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      August

      A breath sucks into the old man’s decrepit, rattling lungs. The aged, finely creased, orange-peel-like skin on his neck shivers. Faded blue-grey eyes follow the grim reaper as the old man’s breath mists on the transparent plastic mask covering his mouth and nose. Oxygen flows from a cylinder beside his chair, with a low whistle. The next breath is sucked along a narrow plastic tube that’s no thicker than a pencil.

      The soles of the reaper’s shoes make no sound on the worn carpet.

      Imagination holds a knife in the reaper’s hand, sprays blood and hears a breathless effort to scream. Castration. The wound left open. The old man’s blood draining away. He deserves a torturous death. But that would be messy. The plastic bag the reaper holds in his hand is less dramatic, but it will do the job just as well.  A quick burst of torture, with minimal forensic evidence.

      Folded layers of clear plastic slide between his fingertips. The latex glove makes it a strange sensation. His brain has that same level of distortion, removed from reality. He watches himself from a position outside his mind, as though he isn’t really here.

      A shaking hand lifts and lowers the mask to sit beneath the old man’s chin. The bones in his cheek and jaw protrude under the paper-white, wrinkled skin. ‘What …’ A long slow intake of breath follows. ‘Are …’ Another horrible breath. But despite the difficulty, the edge in his voice expresses suspicion. ‘You … doing?’ He should be scared.

      His fingers lift the mask, reclaiming the oxygen.

      The reaper’s hand grips his, stopping the mask from covering his mouth and nose. There’s no strength in the bony hand or the arm trying to resist the reaper’s hold. He’s a skeleton, skin and bone with no muscle or flesh.

      The old man’s pupils flare, glistening dark onyx beads in the centre of his eyes reflecting tiny mirror images of the reaper leaning closer, capturing the moment he knows he’s going to die.

      Stop. His eyes shout what his voice can’t.  ‘No …’ Breath. ‘No …’ Breath.

      The edges of the plastic bag are glued together now it needs to open. The reaper uses both hands to free it, soft plastic squeaking on latex.

      The old man’s hand lifts, long, thin fingers reaching to press the orange button on a device hanging like a pendant from a cord around his neck, calling for help through the emergency system.

      The plastic bag slides open. ‘They won’t come in time,’ the reaper mocks.

      It’ll take twenty minutes for the emergency services to respond. Longer if they’re busy.

      ‘Why?’ The word rattles out from the old man’s throat.

      ‘It’s your life or mine.’ The bag slides easily over the top of his head, over the bold skin dotted with age spots, across a crescent of grey hair, slipping over large ears that have grown larger the older and thinner he gets.

      ‘No … No.’ Powerless pleas scrabble from his cigarette-abused lungs. His hands trying to push the reaper’s hands away, the cuffs of his white shirt riding up over bony wrists. His dark eyes staring with impotent hatred.

      With one firm punch the reaper could break his neck. But this milder method of murder can look as though he did it himself. Suicide.

      ‘Fuck … off …’ The plastic bag covers his mouth, drowning the words in their own carbon dioxide.

      Desperate, cold, clammy palms surround the reaper’s wrist, trying harder to push him away. Failing. They have no effect.

      The plastic bag tightens, trapping sounds of panic and a struggle for oxygen. Lungs sucking hungrily at the small amount of air.

      His cold hands hang on the reaper’s wrists. His mouth opens wider, his lungs screaming with pain, gasping for the life-sustaining oxygen, while beneath his chin the whistle of oxygen flowing from the mask taunts him.

      The battle slows as the old man’s grey trousers darken at the crotch. The darker colour spreads, dampening the cloth a thread at time, soaking through the fibres, creeping down his right leg, as the pungent smell of urine rises.

      The white shirt is missing a button at his stomach.

      An urge to inflict more cruelty surges into the reaper’s hands. He releases the pressure, letting air flow to the old man’s mouth. His chest lifts and his heart beats, the pulse jumping in the artery in his neck. One more minute of life. Then the air is taken again. The plastic held secure against his throat.

      Condensation glistens on his skin, but his throat is dry. His eyes no longer see, and his mind reaches to somewhere else. Remembering why he is here. What he did, and what he didn’t do. He doesn’t care. It was fun. Most of it was a good life. He’s ready to die anyway. A weak breath barely moves the bag, but even so the plastic clings to his mouth and nose, making him look like a vacuum-packed chicken.

      His fingers slide from the reaper’s wrists. His leg lifts a centimetre, the muscles trembling, in a final attempt to fight or run, before it falls still. His hands lie limp in his lap and his head droops.

      One last shallow heartbeat pulses through the artery in his neck.

      The reaper holds the bag still for one, two, three minutes. Waiting. To be sure. Then he lets go.

      ‘Job done. Good riddance.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
        I would never have met him if Joseph had not betrayed me.
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      Before – June

      
        
        I really need your help. I know you’re the right solicitor. I don’t trust anyone else to defend me. But I want to meet you. I need to talk in person. I won’t put anything in writing or speak on a phone. Anon.

        

        I’m coming. I’ll be in the bar at 7 p.m. Regards, Alice Johnston.

        

      

      My fingertip touches the send icon, and a whizzing, flying sound tells me the reply to Anon’s email has sent. Done. That’s it, I’m obligated now. Risk taken. I’ve grasped hold of the reins of my life.

      The phone vibrates a millisecond before it chimes. A text. Joseph. It’s the tenth message in the last half an hour.

      
        
        Call me!!! I LOVE YOU!!!

        

      

      My thumb settles on the off button and then slides across the screen, shutting the phone down. Enough. No more apologetic pleading. The silenced phone is rammed into the side pocket of my handbag with a violence that pulls the broken threads in the seam of the tan leather as my elbow bumps the arm of the man sitting beside me. It’s his fault, he’s hogging the thin armrest between the train’s seats.

      Men. In the end they are all self-centred. That’s why I’ve dedicated my career to defending women who are backed into corners and forced to defend themselves. I fight for the wronged. I never expected to end up amongst them again, though.

      My forearms are stacked on top of each other, resting on the handbag that’s on my lap.

      The concrete pillar outside the window moves, sliding slowly away. Of course, it’s the train moving not the pillar. The 8.45 Great Western Railway train from London Paddington to Exeter St David’s leaves six minutes late.

      I draw a breath that floods my lungs, as though I have not breathed for hours. The pulse of my heart throbs through my body in an anxious rhythm that beats along to the pace of the train’s rock along the iron tracks.

      The carriage is full. I’m lucky to have a seat. A dozen hot sweaty people stand in the aisle. The air conditioning blows a stream of cold air from above onto my forehead, cooling my temper down.

      The tall embankment wall passes by as the train picks up speed. Bright sunlight picking out the colours in the graffiti.

      ‘Hey, lady, you’re in my seat!’ a large twenty-something man with dark sweat marks on the underarms of his grey T-shirt shouts from further along the aisle. People squeeze back against the seats to let him and his huge rucksack pass.

      There is a reserved sign on the seat. I’d assumed, as the person had not occupied it, they were sitting elsewhere, or they’d missed the train. Like the rest of my life today – I’m out of luck. As people say, I’d bet on the wrong horse – the wrong husband and now the wrong seat.

      ‘Lady!’ he yells along the train.

      I acknowledge him with a raised hand, palm outward, in the universal symbol to say stop, and rise, sliding out of the seat. The man standing beside it steps back to make room. I avoid looking at his face, staring at the neck of his mauve T-shirt as I hang the straps of my handbag over my shoulder. I detect the smell of cologne. It’s a brand Joseph wears sometimes, although he doesn’t wear as much as the man next to me.

      In my mind, Joseph smiles, all white teeth. A crocodile smile. False. Our marriage was a pack of lies. I could easily punch a fist into those teeth, and with the strength of anger I bet I’d knock a few out. My mind’s eye throws him over my shoulder, flooring him with a karate move that would leave him as winded as he made me feel last night when he’d poured out his confession. I’d believed in him. Believed we wanted the same things, had the same morals. He was my best friend. Now what?

      The large man reaches up to slot his oversized rucksack on the shelf. After a considerable amount of shoving and tucking, the rucksack is precariously stored, and he crams himself into the seat just as forcefully, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      It takes an hour and thirty-six minutes to reach Bath Spa. I hope I don’t have to stand for the whole journey. The carriage sways along the tracks, and the last of London’s suburbia passes by. I cross my arms over my chest and balance better, preparing for a long ride standing in heels. Suburbia becomes green fields. Cows. Trees. The clear blue sky.

      My thoughts focus on where I’m going, not where I’ve come from. Anonymous. The woman I’m meeting in Bath. She’d sent three emails with the same question before I replied.

      
        
        Will you help me?

        

      

      Just that. My first answer had been a simple

      
        
        How?

        

        I can’t tell you in writing.

        

        Then call me.

        

      

      That was when she had asked me to travel to Bath. I’d left that message unanswered for three weeks, until this morning. I don’t know what she’s done, but the caution in her emails implies she’s scared, and I know how that feels. It’s why I help the accused. Fear is never easily forgotten, and fear can make you do things you would not otherwise dare. It forces you to take risks.

      This is risky. It’s foolish, heading out to meet an anonymous client on their territory, and not telling anyone where I’ll be. But risks make my blood flow, defending the indefensible makes my blood flow. In the last two years of what I thought was a happy, peaceful marriage I’d forgotten how good a real risk can make me feel. Joseph had made me tame. I’m not naturally a docile woman. I see it now, what I’ve overlooked for years, there’s more than one way to control. It’s not only in violence it’s also in indulgence. I thought I was content, but I was … no longer me. This is me. Nothing Joseph and I did made my heart race – but he was seeking thrills elsewhere.

      ‘Was I just an accessory in the legal world for you? A partner who helped your career?’ I’d yelled.

      ‘You know that’s not true. I admire you. What you’ve achieved, what you’ve lived through. I fell in love with you because you inspire me. You broke free from the past. Me too. That’s what I want again. You’re a strong, brave woman, that’s why I love you.’

      Except he’d taken the need to be brave away from me. To be brave, sometimes I also need to feel fear, and being strong in the face of fear reminds me how brave I can be.

      Anon is afraid, and she is probably right, I am the only solicitor who will help her. Others would encourage the obviously guilty to make a deal. Not me. I fight for the guilty victims and I have never once been denied the justice of a not-guilty verdict. I defend people who, black or white, right or wrong, British laws let down. There’s a raft of colours in the middle of law. I present the full picture to a jury.

      ‘Excuse me.’ The man who moved me out of his seat is getting up and asking me to move out of his way again. He squeezes past. ‘Excuse me.’ He navigates his way down the aisle, I presume to the toilet or the refreshment carriage.

      ‘Why don’t you sit down until he’s back?’ the man next to me says.

      Hazel eyes gaze into mine with enquiry, as though he’s looking for something inside me.

      ‘I can manage standing.’

      The ring of a text arriving jolts every muscle in my body. My phone is turned off; it isn’t Joseph.

      The man in the seat by the window reaches for his phone.

      
        
        Don’t go. Don’t leave me over this nonsense. Please. It happened three years ago.

        

      

      That desperate tone was never in his voice until this morning. My capable, confident husband usually comes across as arrogant. He lost his swagger at one a.m., when circumstances forced him to come clean.

      I know he’s overcome difficult things too. He grew up in a deprived area. Broke the mould, and every expectation, and worked his way through university. But difficulties don’t excuse everything you do for the rest of your life.

      ‘I was dating her before we started. It didn’t mean anything. It was a bit of fun, and I didn’t think we’d ever really get together.’

      ‘You’re telling me you had no respect for her or me, then!’

      I know he doesn’t respect his mother. He’d become a solicitor despite her. She’s a bitter-tongued, judgemental woman. But I hadn’t noticed that toxic emotion spilling into our relationship until last night. Every good relationship begins with respect. I thought that was our foundation when he used to say I inspired him.

      My hand strokes from my elbow up to the hem of the short sleeve of my pussy-bow blouse. I stop the self-comforting action, breathe in deeply and sigh the breath out slowly as I stare through the window.

      I haven’t told my sister or her police officer wife what happened or where I am, because Mandy and Elouise would flood my phone with stranger-danger warnings. In my experience, and this has endorsed it, danger comes from those you know. The devil is more often found in your own bed. I hardly slept last night, because the devil slipped into the room every time I shut my eyes. I’ve rarely seen him in the last four years since I began a relationship with Joseph. There was no reason to recall him. But Joseph’s revelation made me a victim, and that crushing, restricting emotion let the devil crawl out from the dark recesses of my memory. There was zero respect in my first marriage.

      ‘Excuse me. Excuse me.’

      The large man is back. I move out of his way for the third time.

      The man beside me moves too, making space. ‘Do you want to lean against this seat?’ he offers.

      ‘No, don’t worry, I think I’ll walk along to the refreshment carriage and have a drink.’

      I turn sideways to pass him. There’s plenty of room for two slender people, but he turns to make it awkward.

      My response is to stand still until he steps back a bit.

      But once I’ve walked past, he follows. ‘Good idea.’

      A hand lifting, I turn back. My fingertips push on the warm mauve cotton of his T-shirt, holding him away as I look him dead straight in the eyes. ‘That was not an invitation.’

      My thumb tucks under the straps of my handbag as I turn away and weave through the standing passengers. Avoiding the attention of men used to be an art of mine after the death of my first husband. But six months of flowers, gentlemanly gestures and constant kindness had tempted me to try with Joseph. He is a charming, convincing liar and I had let my guard down and become a gullible idiot.

      The door into the refreshment carriage slides out of my way. I walk around to the bar-like counter, rest an elbow on the top and wait for the woman with a blonde ponytail to stop serving a tall black man in a blue, black and white rugby shirt. He pays with a card, accepts a can of beer and a plastic cup.

      ‘Gin and tonic please.’ It’s nine in the morning, but who cares, I’m not working. I have plenty of time to drink and sober up before I meet Anon this evening, and I need something to bring my boiling blood pressure down.

      I’m not afraid about what life after my second marriage will be. I’m in a very different situation than I was after my first husband died. I’m just angry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A black tunnel swallows the train, the noise of the rhythmic rumble over the track increasing.

      We are due to arrive in Bath Spa in minutes.

      I’d expected the train to become less crowded the further we travelled from London. I was wrong. An army of blue, black and white clad Bath Rugby Club fans boarded progressively from Reading. The refreshment carriage is crammed full of them. I’ve been shoulder to shoulder with them since Chippenham.

      The lukewarm fifth gin and tonic slides down my throat. Drinking too quickly, and too much, is a bad habit of mine. I love the relaxed feeling that slips through my blood when I drink. I struggle to slow down my life sometimes, and alcohol helps. It’s the essence of escapism. I put the empty plastic cup on the counter and move away. I need to go back and find my suitcase. I push my way around people. My thumb tucks under the shoulder straps of my bag and I twist to squeeze between two women drinking beers beside the bicycle store. The whole train is a sardine can.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say, pressing an elbow into a man’s ribs, persuading him to move. ‘Excuse me. Excuse me.’

      I reach the luggage rack as the train slows. ‘Excuse me, can I get at my case, please?’ I speak without looking around me. A man’s hand reaches for my case as I do. A mauve T-shirt. Hazel eyes.

      He pulls my small case off the rack as the train draws to a standstill.

      ‘Thank you.’ I avoid conversation by turning my back, queuing behind others waiting for the door to unlock.

      I threw a few things into the case I use for business travel at six this morning, walked out of the apartment and all the way to Paddington Station, my anger too energetic to sit idly in a taxi or an underground carriage. I bought a ticket on the next train, decision made to meet Anon. She gave me a reason to leave London. I was drowning last night, sucked into the past where I had no control, haunted by memories of the devil who’d played my puppet-master. Why would I want to stay there? Much better to be here, in a place where I’ll command my own fate. I’d planned out everything from the end of my first marriage until the moment I moved in with Joseph. He persuaded me to simply trust and let fate flow – and look how that’s ended. ‘You’re too uptight’ was one of his favourite phrases. He’d be uptight if he’d escaped a man who held a knife to his neck.

      Phrases like that now make me wonder if he’s ever really respected who I am, not just what I am.

      Philip, my boss, the senior partner of Dunston and Drew Criminal Defence Lawyers, would advise me against this journey – if I’d told him. I haven’t. I’m not going to sit around feeling sorry for myself. I defend people, it’s my super-power, it’s what I live for.

      The train stops and the man standing beside the door presses the flashing button. The door slides back. When my turn comes, I step out into hot summer air. It was twenty-six degrees Celsius at eight o’clock in London; it’s hotter here.

      The rugby army floods out onto the station platform, surging around me like a tide dragging all and sundry with it. I hold my ground, moving out of the way. I am not in a hurry, and my brain is foggy with gin. The mauve T-shirt moves towards the stairs amidst the sea of blue, black and white. I wait until he’s out of sight before joining the other stragglers walking down the long flight of stairs.

      Hopefully the hotel will let me into the room early. I rang and booked a room while waiting for the train at Paddington. According to the directions the map app on my phone gave me, the hotel is a five-minute walk into the historic area of Bath’s town centre.

      Smooth pavements become uneven cobbles. I place my feet a little more carefully, balancing with caution on the thin tips of stiletto heels. The suitcase’s flimsy wheels rumble and bounce. Pale Bath sandstone buildings with ornamental façades line the streets, and rows of pillars form long colonnades. This city has a beautiful, photogenic character and – like London – a herd of tourists admiring it. The suitcase’s wheels roll across the square in front of the Roman Baths, past the Pump Room and the Abbey, around a circle of people watching a juggler on a unicycle. There is probably a quieter route to the hotel, but this is the route the map app displayed earlier.

      The hotel stands in a regimental row of tall, terraced buildings of vibrant pale-yellow brick. It’s four storeys high, with long sash windows looking out over a wide pedestrian pavement.

      I push on the smooth, shining brass plaque. The door swings open.

      Ornate plasterwork adorns the high ceiling of the reception hall, surrounding a grand chandelier and lining the edges of the walls. Black and white marble tiles cover the floor. At the far end, shallow stairs sweep up, winding their way around the doors of a lift. I presume there’s no air conditioning as two fans stand on the reception desk, revolving at full speed.

      A fan’s breeze sweeps cooler air across me as I walk to the desk, releasing my mind from the gin a little.

      The male receptionist looks up. ‘Good morning, madam. How may I help?’ There’s an engaging twinkle in his eye and a congenial camp note in his voice. His smile draws a smile on my lips.

      ‘Hello. I booked a room this morning. Is it ready, or can I leave my luggage here?’

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Alice Johnston.’

      He looks at a computer screen, moves a mouse and clicks. ‘You’re lucky, Mrs Johnston, the room is ready. May I have your credit-card information, please? Nothing will be charged without your permission. Unless you leave without paying the bill.’ He smiles, as though he’s made a joke.

      I rest my handbag on the desk, slide the zip back and reach inside for my purse. The distinctive orange handle of my flick knife peeps from its pocket in the bag. I take out my purse; the knife looks innocent enough when it’s folded. No one has ever noticed what it is. It’s a little legacy from living with the devil: you are always ready to defend yourself for the rest of your life, never completely free of that wary perspective. It took Joseph a long time to win me over. Distrust was threaded into my DNA by my first husband, so much so I make sure I am in control of my own safety. I have the knife and a black belt’s worth of experience in karate to ensure it.

      ‘Here.’ I hand over the card; a moment later it’s returned.

      He places the plastic card key for the room’s door in a small paper wallet. ‘Second floor. Room twenty-two.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Would you like me to call someone to help you with your luggage?’

      ‘No, thank you, it’s just this one case.’

      His eyes focus on my face too intently for a second. Perhaps he’s noticed that I’ve been drinking, I don’t think I’ve slurred any words. Maybe I spoke too precisely to avoid it. I turn away.

      ‘Have a good stay,’ he says to my back.

      ‘Thank you.’

      Glistening stainless-steel lift doors reflect a distorted image of me. I press the upward arrow. The doors slide apart. It’s a small lift; two people and two large cases will fill it. I stare at my perfect reflection in the mirror on the inside and press ‘2’, refusing to compare myself to Melanie. The lift jolts as it moves.

      Ugly. The devil breathes in my ear. The voice that kept me awake last night. I haven’t managed to drown him in gin on the train.

      The lift’s bell pings. The doors slide open.

      ‘Second floor,’ an automated voice announces.

      Arrows and numbers help me navigate the maze of hallways to twenty-two.

      The room is lovely. Tastefully decorated in white and yellow. With a queen-size bed and two tub-style brown leather armchairs. Sunlight pours through two tall sash windows that have been left open. A slight summer breeze ripples through the thin, translucent voile curtains.

      Abandoning the suitcase in the middle of the room, I drop my handbag on the antique chest of drawers, kick off my high-heeled shoes, fall on to the broad bed, shut my eyes and let the gin take hold. Sleep. That’s all I want for now. Sleep, without dreams. I roll to my side, curl up and imagine a field of white sheep with grey faces and a black and white sheepdog to help me count them. I have eight hours before I meet Anon, plenty of time to rest and sober up.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes open. The room is hotter. The voile curtains hang still. The numbers on the clock display 18.30.

      A growl erupts from my stomach, complaining about the missed breakfast and lunch. There’s no time to eat now either.

      I roll to my back, stretching out and yawning. A faint smell of sweat rises from under my arms, mingling with the scent of my perfume. I need to shower and change.

      The ensuite is stocked with miniature bottles of shampoo, conditioner and body wash. I stand under the cold water in the shower, soapy hands sliding over my skin, washing away the last twenty-four hours. I tilt my head back, letting the water run over my face and through the short spiralling curls of my hair. My fingertips reach the puckered flesh of the scar tissue that sinks into my breast. I sweep the soap lather over it, pushing away memories that dry my throat and jump-start my heart. Fear – you can run from it, but you never forget it. Nor do you ever forget moments of real bravery.

      My black dress is one I often wear for business meetings. The tuxedo-style collar sets a tone and overlaps across my cleavage in a flattering way. I contort to reach the zip, the small fastener slipping out of my hot fingers three times. In my head, I call for Joseph’s help; he’s been there to call for the three years we lived together. I’ve become too dependent. I can manage a zip.

      I tie the thin fabric belt at my waist, staring at the woman in the cheval mirror. Other than my skin, which has become a deeper dark-chocolate brown in the last few days of sunshine, the woman in the mirror looks no different from the person I saw last week. But everything in her world has toppled sideways, and what is left standing is leaning precariously like the Tower of Pisa.

      The dress’s short sleeves cup the tops of my shoulders. I usually wear a jacket with this, but it’s too hot for that tonight and I haven’t packed one.

      I take my make-up out of my handbag, use the dark foundation sparingly, highlight my brown eyes with gold eyeshadow, apply maroon lipstick and stroke mascara onto my eyelashes while my image looks on with an unemotional gaze.

      I stand straight, observing myself in a final review. The low V-neckline of this dress complements the way my hair tapers into my nape. It makes my neck look longer. My gaze skims over the thin scar wrapping itself around one side of the base of my throat. Hours in gyms and jogging through parks and streets have given me the physical strength that helps safety pin my mind together. Being strong makes me feel emotionally tougher – and safe. But as I discovered last night, strength cannot stop your husband from cheating.

      The elastane mixed with cotton in my dress gives the fabric a shimmer. A smile tugs at my lips. I see a knight’s armour. Feeling beautiful is a woman’s armour. And I use the word feel, because it is about how we feel, not how we look. Externally I’m super-woman. Inside, my stomach wobbles like a small plastic pot of cowardly jelly.

      Dutch courage will help. Just a little.

      I look for the miniature bottle of gin in the minibar. The screw cap is stiff but after a moment the seal breaks and it twists loose. In one swallow the bottle is empty and almost immediately the hit from the alcohol quivers through my blood. I discard the cap and bottle in the bin. Joseph likes to tell me, ‘Sometimes you drink like an alcoholic’. Sometimes, I agree, I do, but I think my life justifies it – sometimes. I’m not an alcoholic. I don’t drink all day, or every day. I’m in control, it doesn’t control me. But I do use alcohol like a recreational drug. Everyone has a vice.

      My feet slide into the black stiletto shoes I wore here. I lift my handbag to my shoulder and pick up the room key.

      Then I remember, my phone is in my bag. I haven’t turned it back on. I open the safe, put it in, set the code and shut the door, gagging Joseph with solid metal. I will be me. I will be in control. I will not dwell on mistakes made in the past.

      A couple squash themselves into the small lift with me, talking and laughing, expressing excitement. I squeeze myself into the corner, pinning my handbag to my side with a sweaty arm as the temperature rises.

      The doors open. When I raise my arm off my bag, the leather sticks to my skin. As I walk across the reception hall I take the perfume out of my handbag, spray it and walk through the cloud of scent.

      The hotel’s bar, where I agreed to meet Anon, is opposite the reception desk. I have no watch, so I’m not sure if I’m on time or late. I didn’t check the clock in my room before I left. I usually rely on my phone.

      When I walk in, the black hands on the clock on the wall behind the bar point at seven and three. 7.15.

      The tables around the Art-Deco-style sage-green and black bar are occupied mostly by couples and groups. There is only one woman sitting alone, working on a laptop, long brown hair loosely plaited and draped over the shoulder of a pale pink blouse, with her collar and the button beneath it open.

      I walk over. ‘Are you waiting for me?’ I smile.

      She looks up, sliding blue-framed glasses up the bridge of her nose with a fingertip. ‘No.’ She smiles. ‘Didn’t you ask her to wear a red rose or something?’

      The joke brings a broader smile to my lips, even as the warmth of a blush spreads through my skin. ‘Sorry to interrupt you.’ I turn away and walk to the bar to order a drink.

      Two barmen are working. One, I would guess, is around my age, mid-thirties. A younger man, mid-twenties, serves at the far end of the bar; our gazes collide for a moment. He’s attractive. Handsome. In quite a remarkable way. I look at the older man in front of me, lift a hand to gain his attention and order, ‘A gin and tonic, please.’

      ‘Any particular gin?’

      ‘Ramsbury, if you have it?’

      ‘We do.’

      He turns away.

      One of those sixth-sense feelings pulls my gaze along the bar. The other barman is looking at me. His hand lifts and brushes back a fringe of dark-brown hair. The back and sides are short but the length graduates, and his facial hair, a short beard and moustache, is fashionably well groomed. His lips move into not quite a smile, translating a passing thought before he turns away.

      ‘Card or cash?’

      My drink is in front of me. ‘Can I set up a tab for my room?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘It’s twenty-two.’

      The ice-chilled glass cools my clammy palm. There’s a vacant table near the bar. I sit down to wait, putting my handbag on the chair beside me. My legs cross beneath the table, one thigh resting on top of the other. In seconds my foot begins to swing back and forth with boredom. I watch other people in the bar sipping gin and tonic. People lean forward into conversations and move back to resist words they don’t like the sound of. I’m mind-reading. Watching hand gestures that wave away comments they don’t care for, or provide some self-comfort, stroking an arm, a leg or hair. Or repositioning hair to simply draw attention to themselves.

      The younger barman combs his fingers through his hair frequently. I can’t tell if it’s an unconscious gesture of comfort or preening to draw attention to his good looks.

      My gaze lifts to the clock above his head every five minutes until the hands say quarter to eight. There are no single women in the bar other than the woman I spoke to. If Anon messaged to change plans, I don’t have my phone to know.

      A grey-haired man in a dark suit with a red tie, who occupies a barstool, stares back at me. He’s alone. He smiles, rises and walks towards me, pint glass in hand. Anon is not necessarily a woman. I pictured her as a woman, but the emails never mentioned a pronoun. Anon has the advantage over me, because my picture is on the ‘meet the team’ page of Dunston and Drew’s website.

      A leer twists his smile as he walks closer. Every muscle in my body shivers. Memories of another man stirring.

      ‘Hello,’ he says when he’s a metre away. ‘Are you alone?’

      ‘I’m waiting for someone …’ You? My voice asks him to declare himself. But beneath the table I reach out a foot, wrap it about the leg of the opposite chair and drag it closer to the table. I don’t want him to sit down. If this man is Anon, I won’t represent him. He’s the sort of man I walk across rooms to avoid.

      ‘Why are you in Bath?’ He sounds too cocky for the scared, desperate tone of Anon’s emails. I don’t think it’s him. Unless Anon is a trick.

      ‘I’m here on business. As I said, I’m meeting someone.’ My tone runs through a knife grinder to hone it to curt. ‘So, please leave the table, I don’t want anyone else here when my client arrives.’ ‘Client’ may have been the wrong word in this setting.

      A leery smile separates his lips. ‘You’ve been sitting here for half an hour, love, I think they’ve stood you up.’

      ‘No. They sent a text to say they are going to be late.’ I rush into a polite run-up to telling him to piss off.

      ‘All right, love, I—’

      ‘Would you like anything to eat, Mrs Johnston? Or another drink?’

      I meet the younger barman’s gaze. He’s carrying a cluster of glasses, held by the rims, in one hand. Dusky faded-denim-blue eyes offer to help remove my unwanted guest.

      ‘Something to eat would be good. This man is just leaving me alone.’

      My shunned admirer turns away. The barman picks up my glass.

      ‘How did you know my name?’ Had he looked at my bar tab?

      There’s a conspiratorial twist in his smile, but it’s warm and welcoming. ‘I know you. I messaged you, anonymously. I’d shake your hand, but …’ He lifts the glasses his fingers hold. ‘I can’t talk now, we’ll speak later. Do you really want something to eat? If so I can bring you a menu.’

      What on earth … ‘Yes, please.’

      When the barman walks away, I catch the eye of a man sitting amongst a group on the far side of the bar. He smiles. He’s with a group of four other men, and two women. There’s something familiar about his face. I can’t place it. He reminds me of someone, though, and he looks interested in my reaction to the barman’s declaration. I hope this isn’t some sort of joke.

      The barman returns a couple of minutes later and hands me a menu. ‘Order at the bar when you’re ready.’

      I know what I want, I looked at the menu in the bedroom. I get up, throwing the straps of my handbag on my shoulder and walk over to the bar to order a risotto. The older barman takes my order; the younger man is serving at the other end. ‘And another gin and tonic, please?’ I need it now. Is he really the emailer?

      ‘On the room?’

      ‘Yes please.’

      ‘Twenty-two?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘The food will be about half an hour, the kitchen is busy.’

      I wait as he pours the gin and tonic and adds a slice of lemon. ‘Here.’ The barman puts my drink in front of me. I draw it closer.

      The man at the group table is still watching. I’d forgotten how much interest a single woman draws. I need something to do so I will not be the lone woman waiting in a bar, a lone woman waiting to find out why a young man contacted her to ask for help and felt the need to leave his name out of the emails.

      ‘I’m going to the reception, I’ll be back,’ I tell the older barman.

      The steel caps on my stiletto heels click on the marble tiles. There are newspapers in reception. I pick up The Times. ‘Can I do the crossword?’ I ask, waving the folded paper towards the receptionist.

      ‘Yes. I have other copies.’ The woman reaches for a hotel-branded pen, her fingernails flashing a scarlet polish.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say as she hands over the pen.

      When I return to the barstool, my shunned admirer is sitting at the table I’d vacated. The younger barman is filling a dishwasher and doesn’t look over.

      The newspaper rustles as I turn the pages to the crossword and my fingers spin the pen as I read the clues, until the moment an answer comes.

      ‘Your risotto—’ Every muscle in my body jolts with shock as I look up at the younger barman. ‘—is going to be another quarter of an hour. Sorry,’ he says, as I manage my reaction. ‘The restaurant is busy. But they cook everything fresh, it will be worth the wait.’ He picks up my empty glass. ‘Would you like another?’

      ‘Yes, please, and I’d like to know why you asked to meet me here, when you can’t talk.’

      ‘I will talk, but not yet. I need to be sure I can trust you.’ He turns away.

      I need to be sure I can trust a client too, and hiding his identity is not a good sign. But he’d never said he was not a man. It’s my judgement that made him a woman. Only, anyone who read anything about the clients I’ve represented would see immediately that out of dozens there are just three men.

      He puts my dirty glass in the dishwasher, picks up a clean one, measures out the gin and tips it into the glass. A small bottle of tonic is taken from the fridge. He looks across his shoulder, reaching for eye contact. ‘Ice and lemon?’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      The lemon is cut on a board at the back of the bar, releasing the citrus scent. Ice rattles in the bucket as he scoops out cubes. The glass is put in front of me and his hand lifts and strokes back his fringe. Stonewashed-blue-jean-colour eyes look at me, saying something I can’t read. I’ve watched many clients in the first moment we meet, judging them as they judge me. Deciding if I can trust them as they decide if they can trust me. He’s not typical. He’s not trying to impress me, assuring me of his innocence, just assessing me. People like him are usually very confident of an innocent verdict, usually because they aren’t guilty, or they think there’s not enough evidence to convict them.

      His eyes look down at the crossword, and he leans over, resting folded forearms on the opposite side of the bar, mirroring my posture as his gaze lifts back up to my eyes.

      ‘The bar will be busier soon. Eight until ten are the busiest hours. You might want to move to a table to eat.’

      ‘Hey!’

      He turns away, his arms unfolding as he straightens, answering a shouting customer, before I have a chance to respond.

      When I reach for the glass, I see the obvious narrowing of my finger where my wedding ring was until this morning. He hadn’t glanced at the paper, he’d looked at the mark where my ring was.

      I pick up my handbag, paper and full glass, and move to a table beside the woman who is still typing on her laptop.

      The next clue on the crossword is Roman writer had no right to bet on a Guardian Angel (9). The top of the pen taps against my lower lip.

      ‘Don’t be shy, love. A smile doesn’t harm anyone.’

      I only sat down a minute ago and he’s back. I look up. He isn’t speaking to me, he’s speaking to the woman next to me.

      Beyond Mr Pushy, the man amongst the group is watching again. I’m tempted to lift up two fingers in the shape of a V, the rude way around. I don’t. I look back down at the crossword, wishing I could unravel the puzzle of why I remember him. What if he is part of some sort of setup with the barman? But why would they?

      I look at the easy clue for the same word. Self-appointed law keeper (9).

      I write the letters in blue ink: V I G I L A N T E.

      The pen drops on top of the paper. My index fingertip and the pad of my thumb rub my temple as my thoughts inevitably turn back to Joseph. We’d dated for a year and lived together for a year before we married. Now I know even while we were living together he was having sex with the receptionist in the unisex toilet at work. He expects to be forgiven because it was before we had a proper sexual relationship and married. I know my answer to that. An emphatic no. After this, I will go back and face the stress of unpicking our married life, but I want to be in control of my emotions when I do, so I can handle it with sanity and self-respect. I will not scream, and I will not cry. I’ll hold my head high and walk away.

      ‘Your risotto.’ The waitress stands beside me, in the same black waistcoat and sage-green shirt uniform as the barmen, holding out a white china bowl with a wide rim.

      ‘Thank you.’ I move the paper, so she can put the bowl down, along with the cutlery wrapped in a thick sage-green cotton napkin.

      As I eat, a gradual but constant flow of people fill up the tables, the space along the bar and the standing spaces in between.

      ‘Here. On me.’ The deep voice that interrupted my thoughts at the bar breaks into my thoughts again. This time it’s followed by the sound of ice tapping against a glass. A fresh glass of gin and tonic is put in front of me. My empty glass and bowl are picked up. He doesn’t stay to give me an opportunity to say thank you or ask why I am here. He weaves between people, picking up empty glasses, before he walks back to the bar.

      The ice-chilled glass cools my hot palm. I hold it against my temple for a minute. I need a distraction. A challenging defence case would be perfect. I’ll be fine if I slip my hero cloak on and fly into action. Defender of the people, that’s me, and people may think their case is secure, but if he’s been charged there’s some evidence the Crown Prosecution Service believe is strong enough to convict on.

      In his emails, he’d sounded adamant that I could help. I probably can. I won’t walk away just because of his gender. The timing of his dilemma is perfect, and despite my current reason for a generic opinion of men, I do know they are not all bad. My father was a gentle, kind, adorable man.

      The cold gin and tonic slides down my throat. The welcome feeling of alcohol transmitting into my blood. Its relaxation easing into tense muscles.

      Conversations around me advance to discussing where people are going next, declaring this bar as a pre-drinks venue. When the hands of the clock both point to ten, the flow of people turns like a tide and the bar begins to empty.

      ‘Would you—’ I jump out of my skin for the second time tonight ‘—like another?’ The younger barman, Anon, nods towards my empty glass, his hands already full of empty glasses.

      ‘Yes. And you didn’t need to buy me that last drink, you can put it on my room.’

      ‘That’s okay, it came out of a tip. Someone insisted on buying me one and I can’t accept it, so I poured it and gave it to you.’

      My eyebrows lift. ‘Unnecessary but thank you.’

      His lips part into a smile that increases the quality of his looks. ‘Why don’t you come back to the bar? Darren’s shift finishes soon and when it’s quieter, we can talk.’

      ‘Leave me alone,’ a woman’s voice rises over other conversations around us. ‘I said, go away!’

      It’s the woman with the laptop and the over-zealous man in the suit. She is sitting on a two-seater bench. He’s next to her, one hand around his pint glass, the other—

      ‘Get off!’ She stands up, his hand falling away from her thigh.

      The lecher!

      I stand to intervene.

      ‘Hey! Enough!’ The barman passes me, his voice no longer mellow. The glasses are set down on the woman’s table with intent. ‘You’re barred from now. Get out.’

      ‘I was just—’

      ‘I don’t care, you don’t touch someone without their consent. Out.’

      Everyone in the bar looks as the barman grasps the arm of the older man and pulls him up off the seat. He releases him with a shove towards the exit. ‘Out!’

      The lecher stumbles, straightens and walks off with a ‘Fuck you!’

      The barman’s hands fist, muscles visibly tense underneath his shirt-sleeves. If he’d thrown a punch it would have hurt. ‘I’m sorry.’ He turns to the woman. ‘Would you like me to call the police and report this? It shouldn’t have happened.’

      She breathes out an unsteady breath, as she tucks loose strands of brown hair behind her ear. ‘No. I’m going back to my room. Thank you for helping, though.’

      ‘Are you sure? You could take a drink upstairs,’ the barman offers as he picks up the glasses he’d left on the table.

      ‘No. Honestly. I’m fine.’ She leans down, shuts her laptop with a snap and begins packing everything into her bag.

      ‘I’ll put this in the incident book. He’s staying here. I know his name.’ The barman walks away.

      ‘That man was horrible,’ I call over.

      Her gaze comes to me. ‘He was.’

      I walk closer. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes. He just wouldn’t take no for an answer.’

      ‘Well, if I can help with anything, give me a call?’ I delve into the outside pocket of my handbag that contains my business cards and hand her one.

      She glances down, her eyebrows lift, then she looks at me. ‘Thank you. But I don’t think I need a defence solicitor.’ She smiles.

      I pick up my handbag, the paper and pen, and head over to the bar, a little shaken myself.

      ‘I hate men like that.’ The barman pulls my gaze to him. ‘They have no respect for women. Another gin and tonic, yes?’

      I nod.

      He looks past me and smiles. ‘Goodnight.’

      I glance over my shoulder and see the woman leave the bar.

      ‘I’m Luke,’ the barman says, when he puts the fresh drink down in front of me.

      ‘Why do you want me to represent you?’ I lower my voice, so his colleague won’t hear. ‘What have you been charged for?’

      ‘It’s not something I’ve done. It’s something I want to do.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The barman’s lips part, forming a different type of smile from the ones he’s given me all evening. The expression in his eyes implies internal laughter. His hand strokes back his hair. I think it’s an unconscious desire to draw attention, not self-comfort. He crosses his forearms and leans on the bar top.

      ‘Tell me what’s happening?’ He’s quite a fascinating client, really. I’ve never been in this situation before – invited to a bar to discuss a case.

      ‘Not now.’

      ‘You asked me to sit here to talk?’

      ‘I asked you sit here so I can get to know you, and I asked you to come in tonight to observe you.’

      I researched solicitors before I dared to trust one. I understand it. But it doesn’t feel nice to be watched so deliberately. Anyone can hide the truth about themselves, though. Even people you think you know well. Joseph reminded me of that last night.

      Someone walks up to the bar beside me. Luke unravels his crossed arms, straightening and turning in a quick movement. The muscles in his shoulders and neck are relaxed, nothing in his movement implying he has just said something very strange. It’s something I want to do.

      I drink the gin and tonic as though it’s just tonic.

      I should stand up, leave and board the first train back to London. I don’t move. I watch him talking and think about the way he spoke to that idiot. He doesn’t scare me. I’ve worked with people who do scare me. The angry emerald-green eyes of the wife of the head of an Eastern European gang who had committed armed robbery come to mind.

      The last of the gin slides down my throat.

      His long fingers wrap around a tap-handle, pouring a pint of draft beer. His fingernails are not bitten. Many of my clients are nail-biters – riddled with signs of anxiety. Not this man. Or not in this veneer anyway. I am not a psychologist, but in my career, you pick up knowledge about body language. Nothing concerns me in his. His manner is casual with everyone. All his movements are relaxed. I don’t see a victim, nor do I see a bully. The black waistcoat he wears hugs a muscular chest, expressing the physical capability to defend himself, and I’ve seen him in action, with that strength firmly restrained. I have no idea why he’s chosen me.

      He looks at me, holding my gaze for a moment, as the customer walks away with his pint. His eyes are trying to read me in the way I was reading him. He smiles. His hand lifts and strokes back his fringe. He walks over, his head leaning ever so slightly to the left, unconsciously mimicking my body language. It’s a natural gesture, expressing a visceral desire to connect on some level. A desire to be liked drives gestures like this.

      I straighten up, denying the connection, seeing Joseph in my mind’s eye, leaning over my desk and putting down a red rose. ‘For you.’ There had been three months of single red roses. He’d said he was channelling Lord Byron, who had charmed his lover, Lady Caroline Lamb, into bed with a rose. I was charmed after about the twentieth rose. He had melted my hardened heart. He’d been so determined, so constant – what was there to not believe? On our wedding day, I gave him a first-edition copy of the complete works of Lord Byron. Four volumes. Printed in 1828. He’d loved the books. We bought an antique bookcase just to house them.

      I should have known he was false really, he’d told me he’d learned poetry and historical literature at university to have something to talk about with the posh girls.

      I don’t even like red roses; they have no perfume. Most of them went in the bin. It was his commitment that won my heart. A bitter laugh rings in my thoughts as I fix a false smile on my face for the benefit of Luke. ‘What made you choose me?’

      He lifts my empty glass, tilting it in a way that asks if I want another. ‘I saw an article you wrote. Then I read about your own case.’

      My emotions, and therefore I’m sure my facial expression, react with distaste.

      Shallow frown-lines blemish his forehead, questioning the response, as the unspoken details of my trial fall on the bar between us. I do not pick them up. It was a long time ago. I don’t normally speak about it anymore. It is the reason I’m a solicitor. It is not the foundation for everything I do.

      He turns away and fetches my gin.

      Fish swim in my head, floating in the torrent of gin I’ve drunk. This is not the best time to have this conversation.

      ‘And your case …’ I prod again when he puts the new glass down in front of me. I expect him to physically back away from the subject of the something he wants to do. He does the opposite. His folded arms rest on top of the bar as he leans forward.

      ‘Honestly, now is not the time to talk about it, and here is not the place.’

      ‘Then why choose here?’ Our heads draw closer, as we whisper back and forth. ‘Did you want me to observe you at work?’

      ‘No, I told you, I’m observing you, and anyway, you didn’t give me enough notice to take the night off.’

      At least he’s honest.

      The flecks in his blues are quite hypnotic. The different patterns and layers of colour are as individual as a fingerprint. A jury would be mesmerised by these eyes, if they were close enough to see them. I lift the glass and drink, watching Luke’s face as he speaks, examining what defines beauty. Symmetry. Shape. It’s in his cheekbones, his nose, large eyes and long eyelashes. Someone once told me the camera likes large eyes. But perhaps my perspective is gin-tinted. He’s a potential client. I should not be focusing on his looks

      ‘I’m heading home.’

      Luke turns and looks at the other barman. ‘Darren, this is Alice … She’s staying in the hotel for a week.’

      Luke shouldn’t know how long I’m staying. I haven’t said it. Did he look that up on the hotel computer? Maybe he checked that I’d turned up.

      ‘Hello, Alice.’ Darren nods. He glances at the clock and looks at Luke. ‘See you Wednesday!’

      ‘See you.’ Luke punctuates the parting with a shallow smile that is more natural than the smiles I’ve received most of the night. His attention returns to me … ‘Do you want another?’

      I look at the glass that’s already empty, expecting it to be full. ‘Yes. Please.’

      He takes the glass by the rim, lifting it out of my hand.

      A fresh gin and tonic is placed in front of me, ice rattling, and the aroma of lemon rising.

      ‘Buddy …’ An American customer calls. His phone held up in the way people used to hold cash up to say they were ready for another drink.

      A couple sit at a table in one corner. Four men are around a table near the bar, including the man who is familiar, and three women are seated further across the room. My focus draws the attention of that other man. I look back at Luke as he walks towards me. His gaze drops, grazing the scar on my neck for a second and falling to my wrist as I take a drink. People do look. They look, and I see them trying to come up with the story that created my scars. They never dare to ask for the real story, and I never tell it.

      ‘How do you know I’m staying here for a week?’

      ‘I heard you check in.’ His accent has a neutral tone that often comes from an upper- or middle-class upbringing. He smiles the fake smile he used earlier, flashing nice teeth with an inward tilt, formed by childhood braces. A parent cared enough about him to look after his teeth.

      His hand brushes back his hair.

      Maybe I was wrong, that gesture might be self-comfort.

      I drink a mouthful of the gin and tonic, then find my hand rising to touch the short spirals of my hair, unconsciously copying him. My opinion changes. I think he’s clever. I think him leaning on the bar, smiling and mirroring my movements, might be deliberate, not unconscious. I might be being manoeuvred for a reason. He’s mirrored my body language to the point he now has me unconsciously copying his. I think he knows about body language. He is a fascinating case. This is what I need. A challenge.

      Joseph calls the theories of how movement can change how people think, feel and respond, ‘bollocks’. I think my understanding of them is why I’m successful.

      But I’ve had enough of this game. ‘I came here to talk to a stranger who asked for my help. But I am not committed. I might leave tonight and not help you, Luke, if you don’t want to talk.’ My words lose some of their impact because my gin-soaked tongue takes too long to form them.

      ‘If you were leaving tonight, you would not still be drinking.’

      ‘Can I have some service, mate?’ The man who has been looking at me on and off is standing at the bar. The sound of his voice triggers my memory. I see hazel eyes and then a mauve T-shirt that he isn’t wearing tonight. The man from the train, that’s why I know him.

      ‘Ignorant …’ I whisper, leaving a ruder word unsaid.

      A low sound of amusement breaks from Luke’s throat as he turns. ‘What do you want, Martin?’

      Will I help him? I don’t see a man I am scared of but neither do I see a scared man.

      I throw the last of the gin down my throat. Slide off the barstool, a little unsteadily, leaving the pen on the incomplete crossword, sling my handbag over my shoulder and head off to my room. Without a goodbye. I don’t like it that he knows a lot about me, when I know nothing about him. It’s unnerving.

      I wobble on my heels as I wait for the lift, the gin heavy in my brain.

      ‘You never know when to stop.’ Joseph’s voice grumbles in my ear, over my excess of alcohol. There are so many occasions when he spoke to me without respect. ‘Drunken women don’t deserve respect,’ he told me once. His mother liked to drink. She was an alcoholic. I’d felt sorry for him when he told me about his childhood, and how he’d never felt loved. I was proud of him for coming through the other side so strong.

      The lift doors open.

      Ron, the devil, my first husband, is in the mirror. Leaning over my shoulder and whispering. Twisted, hateful words. Ugly. Thick. Cow. His hand settles around my neck, fingertips pressing on the scar. I believed those words for years. They aren’t true. He isn’t real.

      ‘Go away.’
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      There’s a sound. Ron is home. The front door struck the wall downstairs when it swung open. He’s drunk.

      It takes a moment to pull myself out of the dream, my hand reaching out to touch Joseph.

      He isn’t here.

      Neither of them are.

      There’s a strange sound, though. Someone is at the door of the hotel room. I imagine them fiddling with the lock with a hairpin or a credit card, trying to get in. It’s a scuffling sound.

      My head lifts off the pillow and I turn, reaching for my handbag and the knife. I might have a Black Belt I Dan in Shinkyokushin Karate, but a little extra insurance never harmed anyone, and I haven’t practised karate since I married Joseph.

      The shuffling sound stops.

      I lie still, leaving the knife in my handbag, waiting for the sound to begin again. It doesn’t. They’ve gone. Maybe it was someone who muddled up the room numbers.

      The cotton duvet is too warm even beside me. I kick it further aside.

      Now my mind isn’t caught on the sound from the door, it narrows in on more distant sounds, of people and traffic, keeping me awake. The red numbers on the bedside clock read 1.12. The room lightens as my eyes adjust to the streetlights of Bath and the moonlight seeping through the voile curtains. I hadn’t closed the heavy curtains, so the breeze could flow in. I close my eyes, reaching for sleep, but the memory of light invades the darkness behind my eyelids and heavy emotions press on my chest.

      Tears run, slipping through my eyelashes, rolling over my skin to drip on the pillow.

      Here, in the darkness, I admit I miss Joseph. I miss his arm around my shoulders and the solid muscle of his chest against my cheek. The goodnight kiss he presses on my forehead every night before we sleep, his slow deep breaths forming a rhythmic lullaby. I even miss the mattress jolting every time he turns. The wardrobe containing the safe is only a metre or so away from the bed. Feelings wrap around and squeeze my heart. The cadence of Joseph’s voice is a few steps away. I could give in and pretend nothing has changed, that we have what I thought we had. The last two years were real. He loved me in those years. What would it harm if I went back?

      Your self-respect!

      Every day of every week for years, I studied and worked to put the past behind me, building walls around me and becoming someone respectable. Someone no one would believe had been abused, and still suffered with anxiety. Someone no one would bully or intimidate.

      Only three people know the real me. Mandy, Elouise and Joseph. He had broken through those walls, crack by little crack, to reach the soft-hearted woman who longed for love. He’ll know I’m crying tonight. He will
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