at her friend. ‘I thought you’d left.’
‘You told me to, but I ignored you as I often do.’
‘I’m so glad you did.’ Cara pushed her fingers through her hair, keeping them there, pressing down on her skull. ‘I had the weirdest dream that you’d been killed.’
Trinny laughed, a tinkling sound of amusement. ‘You’re mixing fact and fiction again. I told you, you keep doing that.’
‘Yes.’ Cara dropped her hand. ‘It’s all very confusing.’ She saw Trinny smile, the way she always did, one side of her wide mouth slightly higher than the other. Artie had said it was because of all the Botox she’d had. Cara thought it was an endearing quirk. She was lucky to have such a good friend; she was glad Trinny hadn’t left when she’d asked her to. Glad she wasn’t dead.
‘Cara?’
Had she fallen asleep again? How strange. ‘Sorry, Trinny.’ She opened her eyes and smiled, the smile fading when she saw Artie looking down at her. She wasn’t slumped over the table; she was lying on the sofa, a cushion under her head, a throw she recognised from the spare bedroom thrown over her legs. Had she fallen asleep and dreamt everything, or had that been reality, and she was asleep now? Under the cover of the blanket, she pinched the soft flesh of her belly. It hurt. So this was reality. She had fallen asleep. ‘I was dreaming,’ she said, pushing hair from her face.
‘You were in such a deep sleep I had to shake you to wake you up.’ He touched a finger gently to her cheek. ‘I wouldn’t have disturbed you, but I didn’t have a choice. You have a visitor.’
‘A visitor?’ Cara struggled to sit up and swung her feet to the floor. ‘Who is it?’
‘A police officer. I asked if it could wait, told him you were exhausted, but he insisted he needed to see you.’
Cara rubbed her eyes, hard, trying to dislodge the memory of Trinny’s smile, trying to ignore the gut-wrenching wish that she could turn back time to make that dream come true.
‘Cara?’
‘Yes, yes, I hear you. A police officer.’ She looked up to where Artie stood staring down at her and saw the concern etched on his face. ‘DI Elliot?’ Her hand went up to stop whatever he was going to say. ‘No, it’s not him.’ She shut her eyes and in the darkness she searched for the right name. It was there somewhere, written on one of the pages of her life. Opening her eyes, she gave Artie a slight smile. ‘DS Milner? Yes?’
‘Yes.’ He sat on the sofa beside her and put an arm around her shoulder. This time though, he didn’t pull her towards him. He sat upright, his shoulders pulled back, his arm rigidly placed, his hand clasping her arm almost painfully. It was, Cara thought, as if he’d realised that if Milner were real, perhaps the rest of her story was true. And it seemed he was willing to stand by her, to be there for her whatever happened. In that moment, she loved him more than ever.
To confirm her suspicions, he said, ‘It seems you didn’t make him up after all.’ He kissed her cheek gently, then got to his feet. ‘He’s in the hall, waiting. You ready to see him?’
‘Yes, might as well get it over with, eh?’
He closed the door after him and she heard him, in the hallway, his voiced pitched low so she wouldn’t hear what he was saying. Was he explaining to the detective that she was confused, not herself, that she hadn’t been for a while? Was he asking the officer to be gentle with her? She’d have liked to have had time to tidy up? All she could do was to comb her fingers through her hair, straighten her clothes, wipe the tears from her eyes.
When the door opened, she stood to greet the detective on an equal footing. This time it wasn’t the garish tie that caught her attention, it wasn’t even the grim, set expression on his face; it was the uniformed officer standing behind him making it all so formal.
‘Mrs Jenkins,’ DS Milner said, ‘we’d like you to come down to the station with us, please.’
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Cara was sitting in the interview room. Waiting. The room was a dismal shade of green. It was a colour possibly chosen to calm the occupants. But since it reminded her of the slimy green blanketweed that choked a pond in the park near her home, it left her feeling even more unsettled. Her hands felt sweaty. She dragged them down the leg of her jeans then rested them on the cold metal table. It, like the bench she was sitting on, was screwed to the floor. The seat wasn’t designed for comfort, and she shuffled restlessly from cheek to cheek.
If Artie had been here, the wait would have been easier, but they’d refused to allow him to sit with her. Instead, he was sitting in a room on the other side of the two-way mirror that almost covered one wall. She thought about going over to put her hand on it in the hope that he’d do the same the other side. Like a scene from a romance novel. It was definitely the kind of thing she’d have made Bronwyn do, but unlike Cara, shuffling on a cold metal seat waiting for the door to open, Bronwyn wasn’t going to end up in a police station. She was going to get away with murdering her husband and best friend.
Cara checked her watch. It felt like hours, but she’d only been there ten minutes. She drummed her nails on the table, the tinny sound loud and discordant. She stopped and wiped her hand over the surface instead, wondering about all the people who had sat there before her, what their stories were. Her hand stopped, fingers spread. She could write them, couldn’t she? It was a strange time to remember that she wrote because she loved to make up stories, and everything else – the money, the awards, the fame, the damn stupid pressure – were all extras she could live without.
She was mulling over an idea for a future story when the door opened and DS Milner entered with a man she didn’t recognise by his side. A man of medium-build, medium-height, not good-looking, not ugly, who stared at her as if he knew her and was waiting for her to give some hint of recognition. When she didn’t, because she couldn’t – she’d never met the man, she’d have sworn to it – he scowled.
Milner gave her a curt nod before pulling out the chair opposite. When the other man seemed reluctant to sit, Milner put a hand on his shoulder and pressed him down. ‘This is what you wanted, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘To speak with Cara Jenkins.’ Taking his hand away, he gave Cara another nod. ‘As we discussed, I’ll be next door, looking in. You can leave or stop this at any time. All you need to do is raise a hand. Okay?’
Cara drew a breath. ‘Yes, I understand.’

    
Cara felt numb, but she had done ever since Milner had walked into their living room two hours before to ask her to come to the station.
He’d sat on the sofa opposite and without preliminaries, had said, ‘We’ve arrested a man for the murder of your friend.’
‘What?’ There was so much relief on Artie’s face, so much imbued in that one word, that Cara knew he’d had his doubts about her part in Trinny’s death. She couldn’t blame him; she’d had doubts herself. Even hearing they’d arrested someone for her friend’s murder, she wasn’t quite sure that she hadn’t had something to do with it.
‘Are you sure?’ she asked.
‘The evidence we have is substantial,’ Milner had said, without disclosing what that evidence was. ‘Of course, a confession would be ideal but he’s refusing to say anything much.’ Milner leaned forward with his elbows on his knees to speak to Cara face on. ‘The only thing he will say, in fact, is that you are to blame for what he did.’
Artie looked from the police officer to Cara and back. ‘How on earth… What does he mean… That doesn’t make any sense! Who is this man?’
Cara held a hand up to stop him, then asked, ‘What’s his name?’
Milner sat back. ‘Todd Jacob. Does it mean anything to you?’
‘Todd Jacob?’ The name was unfamiliar. It didn’t ring a bell; it didn’t even make one tinkle. She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t know anyone by that name.’
‘Pity,’ Milner said. He waited a beat before speaking again. ‘He says he’ll talk to you. If you’re willing, we’d like you to come in. Maybe he’ll explain why he’s blaming you, and why he killed Trinny. He might even confess.’

    
So there Cara was, sitting in a police interview room opposite the man who’d killed her friend. A man who was bizarrely blaming her.
It was several seconds after Milner shut the door behind him before Jacob spoke. ‘You don’t remember me, do you, Cara?’
She met so many people. On holidays, at writing events, book signings. Had she met this strange man at one of them? ‘No, I’m sorry, I don’t.’ Surely she’d have remembered someone with such intense eyes. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever met.’
‘Oh, but we have,’ he insisted. ‘Recently I’ve been following you. You almost walked into me earlier this week. And then, night before last, I couldn’t help myself. I had to feel that shiny hair.’
Cara lifted her hand automatically to her head. It was still tender to touch after the mugging. ‘That was you? You’re the grey man?’ She might have felt relief that he did exist, that she hadn’t imagined him, if she’d any idea what was going on.
‘That’s not a particularly flattering description, is it?’ His voice was sharp with offence. ‘And you call yourself a writer.’
It seemed pointless to tell him that it had been the woman he’d murdered who’d named him. As it happened, Trinny had been correct. He was a grey man, the kind who hovered on the edge of a crowd, always apart, a nebulous nobody who might materialise for a moment only to vanish as quickly, slithering back into the edges where he belonged. Yet this nobody had, for whatever reason, killed Trinny and blamed Cara for it. She’d liked to have told him the description was perfectly apt, but now, more than ever, she needed to know why he’d been following her, and why he was blaming her for Trinny’s death, so she swallowed the words she’d liked to have used and said, ‘You always wore the same grey sweatshirt and pants. That’s why I called you that.’
He mulled this over. ‘I suppose I did,’ he said finally.
‘You were in our garden.’ She hadn’t been imagining it all. Trinny had been wrong. Cara wished she was still alive so she could tell her. Rub it in. Have a drink and laugh about it.
‘I was in it a few times. You really should boost your security. For city people you and that husband of yours are very careless about it.’
‘You came through from the end of the garden.’
His already heavily lined face creased even more in puzzlement, and he shook his head. ‘What are you talking about?’
She didn’t need to explain, but she had a need to keep speaking, to fill the silence with her words rather than to have to listen to his. Because she was certain she didn’t want to hear what he had to say. It was too late though. She’d agreed to come; and anyway, she owed it to Trinny. ‘There’s a gap in the shrubbery that divides our garden from the one behind.’ She’d thought Dominic had come through that way to spy on her. How foolish she’d been.
‘No. I came through the side gate. You rarely locked it so it was easy for me.’
He made it sound so reasonable. As if it was perfectly acceptable to invade their property. This man she didn’t know. Frustration erupted. ‘But why? I don’t know you.’
He smiled, obviously enjoying her discomfort. ‘Oh, but you do. And as for the why? Initially, it was to find out everything I could about you. I’ve been following⁠—’
‘You mean stalking!’
‘—you for a few weeks,’ he continued as if she hadn’t interrupted. ‘Or hanging around outside your home. It was a natural progression to make my way around the back to see what I could see.’ He smiled. ‘You really should pull the curtains when you sit there in the dark, but I’m glad you didn’t that night.’ He licked his lips. ‘I could see your nipples in that thin robe you were wearing.’
A squirm of distaste shot through her, but she kept her expression carefully neutral. On the other side of the two-way mirror, she knew Artie would have his fists clenched and would probably be swearing loudly.
‘You said “initially”,’ Cara said, trying to take charge of the conversation.
‘What?’
‘You said you followed me initially to find out everything you could about me.’
He seemed to be thrown by her comment, his mouth opening and shutting, eyes darting around the room as if in search of the right words.
Cara rested her elbows on the table and leaned towards him. ‘Initially… A first step… So what was the second?’
‘To make you suffer,’ he snarled, lurching forward so suddenly he drew a cry of alarm from her.
Afraid Artie would come charging to the rescue, she sat back and held up a hand, fingers spread. She hoped he’d get the message. That she was okay. And, surprisingly, she did feel okay. Probably better than she’d felt in days. Despite this last terrifying statement, it was a relief to know she hadn’t been imagining everything. He had made her suffer, but he couldn’t hurt her any more. Except… A hideous thought struck her. ‘Is that why you killed Trinny? My best friend. To make me suffer?’
He smirked. ‘Did it work?’
More than he knew. He couldn’t possibly have known that Cara had been blaming herself for having asked Trinny to leave. It didn’t make her loss any easier to bear, but it eased the guilt a little to know that regardless of when she left, the outcome would have been the same. Trinny hadn’t simply been the victim of a random attack, a case of wrong place, wrong time; she’d been a victim of a maniac who’d targeted her because she was Cara’s friend. A maniac who still hadn’t confessed or explained why.
‘Someone like you couldn’t begin to understand what losing someone as special as Trinny feels like, so I won’t bother trying to explain. Tell me,’ Cara said, feigning casualness, ‘why her? Why didn’t you simply kill me?’
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Why hadn’t I simply killed her? I suppose it’d be a question I’d be asking myself for many years to come. It looked as if I’d have the time to mull it over. I hadn’t confessed yet, but they could proceed without it thanks to my stupidity.
I thought I’d been so careful. I knew I had to be because, thanks to one silly weakness a couple of years before, I’d spent time in prison. My fingerprints were in the police database as a result.
So I’d purchased latex gloves for the purpose of murdering the friend. Good ones that fit me… well, like a glove. I was so careful and never handled the knife without wearing them. Clever me, I wasn’t going to get caught out by having my fingerprints on it.
Clever, clever me. Just not clever enough. My wonderful, well-executed plan was smashed to smithereens by a piece of information that had somehow slipped past me, and if that wasn’t bad enough, those tiny pieces were further ground to dust by a series of stupid mistakes.
The police had the weapon. I’d made it easy for them by leaving it wedged into the woman’s side. You’d think that’d have been enough for them. But no, the bastards searched the area anyway, looking for goodness knows what. And this was my first mistake. Underestimating their diligence. My second was in dumping the latex gloves in a refuse bin not far away, because the bastards found them.
But my biggest mistake… the great big fucking massive bloody ridiculous should-have-known-better mistake… was in not knowing they could obtain fingerprints from the inside of the latex gloves. How did I not know that when I thought I was so fucking clever?
Trinny’s blood on the outside, my prints on the inside. The police had a slam-dunk case.
If I confessed, it would be the cherry on the top for them. I suppose I could ask the duty solicitor they’d assigned to me, a wet-behind-the-ears wraith of a woman who looked as if her social life was spent hoovering up cocaine with a rolled-up fiver, if there was any benefit in confessing. But the only thing I wanted was something they’d never be able to give – time to finish my plan.
Because my biggest regret was that Cara was getting off without the punishment she deserved.
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Cara waited, wondering if he was going to answer her question. She’d done some research into sociopaths and psychopaths for a book she’d written some years before. Lack of empathy was one of the key traits of psychopathy. Perhaps it explained why this strange man hadn’t shown as much as a glimmer of regret for killing her friend.
‘Why didn’t I simply kill you?’ He brought his shoulders up to his ears, then dropped them in an exaggerated, almost cartoon-like shrug. ‘Well now, let me think.’
She was being played for a fool. It would have been nice to have pushed her chair back, made it screech loudly on the tiled floor, and storm from the room with her head held high. She couldn’t have done – the chairs were screwed down – but she wouldn’t have done anyway, because she needed to know the truth. Instead, with a calmness she wasn’t feeling, she put her hands flat on the table and pushed to her feet. ‘I think I’m wasting my time here.’ She was surprised to see alarm and a hint of fear creep across his face. He was hardly afraid of her, but perhaps he was afraid she’d leave before he said whatever it was he’d wanted to say. She sat again and folded her arms across her chest. ‘But since I’m here, I’ll give you a chance. You have one minute.’ She tapped her watch. ‘And that time starts now.’
‘It’ll take more than a minute!’
It was good to feel she was in the driving seat. For the first time in a long time, she felt in charge. She tapped her watch again. ‘Tick tock.’
‘Right, okay!’ He licked his lips again. This time it was nerves, not lechery. ‘I have to take you back twenty-five years…’
Twenty-five years! She’d have been fifteen. He, she guessed, would have been around the same age. She tried to remember the boys she knew back then. Did one of those barely remembered gangly boys grow into this psychopath?
‘…to the last week in Year 10. Remember, we had an end-of-year party⁠—’
She couldn’t remember any single party standing out. They blended into one another, just as the years themselves had done. ‘We had them at the end of every year, it’s hard to remember one.’
His expression changed from genial to angry, and his voice was harsh when he spoke again. ‘I remember it clearly, but then it was my last party. My last week in school. Ever. I never went back. Got a job packing shelves in a supermarket. And that was me. Finito.’
Whatever had happened, he was determined to drag it out. What had she done? Stepped on his toes during one of those excruciating dances when sweaty boys pressed up against girls in their finest party outfits?
‘You don’t remember it?’ His tone was accusing.
She remembered the sweaty boys, pinching shoes, too short dresses, too tight trousers, inexpertly applied make-up, hair twisted and pinned. And the desperation. The desire to fit in, to be popular, to be chosen to dance by the cool, handsome boys. She’d been a plain girl. Shy. Uncomfortable in her skin. Twenty-five years had passed; she wasn’t sure she’d changed that much – had he? Had he been one of the boys she’d glanced at from the corner of her eye in a sad young girl’s fantasy? She wished she could remember. ‘I’m sorry, I really don’t.’
He sneered and nodded as if it was exactly the response he’d expected. ‘Why should you remember? It wasn’t your life that ended that day. You went back to school and carried on as if nothing had changed. You went to university. Got a job. Married. Became a successful writer.’
Cara felt horror balloon in her chest, the weight of it making it hard to breathe. How long had he been following her? Had he been hiding in the shadows for twenty-five years? She needed to get back in control. With deliberate slowness, she lifted her wrist and looked at her watch. ‘Time’s up. I’m out of here.’
Ignoring her, he stared at the table and started to speak, his voice quieter, the words coming slowly as if dragged through the dust and cobwebs of the past. ‘You weren’t in my class, but I’d seen you around. You struck me as a quiet girl. Once, when you caught me staring, you smiled at me. A sweet, welcoming smile. I saw it as a good sign, that I could ask you to dance with me at our end-of-year party and for a moment I’d be as normal as the rest. So that night, when the fast disco music stopped, and when it started again in a slower tempo, when all the good-looking guys grabbed the pretty girls, I headed over and asked you.’
One of the many sweaty gangly boys she’d danced with. She shook her head, unable to remember one particular boy. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t remember dancing with you.’
‘You didn’t.’
She looked at him, confused. If he’d asked her, she’d have danced with him. Would have felt obliged. ‘I didn’t? But—’ She stopped when she saw his expression. Even though she knew she was in no danger, the sheer anger of his expression frightened her.
‘You wrapped your arms around your belly, looked at me in horror and turned me down.’ He spread his arms wide as if to encompass the size of her crime. ‘I remember feeling the eyes of everyone else in the dance hall staring our way. So I asked again for just one dance, humiliating myself, begging for a few minutes of your time to prevent the ultimate humiliation for a young gawky lad, that of turning around and walking away, discarded, rejected, unwanted.’
She stared, horrified, unable to believe she could have been that cruel. ‘I turned you down?’
‘When you got to your feet, I thought it was all going to be all right. You were going to dance with me and I’d be just like the rest of the boys. Better, because I could dance.’ He smiled. ‘I’d practised in my bedroom for weeks before that night and knew I had some good moves.’ The smile faded back into lines of anger. ‘My excitement lasted for seconds before you brushed past me and ran from the room. I learned then that there was worse humiliation than being rejected; there was the gut-wrenching, soul-destroying humiliation of seeing the girl you asked to dance run from the hall, leaving a stream of horrified eyes behind to turn and stare at me, wondering what I’d said or done.’
‘I don’t…’ Cara stopped. Running from the hall. Oh God, yes, she remembered now. Not him, she still didn’t remember him, had no recollection of being asked to dance or her cruel rejection. Just that desperate rush from the hall.
‘I knew if I came back to school, I’d have to face the scorn of being the boy who was so despised that a girl would rather run away in horror than have to dance with him.’
‘I didn’t…’ She shook her head.
‘Oh, but you did. You turned me down. Even when I was almost begging you.’
No, she didn’t. Run from him in horror, that is. All she could recall from that evening was the excruciating pain that had announced her first period. She’d always thought it ironic that she was the last of her friends to start, and, with the menopause, the first to finish. That night, unprepared as she’d been, she’d packed her knickers with toilet paper and hoped for the best. If she’d been braver, she’d have gone to one of the female teachers who were supervising and explained. They could have phoned her mother to come pick her up. But desperately shy, she hadn’t. And twenty-five years before, few teenagers had access to a mobile. Her mother was coming to collect her at ten. Cara decided she could wait till then. Sit, clutch her belly and wait, shooing well-meaning friends away with a wave of her hand.
She probably would have stayed on a seat at the edge of the hall until her mother rescued her, if she hadn’t felt the sudden flood of warm blood between her legs. Terrified that it would gush through the makeshift padding and stain her pale pink dress with shame, she stood and fled to the toilets where she used nearly a roll of paper to dam the flow. Afraid to leave again, she stayed hidden in a cubicle till ten.
Her shame. His humiliation. She’d almost forgotten that night, but he’d spent twenty-five years dwelling on it. Blaming her for something she couldn’t have helped. Blaming her because he hadn’t had the facts. If he had, would his life have turned out differently? Her research had shown that psychopathy could have a genetic component. So perhaps nothing would have changed.
Except he wouldn’t have become fixated on Cara, and Trinny would still be alive.
She could have offered him her explanation, but she didn’t owe him anything. Anyway, she doubted if it would make any difference. Some people, and he struck her as one of them, relished their victim status. ‘And to punish me,’ she said, ‘you’ve been following me all these years?’
He sniffed. ‘Don’t flatter yourself. I kept up to date with what you were up to and where you were. You flaunted yourself everywhere so it wasn’t difficult, but it was only as the twenty-fifth anniversary hit that I decided retribution was needed.’
‘So you followed me, and you killed Trinny.’
‘That’s right.’ He suddenly seemed eager to chat. ‘I had a very sharp pointed knife. All I needed to do was to get up close, aim with a slightly upward trajectory, and that was it. Deed done.’
Poor Trinny. She’d have objected to having her murder spoken of with such casual unconcern. Have been blisteringly angry to have died for such a stupid, nothing of a reason. Cara glanced towards the two-way mirror. The police should be happy with that confession. It was over, she could leave, but there was one more thing she needed him to confess to. ‘And you posted those threatening letters to me too?’
‘Threatening letters?’ A strange smile twisted his mouth. ‘No, if someone was sending you threatening letters, I’m delighted to say they weren’t from me.’ His smile grew. ‘More than delighted in fact. You don’t know how happy it makes me to know there’s someone else out there who hates you as much as I do.’
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It was strange to be sitting with Cara after all these years. Close enough that I could have reached out and touched her. Oddly satisfying, even if our meeting was in the less than salubrious surroundings of a police interview room.
I could see it in her expression, the very moment she remembered how she’d humiliated me. She offered no words of explanation or apology. Was it because she wasn’t sorry, or did she realise after all this time the words would be meaningless?
I was sorry I hadn’t had time to make more of a mark on her life. Sorry I hadn’t got around to getting rid of her lump of a husband.
But perhaps I could leave her with something to remember me by.
‘I didn’t send you any letters, threatening or otherwise, but I think I might know who did.’ He waited for her to take the bait, seeing it in her eyes when she did. She was ridiculously easy to read. ‘You have your mobile with you?’
It was several seconds before she nodded. ‘Yes, I do.’
‘Right, well, bring up your photographs. I bet I can point out the culprit in one of them.’
Sensibly suspicious, she opened her photographs and turned the screen towards him, keeping it just out of reach.
‘Swipe left,’ he said, waving his forefinger in the air with a smirk.
It was the fifth photograph before he stopped and pointed. ‘There. That person. I saw them arriving, pushing something through your letter box then scuttling away.’
When he saw the expression on Cara’s face, he sat back with a satisfied smile. It was good to have the last laugh.





47

HER
Cara stared at the photograph on her mobile, then back to Todd. ‘You’re lying.’
He sniffed. ‘What reason would I have for doing so, eh? Anyway, it seems like I’ve done you a favour, doesn’t it?’
Cara frowned. What reason would he have for lying? None, but no reason to tell the truth either. ‘The first one came on Saturday,’ she said slowly, trying to think of a way to catch him out.
‘Then none on Sunday, and one on Monday and Tuesday. Am I correct?’
He was, but was that because he’d seen who posted them, or because he had sent them himself? ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The first said I was to pay them one hundred thousand pounds or they’d spread it on social media that I’d plagiarised my last book.’
‘And had you?’
‘Of course I hadn’t!’ Stupid to be annoyed that he was questioning a lie she’d made up to catch him out. But he hadn’t even blinked when she’d told the fabrication. Either he was telling the truth or he was an exceptionally good liar. She’d wanted it to be him who’d sent the letters, to have only one monster to worry about. It would have been so much easier. This whole horrific ordeal would be over. But she had to face the truth – he wasn’t lying about what he’d seen. There were two monsters in her life.
Maybe she should have guessed. Wasn’t it often the way her stories went – the most unlikely person turning out to be the guilty one?
It was time to go. She wasn’t dealing with this latest blow. Not that day.
‘I hope you don’t catch them too quickly,’ Todd said. ‘It’d be nice to know someone was carrying on my work and making your life as worthless as you made mine.’
She didn’t owe him an explanation for that night twenty-five years before, but looking at his self-satisfied smirk, she knew she had to tell him. Leave him something to think about. ‘All these years, you’ve hated me for humiliating you, but I don’t remember you at all. All I remember of that night was blood and mess. Not you. Let me enlighten you. You chucked your life away because you had the misfortune to ask a young woman to dance who was experiencing her first period.’ She got to her feet. ‘I hope that thought haunts you.’
She didn’t wait to see his reaction and seconds later she was in the corridor outside. It was a narrow, low-ceilinged place and she immediately felt menopausal claustrophobia creep over her. ‘I need to get out of here,’ she said when Artie appeared, his face writhed in concern.
‘DS Milner wants to talk to you about the letters.’ He ran a hand down her arm. ‘I told him about them. He said he’d help.’
‘Not now.’ She held a hand up as the police officer appeared, making the already small space feel smaller, the walls closing in. ‘Please. I’ve really had enough for today. Anyway, I’m not sure I want to do anything about them.’
‘Sending threatening letters is a crime.’
‘Not now!’ She pushed past the two men, raced down the corridor towards the illuminated exit sign and pushed through the door. It led to a busy car park; the air was tainted with engine fumes, but she gulped it in with an air of desperation, slumping over with her hands on her thighs.
Artie arrived seconds later and hovered around her. ‘D’you want to sit down?’
She took a final deep breath and straightened. ‘No, I’m okay now. It was’ – she waved a hand to the building they’d exited – ‘a bit claustrophobic in there.’
‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you about the grey man.’
She lifted a hand and rested it against his cheek. ‘I’m not blaming you. Half the time I didn’t believe it myself. They say fact is stranger than fiction; I think I’m proving the point.’
He took her hand and kissed the back of it. ‘Come on,’ he said, keeping her hand in his and tugging gently. ‘Let’s have a drink and we can talk.’
They didn’t need to walk far to find a pub. Inside, they ordered drinks at the bar before searching for a quiet spot to sit. ‘There.’ Cara used her half-pint of cider to indicate an empty booth in the corner. Sitting, she took a long sip of her drink and put the glass down. ‘All these years, he’s been blaming me and I don’t even remember him.’
‘People like him, they look for something or someone to blame, then fixate on it.’
‘If he hadn’t fixated on me, Trinny would still be alive.’
‘Yes, but you’re not to blame for what he did, Cara. He’ll go to prison now. Pay for his crimes.’ Artie lifted his pint glass and drained almost half in a couple of quick gulps. ‘I needed that,’ he said, putting the glass down. ‘Do you think he was telling the truth about knowing who sent the letters?’
Recently, the truth seemed to be like a moveable feast, but she was almost certain that the strange man was telling the truth. ‘I wasn’t sure at first.’
‘Then you told that lie about what was written on the first one and he didn’t blink.’
‘Yes.’
‘I explained to DS Milner that you were trying to catch him out.’ Artie smiled. ‘I’m not sure he was too impressed, or maybe that’s his habitual expression.’ He reached for his pint again. ‘At least now you can leave it to him.’
Cara looked at him. ‘No. I’m going to handle this myself. Tonight.’
Artie tried to dissuade her with a variety of arguments – it was too late, she was too tired, she should leave it to the police. Cara batted them all away. She was tired of being a minor character in her own life story. She was the writer; it was time she gave herself a bigger part. If she was capable of writing characters like Bronwyn, women able to fight back, she had to have it in her to do the same. ‘I’m dealing with this tonight,’ she said. It suddenly seemed important to get every scene completed that day, to finish the story of the grey man and the threatening letters. Finish them, write the end, and get on with the rest of her life. She looked at Artie, saw the lines of concern and sighed. ‘You don’t need to come with me, if you don’t want to.’
‘Of course I’m bloody well coming with you!’ He took a deep breath. ‘I just don’t see why we can’t wait till the morning. We’d both be fresh.’
‘No,’ she said without elaborating. ‘It needs to be done tonight.’
He drained his glass and took out his mobile. ‘Right then, I’d better get us a taxi.’
She stopped him with a hand on his arm. ‘I’m sorry for ever doubting you.’
He covered her hand with his. ‘It was my fault. You were right, I had lied.’
Cara looked at the hand wrapped around hers and took comfort from its strength and warmth. She was glad he was coming with her. She wasn’t sure she could have faced it without him. ‘Yes, you did lie, but I’m not sure that’s why I doubted you all these years. I think it’s more that I still can’t believe a guy like you would love a plain, ordinary woman like me.’
His hand tightened almost painfully. ‘When this is all over, we’re going shopping for a new mirror for your bathroom. One that shows the beautiful, captivating, intelligent woman that I see when I look at you.’
‘Good line,’ she said, leaning forward to kiss him on the cheek. She was good with words but couldn’t have come up with anything so perfect. ‘I might use it sometime.’ She sat back. ‘Maybe I’ll start to write romantic uplifting stories rather than psychological thrillers. What d’you think?’
He smiled. ‘Well, if your creepy stories keep seeping into reality, I think I’d prefer if you did.’

    
Ten minutes later they were in a taxi on their way to confront the person who’d sent the threatening letters. Cara shook her head when Artie asked her what she was going to say. The truth was painful and difficult to process. The words would come, she hoped, when they came face to face.
The taxi pulled up outside the terraced house after a short fifteen-minute journey. It was after eleven, the street quiet, most of the houses in darkness. They stood without speaking, Cara’s hand held tightly in Artie’s. She took strength from it as she opened the wrought-iron gate. They left it hanging open and walked the few steps to the front door.
‘Here goes,’ she said, and pressed her finger to the doorbell.
They could hear it ringing inside, a loud unmusical chime.
‘If there’s no answer, we could phone,’ Artie said. He stood back then and looked up at the first-floor windows. ‘No, wait, it’s okay, a light has come on.’
‘Might as well make sure they’re awake.’ Cara pressed the bell again, holding her finger on it, hearing it chime inside, again and again.
Through the glass panels of the door, they watched as more lights came on, and a shadowy figure came running down the stairs. There was sensible security. They heard the sound of a mortice lock being undone and the jangle as a security chain was put in place before finally the door was opened.
‘Cara?’ The door was shut to remove the chain, then pulled open again. ‘For goodness’ sake, what are you doing here at this hour?’
Cara stepped forward. ‘Hello, Toni.’
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‘It’s a bit late for a social visit,’ Toni said, standing back and waving them inside. ‘I assume there’s a good reason.’
‘You remember Artie, don’t you?’ Cara said as she brushed past. She headed into the small living room and sat without invitation.
‘Sure, we met at the Duplex summer party. Nice to meet you again, Artie.’ Toni gave a strained smile. ‘Although I’m not so sure about the timing.’
‘And timing is everything,’ Cara said, relaxing back against an array of cushions. ‘After the climax of a story, there is the inevitability of tragedy as the perpetrator is unmasked.’ She smiled to see puzzlement not only on Toni’s face but also on Artie’s. ‘The structure of a novel,’ Cara explained.
Artie sat into a leather bucket chair that was too small for his size, leaving Toni to sit on the other end of the sofa. ‘Forgive me,’ she said with a nervous laugh, ‘you came to discuss the structure of your novel, is that it? Is there a problem with your next?’ Concern etched lines on her face as she leaned closer. ‘I thought you’d come up with a strong storyline. So much is hanging on this one.’
‘Yes, so you said. It must have been a great relief when I told you I had started writing it.’
‘Of course, I was relieved. Pleased for you too. I have no doubt it’ll be another bestseller. Duplex have such great plans to celebrate this one; it’ll send your profile into the stratosphere. Harry should be a shoo-in for a Nibbie on the back of it all.’
‘And you won’t do so badly either, will you?’ Artie’s gruff voice made her turn. ‘Fifteen per cent, isn’t it? That’s a lot of money heading your way if Cara’s next does well.’
Toni sat up straighter and glared at him. ‘Fifteen per cent is standard for an agent. I work hard on your wife’s behalf. It was thanks to me that Duplex Publishers revised her contract last year and increased her royalty percentage from them. Plus, I worked hard to get those five translation rights deals we signed for in the last twelve months.’ She turned back to Cara. ‘You’ve no complaints, have you?’
‘No, at least I haven’t had.’ Cara decided it was time. She was tired. ‘I heard you lost two of your clients last month to a rival agency. If I’m correct, I’m the only top-seller you have on your books, yes?’ She lifted a hand. ‘No, don’t bother answering. I don’t really care. What I do care about is you manipulating me.’
‘What?’
‘Oh please,’ Cara said. ‘Don’t give me that big-eyed innocent look. I know what you did. You sent me those threatening letters.’
Toni laughed. ‘You’re being ridiculous! Why on earth would I send you threatening letters?’
As soon as that horrible man had pointed Toni out, Cara had known why she’d done it. ‘You were so damn concerned about me not having an idea for my next, I think it was misguided thinking. You wanted to give me an idea for a story.’
Toni got to her feet, put her hands on her hips and looked down at Cara. ‘Seriously! That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. If I’d wanted to suggest something, wouldn’t I simply have spoken to you?’
Cara shook her head. ‘No. When I first started working with you, you said you had a file full of ideas if I ever ran out, and I remember clearly telling you that the idea had to appear in my head… almost holistically… or it wouldn’t work. I think that’s why you did it this way. You sent me those letters to put the idea in my head for a story based on my own experience.’
Toni took a few steps backwards, her eyes flitting between Artie and Cara. ‘You really think I’m capable of doing such a thing?’ She shook her head as the realisation hit her. ‘Shit, you do! You really think I’m so desperate that I’d pull a trick like that! Shit! I know publishing is a tough business, and I’ll admit I’ve run close to the edge at times, but this’ – she rubbed a hand over her mouth – ‘this is unbelievable.’
Cara had hoped it would be easy, that Toni would throw up her hands and admit that desperation had driven her into making foolish choices. Perhaps, after all, Cara should have simply left it to the police to handle. Why hadn’t she? Was she worried about adverse publicity? The old adage that there was no such thing as bad publicity held no coin in the era of mass cancellation and wokeness. Or maybe she’d simply wanted to give Toni a chance to explain why she’d done such a terrible thing? ‘I have proof it was you.’
‘Proof!’ Toni froze with her mouth slightly open. For a moment there was complete silence. It was broken by the sound of footsteps overhead that grew louder as someone descended the staircase. It seemed that all three were holding their breath because when the door opened there was a collective gasp.
‘Harry!’ His appearance was so unexpected that Cara jumped to her feet. ‘You and Toni!’ She looked from one to the other and shook her head. ‘Now I understand,’ she said, dropping back onto the sofa.
‘What’s going on?’ Harry looked bleary eyed around the room. ‘It’s almost midnight, is something wrong?’
‘Ask her,’ Toni said, nodding in Cara’s direction. ‘I think she’s gone mad.’
‘No, I’m seeing everything perfectly clearly now. Are you two in it together?’ Cara looked at Artie, who was taking everything in with a slightly bemused expression on his face. ‘Harry is my editor. I understand now why Toni was so concerned that my book did well.’
‘Ah,’ Artie said, nodding as enlightenment hit him. ‘This is your editor who is desperate to get a nibbet.’
‘A Nibbie,’ all three said together, correcting him.
Harry ran a hand through bed-rumpled hair. ‘What the hell are you talking about? I’m not desperate to get a Nibbie,’ he said, obviously grabbing onto the only thing that was making sense to him. ‘It’d be nice, of course, recognition always is, but desperate? No.’ He looked around, puzzled. ‘I’m wondering if I’m still asleep and having a nightmare, because you can’t have come here at this hour to discuss the book awards, surely?’
Toni moved closer to him and slid an arm around his waist. ‘Cara is accusing me of sending her threatening letters.’
Harry looked at her in bemusement. Frowning at her obvious distress, he put an arm around her shoulder to pull her closer. ‘I’m sure she didn’t accuse you of any such thing!’ He looked across the room and met Cara’s eyes. ‘Did you?’
Instead of answering his question, Cara said: ‘You’re in a relationship? How did I never know that?’
‘We met at the Duplex summer party.’ Harry shrugged. ‘There was no reason to inform you. It’s not as if there’s a conflict of interest or anything. We’re both on the same side after all.’
Artie got to his feet and stared down the younger man. ‘So you were in it together, were you?’
‘Shit! Now you think it’s a conspiracy!’ Toni sounded angry and exasperated. ‘Listen to me, please. I didn’t send you any stupid letters, neither did Harry.’
‘Why would we?’ Harry, sounding more puzzled, rubbed a hand over his face.
‘Cara thinks I did it to give her an idea for her next book.’
‘She thinks’ – he shook his head – ‘that’s possibly the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. If Toni had an idea for you to use, you don’t think she’d simply have told you.’
Toni lifted her chin and glared. ‘Exactly what I said!’
‘I have proof.’ But even to her own ears, Cara sounded less than certain. Could she be wrong? Had that bastard Todd lied to her? Pointed Toni out in the photograph simply to mess with Cara’s head? She glanced at Artie, wanting him to confirm what she’d said. But of course he couldn’t; he hadn’t been there when Todd had singled out Toni’s face. But he had done, hadn’t he? She hadn’t been mistaken.
‘Proof that I sent the letters?’ Toni said, shaking her head as if she couldn’t believe what was happening. ‘What proof? Show me.’
‘Someone pointed you out in a photograph.’ Hell, that sounded lame even to Cara. She couldn’t tell them who that ‘someone’ was. Didn’t want to see their puzzled anger turn to derision.
‘“Someone”!’ Toni made inverted commas in the air with her fingers. ‘Well, you tell this mystery someone that they’re talking crap, okay?’
Artie crossed to sit beside Cara. ‘Maybe we got it wrong.’
‘There’s no maybe about it,’ Harry said firmly. ‘I know Cara has had some issues recently. A bit stressed. Menopausal, I believe. But seriously, I would have thought Toni and I deserved a bit more respect than to be accused of something so ridiculously awful.’
‘We should go,’ Cara said. Menopausal. Such a dismissive thing to say, but maybe Harry was right. Maybe that was why nothing seemed to make sense. What did they call it – brain fog? It was appropriate. It seemed ironic and sad, that biology – menses and menopause – seemed to have caused her so much trouble. She felt weakened even by the idea and gave Artie a nudge. ‘Give me a hand, will you?’ On her feet, with Artie’s arm around her to stabilise her and give her a modicum of strength, she faced the two who were still standing entwined. Oddly, it was Harry who wore an understanding expression, Toni who regarded Cara with dislike.
‘I’m sorry,’ Cara said. And she was. Genuinely. Toni and she had never been friends, but they’d had a close, satisfactory, professional relationship. She guessed she’d burnt that bridge. There didn’t seem to be anything else to say.
Harry and Toni followed behind as Cara and Artie walked slowly from the house. They were barely through the front door when it was slammed hard behind them.
‘Fuck,’ Cara said, a hand on the gate keeping her from falling as Artie arranged an Uber.
‘It’ll be here in a few minutes,’ he said, putting an arm back around her. ‘We’ll soon be home. You need some sleep.’
She was grateful he didn’t say that he’d been right, they should have waited till the following day. Maybe if she hadn’t been so tired, she’d have thought twice about trusting the word of a murderer. ‘They’re never going to forgive me, are they?’
‘I think, in a couple of days, when the dust has settled, and you’re feeling less stressed, you can have a conversation with them, explain about Trinny and your stalker, and they’ll understand. Anyway,’ he said, ‘they’re not stupid. They’re not going to kill the goose that lays the golden egg.’
Once in the taxi, Cara rested her head back and shut her eyes. When she felt Artie’s warm hand close around hers, she relaxed and drifted into a restless sleep, waking when the car pulled up outside their home.
Neither spoke as they went inside and by unspoken agreement headed upstairs. They didn’t bother with lights, or their usual ablutions, both stripping and climbing naked between the sheets.
Cara curled into Artie’s arms. ‘What a mess.’
‘Shush,’ he said, kissing her softly. ‘Everything will be okay.’
‘But we still don’t know who sent those letters and what they want. When those leaves fall, something terrible is going to happen.’ She’d been wrong. Just because she could write strong, independent gung-ho women didn’t mean she could be one. She couldn’t. She was weak, pathetic, stupid.
‘Nothing is going to happen to you or to us,’ Artie said. ‘I think that man, that Todd whatshisname, lied to you. He knows you’ve lost your best friend; he was just making you more miserable by trying to ruin your relationship with your agent. It was just unfortunate that that also involved your editor.’
‘Todd’s last-ditch attempt to get revenge. Yes, you’re probably right.’ And it had worked too. If only she’d listened to Artie and waited till the morning. Because she’d have seen through his lies then, wouldn’t she? Probably not. She sighed and cuddled closer to Artie, trying to absorb some of his strength.
‘He sent the letters,’ Artie said. ‘It was all part of his plan. It’s over now. He’ll be locked away for a long time for Trinny’s murder.’
It made sense. There weren’t a host of people out there hating her, wanting to cause her trouble. Just one psychopath. ‘You’re right,’ she said, wishing she felt more convinced. She’d have liked more reassurance, more words of certainty, but she heard the change in Artie’s breathing, felt the deep rhythmic swell and dip of his chest, and knew he’d gone to sleep. She squashed the spark of resentment at how easily he could fall. He’d always done. It was nice to have some things that remained the same.
She slipped from his side and lay on her back with her eyes shut, waiting for sleep. Praying for it. Suddenly too warm, a slick of sweat on her face and under her breasts, she threw off the duvet, waited for the heat to subside, then pulled the covers back and tried to sleep.
She must have dropped off because when she opened her eyes again the light in the room had changed. Not morning, but nearly there. Turning, she groaned when she saw it was only four-thirty. She shut her eyes again and begged sleep to return, knowing that such pleas rarely worked. They didn’t this time either; she gave up, threw the covers back and slid from the bed.
There was an early-morning chill in the air. Shivering a little, she took a robe from the back of the door, slipped it on and headed downstairs.
Leaving the lights off, she sat at the table and stared out across the dark garden. Her stalker was locked away. There was no reason to be afraid. No reason to be staring into the distance where the Indian bean tree stood, its branches and remaining leaves lost in the darkness, wondering how many remained.
Maybe Artie was right and the grey man had sent the letters.
But what if he was wrong, and the horrors of the last few days, weren’t over?
Maybe, and the thought made her shiver, just maybe, the worst was yet to come.
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I’d been so absorbed in my conversation with Cara that I’d forgotten to be careful of what I said and inadvertently gave the police exactly what they wanted – a confession. Not that it mattered, really; they had the proof they needed. I just wanted to make it more difficult for them. To play with them, I suppose. I needed to take my fun, my pleasure, where I could. There wasn’t going to be too much of it in the future.
Back in my cell, I lay on my bunk to try to make sense of what Cara had said.
I wanted to fit what she’d told me into my memory of that day, to discount her story as a lie. It was easy. I’d had twenty-five years to cement into place my version of what had happened. Did she really expect me to believe that she didn’t remember what she did to me? That something as natural as a first period was going to have such an impact? She painted a dramatic picture of blood and pain. Painting over what had really happened. Hiding her guilt.
But I knew the truth of what had happened that night.
I just wish I’d had more time to make her suffer for it.
The truth about those letters though. That should still cause her some heartache.
I just wish I was there to see it.
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Cara was sitting with her hands cupped around a cooling mug of coffee when Artie appeared hours later.
‘Have you been sitting there all night?’ he said, coming across to kiss her cheek. ‘You look wretched.’
‘Thanks.’ She smiled. ‘No, I’ve only been here a little while.’ There was no point in worrying him, especially since she wanted him to go to work and not insist on staying to keep her company. She needed to be alone with her thoughts for a while longer, needed space to decide what she should do.
‘I can stay home, if you like.’ He flicked the switch on the kettle. ‘More coffee?’
‘No, ta, I’m okay,’ she said, lifting the mug to her mouth and sipping the almost cold contents. ‘And thank you, but it’s not necessary for you to stay with me, I’m fine. I’m going to try to get on with my writing. I think it’d be better not to piss off my editor even more by missing my deadline.’
Artie sat opposite her, mug of coffee in one hand, a slice of toast in the other. ‘That mightn’t be a bad idea.’
It would have been nicer if he’d told her to stuff the deadline. If he’d said to forget about this book, take a break, give herself a chance to recover from recent events. Hadn’t he said something recently about doing just that, or had that been something she’d written in her book, something Tom had said to Bronwyn? Cara had no idea, and it didn’t seem wise to ask Artie. And it was certainly unwise to ask him to take over her life, sort it out and give it back to her shiny new. ‘Yes,’ she said, although she’d no idea what she was saying yes to.
‘You sure you’re going to be okay if I go to work?’ He looked doubtful.
Perhaps she looked as bad as she felt. Washed out. Washed-up. The book she was working on, the thirtieth one that her publisher was making such a big deal about, was rubbish. What had she expected? She’d written about her mess of a life, the paranoia, the letters, the truth and the lies. Readers would read it and laugh. They’d call it far-fetched, unbelievable, would criticise the storyline, hate the characters.
Later, when she’d the energy to climb the stairs, she’d select the whole manuscript and press delete. Then she’d compose an email to Duplex Publishing and tell them she was taking an extended break. ‘I’ll be fine. We need to get back to some semblance of normality.’
‘Well, if you’re sure.’
She watched as he licked the toast crumbs from his fingers, stood and took his mug to the dishwasher. Normality perhaps. But it all felt a little askew. Out of focus. Or maybe she was simply tired. Or it was the brain fog. She should have been angered by Harry’s dismissive explanation that the menopause was to blame for her current messed-up state, but if it meant he’d forgive last night, let them put it behind them so that when she did start to write again he’d be happy to continue as her editor, she’d let it slide. They had a good rapport. She wasn’t sure she wanted to start over with someone else.
It wasn’t until she heard the front door shut behind Artie that she finally moved and went upstairs to her office. At her desk, she switched on her computer to delete Book Thirty. With the manuscript open, she used the mouse to choose select all, then reached for the delete key, but even as her finger hovered over it, she was reading the highlighted words on the screen. And they weren’t bad.
Cancelling the select all function, she reread the start of the book, added a few words, deleted a redundant sentence, cut and pasted a paragraph further into the chapter. And soon she was deep into the fictional world of Bronwyn, Tom and the best friend, Demi.
She typed quickly, her fingers flying over the keys. It was when she started on the scene where Bronwyn discovered her husband’s affair with her friend that the words slowed, then stopped. She remembered how she’d felt when she believed Artie and Trinny were cheating on her. The absolute devastation. Her world shattering into tiny sharp pieces that had pierced every part of her. The excruciating pain she’d felt. She should be able to write her experience into the story.
But when she tried to describe how she’d felt, she couldn’t. Believing in their treachery, even for such a short while, had left its mark on her, a raw, painful wound that would take time to heal.
She’d done well though. Checking her word count, she saw she’d written two thousand. She’d have a break, stretch, do a little exercise, then get back to it.
There was an exercise bike in the corner of her office. She gave it a glance but kept walking, slow steps taking her back downstairs. She didn’t need or particularly want a mug of coffee but she made one anyway. There was something about the routine of it that soothed her. It was the reason she made so many mugs of it during the day. Made them but rarely finished any. She took the mug to the table and sat with it in front of her, enjoying the aroma as she stared out the window. A light breeze had picked up. It swayed the branches of the Indian bean tree and as she watched, one of its huge leaves drifted to the ground. There were only a few left. Soon they’d be gone. It didn’t matter though; the horrible man who’d sent those letters was locked away.
He’d lied to her to mess with her head. And it had worked. She shut her eyes when she thought of the scene in Toni’s house the previous night. Many of Cara’s experiences ended up in her books; that one definitely wouldn’t. Not unless she switched genre to write horror novels.
What a fool she’d been to believe that lying, murdering monster. He had a name now but he’d always be the grey man to her.
Because he had lied to her. Hadn’t he?
Frowning, she tried to recall their conversation. It wasn’t easy; she’d been dragged back to that hideous end-of-year party she’d deliberately tried to forget, had listened to that monster discussing, ever so calmly, how he’d killed her best friend. So wasn’t it understandable that some of their conversation was blurred, that she couldn’t recall exactly what was said? In hindsight, it might have been better if more of it had been forgotten. Had he taken great delight in pointing his finger at Toni, knowing the trouble it would cause?
Cara had tried to catch him out. Tried to outsmart the bastard by deliberately lying about the content of the letters, and when he hadn’t blinked at the fabrication, when he’d merely sneered at the idea she was being accused of plagiarism, she’d taken it as proof he really didn’t know what was in them. Proof that the murdering bastard hadn’t sent them. Was he such a brilliant, believable conman, such a fantastic actor, or was it that she was so completely and fucking stupidly gullible? Had he smirked behind his mask when he’d pointed out Toni as the culprit and seen Cara’s shocked disbelief?
She’d been too quick to believe him. Far too quick to believe that Toni would have done such a scandalous thing as to send threatening letters. Cara had accused the grey man of lying. Why had she wavered so quickly?
His reply echoed in her head. What reason would I have for doing so, eh? Anyway, it seems like I did you a favour, doesn’t it?
That had been his reply, hadn’t it? She frowned, trying to focus the image of him in her mind, trying to clean up the words so they came out crisp and clear in her head. Like an echo of times past. It seems like I did you a favour.
I did… past tense. He was pointing out the culprit – shouldn’t he have said ‘it seems like I’m doing you a favour’? Doing Cara a favour by pointing out the culprit? Doing, not did… Or was she being stupidly pedantic? Of course she was. Add it to her list of crimes. She tried to put it from her mind, but that ‘did’ was lodged there, as irritating as an itch that was just out of reach.
She picked up her mobile and opened her photographs, scrolling through until she came to the one where Toni was smiling broadly in a group shot taken a few months before. In this very room. At a party Cara had thrown for her last publication.
The grey man had picked Toni out. Had pointed his stubby gnarled finger at her.
Cara felt her mouth grow dry as she stared at the photograph.
I did you a favour.
She needed to talk to Todd Jacob again.





51

HER
Cara had to wait for almost an hour before DS Milner was free to speak to her. She sat in the police station waiting room, arms wrapped around herself, going over and over the thoughts that were percolating inside her head. She veered from thinking she was being stupid to believing she was finally seeing the painful truth.
‘Mrs Jenkins.’ DS Milner came towards her, a hand extended. ‘I’m sorry you were kept waiting, I’m having one of those mornings.’
Join the club, she thought, shaking his hand. ‘I don’t want to add to your workload but I have a favour to ask.’
A wary expression crossed his face. ‘If I can help, I will.’
‘It’s nothing too awful,’ she said. ‘I just want to have another word with Mr Jacob.’
‘You just want…’ He looked perplexed. ‘I’m not sure that’s appropriate.’
‘It’ll take a minute, that’s all.’ She kept her eyes fixed on his. ‘Yesterday I met with him so you could get your confession. Today I need to speak to him for my benefit.’
Milner obviously wasn’t a man who rushed into answering. Cara could almost see the little wheels revolving in his head as he considered all the implications and ramifications of what she was asking. ‘Is this something to do with those threatening letters you received?’
There was no point in lying. ‘Yes. I think he misled me.’
Milner sighed. ‘Please don’t tell me you went and confronted someone about them.’ He lifted a hand, almost in surrender. ‘No, on second thoughts, I’m not sure I want to know.’
‘I just need a minute with him. That’s all.’ She was pleading. It didn’t matter; she’d beg if she had to.
‘You’d be better to make an official complaint about the letters and leave it to us to investigate and not be playing amateur detective.’ He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets. ‘This isn’t one of your books, Mrs Jenkins. Real life is a little trickier and it can be downright nasty.’
She couldn’t help herself; she laughed. ‘I’ve been stalked by a psychopath. A man who killed my best friend in some kind of warped punishment for some slight twenty-five years ago. Something I have absolutely no recollection of doing. So I think, Detective Sergeant Milner, that I’m well aware how tricky and fucking horrendous real life can be.’
Funny how swearing can sometimes be the thing that gets people’s attention. Had he thought she was refined and too polite before? She sighed and gave him a tentative smile. ‘All I’m asking for, DS Milner, is one minute with Jacob. I’ve no intention of playing detective. I’ll leave that to you.’
There was a moment’s silence, each standing defensively, hands in their pockets, grim expressions, narrowed eyes.
It was Milner who broke first. ‘We look as if we’re going to draw on each other.’
She smiled, took a hand out and cocked a thumb and first finger to make a pistol shape. ‘Pistols at dawn?’
‘Rough justice. We’ve come a long way from that. At least,’ he qualified, ‘we’re supposed to have done.’ He looked at her and nodded his head slightly. ‘Okay, I’ll see what I can do, but I’m not promising anything, okay?’
He turned and left the room, and Cara sat to wait some more. It was twenty minutes before he returned. ‘You have your one minute,’ he said. ‘Actually, it didn’t take much persuading. He was quite pleased to be seeing you again.’
Cara was taken to the same room they’d used the previous day and was left to sit for several more minutes before the door opened and Todd Jacob was led through. There was a smug, self-congratulatory expression on his face, and she was suddenly sure that she was being had, that he’d planned this all along, that the bastard had given her the wrong information in order to ensure her return.
‘We meet again,’ he said, taking the seat opposite. ‘It’s nice having visitors, it relieves the monotony of life here.’
She wasn’t interested in making small talk. One minute was all she’d asked for; it was all the time she wanted to spend with him. ‘You lied to me.’ She took out her mobile, opened the photographs and quickly scrolled to the correct one. Putting the phone down on the table, she slid it closer to him, keeping her fingers firmly around it. ‘You said this person was responsible for sending those threatening letters to me.’ She used her middle and index finger to enlarge Toni’s face. ‘This woman.’
He leaned over the table to peer closer at the photograph, then sat back and shook his head. ‘Oh no, you’re mistaken, that isn’t who I meant at all.’
‘You—’
He lifted a hand to stop her. ‘I’m not saying another thing, not unless you admit the truth about what happened on that night twenty-five years ago.’
She clenched her fist and banged it on the table, the hollow sound echoing around the small room. ‘I…’ she started, then stopped. She could see it in his eyes; he didn’t want the truth, he wanted justification for all the years he’d wasted. If she lied, if she told him what he wanted to hear, maybe he’d tell her the truth. And she’d believe him this time, would she? What the hell was she doing there? She wanted to stand, run from the room, because she wasn’t sure, right at that moment, if she wanted to hear the truth. Because she was afraid it would be the same truth that had been hiding at the back of her head for days. ‘No, I’m not going to lie to you, simply to make you feel better about wasting your life. I’m really sorry for what happened to you. But all I remember about that night is the pain, the mess, and the fear that blood would leak and I’d be embarrassed and humiliated. I don’t remember you at all, and I’m not going to lie and say I do.’
His face contorted in anger. ‘You’re lying!’
She was tired of it all. ‘No, I’m not.’ She reached for her mobile. ‘This was a waste of time.’
Before she could stop him, he snatched the phone from her hand. ‘I don’t believe you, but I’ll tell you what you want to know anyway.’ The photo was still open on the screen. He used a finger to bring it back to full view, then enlarged a different face and handed the phone back. ‘This is the person who posted the letters.’
It was as she’d expected. As in her heart she’d already known. She looked at Trinny’s smiling face, her blonde hair caught mid-toss. She looked stunning as she always did. Her best friend.
Her treacherous, scheming, lying best friend.
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Cara stood and left the room without another word, without looking in the grey man’s direction. There was nothing left to say. DS Milner met her outside, a question in his raised eyebrow. She held a hand up to stop whatever it was he was going to say and brushed past, moving faster, breaking into a run when she heard him call her name.
Outside, she flagged down a passing taxi and sat in the back. In a daze, she muttered her address, repeating it when the driver turned with a quizzical look.
‘You okay?’ he asked. ‘You’re not going to be sick?’
‘No, just take me home.’ She shut her eyes and rested her head back, relaxing only a little when the taxi began to move. Hot tears pushed out and ran down her cheeks. What a bitter thing it was to be right. Trinny hadn’t come around to check that she was okay, she’d been there to post another letter. What a fool Cara had been. She’d almost caught her friend in the act. Of course, she had believed Trinny was responsible for a time. Believed that she and Artie were having an affair. Until she’d been murdered and Artie convinced Cara that she was being silly. That there was no way he’d been cheating on her with her best friend. Had there been a little part of him relieved that Trinny was dead, or had he been devastated that his lover had been murdered?
How long had they been carrying on? Cara thought back to their wedding only a year before. Trinny and Artie had danced then. They’d looked very friendly, but it was Cara and Artie’s wedding, after all, a happy, joyous occasion, and she’d thought nothing of it. In fact, she remembered being happy that her new husband and old friend were getting along so well.
Had it begun then? Or even before? They’d done a few double dates. Had there been sideways glances between them, sneaky smiles, not-so-casual brushing of hands? Had they crept off to spend time together while Cara and Luke sat innocently unknowing?
Had Cara been a fucking idiot? Had she been wandering around with her eyes shut for the last year? How strange that she’d worried about that insignificant lie Artie had told her about his suspension, when all along there was a great big lie being committed right under her nose.
Everything was clear now. Crystal, blindingly clear. Trinny, her best friend, that calculating bitch. How annoyed she must have been that Artie hadn’t seen the second and third letters. No wonder she’d encouraged Cara to tell him. Perhaps Trinny really hoped the threats would put enough pressure on him to confess. Had she envisaged them running off into the sunset together?
Or maybe she’d hoped that Cara would guess? But how could she have done? Artie had been so adamant there was nothing between them. So convincing, so bloody persuasive. How he must have chuckled when she’d accused him of financial rather than sexual indiscretion. How he must have sneered at how gullible she was.
And she was of course. Okay, she hadn’t really believed his story about the suspension, but she’d married him anyway, hadn’t she? How fucking stupid was that?
Trinny had been stupid too. Cara didn’t think Artie had any intention of leaving her. Why would he when he had the best of both worlds? A loving wife who earned enough to keep him in a manner he’d quickly learned to enjoy, a sexy girlfriend on the side. If he’d had any intention of choosing the girlfriend over the wife, Trinny wouldn’t have had to resort to writing threatening letters.
Cara swallowed the lump in her throat when she remembered confiding in Trinny not so long ago that she was afraid Artie was getting bored with her. What had Trinny said? That maybe Cara had let herself go a little. Had Trinny been sniggering to herself? Had she told Artie? Maybe they’d laughed about it. While they were in bed together. Naked.
Had they cavorted in their bed while Cara was away at one of her writing events? She’d wanted Artie to come to Harrogate with her in July, but he’d insisted he couldn’t get the days off. Had he and Trinny enjoyed a three-day dalliance while she’d been away? She remembered ringing him late on the Saturday night and being unable to get him. Next morning, he said he’d gone to bed early and had left his phone downstairs.
And Cara had believed him.
She shook her head and gave a sad laugh.
The traffic was heavy on the route home, the taxi moving a few inches at a time before grinding to a halt behind a bus. A wave of heat swept over her, followed by the sudden onslaught of claustrophobia. ‘I need to get out,’ she said, startling the driver. ‘Pull over.’
‘I can’t!’
‘Then I’ll get out here.’ She threw a twenty through the open window between them and pushed open the door, missing the car stuck in the traffic beside them by an inch. The taxi driver was yelling angrily at her. Everything was closing in, perspiration pinging on her forehead and running between her breasts, but she didn’t stop. There was barely enough room for her to squeeze through. She pulled her jacket off, flapped the front of her T-shirt, and took deep breaths of the choking car fumes as she negotiated a way between the stationary traffic to get to the footpath.
It was a long walk to where she lived, but there was no rush to get there. After a few minutes she’d cooled down enough to slip her jacket back on and increase her pace, her eyes down as she concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.
Thirty minutes later, she was home. Home. She stood at the gate and stared at the place where she’d been happy. She’d thought they’d both been. Maybe Artie still was. Happy as long as he had a bit on the side. Now that Trinny was gone, would he fill the void with someone else? Why wasn’t Cara enough for him?
It would have been nice to have turned around and gone elsewhere. But where? To friends and see their pity? Home to her parents, and her mother’s sniffing disparagement that her only daughter had failed to keep her man?
She let herself inside the house and stood in the quiet of the hallway, wondering what to do.
Unable to think, she went up to her office and turned on the computer. This world, this shocking reality, was causing her too much pain, too much confusion. Her fictional world offered an escape.
She read over what she’d written earlier. It was good. Probably the best she’d written. It was still waiting for the scene where Bronwyn discovered her husband and best friend were having an affair. Earlier, Cara had thought that believing in Trinny and Artie’s treachery, even for such a short while, had left its mark on her. A raw, painful wound that had started to heal, to close over and mend. Now, it was as if jagged, dirty nails had reached into it and torn it asunder. Worse, it felt as if every limb was being wrenched from her body. Her heart didn’t just feel broken, it felt pulverised. Cara wasn’t sure she could survive the agony. She cried out in her despair, a shrill noise that lingered in the air like the stink of infidelity.
Her throat was raw by the time she was done, her eyes gritty from the tears she’d shed. It seemed as if her fingers too had joined in her symphony of misery. The screen was covered in lines and lines of jumbled letters. With a loud snuffle, she pressed the backspace key and deleted the mess.
If she tried to write the scene where Bronwyn discovered her husband’s infidelity now, it would be laced with vitriol or would simply be a list of synonyms for harlot and bastard. It was better to leave it for another day. Instead, she scrolled down to the end of the story, the one she’d written days before, shaking her head as she read. How stupidly far-fetched it was. She’d written Bronwyn’s character as if she was some sort of female James Bond. Someone who could access the dark web to buy explosives, know what to do with them, who was able to plant them in her husband’s car and set a timer to blow him and his lover into pieces.
How could she have guaranteed that they’d have been killed outright? They might only have been injured. The timer might have failed – hadn’t she seen that happen in enough stupid movies? So many things could have gone wrong to prevent Bronwyn getting satisfaction.
And she needed it. She needed something to ease the misery. Cara stared at her cloudy dim reflection on the screen in front of her. No, not Bronwyn, her. She, Cara, needed to do something to end it all.
It was much better to do as the grey man had done – keep it up close and personal. He had indeed done her a favour; he’d killed Trinny. Now it was up to Cara to finish things. She wasn’t going to wait twenty-five years to write the last chapter.
It needed to be done; this wasn’t the time for fiction.
It seemed a shame that, after all, her thirtieth novel was never going to be published. She moved the cursor to select, clicked select all, then tapped the delete key.
And poof, it was gone.
She sat looking at the blank screen for a few minutes before typing THE END.
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Cara was sitting on the bottom step of the staircase. She’d brought a takeaway menu with her from the kitchen, and now and then, when heat flashed through her, she fanned herself with it. She could have blamed hormones for the heat, but it wasn’t the truth. It was the heat of anger that almost overcame her. Anger at her husband, her friend, her own stupidity. It came in waves and made her gasp for air.
She’d been there for hours, or perhaps it had only been minutes. She no longer knew. Time was in fluid space. Her thoughts seemed to be there too. Floating without form or substance. Only the white-hot heat of anger and the gnawing pain of betrayal anchored her.
When she heard the rattle of Artie’s key in the front door, she struggled to focus. It was late enough for the light to have faded, and she was almost hidden in the curve of the banisters. She watched him step inside and stand with his head slightly tilted. Was he listening for her? Probably. Was he frowning in surprise to find the house in darkness? Wondering why the timers on various lamps weren’t working? The ones she’d switched off before she sat to await his homecoming.
He hadn’t seen her sitting quietly in the shadows. He didn’t call out for her either. Such a kind, caring husband, afraid to wake his exhausted worn-out wife.
‘Always so considerate,’ she said, in a whisper so soft he didn’t hear.
He moved to open the living room door, so quietly that she guessed he thought she’d be asleep on the sofa. One step into the room showed his error and he turned to come out again. Only then did he see her.
‘Hey,’ he said, surprised, ‘what are you doing sitting there in the dark?’
‘Waiting.’
‘Waiting?’ He gave a soft laugh and took a step closer. ‘For me? Sweet, but that can’t be the most comfortable place to be sitting. Why don’t you come into the living room? I’ll switch on the TV and you can relax. I’ll get out of my suit, and maybe we’ll get a takeaway, eh?’
How cheerful he sounded. How normal. As if the world hadn’t cracked apart. As if he wasn’t a lying, cheating bastard. She’d thought she couldn’t live without him; it seemed she was wrong. She couldn’t live with him. Not now that she knew the truth.
He was still smiling as she stood. The good obedient wife that she was. His smile grew as she stepped closer. She knew that particular smile. The idiot thought she was approaching with romance in mind. ‘That ship has sailed, I’m afraid.’
‘What?’ His smile didn’t fade, but it took on a puzzled edge. ‘Are you feeling okay?’
‘I feel fine. I’ve had an epiphany.’ She wasn’t sure if it was her words or her monotone slow delivery that finally wiped the smile completely from his face.
He pulled off his coat and jacket and slung them over the newel post without moving away. ‘An epiphany? I’m not sure I understand.’
‘No, you never have, never could.’ She stepped closer, catching a trace of the cologne he used, took a deeper breath and breathed in the scent of him, that touch of body odour she thought she’d recognise anywhere.
The knife she’d been holding in one hand, with the blade against her thigh, was long, narrow, and incredibly sharp. The grey man had said it was easy, and to Cara’s surprise, he was right. Easier now that Artie had conveniently removed the heavier layers. There was a moment of worry when she hit bone, but she didn’t panic. She slipped the point down under the rib, and she was in, putting her whole weight behind it as she angled the blade upward. Just as the grey man had taught her.
In the dark, she couldn’t see Artie’s expression, but she guessed he was shocked. Too shocked to say a word as he staggered backwards, the knife handle jutting from his chest. He looked down at it as if uncertain why it was there. Then, as he stumbled backwards, he looked at her.
She hoped she’d see some recognition that it was a just end for him. To die in the same way as his lover. But all she could see in his eyes was puzzled disbelief, and even that was a mere flicker as he reached to the wall for support. Missing it, he swayed, then lurched backwards through the door into the living room, crossing the floor with jerky steps until he came to the sofa, where he sat, slowly, carefully, with a cry that seemed part pain, part despair. Only then did his hands flutter towards the knife handle. They touched it gently, as if to prove it was indeed there. Then he lifted his head and stared straight at Cara.
She took a step closer. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. A final dramatic scene perhaps, where he’d beg for her forgiveness and try to justify what he’d done. He’d reach a blood-stained hand out to her, and she’d rush to take it and hold him close while he muttered eternal love into her ear with his dying breath.
The reality was more brutal. She met his gaze but his eyes were already losing focus. If he’d wanted to say something, anything, the words were lost in the death that was quickly creeping over him.
She stood staring for another few seconds and listened as his ragged breaths grew shallower and shallower. When they stopped, when she thought he was gone, she took a step forward, crying out when he let out a loud shuddering breath, then another, and finally one long, long exhale that seemed to last forever. Only when it had faded to a whisper did she move closer again.
It was surprising how calm he looked. If it weren’t for the trail of blood he’d left across the carpet, and for the blood that had oozed through his shirt to puddle on the seat of the sofa, she could almost have believed he was asleep.
His eyes were open. She reached down and eased the eyelids shut, but when she took her fingers away, they opened again and stared at her. She thought she saw an apology in them, an acceptance that he’d got what he’d deserved. Or was she simply writing the lines she wanted to read? Reaching down, she shut his eyes again, keeping her fingers resting on them for several seconds. This time, they stayed shut. She straightened and moved to sit in the chair opposite.
Even in death, he was a handsome man. She’d loved him completely, desperately. Stupidly? Yes, probably. She’d shut her eyes to the lie he’d told her about his suspension. Had that made it easier for him to lie again? To cheat on her… with her best friend?
That was why she’d had to kill him. Because even now, knowing what she did, she still loved him. Had she been able to hate him, he might still be alive.
Tears came then, trailing down her cheeks. She brushed them away and reached for her mobile. She’d put DS Milner’s number in on speed dial; she pressed the key now and waited.
‘DS Milner.’
‘Hi, it’s Cara Jenkins. Can you call around, please? I discovered who sent those threatening letters and there’s a dead body here you should know about.’ She hung up before he had a chance to reply, then sat back to do some more waiting.
When the mobile rang a few minutes later, she ignored it, surprised to almost immediately hear the house phone ringing. She ignored that too, put her head back and shut her eyes.
The answerphone clicked in. She straightened when she heard a voice she recognised.
‘Cara, are you there? Please pick up! It’s Harry. I wanted to speak to you. I am so terribly sorry. You were right, Toni did send those damn threatening letters. I didn’t know until this morning when she confessed. She thought I was desperate to get that damn Nibbie and hoped the letters would give your muse a kick of inspiration. She’s really sorry and so embarrassed that she couldn’t ring you herself, but she will. But I thought it was important to let you know as soon as possible so you wouldn’t be worrying about them any longer.’
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HIM
I waited till I was taken back to my cell before giving in to a fit of laughter, snorting and dancing around the small space in rhapsody at how well I’d messed up Cara’s head. I’d liked to have been a bluebottle to fly around the shitpile I’d made of her cosy little life.
What a stupidly gullible woman. Blind as a bat too. Couldn’t she see that I’d absolutely no idea who’d sent those letters? Not a sausage. Yes, I’d seen someone posting through her letter box, but I’d given the raincoat-wearing, hooded person little attention, assuming it was some idiot dropping in fan mail or something equally ridiculous. If I’d been questioned, I wouldn’t even have been able to say with certainty if it had been male or female. I cared that little.
But goodness I was making the most of the opportunity that had been placed into my hands. I could see by the pain in Cara’s eyes and the exhausted lines on her face that she’d approached that other woman with the accusation. It had been tempting to ask her how that went, but I played the innocent instead and told her she’d been mistaken, that it had been the other woman I’d pointed to.
To my surprise, she’d looked almost relieved. As if it was what she’d expected. It felt like I was missing some of the pages in a book, and details important to the rest of the story were lost to me. It seemed that even locked away, I was destined to be kept on the outside.
I brushed away the irritation that caused and tried to concentrate on the chaos I was going to achieve by this second lie. Now that Cara believed her friend… her dead friend… had been responsible for the letters, she’d think that problem was over and she was no longer in any danger.
I think they call that being lulled into a false sense of security; I called it karma, myself.
Although I hadn’t had any interest in the person posting the letters at the time, now I was vaguely curious about the identity of someone who hated Cara as much as I did. Whoever it was, they were doing me an immense favour and I’d have liked to have been able to thank them. Maybe we’d have been able to swap stories. They sounded like someone I could relate to. What was it Cara had said they’d threatened to do to her…? Oh yes, that if she didn’t pay, they’d spread it on social media that she’d plagiarised her last book.
It really was a very clever idea, and I was mildly annoyed I hadn’t thought of it myself.
What a shame that I’d be locked away and unable to view the shitstorm that would rain down on her when they followed through with their threat. I lay down on my bunk, staring at the ceiling, imagining the trolls who’d take her apart. They wouldn’t care if she’d plagiarised or not; they’d crucify her just for the fun of it.
She’d be destroyed.
It was perfect.
Better than my original plan where death would have given her a way out. This way, destroyed, she’d know how I felt, live like I’d lived.
Welcome to the bottom of the barrel, Cara.
I joined my fingers under my head and smiled. Yes, this was good enough to be the final chapter in my revenge.
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When the answerphone clicked off, Cara sat back with wide, staring eyes, and lips pressed so tightly together they would have hurt had she been able to feel anything. But she couldn’t. A hideous numbness had fallen over her like a heavy blanket, the weight of it pressing her down, making it hard to breathe.
She could have played the message again, but she didn’t need to. Harry’s words were printed on a news ticker that went past in an endless loop. Breaking news: Cara, are you there? Please pick up! It’s Harry…
She had to hand it to the grey man; he’d played a good game. She just wasn’t sure what it was. He couldn’t have known that she’d already been suspicious of Trinny’s involvement in sending the letters. So why had he chosen to pin it on a dead woman? There was only one explanation that made sense. He’d told the truth about the letters. He hadn’t sent them. But he’d lied by saying he knew who did.
In putting the blame on Trinny, he’d have thought that Cara would relax and not worry about the threat of being exposed as a plagiarist – that stupid lie she’d told him, trying to catch him out. She guessed he hoped that the threat would be followed through, and when social media was flooded with posts outing her, she’d be destroyed.
If that’s what he’d been hoping for, it hadn’t worked exactly the way he’d wanted, but it didn’t matter. She was destroyed anyway.
Once again, she’d have liked to have deleted the last chapter of her life and rewritten it. Rewritten the whole book. Made her character better, because if it had been, she wouldn’t have fallen for the grey man’s lies. If she’d had more faith in herself, she’d have believed she was worthy of Artie’s love. If she hadn’t been such a gullible fool, he’d be sitting across from her now, laughing at her nonsense.
No, she couldn’t rewrite anything, but she could write the final chapter. Or maybe she should call it an epilogue. Yes, she thought, getting to her feet, she liked the idea of making it an epilogue.
Artie looked so peaceful. She bent and pressed her lips to his cheek. They were still warm. She’d done research once for a book she’d been writing on how quickly a body went cold, how soon rigor mortis set in. She’d used the information, then, as often happened, she’d immediately forgotten it. Did rigor set in in hours? Probably. It didn’t matter.
Straightening, she reached down and brushed her tears from his face. What a shame her life wasn’t a fairy tale where her tears would bring him back to life. Too late to change genre now, way too late to rewrite anything.
She went upstairs to the bathroom, opened the cabinet and took out the unopened packet of sleeping pills. Twenty-eight; it should be enough to do the job. She filled a glass with water and headed back to the living room. Artie hadn’t moved. Had she hoped he would have done? That she’d imagined it all? He would smile at her, then laugh uproariously when she confessed she’d killed him.
But Artie hadn’t moved.
She put the water and packet of pills on a side table. When the police arrived, she wanted the scene to tell the story. It was important to get the details right. She grasped Artie’s shoulders, helped him into a sitting position and propped him up with cushions. It was a few minutes before she was happy with how he looked. Making him look well for the epilogue was the last thing she could do for him.
She popped all the pills onto her hand, then tossed the packet aside. Tiny tablets; individually they looked so innocent, but together they’d be deadly. This was it. No hesitation. She folded her fingers around them and tossed them into her mouth. They went down easily with a couple of gulps of water. Another few sips to be sure, then she put the glass down and picked up her mobile.
There were only two people she felt she needed to message. She wondered if that was a sad reflection on her life. But it was far too late to wonder if she’d wasted opportunities. The first message was to her parents. It was impossible to explain everything in a few words, so instead she simply apologised for what she was going to put them through.
The second message, a longer one, was to Toni. Cara wasn’t going to leave her with the burden of guilt for having sent those letters. It had been an incredibly foolish thing to do, but it didn’t come close to how stupid Cara had been. The letters hadn’t brought the grey man into her life, nor had they been responsible for what she’d done. The only person to blame for that was Cara.
She was beginning to feel woozy. If she wanted to send Toni a message, she didn’t have much time.
  The letters had nothing to do with what has happened so please don’t feel guilty. I got Harry’s message; I understand completely what love can make you do. When this is all over ask the police for my computer. You’ll find my thirtieth novel in the recycle bin – it’ll need a major edit, but I know you’ll do that for me. Duplex can make a big deal out of publishing it posthumously. I hope Harry gets that Nibbie.   

The message didn’t need it, but Cara did and she typed the last two words in capitals.
  THE END   
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Prologue
I adored my father. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with work-callused hands, his round face perpetually tanned from days outside as a labourer on a building site. On minimum pay, to make a decent income, he needed to work long hours, often seven days a week. The rare times he was home, he looked down on me and my two older siblings with absent-minded affection. And we – or I, at any rate – looked up at him as if he were a god.
There were times, especially in the long days of summer, when we didn’t see him for most of the week. I used to imagine that he’d come to see us as we slept, that he’d bend to brush a hand over our heads, plant a kiss on our foreheads, perhaps even whisper that he loved us.
We children never questioned the long hours he worked. If our mother did, we weren’t aware. Did he really need to work so hard? Or did he choose to be out in the fresh air with the gruff, cheerful camaraderie of like-minded men rather than spend time with his house-proud, slightly pernickety wife? She was a quiet, biddable, conscientious woman who prided herself in keeping a clean home and neat, well-behaved children. There wasn’t a pinch of steel in her; she’d sway in the softest breeze, in the slightest waft of discontent from our father, or in the smallest sign of misconduct in her offspring.
We weren’t bad children. At least, my siblings weren’t. My older sister and brother, close in age as they were, were best buddies. They rarely tolerated their bratty baby sister tagging along and often vanished on some adventure, leaving me forlorn, lonely, and desperate for company. When my father was home, I would look up at this big man, idolise him, almost beg for the merest hint of attention.
That’s how it started. My mother, unable to discipline us for breaking any of her many rules of good behaviour, would keep note of the slightest infraction and pour them out to her husband when he had time to mete out punishment. Frequently, this was days after the event, when none of us children could remember what we’d done wrong. It didn’t matter. My father would use his large, worn hands on us. He would pull my soft, yielding body to him and bring his hand down on my behind. The pain would be intense. As would the pleasure of being held so closely. Of having this god-like man’s complete, undivided attention.
Sometimes, if my crime warranted a more severe punishment, two or three wallops rather than one, he would mete it out, then wipe away my tears. He’d hold me in his arms, offer me comfort, and whisper into my ear, ‘You mustn’t be naughty, my little lamb.’
These were moments of bliss for a child desperate for affection. I became naughtier and sought for more ways to offend. I deliberately broke things, stole from my mother’s purse and from the corner shop. I caused trouble in school: pushed my classmates, refused to do the teacher’s bidding, answered back. Anything to draw my mother’s ire in order to merit the punishment doled out by my father, and the pleasure that followed.
I was fifteen when my father left us… me, he left me. Not voluntarily, though. Not for him the slow fade into old age and frailty. My big, strong father died in a stupid, careless work-place accident.
His death left me bereft. Doubly abandoned when my mother retreated into herself. My siblings, now in their mid-twenties, had already left home: Sarah married and living in Bath, Doug living in Glasgow. They came home for a few days for the funeral, then left with promises to return. But they and I knew these were made for form rather than any desire to visit.
I desperately missed my father. The feel of his hand across my cheek, or the punch that would send me careering into the wall for some infraction of my mother’s increasingly erratic rules. I missed him because his discipline was always… always… followed by words of comfort and love.
By the time he died, pleasure and pain were already inextricably linked in my head.
Chapter One
Helen twisted under the duvet as the dream came. In full colour and stereo sound, as it usually did.
The snap of the leather belt before Toby held it taut between his hands, face set, mouth a narrow slash, grey eyes sparkling flint. She held her breath and waited for the sound of the leather cutting through the air, that distinctive swish that always preceded a bolt of pain. She braced herself but made no attempt to dodge out of the way. Why would she?
When neither the sound nor the pain arrived, she opened her eyes to look at the man who insisted he loved her, the man she loved in return, and saw that something had changed. He’d never make a poker player; every emotion was written clearly on his face. And sometime, in the preceding days, or weeks, or had it been months, his love had soured. There was something different in his eyes, something new… She wasn’t sure, but she thought it might have been disgust.
She remembered her fingers closing around the handle of the knife. It was in her hand when she rang for an ambulance, still there when the police first hammered on, then burst through her front door.
‘Drop the weapon!’ someone had shouted, repeating it louder, as if she was deaf.
She’d looked at it, confused. Weapon? It was a kitchen knife. One she’d only bought the previous day. An incredibly sharp one, she’d already nicked her finger with it. It had bled profusely but not enough to cover the knife in blood as it was now, dripping from the edge, her hand covered in it, the cloying scent drifting up to make her gag.
‘Drop the weapon.’ More than one voice now, loud and insistent.
Finally, she did as she was told and released her grip, opening her fingers to allow the knife to drop to the ground. The point of the knife missed her bare foot by a hair’s width and embedded itself into the wooden floor.
She couldn’t remember if she’d screamed then, or if she’d looked down at Toby’s cooling body, pleased to see his expression had changed, his mouth twisted in disbelief rather than disgust. Pleased that the bastard would never be able to hit her again.
The police refused to allow her to wash before they took her away. She sat in the back of their car with her bloody hands resting in her lap where they stained the thin fabric of the cream dress she wore.
In the station, they took photographs. They even took swabs which she thought was a waste of taxpayers’ money. She wasn’t denying it was Toby’s blood. How could she when they’d found her with the knife in her hand? The very knife she must have driven into his belly with as much force as she could manage. Had she found it easier than she’d expected? She didn’t know. Her memory of that day had a gap between when she picked up the knife, and when she saw Toby collapse at her feet with a ridiculous look of surprise on his face. She’d watched the blood gurgle up from the wound in his belly for a long time before she associated it with the knife in her hand.
In the two years she’d spent in prison, she’d had the dream almost every night. She considered it a part of her sentence. Perhaps she had been foolish to believe it would eventually stop. That once she was released on licence, half-free as that might be, she could start looking to the future.
The counsellor she’d seen as part of her rehabilitation said the dreams were caused by subconscious guilt. ‘You have to learn to forgive yourself,’ she’d said. ‘Negative thoughts are detrimental to your well-being.’ The counsellor always spoke in soundbites, as if waiting for someone to quote her. Helen had thought she was full of crap, but the sessions, although not mandatory, were a welcome diversion from the gruelling boredom of prison life.
During one session, she’d given the counsellor an edited version of her childhood, telling her about her siblings, not her parents. About the words that still rang in her head. Stupid baby! Noisy brat! ‘My sister was ten years older than me. I still hear her sometimes, telling me I’m a nuisance.’
‘Echoes from your past,’ the counsellor had said, nodding as if this was perfectly normal. ‘What I’d like you to do, when you hear this voice in your head, is to imagine writing whatever she says on a piece of paper, then tie it to the bottom of an imaginary helium balloon and release it. As it floats away, see your negative thoughts going with it.’
The next time the voice had sounded in Helen’s head, she did as the counsellor had suggested. But as the balloon was floating away, taking all those horrible words with it, her sister came dashing up with a knife in one hand and burst it. The ensuing bang made Helen cry, and gulp, and her mouth fill with blood that had exploded from the pretty yellow balloon.
It was a dream. Helen woke in her prison cell, a film of sweat over her body, the echo of her scream still floating in the air, her cellmate glaring at her, and the certain conviction that the counsellor hadn’t a clue what she was talking about.
Of course, Helen hadn’t been able to tell her everything. If she had, if the counsellor had known the truth, the sessions would no longer have been an optional extra; they’d have been compulsory. And the poor deluded counsellor might even have suggested that Helen needed psychiatric help.
If they knew the truth… all of it… her sentence would have been far longer than four years.
So, Helen kept her secret. And if the payment for keeping it was to be continuously reminded of what she’d done, well, that was her penance.
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