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Accra remained wrapped in that thin, gray quiet that lives between night and morning when the phone began to vibrate on the bedside table.

That hour never brings good news to me.

I lay motionless for a few seconds, listening to the faint rumble of distant traffic filtering through the window. The digital clock glowed 4:37 a.m. in cold blue numerals. Anyone who truly knows Cassie knows she does not call at that hour unless something in the atmosphere of her world has cracked open.

I reached for the phone.

Cassie.

A tightness gathered in my chest before I even pressed answer.

“Cass?”

A second passed. Only a breathing sound on the other end, slow and measured, as if she were composing herself word by word.

Then her voice came through. Controlled. Steady. But stretched thin over something she was working hard to contain.

“Hi, Don! Did I wake you?”

“You know you did,” I said, pushing myself upright against the headboard.

“What's wrong?” 

A pause that carried more weight than words.

“I didn't want to wait until later.”

That single sentence sharpened every nerve in my body.

“Tell me.”

Another breath. A careful one.

“He came.” 

The room seemed to shrink around me. I felt the walls pull inward.

“Who?”

She didn't answer immediately, and she didn't need to. I already knew and had known the moment she said it.

“Winston,” she said finally. I closed my eyes.

The name landed like cold steel pressed against skin.

A siren rose and fell somewhere in the background of the call, deep inside West London's predawn silence, like a warning riding the wind.

“When?” I asked.

“Yesterday afternoon. He said he was in the area and thought he'd stop by to see Melissa.”

My jaw tightened. “Thought he'd stop by?”

“Yes.”

“And you let him in?”

“No!”

A breath escaped me before I could stop it.

“He stood at the gate,” she continued.

“Like he had a right to be there.”

The image formed without effort: Winston at the gate, weight shifted back on one heel, arms loose, wearing that patience of a man performing civility while calculating his next move.

“What did you say to him?”

“I told him it wasn't appropriate, and if he wanted contact with Melissa, it had to go through proper channels.”

“That's brilliant, Cass.”

“He smiled,” she added.

I didn't like the way she said it. There was something layered underneath it, something she was watching from behind glass.

“Smiled how?”

“The way he used to when he thought he'd already won.” Silence spread across the line.

The past has a smell. Cassie could, up to now, catch it from across a garden gate.

“He said he's missed her,” she continued, her voice dropping. “Said he deserves to see his daughter.”

“Melissa?”

My biological daughter. The same child he never once considered when he smoked inside the house. The child whose safety Cassie had fought to protect while living inside walls with fear built around her. Just a flipping flimsy excuse, I thought.

My fingers pressed tighter around the phone.

“And then?” I asked.

“He left. Calmly. Too calmly.”

That was worse than anything else she could have said.

Men like Winston only grow calm when they believe time is working for them.

“Has he called?”

“Yes. Several times.”

“And?”

“I blocked him.”

“Brilliant.”

“But he used another number last night,” she added. “And again this morning.”

My eyes drifted to the window, where the first thin bruise of dawn pushed against the low Accra cloud cover.

“Did he threaten you?”

“No.”

The word should have steadied me. It didn't. A man like Winston didn't need explicit threats. He communicated through presence, persistence, and the patient repetition of his mantra: I am still here.

“What exactly did he say?”

“That we should talk. That we have unfinished business.”

The cold steel returned, settling somewhere between my shoulder blades.

“Cassie,” I said quietly, “listen to me well. Do not open that door to him. Not for any reason.”

“I won't.”

“Not even if he claims an emergency. Not even if he sounds calm, yeah?”

“I understand, Don.”

I rubbed my forehead, already feeling the slow ignition building behind my ribs, that old protective instinct kindling into something hot and purposeful.

“Where are the girls?”

“Asleep.”

“And you're safe right now?”

“Yes.”

She said it quickly. A fraction too quickly. Something in her tone told me safety had become a temporary condition for her rather than a certainty.

I swung my legs off the bed and stood, crossing to the window. The street below stretched empty in both directions, soaked in the streetlamps' golden bleed.

“You did the right thing calling me,” I said.

“I didn't want to worry you and Abena.”

“That ship sailed the moment he showed up at the gate.”

A faint exhale on her end, almost a laugh. “I suppose it did.”

Silence settled between us again, but this time it carried something older inside it. College corridors, shared laughter, and the lightness of people who believe the world will be kind to them. The fragile years before life fractured us and reassembled us into different people carrying shared responsibilities and complicated history, filled with dreams and aspirations that seemed so attainable at the time.

“I don't want any trouble, Don,” she said.

“I know.”

“I just want peace for the children.” Her voice broke softly on the last word, just for a moment, before she pulled it back together.

“You'll have it,” I said. Not a promise. A decision.

“I keep thinking maybe he'll lose interest,” she added, her voice quieter now.

“Maybe it is just a phase. He's bored, or something's kicked off in his life, and he wants a distraction.”

Men like Winston don't lose interest. They read hesitation as invitation and gentleness as weakness. They escalate, methodically, because they have learned that most people eventually run out of resistance.

“Maybe,” I said, because fear needs gentler language than blatant truth at 4ish in the morning.

She didn't answer right away. I heard her shift, footsteps careful on what I imagined was a cold kitchen floor, moving so the girls wouldn't wake up.

“I bumped into him two days ago,” she said quietly.

My eyes narrowed. “Where?”

“At the corner shop near Holland Park. It was accidental. We talked for a few minutes. He seemed...” She searched for the word. “Normal.”

“That was reconnaissance,” I said.

“What?”

“He was clocking you. Your tone. Your defenses, whether you'd softened.”

The silence that followed told me she was replaying the encounter now with different eyes.

“I thought that was the end of it,” she whispered.

“It's never the end of it with men like him, Cass.”

Outside, the Accra sky had begun to pale at its edges, the darkness thinning from black to a muted, reluctant grey.

“Should I go to the police?” she asked.

“Yes. Today. Start a record. Even if they do nothing right now, documentation is everything later.”

“I'll do that.”

“Fantastic.” A pause stretched between us.

“Cass?”

“Yes?”

“I hate that it is happening again,” she said, and her voice was smaller now, carrying the echo of someone who had once lived inside rooms where fear breathed through the walls alongside her.

“It's not happening again,” I said.

“It's ending finally this time.”

A long silence followed that. I could almost feel her sitting with those words, turning them over, testing whether they could hold weight.

“Are you coming to London?” she asked.

“Yes.” No hesitation. No calculation.

“I thought you might say that.”

“I'll sort out the details later. You know Gary is already in London. I'll have him come by today, yeah, just to keep an eye on things until I get there.”

“Thank you, Don.”

“You're not alone in this, know what I mean, Cass?”

“I know,” she said.

And she did. That was the difference between the past and now, the difference that mattered most. Back then she had endured in silence, convinced that the walls around her were permanent. Now she knew she didn't have to carry it by herself.

We stayed on the line a few seconds longer, neither of us wanting to sever the fragile calm.

“I should get the girls ready for school soon,” she said at last.

“Call me the moment he appears again. Doesn't matter what time.”

“I will.”

“And Cass?”

“Yes?”

“You did everything right.” The line held quiet for a moment.

Then, softly, like how she used to say it years ago when something had genuinely moved her, “Thank you, love.”

The call ended.

I stood at the window, watching the first real light of morning spread itself slowly across the empty street below. A Zoomlion cleaner’s tricycle appeared at the far end of the road, wheels scraping against the pavement, unhurried, the day beginning its ordinary business with no knowledge of what was moving elsewhere.

Somewhere in London, Winston believed he had found an opening.

He did not yet understand what he had walked into.

I picked up the phone and scrolled to Gary's number. He answered on the second ring, already awake, the way men like Gary always are before the city fully wakes.

“Morning, Bruv!” I said.

“We've got a situation.”

Time to move. Time to close the door on old ghosts. And if necessary, time to remind a certain kind of man that some families carry consequences he was never built to survive.
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Faint, thin streaks of early morning light came through the kitchen blinds, and the stovetop kettle hissed softly. Melissa sat at the table in her school uniform, legs swinging rhythmically beneath her chair, tapping a spoon against the rim of her cereal bowl in a pattern only she understood.

“Mum, can I take my sketchbook today?” Cassie set a plate of toast on the table without looking down.

“You take it every day.”

“Yeah, but today I might actually finish one of them.”

“Want some Marmite on your toast?” 

Melissa pulled a face so dramatic it nearly toppled her off the chair. 

“No! I hate Marmite, Mum, and you know that already.”

“Sorry, love. I forgot.” She said it with a small grin, not remotely sorry.

Melissa studied the ceiling, spoon still tapping. 

“I'm going to finish the horse today. I just need to sort the legs out.” 

Cassie smiled faintly. “Then yes. The horse has waited long enough.”

Bella padded across the kitchen tiles, carrying her stuffed rabbit by one leg, its head bumping along the floor with cheerful indifference. Cassie lifted her up and pressed her lips to her cheek, breathing in the warm, sleep-soft smell of her.

“Shoes first, explorer.”

Bella giggled and burrowed her head into Cassie's shoulder.

The house seemed typical. Safe. Ordinary in the sense that only morning routines can be, complete with little disputes, misplaced teacups, and the dependable mayhem of small people in a morning rush. Cassie purposefully clung to that emotion, the way you hold onto something you know is fragile.

But underneath it, her mind kept pulling her back.

Two days earlier, she had slipped into the corner shop near Holland Park just as the afternoon began to cool. The bell above the door chimed. Inside, warm air wrapped around her, carrying the smell of ground coffee and freshly baked bread rolls, and she stood for a moment just inside the entrance, letting herself breathe it in.

She picked up milk, bread rolls, and Melissa's McVitie's Milk Chocolate Digestives from the shelf, tucking them into the basket. The shopkeeper's radio played something low and indistinct in the background.

“Busy day?” he called from behind the counter.

“Always,” she replied, offering the polite, reflexive smile she had perfected over years of small interactions with people who didn't need the truth.

She turned toward the refrigerated section at the back.

And stopped.

Winston stood at the far end of the aisle, a bottle of juice in one hand, reading the label with the unhurried ease of a man with nowhere urgent to go. Same posture. Same quiet, controlled calmness. Same eyes that always assessed a room before committing to it.

Neither of them moved for a moment that stretched far longer than it had any right to.

Then he looked up.

“Cassie.” His voice carried no surprise in it. That told her something.

“Winston.” She kept her voice even.

He stepped forward, closing some of the distance between them but stopping short of what most people would call comfortable. Close enough to talk. Far enough to seem reasonable.

“I didn't expect to see you here,” he said.

“It's my neighborhood,” she replied.

He nodded slowly. “Of course.”

He let his eyes move over her with that calm that had always unsettled her, the calm of someone who had already decided how the conversation would go.

“You look well.”

“I am.”

“And Melissa?”

“She's fine.” 

He lowered his eyes briefly, as though consulting something inside himself, then looked back up.

“I've missed her.” The air in the aisle seemed to thicken.

“That part of our lives is finished,” Cassie said. 

He studied her face.

“People change.”

“Yes,” she said.

“They do.”

“I'm not the same man.” 

She met his eyes steadily.

“That isn't my concern anymore.” 

Something moved across his jaw, a tightening quickly released.

“I wasn't a good husband. I know that.” He waited, as if expecting her to fill the silence. She didn't.

“I was drinking too much. I lost control. I regret it.”

The words arrived too cleanly, each one landing in its correct place. Rehearsed. She had heard enough genuine remorse in her life to know what it sounded like, and this wasn't it.

Cassie shifted the basket from one hand to the other.

“I hope you've found help.”

“I have.” She turns her face towards the shelves.

“I'd like to see my daughter.”

The old instinct rose in her chest immediately, sharp and certain.

“That isn't possible.” She kept her voice quiet.

“And let's be honest with each other, Winston. She was never your daughter. You knew that going in. You were her stepfather.”

“I'm still her stepfather.”

“You forfeited that role when you made our home unsafe.” A flicker crossed his face, there and gone.

“I've changed,” he repeated.

“Change requires time,” she said.

“And trust. You have neither.” 

His voice dropped a note.

“You moved on quickly.” 

Cassie's expression settled into something harder.

“I moved on to safety.” 

He held her stare.

“That man you married. He isn't around most of the time, is he?”

The question weighed on her. Cassie set the basket down on the floor between them.

“My marriage is none of your bloody business.” 

He raised both hands slightly, the gesture of a man performing reasonableness.

“I meant no offense.”

“You rarely do,” she said.

“And since you've brought it up, let me set something straight in your mind. Don is Melissa's real dad in every way that matters. Full stop.”

The shopkeeper's radio crackled. A delivery truck rumbled past the window outside, shaking the glass faintly.

Winston glanced toward the door, then back at her.

“I'd like to talk openly. Without all this tension between us.”

“There is nothing to discuss.”

“For Melissa's sake.”

“For Melissa's sake,” she said, “you will keep your distance.”

He inhaled slowly through his nose.

“You can't keep me away forever, Cassie.” 

She bent and picked up the basket.

“I can keep you away from my children.” She stepped around him. 

He let her go but spoke once more as she passed.

“I'm not your enemy.” His voice had dropped to something almost gentle.

She stopped walking. She did not turn around.

“You were,” she said. 

“And I will not risk that again.”

She walked to the counter and paid. The shopkeeper said something cheerful that she answered on instinct, her voice perfectly composed. Her hands remained steady throughout the transaction, from signing for her card through dropping the receipt into the bag.

Only when the door swung shut behind her and the cool Holland Park air reached her face did she exhale.

That evening, her phone rang. Unknown number. She ignored it. It rang again. She ignored that too. A third time. She blocked it.

The following morning, a different number appeared on her screen. She blocked that one as well, without answering. By nightfall the calls had stopped.

She told herself it was over.

She was wrong.

Back in the kitchen, Melissa set her spoon in the empty bowl and looked at her mother.

“Mum. You forgot your tea.” Cassie blinked, surfacing.

“Thank you, darling.”

Melissa kept watching her with those cautious, too perceptive eyes she had inherited from nobody and had always simply possessed.

“Are you tired?”

“A little.” Cassie reached for the mug.

Bella thrust her rabbit forward, its single remaining button catching the light.

“Bunny is hungry.”

“Bunny already ate,” Cassie said.

“I saw him.” Bella processed this information gravely, then accepted it.

The doorbell rang.

Cassie froze. Melissa looked toward the hallway.

“Are you expecting someone?”

“No.”

The bell rang again. Bella clutched a fistful of Cassie's pullover sweater.

“Stay here,” Cassie said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt.

She walked down the hallway, each step measured, her whole body tuned to the silence beyond the door. She reached it and pressed her eye to the peephole.

Winston stood at the gate.

Hands buried in his coat pockets. Weight evenly distributed with the posture of a man who had decided he could wait.

Cassie did not touch the door. He pressed the intercom.

“Cassie. I know you're in there.” 

She exhaled sharply.

“I just want to talk.” 

She said nothing.

“I brought something for Melissa.” 

She did not respond.

He shifted his weight and tilted his face up toward the camera above the gate. His expression was patient. Recycled.

“I'm not leaving until we speak.”

Cassie stepped back from the door. Her heart knocked steadily against her ribs, but her hands, when she raised them to pick up her phone, did not shake.

She walked back into the kitchen.

“Finish getting ready,” she told Melissa, keeping her voice light.

Melissa stood from the table. “Mum, who is it?”

“No one you need to worry about.” She held her daughter's stare for a moment, long enough to mean it, then looked down at her phone.

She scrolled to Gary's number and pressed call. It rang once.

“Morning, Cass.” Gary's voice was low and unhurried.

“He's here,” she said. She froze for a moment, staring at the screen.

“I'm on my way.” 

She ended the call and set the phone face-down on the counter.

Bella pressed herself against Cassie's leg and wrapped both arms around her knee.

“Mummy. Stay.”

Cassie crouched down and gathered her close, her chin resting on top of Bella's head, her eyes on the hallway.

“I'm right here,” she whispered. 

“I'm not going anywhere.”

Outside, Winston waited at the gate.

Inside, Cassie stood her ground on the kitchen tiles, her youngest daughter's arms locked around her, the morning carrying on around them, the kettle gone cold, the toast half-eaten, everything ordinary except for the man outside who believed the past however, owed him an entrance.

It didn't.

She had already decided that.
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By midmorning the street outside had resumed its ordinary rhythm. Delivery vans pulled up, unloaded, and moved on. A woman pushed a pram past the gate, talking into her phone. Two men on the pavement argued cheerfully over a parking space, neither one yielding, both secretly enjoying it. The mundane machinery of a London morning carried on without interruption.

It did nothing to settle Cassie.

She stood beside the front living room window, one finger holding the curtain back just far enough to see without being seen. Winston had moved from the gate but not far. He leaned against the low brick wall on the opposite side of the road, coat collar turned up, hands in his pockets, watching the house with the patience of a man who had decided the day belonged to him.

She let the curtain fall.

Gary arrived twenty minutes later. The British racing green Range Rover rolled down the street and parked two houses short of the gate, the engine cutting off with a low thrum. He stepped out, scanned the street once in each direction with the unhurried efficiency of someone who knew exactly what he was looking for, then walked toward the house like a man who belonged anywhere he chose to stand.

Cassie opened the door before he reached it.

“You all right?” he asked, stepping inside.

“I will be.” 

He lowered his voice and tilted his head toward the hallway glass.

“Is he still out there?”

“Yeah.”

Gary glanced through the panel at the figure across the road. “Persistent,” he muttered, with a flatness that wasn't quite contempt and wasn't quite pity.

Footsteps came tumbling down the hallway. Melissa appeared from the kitchen, fingers working at her shoelaces, bag half on one shoulder.

“Uncle Gary!” He dropped into a crouch, bringing himself to her level.

“Morning, superstar. Are you ready to conquer school?” She mulled it over with great seriousness.

“I might be. Depends on the maths.”

“Maths fears you,” he said, without blinking.

She laughed, a jovial laugh, the kind that came from the belly, and grabbed her bag. Gary stood and stepped close to Cassie, his voice dropping back to something only she could hear.

“I'll walk her to the car.”

“You don't have to do all that.”

“I know.”

Bella materialized at Cassie's hip and attached herself there, a rabbit tucked under one arm. They stepped out together into the cold morning air. Across the road, Winston straightened from the wall.

Gary moved without hurrying, opening the rear car door for Melissa with one fluid pull. “Seatbelt, captain.”

Melissa climbed in. Bella leaned from Cassie's arms and waved her rabbit at the street in general, a sovereign greeting to the world.

Winston took two steps off the pavement.

Gary turned.

He didn't raise a hand or call out or shift his weight. He simply turned and met Winston's stare across the bonnet of the car, holding it with the kind of steadiness that requires no performance because it costs nothing to maintain. It was the look of a man who had stood in far worse places than this one and found them manageable.

Winston stopped walking.

Gary closed the door, rounded the car, and rested one forearm on the roof. When he spoke, he pitched his voice to carry just far enough.

“Morning.”

Winston's lips pressed together. “I'm waiting to speak with Cassie.”

“She's not receiving visitors.”

“This is between us.” 

Gary gave a small shrug, almost sympathetic.

“Not anymore.” 

Winston's eyes hardened.

“You're not family.”

Gary smiled, and there was nothing warm in it.

“That's where you're mistaken, mate.”

A car came through, slow, and passed between them. A dog barked twice behind a garden fence, then went quiet. Winston shifted his weight from one foot to the other, recalculating.

“She can't hide forever.” 

Gary opened the driver's door and dropped into the seat. His voice came through the window, easy and final.

“She's not hiding. She's living.”

He pulled away from the kerb and rounded the corner, and Melissa's hand appeared in the rear window, waving, and then they were gone.

Cassie remained at the doorway until the Range Rover disappeared onto the street. When she looked back across the road, Winston had returned to the wall.

Still watching.

Still waiting.

She went inside and locked the door.

The quiet inside felt heavier than the silence before Gary arrived. Cassie set Bella on the rug with her toy box and moved through the house methodically, checking the window locks on the ground floor and testing the back door, checking it again. Everything held. Everything felt made of paper.

Her phone buzzed on the counter.

Dee.

“You heard?” Cassie asked, skipping the greeting entirely.

“Yes.” Dee's voice carried that familiar steadiness, the kind built from knowing too much about how the world works and surviving it anyway.

“He's been sniffing around for days, Cass. Asking questions. Who comes and goes. What time do you leave in the mornings? Cassie's grip tightened on the phone.

“How do you know this?”

“People talk. And he's not subtle. Never was.” 

Cassie rubbed her temple.

“You thought the shop was a chance, didn't you?”

“I did,” Cassie said quietly.

“Nothing about men like that is chance,” Dee said. 

“They circle before they land. That's what they do.” 

Cassie leaned her back against the kitchen counter and looked at the ceiling.

“The girls are safe.”

“They will stay safe,” Dee said.

“Because you are not on your own in this, Don and Mike will join you soon. Stay safe, Cass, and let's chat some more later. I got to run, alright?”

The call ended. Cassie lowered the phone and stood very rigid, listening to the house breathe around her.

Bella rolled a toy car across the floor and bumped it against Cassie's foot.

“Mummy, play.” She exhaled and pushed herself upright, forcing her shoulders down.

“One race.”

They rolled the car back and forth across the kitchen tiles. Bella clapped at each
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