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To Georgia and Marc. How proud I am of you both. X




‘The Prince of Darkness is a gentleman.’

William Shakespeare, King Lear
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1

NOTTINGHAM

Ava Barclay slowly began to come round from the deep sleep she’d been in. She groaned quietly, not wanting to open her eyes. Not wanting to move. Jesus, she felt like shit. She wasn’t sure if it was her head that hurt more or her ankle. Though for the life of her, she couldn’t remember what she’d done to it. Moreover, she couldn’t remember most of what had happened last night.

She could vaguely recall getting ready to go out after work. Then she’d taken a taxi into the centre of town to the new bar on St James’s Street, Nottingham. But from that point onwards everything became hazy. She had a faint memory of ordering her first glass of red wine, then somewhere during the evening the tequila shots had started, and perhaps a few whisky chasers had been involved as well?

Her thumping headache and the burning behind her eyes said there had been, and the rawness in her nostrils told her that she’d been snorting coke. This was confirmed by the wraps on the floor, next to the empty condom packet. Thank fuck they’d used precautions.

God, what had she been thinking? Well, she supposed that was the problem, wasn’t it? She hadn’t been thinking, otherwise she wouldn’t be lying here, in this state. Fuck.

Angry with herself, she yawned and peeled open her eyes. She looked around the messy room and tried to think back to how she’d got here.

‘So, sleeping beauty’s finally awake?’

Ava stared up at Michael. Good-looking, muscular . . . butt naked, apart from his wide handsome smile. ‘I thought you’d never wake up.’ He grinned and massaged his penis, which immediately sprang to life. ‘So what are we going to do with our morning?’ His piercing blue eyes twinkled suggestively.

Checking her watch, Ava pushed herself up on her elbows and groaned again at her pounding headache. The sheets felt sweaty and, right now, she wasn’t in the mood for anything apart from a strong black coffee. She certainly wasn’t in the mood for chatting. ‘I’m so sorry, I’ve got to get to work, Michael.’

He stared at her coldly. ‘It’s Mark. My name’s Mark, not Michael.’

‘Shit, sorry.’ She smiled apologetically though she was angry with herself for getting herself into this situation . . . again. ‘That’s what I meant.’

‘Yeah, I’m sure it was.’ His voice dripped with a mixture of irritation and disappointment; she’d clearly bruised his ego.

She’d been certain his name was Michael. But like with everything to do with last night, she only had fragments of memories that she couldn’t piece together. Not that she was sure she wanted to piece them together. One-night stands weren’t ever her finest hour, but they seemed inevitably to follow on from an evening of drinking.

She screwed her eyes closed for a moment.

Humiliation washed over her.

She should know better. Christ, it wasn’t like she was some horny teenager, was it? She’d be forty next month, yet here she was in a stranger’s bedroom, with the hangover from hell, on a weekday, when all she’d wanted to do last night was get something to eat and a quick drink after a long, tough day at work.

Trying to ignore how shit she felt, Ava swung her legs over the edge of the bed. She winced and took a deep breath to swallow down the nausea which had suddenly hit her. Then she got herself unsteadily onto her feet, feeling the cool of the wooden floorboards before beginning to pick up her clothes, which were scattered across the bedroom floor. The room was basic, but clean enough. A tall grey wardrobe stood in the corner with a matching chest of drawers. A green comfy-looking chair piled with clothes was next to the PC by the window. None of which gave her any clues to what he did and where they’d met last night.

The sooner she left, the better. The morning after the night before was always awkward.

‘Look, Mark . . .’ She emphasized his name and met his eye as she quickly did up her skirt’s zipper. ‘Thank you for the evening, I really enjoyed it.’ Tying her long, wavy brown hair into a ponytail, Ava attempted to give him her best smile. What harm did a little lie make? He wasn’t to know she couldn’t remember anything about it, and she really wasn’t about hurting people. Or she tried not to.

Still completely naked, Mark stepped forward, taking Ava’s face into his hands. He leaned down for a kiss. It was long and lingering, and did nothing for Ava. Impatiently she wondered how much longer he was going to draw it out.

Eventually, and much to her relief, he pulled away.

‘So when am I going to see you again, princess?’

She cringed inwardly and, instead of maintaining eye contact, looked down at nothing in particular. ‘I’m . . . I’m not sure, you know, there’s a lot going on at work, and . . .’ She trailed off.

He snorted with contempt. ‘First you don’t fucking remember my name, and now you’re making excuses. You know, there’s a name for women like you.’

‘Really?’ Now she stared directly at him as anger flashed through her. ‘And what would that be, hey? Just because I spent the night with you, doesn’t give you the right to judge me. From the little I remember, we were both in this together . . . Listen,’ her tone softened, ‘it’s nothing personal. I just have a lot of things going on right now.’

Her phone rang in her bag.

‘I . . . I’d better get that. It could be work.’

Grateful for the interruption, Ava grabbed her mobile out of her bag. She glanced down at the screen, letting out another quiet sigh.

Leaning over Ava’s shoulder, Mark frowned. His handsome, chiselled face flashed with irritation again. ‘Who’s Tony?’

Ava shrugged apologetically, backing away towards the door. ‘My husband . . . Tony’s my husband.’
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‘God, Ava, you look like you’ve crawled out of a skip. You look well rough, babe.’ Jude, Ava’s secretary, looked up from her desk as Ava walked into her office.

‘When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it, OK?’ Ava snapped. Tossing her bag and coat onto the brown leather couch, she began to march down the hallway of her small but plush office, which was based in the centre of Nottingham.

A moment later, she stopped in her tracks and turned round. ‘Sorry . . . Fuck, I’m sorry, I’m being a total bitch, ignore me . . . It was a long night . . . well, what I can remember of it.’ She raised her eyebrows, but even that seemed to hurt her head.

Jude grinned, to which Ava smiled back.

She had a lot of time for Jude, who’d worked for her for the past few years. She’d liked her from the start, even though Jude had showed up for the interview in a pair of scruffy red baseball trainers, a pair of ripped jeans and an un-ironed shirt. She’d been loud and confident, despite having no work experience whatsoever, but giving her the job had been one of the best decisions Ava had ever made. Apart from the fact Jude was loyal and a hard worker, she took Ava’s all-night sessions as par for the course, and didn’t judge – something that Ava appreciated. God knows, she judged herself enough without anyone else adding to the mix.

‘You want me to get you a coffee, hun?’

‘Would you? Right now, I would swap my house for one. My head feels like I put it in a vice . . . Oh, which reminds me, if Tony calls, can you—’

‘I’ll tell him you’re in a conference.’

Ava rested her butt on the edge of Jude’s desk, which was in the main reception area of the office. Apart from her accountant, who came in once a week, and the building’s cleaner, it was only Ava and Jude who worked out of the office. ‘Am I that predictable?’

Jude gave a shrug. ‘In a word . . .’ She laughed without finishing off the sentence, but her expression quickly turned serious. ‘Are you OK, though? I mean, really OK?’

For some reason Ava found herself battling back tears. She chewed on her lip, not trusting herself to answer without getting all emotional.

‘Yeah, I’m good . . . It’s probably a midlife crisis I’m going through . . . Another one!’ It was Ava’s turn to laugh but it sounded hollow, and they both knew it. She looked at Jude. ‘You know, I promised myself I was going to stop this shit . . . Last night, I was going to prove to myself I could be normal.’

‘Normal?’ Jude pulled a face. ‘Is there such thing as normal? I don’t think that even exists, babe. I once read a quote, it went something like what’s normal for the spider is chaos for the fly.’

Ava touched Jude’s hand. ‘Thank you. Sometimes I don’t know what I’d do without you.’ Then, wanting to steer the conversation away from the chaos of her personal life, Ava grabbed the diary on the desk and began flicking through her appointments.

‘Thank God, I’ve got nothing in the diary this afternoon – that means I can go home for a long soak and try to turn myself into the good wife, before Tony gets back from London.’

She winked at Jude, and made her way through a wooden door with a brass nameplate screwed into the middle of it: Dr Ava Barclay. Psychologist.

‘Jesus, who let you in here?’ Ava jumped as she stared at the man sitting in the corner of her large, plush office. She went to open the door again to call Jude.

‘Don’t do that . . . I just want a word with you, that’s all.’

‘If you want to see me, you go through the normal channels. Make an appointment.’

‘I didn’t think we needed the formalities. Cos, like I say, I just wanted to see you, that’s all.’

Ava stared at the shaven-headed man. Piercing green eyes. If she were to guess, she’d say he was in his late fifties, maybe sixty at a push. Going by appearances, he kept himself in good shape. Dressed well, head to toe: expensive black shirt and jeans; Nike trainers that wouldn’t look out of place on her godson – a sign he was trying to hold on to his youth? No doubt he thought he was a God’s gift to women, too. He’d probably been married and divorced a couple of times, and was currently bedhopping his way through any woman—

Ava stopped herself from analysing him any further. It was a bad habit she had; a pitfall of the job she was in. Certainly, her profiling wasn’t always accurate. Far from it. Not these days anyway.

Her clients’ body language often gave her a more accurate insight than anything they actually told her during their sessions. Her skill at seeing through the persona they tried to present with their words and behaviour and the way they dressed, and turning the spotlight on the real issues troubling them, was one of the things that had drawn her to become a psychologist in the first place. But over the years, she’d become jaded. She’d fallen into the trap of stereotyping. Partly because of her own personal experiences, but mainly due to the barrage of deception and double-damaged lives she was exposed to on a daily basis.

God, could she be more of a hypocrite?

Here she was, playing the part of the good doctor, the good wife, when behind the mask she drank too much, dabbled with too much coke, and trawled bars for meaningless sex with strangers she’d never see again.

She’d never turn the spotlight onto herself, of course. It was enough to tell herself this was simply who she was, and who she had always been. That was as deep as she was going to get with herself. Even when, as part of her training to be a psychologist, she had to undergo therapy, she’d stuck to the script, telling them what they’d wanted to hear: happy childhood, happy life. She’d told herself it wasn’t a big deal. After all, she’d never met a psychologist who wasn’t messed up; it seemed to be part of the remit for the job.

She brought her attention back to the man in front of her. The way he was staring at her sent a cold chill running down her spine. Oh God, she hoped he wasn’t someone she’d picked up in a bar who’d decided to pay her a visit. That was the last thing she needed. She tried to make a point of steering the conversation away from who she was, and often she didn’t give her real name, but on nights when she got stuck into the booze and coke, fuck knows what she let slip.

‘Do I know you? I mean, have you and I . . .’ She stopped short of elaborating; the thought that he might be one of her past pickups made her mouth go dry.

‘Have you and I what?’ He tilted his head, looking like he was trying to work out what she was getting at, and Ava decided that he was either a really good actor, or he wasn’t one of her one-night stands. Thank God. But then, who was he?

Massaging her temples, Ava winced again at her headache.

‘Look, whatever is you want, I’d appreciate it if you left my office. You can’t just walk in here.’ It was all she could do to keep her voice even.

He gave her a half smile. ‘Looks like that’s exactly what I’ve done, sweetheart . . . Maybe you should have a word with your secretary – you never know who might walk in off the street.’

‘Look, just go. Otherwise, I’ll have to call the police.’ She was used to dealing with strange people in her job, but that didn’t mean it got any easier. Over the years she’d been attacked by clients, although that had been mainly in prisons or hospitals for the criminally insane. It was one of the reasons she’d gone into private practice: she’d wanted an easier life.

‘There’s no need for that, I just want to get to know you, that’s all. No crime in that.’

‘Hey hun, I’ve made it with a triple shot. If that doesn’t . . .’ Jude cheerfully barged into the office, but she trailed off at the sight of the visitor, giving a puzzled look to Ava. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Everything’s fine, darlin’, I was just going.’ The man winked at Jude as he spoke. He made his way towards the door, stopping in front of Ava. ‘This has been nice . . . we must do it again, Ava.’

Then he slammed the office door behind him.

Ava turned to Jude. ‘Why did you let him in?’

‘I didn’t. He must have slipped in when I went to the bathroom. Who the fuck was he?’ Wide-eyed, Jude took a sip of the coffee she’d made for Ava.

For a moment Ava could only stare back at her, unformed thoughts racing through her mind. ‘No idea. And I’m not sure I want to know . . .’
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‘Ava . . . hey . . . Ava, I’m home.’

Hearing her husband’s voice coming from downstairs, Ava groaned inwardly. The guilt she felt whirled in her but she’d learned to push it away, like she’d learned to push away most of her emotions. It had been a hell of a fucking day. Her clients had, to say the least, tested every fibre of her patience. Three OCD sufferers, one habitual gambler, and a court-ordered client – a domestic abuser – who, by the sounds of him, hadn’t stopped raising his fist or boot to his wife since the moment he’d said, I do.

Ava had hoped the glass of red wine and steaming-hot bubble bath would have gone some way to helping her relax. Her hangover was still lingering in the background when she got home, and all she’d wanted to do was lie in the bath and soak off the day. But now she had to smile, pretend all was well and, if she was lucky, get away with nothing more than a welcome-home blow job.

By now, she should be an expert on faking it. But lately she’d reached the point where her life seemed to be in freefall, and she couldn’t lift a finger to stop it.

Ava took a gulp of the red wine, drew in a deep breath and painted on her smile. ‘I’m up here,’ she shouted, hoping she’d managed to inject a tone of enthusiasm. ‘In the bath.’

She listened to the footsteps coming up the stairs and braced herself.

A moment later, a head appeared round the door.

‘That looks good . . . mind if I join you?’ Tony grinned. His cheeky boy-next-door looks lit up.

Yeah, she minded. She minded a lot, in fact. She wanted to be left in peace. Was that really such a bad thing? Was it wrong not to want to play the little wife role? Ava only just managed to stop herself laughing out loud. Who was she kidding? When exactly had she played the doting, faithful wife? Not even on her wedding day. While Tony was being congratulated and strutting around proudly, she had been screwing some random guest in the lady’s bathroom of the expensive hotel Tony had insisted on. He’d wanted everything perfect for her and she hadn’t been able to give him perfect in return. But how could he expect perfect when she was so damaged inside? Once again, Ava decided not to bother asking herself the question: what the fuck was wrong with her?

‘Of course, you can,’ she purred. Not that Tony was the least bit interested in her answer. He’d already started unbuttoning his shirt and her heart sank at the sight of the bulge in his trousers.

‘I didn’t expect you to be back so soon.’ She held the disappointment from her voice.

Tony’s brown eyes sparkled. Standing naked, he took Ava’s glass, filled it with wine and took a swig. ‘There’s only so much coding talk I can take.’

This time Ava’s smile was genuine. ‘Oh please, who are you trying to kid? I know you, and you’d be happy to spend every waking hour talking algorithms and batch files.’

He winked at her. ‘Now that’s my idea of dirty talking.’ He leaned forward and gave her a long, lingering kiss. He pulled away, but kept his face inches away from hers. ‘Go on, say something else, it turns me on . . . say, JavaScript.’

They both burst out laughing, and he grinned widely. ‘I love you, Ava.’

Say it back, she needed to say it back. ‘. . . I love you too.’

He stroked her face. She could smell his aftershave, mixed with the faintest smell of cigarettes. ‘I know I’ve said it before, but I’ll never stop saying it, because you need to hear it . . . I feel like the luckiest guy to call you Mrs Barclay.’

‘It’s Dr Barclay to you.’ She grinned back.

‘I’m being serious . . . It’s going to be a whole ten years next week, ten years, since we got married.’

Fuck! She’d forgotten about that. ‘Yeah, I know.’ She sounded convincing.

‘And in the whole of that time, I’ve never regretted being with you, I’ve never wanted anyone else, never thought about anyone else. It’s always been you, Avie, I hope you know that, and I hope you know that I mean it.’

Oh God, she knew he meant it.

One-hundred-per-fucking-cent, Tony meant it. It wasn’t one of those bullshit lines that guys liked to spout to get her into bed. This was real, and she guessed this was what love was supposed to be like. This was the thing that stopped her walking out on Tony.

Christ, she might be a lot of things but, ironically, she wasn’t someone who went around intentionally hurting people. She cared for him. And she didn’t want to cause him any kind of pain. She’d seen enough clients whose lives had been turned upside down by the simple human affliction of a broken heart.

And the things she did? Well, he wouldn’t ever find out about them. Therefore, what he didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt him . . . It only hurt her.

Tony stepped into the bath, getting in behind her. Once again, Ava had to brace herself, working hard not to object. She shivered as he pulled her into him.

‘Are you OK?’

As he began to caress her breasts, Ava was glad she had her back to him: it was all she could do to fight back the tears. It must be the booze, she told herself. Hangovers always made her feel emotional.

‘Yeah, I’m good,’ she whispered, not trusting that her voice wouldn’t break. ‘And Tony . . . it’s good to have you home.’

‘It’s good to be home.’

The water was growing tepid, but Ava could feel his erection. She only hoped he wasn’t going to draw it out. She needed her bed and a decent night’s sleep.

His arms wrapped around her. Lifting her slightly to ease her gently down on his penis, Tony entered her, groaning her name loudly as his breathing became quicker.

He began to thrust deeper and deeper, splashing the water over the marble floor tiles.

Ava suddenly felt Tony freeze. He pulled out of her, pushing her forward.

‘Did you hear that noise?’

Ava scrambled around in the bath to stare at him. ‘I didn’t hear anything.’

Tony put his finger to his mouth. ‘Sshhhh, I’m sure I heard breaking glass.’

Without waiting for an answer, he got out of the bath and grabbed one of the grey bathrobes from the back of the door. Ava leapt out after him and grabbed his arm.

‘If you think you really heard something,’ she whispered, ‘maybe we should call the police.’ She reached for her mobile, which she’d left on the antique bathroom cabinet.

Tony shook his head. ‘No, wait – it might be nothing.’

‘Yeah, and it might be something.’ For some reason, Ava’s thoughts turned to the guy who’d showed up in her office unannounced that morning. Over the years she’d dealt with the worst specimens of human life, and part of her was always waiting for a disgruntled client or one who had profound mental health issues to turn up at her door. One of her colleagues had been stabbed last year – a stark reminder of the precarious nature of her profession.

Tony gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. ‘I’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t reckon my colleagues will be too impressed if I call them out just because I heard a noise.’

Ava’s stare moved across his face. ‘Who cares what they think. If someone’s broken in, you—’

‘—I didn’t say anyone had broken in.’ He gave her a crooked smile. ‘All I’m saying is, I heard a noise. I think it’s worth checking it out. Nothing more, nothing less . . . Don’t look so worried.’

‘You do know you don’t have to play the hero for the guys at work.’ Ava shook her head. Just before they’d got married, Tony had left a high-paying job at a cybersecurity tech firm based in Cardiff to become a digital forensics analyst with the police. It had certainly ruffled a few feathers in her family, to say the least.

His fringe fell over his forehead as he leaned into her, and Ava noticed the slight bags under his eyes. He worked hard, but she’d never been certain Tony was cut out for the job he was in. He was brilliant at the technical side of things, but the harrowing crimes he was exposed to, often involving children and vulnerable adults, had taken its toll on him.

She’d tried on more than one occasion to persuade him to go back to his previous job; those were the only times he’d ever got annoyed with her. ‘I’m not one of your clients’ – that was the line he’d use to cut her off. It would have been so much easier if he had been; then she could have brought into the open what she believed was the real reason he wouldn’t give up policework. It was because of her. He didn’t want to look like he couldn’t hack it; he thought that would make him a failure in her eyes. But he couldn’t be further from the truth. Ava wasn’t looking for a tough guy. That was one of the reasons she chose Tony. He was the opposite of everything she was used to.

‘I’m not playing anything or trying to be anything – I’m just going to see what the noise is, that’s all. The wind was getting up earlier; maybe one of those ornaments you bought for the garden has smashed.’

‘Then I’ll come with you.’ Ava grabbed her robe and tied it tightly around her waist. Not bothering to wait for Tony to object, she opened the door and crept along the landing, pausing at the top of the stairs.

‘Has anyone ever told you that you’re paranoid, Ava?’

She glimpsed over her shoulder, keeping her voice low as she replied, ‘I’d rather be paranoid than have anything happen to you.’

Tony grabbed her, pulling her back. ‘Well, in case there is a bogyman down there, I’ll go first.’ He moved past her, walking down the stairs into the large hallway.

‘I’ll check the kitchen.’

Ava nodded, aware her heart was racing far more than it should for someone who was trying to convince herself that Tony was right and it would turn out to be nothing.

‘Wait . . . this is stupid, let’s just call the police,’ she hissed.

Tony gave her a withering stare. Ignoring her concerns, he opened the kitchen door and switched on the light. ‘Like I thought, nothing.’

‘Let’s check the sitting room,’ Ava insisted.

They went from room to room, and eventually Tony turned to give her a peck on the forehead. ‘There you go: all fine.’ He paused at the sound of the wind outside whistling around the house. ‘I bet tomorrow you’ll find something broken in the garden. But for now, we’re all safe and cosy, so why don’t we go back upstairs and finish what we started?’

He reached for her, but she stepped away. ‘Give me a minute . . . I’ll get another bottle of wine.’

‘Well, don’t be too long.’

She gave him a tight smile. ‘OK.’

Taking a deep breath, Ava closed her eyes for a moment. Then she opened them and walked slowly into the kitchen. She certainly needed some more wine to get her through the night. Picking up strangers was so much easier than this. Fuck.

Despairing at herself, Ava reached for the fridge door, just as a hand slammed over her mouth . . .
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Instinctively, Ava tried to bite down on the hand that was covering her mouth, but whoever it was just tightened their grip. Unable to twist her head to see who it was, she quickly brought her foot up and kicked backwards as hard as she could.

The hand dropped away from her mouth.

‘Oh fuck . . . fuck!’

At the sound of the voice, Ava spun round. ‘What the hell are you doing here? What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

‘Well, that’s a nice way to greet your old man, ain’t it?’ Billy Fields stared at his daughter, who stared back icily.

‘Maybe if my old man wasn’t such a prick, things might be different.’

He grinned at her, turning on the charm. ‘I didn’t want to give you a fright.’

‘And how did that work out? You scared the crap out of me.’

He shrugged and kept his voice down. ‘I didn’t want Tony knowing I’m here. He’s never very pleased to see me.’ He winked.

‘Well, that makes two of us then, doesn’t it.’ Ava folded her arms.

She knew a lot of women thought of her father as a catch. Handsome. Old school in the way he treated women. Protective. A wide boy from East London who’d done well for himself. Not that she knew fully what her father did.

When she was younger, she’d asked time and time again, but he’d fobbed her off with bullshit, refusing to give her a straight answer. It had made her feel disconnected from him. While all her friends had dads they talked about, dads who dropped them off at school, who showed up on sports day, her father had been something of an enigma. When she wasn’t at school she was usually looked after by random nannies she’d never met before, who would show up explaining that her father was away on business, whatever that was. At the time, it had really bothered her. Now, she didn’t give a shit what he did, or where he went, just as long as he stayed the hell away from her.

‘So, I take it breaking and entering is your latest occupation?’ She turned her back on him to grab a glass from the cupboard, then reached into the fridge for the bottle of white wine.

‘Maybe if you answered my calls, Ava, then I wouldn’t have to go to such extreme measures to see my little girl.’

She filled the glass and took a swig. ‘Oh please, I’m not one of your conquests – that crap doesn’t work on me.’

He sat down at the custom-made table in the grey and pink kitchen that Ava had designed last year. In actual fact, the whole of the house had been given a makeover, as it had been every couple of years since they’d moved in. It was all part of the facade, she supposed. Make everything look perfect. But as she knew only too well, all that glitters certainly isn’t gold.

‘You’re not going to offer me a drink then?’

‘Don’t push your luck!’ Ava gazed towards the kitchen door. ‘You’re not staying . . . Like you say, I don’t want Tony knowing you’re here.’

Billy ran his fingers through his thick salt-and-pepper-coloured hair and shrugged his expensive leather jacket onto his shoulders. ‘Tony, not into playing happy families?’

‘Not after you beat him up – funny that,’ she snapped.

‘He needs to man up and stop acting the pussy. So, he got a few slaps. I had harder from me nan when I was a kid.’

Ava fought hard to stop her irritation getting the better of her. ‘What do you want anyway?’

‘Has it ever occurred to you, maybe I just want to talk to my daughter?’

Mustering up as much scorn as she could, Ava replied, ‘Yeah, it occurred to me. Then I remembered who you are . . . Now what the fuck do you want, Dad?’

‘God, you can be hard! Come on, Avie, how long are you going to keep this up? Don’t you ever get tired of being angry with me? Give us a break, eh. Fuck me, is this what they taught you when you did your psychology degree? How to hold a fucking grudge.’

Ava could see the hurt in her father’s eyes, but she’d fallen for it too many times. She was a grown woman, for God’s sake, and she wasn’t going to be played by him ever again. ‘Leave my job out of it. This isn’t about anyone else, but you.’

‘Ava . . . Ava, you OK?’ Tony called down the stairs.

Billy nodded towards the door. His intense blue eyes dazzled as he grinned. ‘You’re keeping Loverboy waiting.’

Ava shoved her father in his chest, and he burst out laughing.

‘That’s it, get out of my house.’

‘OK, OK I’m going.’ Billy put his hands in the air in fake surrender, then strode confidently to the back door. But instead of opening it, he turned to face her, his smile fading. ‘There was something actually . . .’

‘Oh, here we go – how did I know?’ Ava folded her arms.

‘Don’t be like that, darlin’. I came to see you first and foremost. I miss having you in my life – I’ve told you that enough times.’

‘Let’s not go over this again. Just tell me what you want, Dad.’

Billy Fields shrugged. ‘Fine, have it your way, doll, but you know where I am if you ever need me.’

Ava sighed loudly. ‘As you were saying . . .’

‘OK, I just wondered if you’d had any . . .’ Billy searched for his words, ‘. . . I dunno, fucked-up stuff happening lately.’

‘What is that supposed to mean? What kind of fucked-up stuff?’

Billy stayed silent for a moment, and Ava could see a hundred thoughts rushing through his head. ‘Ignore me, Avie, it don’t matter. Like I say, I came to see you . . . but do me a favour, babe – be safe, yeah?’

An hour later, Ava lay in bed in the master bedroom, listening to the autumn rain lash against the window as she curled up in Tony’s arms. Every time she saw her dad, he always messed with her head. It was part of the reason why she kept away. That and other things, of course. But she knew him, and she knew that he was keeping something from her. She couldn’t even begin to guess what he’d been about to say, but she also knew there was no point calling to ask him. If he didn’t want to tell her, nothing she said would change his mind.

‘Ava?’ Tony’s voice broke through the darkness, interrupting her thoughts.

‘I didn’t know you were awake.’

‘I can’t get to sleep.’

‘Things on your mind?’ Ava’s voice was quiet and caring. She wriggled round to face him.

‘Yeah, you could say that . . . I was wondering why you had a love bite on your neck, which I didn’t give you . . .’
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Sitting in the conservatory that they’d converted into a dining room, Ava bit into her slice of buttered toast and stared out into the garden. A couple of birds were splashing in the small water fountain Tony had installed when he’d been going through a DIY phase, wanting to find a hobby that might help him relax. He’d soon discovered it had the opposite effect, leaving him frustrated by his lack of skill.

She took a hurried gulp of tea and checked the time. Her first client wasn’t due until eight thirty, but she was in a hurry to get going. Anything rather than face the inevitable questioning from Tony.

‘So, aren’t we going to talk about this? Were you really going to sneak off without saying a word?’

Fuck. Too late.

Tony was standing in the doorway.

She could do without what was about to happen. Grabbing her breakfast plate and cup, she got up from the table. ‘Firstly, I’m not sneaking off anywhere, I’m going to work – I have a client. Secondly, like I told you last night, it is not a love bite.’

‘Yeah, but that’s all you did say before you got up and went into the spare room.’

Tony didn’t look like he’d slept at all, whereas she’d slept like the dead. Once again, Ava refused to ask herself what was wrong with her.

‘I went into the guest room because I didn’t want this . . . I didn’t want to argue. For God’s sake, Tony, how old do you think I am? Even discussing this accusation makes me feel like a thirteen-year-old . . . I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go, I’m going to be late.’ Ava moved to leave, but he blocked her way.

‘Tell me what you’ve been doing. Tell me the truth.’

Ava stared at him. He looked dishevelled in a creased navy tracksuit, a far cry from his usual immaculate appearance. She’d been so stupid to get herself in this position, and she was angry with herself . . . and ashamed. She would never have allowed anyone to mark her neck if she hadn’t been so pissed or fucked up on coke. But then, she would never have been sleeping with anyone other than Tony, if she wasn’t so messed up.

‘You’re serious, aren’t you? You really think this is a love bite?’ If there was one thing she’d learned from her clients, it was how to gaslight.

‘I don’t think, I know . . . Avie, please . . .’

‘No – stop. This is crazy talk. I have done nothing wrong. Now excuse me, I have to go.’ She tried to pass him again, but he grabbed her, dragging down the grey cashmere turtleneck she was wearing.

‘Don’t treat me like a fucking fool, Avie.’ He growled at her, his face red.

Ava met his glare. She’d never seen him this angry, although of course she realized it was from hurt. She slapped his hand away. ‘The only fool around here, Tony, is you . . . I didn’t even realize it was there, but the only possible person who could’ve given it me, is you. You obviously gave it me before you went away, and I didn’t notice it there.’

Tony’s shoulders slumped, he looked away. ‘But . . .’

‘But what, Tony? Go on, tell me. Tell me how you are so sure you didn’t do this.’

‘I would’ve remembered.’

‘Really? Are you telling me you make a bloody mental list of all the things you do to me when you’re fucking me, is that what you’re saying?’

‘No, of course I’m not saying that.’

She pointed at him. Hating how good she was at bullshitting him. ‘No, exactly. Yet you think it’s OK to go around accusing me of sleeping with other people? Do you know how hurtful that is? Last night, we were talking about our ten-year anniversary. Now you’re accusing me of getting a fucking hickey . . . What has got into you?’

Tony fell silent for a moment then turned to look at Ava.

‘OK, I’m sorry. I got it wrong.’

‘Too right, you got it wrong.’

‘It’s just, when I saw it—’

‘What? You thought you’d show me how much you trusted me, was that it?’ Ava’s voice dripped with scorn, and it passed through her mind how often she’d warned clients that it was possible to start believing in your own lies. And right now, that was how it was for her. Instead of being full of utter remorse, a sense of righteous outrage was rising inside her, even though she knew it was ridiculous.

‘I’m an idiot, OK . . .’ He closed his eyes.

Finally, guilt washed over her. ‘No, no, you’re not, Tony . . . I’m sorry. I could’ve reacted better.’

He looked at her. ‘I do trust you, and . . . I’m sorry. That was nothing but jealousy talking. The thought of you with someone else made me . . .’ He trailed off, then shrugged. ‘It made me want to kill someone . . .’
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Ava sat in her office and stared out of the window overlooking the car park. Her mind was racing, and she couldn’t concentrate. She’d got to work in time for her first client: Paul, a man in his early forties with serious anger issues, who’d been coming to see her for over a year and had barely made any progress. Despite her efforts to focus, her mind had wandered off. Fortunately, Paul had been oblivious to her distracted state, keeping up a steady monologue for the full fifty minutes until the low chime of her timer had indicated the end of their session.

She’d got Jude to cancel the rest of the morning’s appointments – something she would never do ordinarily. Actually, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d done such a thing. Usually she was mindful that her clients were desperate and the weekly session in her office was something they clung to as if it were the only thing keeping them going. Cancelling could be the difference between someone keeping their head above water and drowning. But right now, she knew she wasn’t going to be of help to anyone.

Grabbing her coat from the back of the chair, Ava hurried out into reception. ‘Jude, I’m off, and I doubt I’ll be back later. Can you manage here on your own?’

Jude took a gulp from her tin of Coke, which had gone flat. ‘Yeah, of course, you get off . . . And Ava, I hope I’m not overstepping the mark, but have you thought about taking some time off? I only say that because you haven’t really been yourself lately. I’m worried about you.’

Ava stared at Jude. She was, of course, touched by her concern, but taking time out from her practice wasn’t something she’d consider. She liked being busy, she liked not having to think. ‘Thanks, Jude, but I’m sure by tomorrow I’ll be back to my old self. All I need is a leisurely day, followed by a night in front of the telly – that’s the best therapy.’

Jude raised her eyebrows. ‘Is that what you tell your clients? Are you sure that’s what the British Psychological Society recommends?’

Ava grabbed a biscuit from the open packet of chocolate digestives. She grinned. Jude always had a way of making her feel better. ‘That’s exactly what they say. Didn’t you know, an all-night binge of a trashy box set is the official treatment for all kinds of disorders.’ She bit into the biscuit. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. And when you’ve finished organizing the new client files, why don’t you take the rest of the day off yourself?’

Jude gave her a sideways gaze. ‘Paid?’

Ava walked to the lift. ‘Go on then, you’ve twisted my arm.’

‘Double time, for having to work on my own?’

As she stepped into the small lift, Ava roared with laughter. ‘Don’t push it!’

As she drove, Ava couldn’t help but think of her father. Why did she always let him get under her skin? She was tired of her dad getting into her head. But it was always the same. He had a way of making her house of cards come tumbling down.

‘Fuck!’ She banged on the leather steering wheel of her Audi 4x4, and suddenly did a left turn at the traffic lights, putting her foot down on the accelerator before she changed her mind.

It had been years since she’d been to her father’s house. Not for want of an invitation – every couple of months, he’d call, telling her he’d cook her favourite if she dropped by. She didn’t even know she had a favourite. Besides, she’d drawn a line in the sand with him . . . although it never seemed to prevent him creeping into her thoughts.

She took a right turn into Arlington Avenue and followed the signs for the A road that would take her to the village of Woodborough. Made up of picturesque properties, attractive public houses and a historic church, surrounded by wide-open spaces, it was widely regarded as one of the most sought-after locations in Nottingham. None of it held any attraction for Ava as she drove north-east.

Maybe it was because of what had happened with Tony, but she was going to have it out with her dad once and for all. That was what she told her clients, wasn’t it? Face the problems head on. Well, for once she was going to take a bit of her own advice.

And with that, Ava switched the radio on and watched the speedometer hit eighty.

It was another hour though before Ava finally got to Woodborough. There’d been a diversion, and then she’d got stuck behind a tractor carrying bales of hay, which couldn’t have gone slower if it’d tried.

During the journey, she’d smoked five cigarettes from the packet Tony left in her car the last time she’d given him a lift. Not that she was a sober smoker – usually she only had a cigarette when she was pissed – but she’d needed to do something to pass the time and distract her from wanting to turn back.

Sighing, Ava slowed as she drove along Main Street, passing the Nag’s Head. Within moments she’d slammed on the brake, almost causing a grey Mini to plunge into the back of her.

Waving an apology, Ava quickly parked up and looked in the rear-view mirror. Even though it was beginning to rain, she had a clear view of her father standing outside the pub, talking animatedly. That in itself wasn’t unusual: it was the fact her dad was having an intense discussion with the guy who’d barged into her office yesterday.

She watched for a couple more moments, sliding down in her seat when her father looked over. Not that he knew her car – or at least Ava didn’t think he did – and the blacked-out windows at the back would go some way to stopping him from seeing her.

Her phone buzzed, and she saw it was Tony, but immediately silenced the call; she’d speak to him later. When she looked back in the rear-view mirror, her father and the other man had started walking away from her.

Everything inside her said to turn round and drive home, but when had she ever followed the rules? Besides, she needed to know what was going on.

She gave it a couple of seconds, then grabbed her jacket and got out of the car. Cautiously, she began to follow them, keeping well back so they wouldn’t spot her. That would take some explaining.

At the junction, they turned left up Shelt Hill, crossing the road to where a rusty white van was parked. Once again, she held back as her dad and the man he was in deep conversation with made their way into the Galleywood, a modern-looking bar with a gaudy neon sign outside.

Part of her was tempted to follow them inside; standing in the cold and rain wasn’t her idea of fun. Still, she’d been in worse situations. Pulling up her coat collar, she let out a sigh. Something told her that she was in for a long wait.
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