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      Covent Garden sparkled in the summer sun.

      With just a few weeks to go until schools broke up, Valerie Smythe felt gloriously hidden in plain sight. Tourists were far more focused on their shopping to pay attention to someone in a wide-brimmed hat accompanied by a woman carrying a toddler. It gave them more freedom than she would’ve anticipated on a Saturday afternoon, offering a glimpse of how their weekends could play out once they had a baby of their own. In the meantime, looking after Hannah for the day was good practice.

      ‘Here we go again.’

      Valerie glanced over as Hannah struggled in Max’s arms, pleading to be allowed down following the journey on the Tube. She shrugged her assent and took a firm hold of Hannah’s hand.

      ‘Don’t let go, sweetie.’

      Hannah nodded solemnly, then stomped towards the nearest shop. Since it sold expensive cosmetics, Valerie was almost certain they could bypass it, although Hannah enjoyed looking in the window. Meanwhile, Max pulled her baseball hat off and ran her hand through her hair.

      ‘All right, I’m lost,’ she admitted.

      ‘That was practically guaranteed,’ Valerie said. ‘Do you at least remember the name of the ice cream place?’

      ‘I didn’t think it’d be this hard to find.’

      ‘You’re still wonderfully optimistic when it comes to navigating your way around London. I’m not averse to bumbling around on a typical day, but do you think you could do a quick search before our VIP gets restless?’

      Max rolled her eyes before darting into the thoroughfare and scanning the area for some mystical sign or other. Instead of explaining she’d meant an internet search rather than a physical one, Valerie used her free hand to extract her phone.

      ‘What Max doing?’ Hannah asked.

      ‘Trying to find the ice cream shop. Do you know what flavour you want?’

      ‘Strawberry!’

      ‘Because it’s pink, yes?’

      Hannah grinned. ‘I love pink.’

      ‘I know you do, sweetie. That’s why we’re going to get you a beautiful pink dress for our wedding. So you can look fabulous. We’ve planned the whole thing around you.’

      It wasn’t a lie. They’d idly discussed the possibility of a quick visit to the registry office while at Elena and Drew’s for Sunday dinner. Once Elena gently explained Hannah wouldn’t get to be a flower girl just yet, the tears had started and Valerie instantly changed her mind. An intimate wedding was still on the cards, but Hannah would have a starring role.

      ‘Bright pink,’ Hannah said after a thoughtful pause.

      ‘The brightest,’ Valerie replied.

      Content with that, Hannah went back to gawping at the body creams with price tags Max would recoil at if she was paying attention. Valerie glanced across the street to find she was now speaking to a security guard, then refocused on her phone. The sheer number of cafes in the Covent Garden area ensured she was scrolling for thirty seconds before she found a likely suspect.

      ‘Ah, this looks promising,’ she said.

      Hannah’s nose was now pressed up against the glass. Undoubtedly, there would be an impression left behind, yet the captivating moment warranted a picture for mum and dad. Valerie released the little girl’s fingers and aimed her phone at the spot nose met window, taking a few rapid snaps. As Hannah took advantage of having both hands free to plant them on the glass, Valerie chuckled and crouched down beside her.

      ‘What’s caught your attention, hmm?’

      It appeared to be the glitzy packaging of the brand’s anti-wrinkle cream that glimmered each time the light shifted. With hundreds of people bustling through the piazza, sunlight was in constant flux. To a toddler, it was entrancing. Even Valerie found it strangely relaxing.

      A shadow fell across them both. With her hat restricting her view, Valerie tilted it back as she stood up. Then she saw a flash of dark clothing in the window. Just as it registered in her mind that Max was wearing light blue, she felt a whoosh of air beside her.

      Hannah wasn’t there anymore.

      The universe shrank to a pinprick of panic lodged in her chest. Then the clamour of the crowd brought her back to reality. She jumped up and peered around, seeing Hannah in her distinctive Peppa Pig cardigan being dragged along by a hooded man. Although she was trying to dig her heels into the cobbles, her voice must’ve frozen, and she wasn’t vocally resisting.

      ‘Max!’ Valerie screamed. ‘Max!’

      Their corner of Covent Garden hushed as Max twisted around and followed Valerie’s desperate gesture with her eyes. Straight away, she pushed through the crowd to catch up with the man while the throng did nothing but gawp. Hannah saw Max hurtling towards them and began hopping along on one foot while kicking the man with the other. It slowed him down enough to ensure Max was there within seconds, dislodging his grip from Hannah’s cardigan and forcing him away.

      Hannah fell to the cobbles with a yelp. Just when Valerie stepped towards her, the man turned to Max and yelled something straight into her face before punching her hard. As she staggered backwards, he took off and bounded past the hordes of people staring open-mouthed at the spectacle.

      Valerie dropped to her knees beside Hannah. ‘Sweetie, are you okay?’

      There was a moment of silence, then Hannah burst into tears, burrowing herself into Valerie’s arms. A few drops of blood splattered onto the cobbles as Max crouched down and rubbed Hannah’s shuddering back.

      ‘He’s gone, Han-Han. It’s okay now. I promise.’

      Valerie raised her chin to meet Max’s gaze and saw her fears reflected there. This certainly wasn’t okay. Whatever had just happened, it was far from okay.
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      ‘What can you tell me about the man?’

      ‘Very little. I didn’t see his face. Do we really have to do this now?’

      Thanks to her intimate knowledge of how Valerie’s mask worked, Max could tell how frayed it’d got. Hannah was curled up on her lap, almost asleep but not quite, meaning most of Valerie’s attention was focused on her rather than the young police officers standing over them. It didn’t look like they knew how to handle interviewing an MP, so they fell back on basic questions that weren’t solving much of anything. 

      They were crammed into a small office inside the Royal Opera House, all five of them. It’d been Valerie’s idea in her last burst of energy before the situation crumpled over her completely. She played the MP card at the box office, though it was probably more the whimpering toddler that convinced the horrified assistant to help. Both the woman and her manager promised to keep the incident private, bringing tea for the adults and a carton of juice for Hannah while they waited for the police. Once the officers arrived, it was clear Valerie was trying desperately to plaster over the cracks, but it wouldn’t last much longer and Max had to step in.

      ‘Listen, I was the one who saw his face.’

      A muscle in PC Dailey’s cheek twitched as he looked over at her. Maybe it was all the practice she was getting with local politicians glaring down their noses at her, but she knew straight off he had her pegged as the hired help. It explained why they’d hardly bothered asking her name when they walked in. 

      ‘We’ll take your statement when we’ve finished with Ms Smythe,’ Dailey said. ‘Why don’t you get yourself a coffee or something?’

      Max crossed her arms. ‘No chance.’

      ‘You’re not needed right now -’

      ‘Excuse me,’ Valerie said sharply, finally seeming to clock into what was happening. ‘My fiance has been punched in the face and still wants to give you a statement urgently. I think you’d better concentrate on that, don’t you? Then at least we have a chance of catching this lunatic.’

      Dailey flushed and scratched his forehead. It was down to his colleague to jump in with a rambling apology. 

      ‘I’m sorry. We didn’t realise. I thought—I apologise -’

      ‘Fine. However, now that you are aware, can we please get on with this? Speak to Max.’

      Both officers shifted their attention to her. Out of the corner of her eye, Max could see Valerie’s shoulders trembling as she stroked Hannah’s hair. Mindful they needed to get this done before Valerie cracked, she started talking without being asked. 

      ‘I’d gone across the path to look for a specific shop. When I couldn’t find it, I grabbed a security guard. I was just talking to him when Valerie shouted for me. She was pointing towards this fella dragging Hannah along. I went straight after them. Hannah was slowing him down by kicking his shins, then I got him off her.’

      Dailey was making notes. ‘And you saw his face?’

      ‘Yeah. He was wearing a hood, so I couldn’t see what colour his hair was, but he was white, long face and his cheeks were a bit hollowed out. Thin mouth, bags under his eyes.’

      ‘Could you help us create an e-fit?’

      ‘Definitely.’

      ‘Thank you. What happened next? Once you’d seen his face.’

      Max swallowed. ‘He yelled at me and he punched me.’

      ‘What did he say when he yelled at you?’

      She hesitated, casting an involuntary glance at Valerie. This wasn’t something she wanted to explain in front of two police officers, not to mention Hannah, who was too innocent to get exposed to all this. 

      ‘What did he say?’ Dailey persisted. 

      ‘He called me an f-ing dyke,’ Max admitted. 

      Saying the words aloud brought bile to her throat. Sure, it wasn’t the first time she’d heard them, but it’d been a while since they were screamed into her face. It took her back to her early twenties when she was finding her feet on the gay scene in Leeds and she’d bumped into a few homophobic drunks outside the train station. Funny how something you didn’t want to remember was so hard to get rid of in the end. 

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Dailey said after a moment. ‘Had you ever seen this man before?’

      ‘Not as far as I know.’

      ‘Okay. Did he have an accent?’

      Max shook her head. ‘Nothing that I could pinpoint. He only said those few words before he punched me. Maybe other witnesses got more of an accent.’

      ‘We’ve got a colleague speaking to other people in the area, although not many stuck around after the original incident. A lot of them were foreign tourists who might not have understood the significance of what happened.’

      ‘Did any of them recognise us?’ Valerie queried.

      ‘Nobody’s named you. The most they’ve done is describe the hat you were wearing. We haven’t mentioned your identity to anyone, and I understand the staff here are willing to keep it under wraps.’

      ‘That’s right. They’ve been incredible.’

      ‘I’ll pass that on.’ Dailey looked between them. ‘Now, as it sounds like this was a homophobic crime, is there anything that could’ve triggered it?’

      Valerie arched her spine, almost dislodging Hannah. ‘Excuse me? Are you suggesting that we brought this on ourselves?’

      ‘Of course not -’

      ‘It certainly sounded like it. For the record, we weren’t kissing or hugging or anything that could show we were a couple. Max was carrying Hannah as we came out of the Tube station and I was walking beside them. That’s all. Now, have you managed to get in touch with Hannah’s parents yet?’

      ‘I’ll check on that,’ Dailey said. 

      He was gone before either of them could object, leaving his colleague staring into the carpet. None of them said a word until Dailey returned a full three minutes later. 

      ‘Mr Wallace and Ms Marshall have been pulled out of the audience at Her Majesty’s Theatre. They’re on their way to your flat in Southampton Row. My colleagues have arranged a taxi to take you there.’ 

      Valerie attempted to stand, then she seemed to realise that Hannah’s weight was beyond her right now. Stepping over, Max bundled Hannah up in her own arms, exhaling as two small arms tucked themselves around her neck. She knew she wobbled on the way to the door; she just hoped the police officers hadn’t seen it.
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        * * *

      

      As with most places in London, it would’ve been quicker to walk than get a taxi. Just ten minutes in a stifling cab was enough to make Max feel dizzy, especially when the driver was set on making small talk about the roads. She dealt with it so Valerie could concentrate on Hannah, but she felt wrung out by the time they got back to Southampton Row. 

      They’d beaten Drew and Elena, meaning Valerie could at least get Hannah some melon and squash before they got there. When the knock on the door came, Hannah was happily watching cartoons on the TV and didn’t seem to understand why her parents were squeezing so tight. Could be the elastic band that’d twanged back into place would snap at some point and she’d be scared of what she’d experienced, though Max hoped it’d just fade from her memory completely. 

      Drew scrubbed at his eyes as he stood up. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Come into the kitchen and I’ll stick the coffee machine on,’ Max suggested. 

      Although Valerie had glanced over and mustered a weak smile, she was fixated on the view from the window. Maybe she was worried Drew would have a go, or maybe she genuinely believed she was going to see something on the street that’d sort all this out. Either way, Max wanted to leave her out of dealing with Drew and Elena for as long as she could. 

      Elena’s eyes flickered towards Valerie before she nodded and followed Max into the kitchen. It took Drew another thirty seconds to join them, but Max assumed that was more about reassuring himself that Hannah was all right.

      ‘What did the police tell you?’ Max asked. 

      ‘Just that someone had tried to take her from the street.’ Elena wrapped her arms around her stomach. ‘You were in Covent Garden. Everyone was safe. That’s all they said.’

      ‘And that they hadn’t caught the bloke,’ Drew added. ‘What the hell happened to your head?’

      Max touched her eyebrow and winced. ‘It’s nothing. He punched me after I got him away from Hannah, that’s all. Listen, I got a decent look at him so the police are coming round later to make a sketch or whatever they do these days. I don’t know if they’re treating it as homophobic -’

      ‘Why would it be homophobic?’ Elena questioned. 

      ‘What he shouted was. But we weren’t being physical or anything like that, I promise.’

      Neither of them spoke for more than a minute. Since she needed to fill the silence, Max went through the motions of turning the coffee machine on and listened to its clanking cleaning routine. It was soothing; one of those things she missed when she wasn’t with Valerie and couldn’t justify going to the hassle of making something that fancy for herself. 

      ‘It was targeted,’ Elena said finally. ‘They recognised Valerie or you.’

      Drew clenched his jaw but didn’t say anything. That was almost worse than him kicking off about it. With both of them looking at her, she knew she had to answer somehow. Even if it meant digging into the stuff she didn’t want to think about. 

      ‘What he said was targeted, yeah. Whether it was down to me looking like I do or something, I don’t know. Could be that he’d seen something I don’t remember. Like maybe I touched Valerie’s hand or whatever. Maybe that’s what set him off. If it was something I did, I’m sorry -’

      ‘Don’t,’ Drew interrupted. 

      Max clamped her mouth shut, waiting to see which way he was going to go. 

      ‘There’s no way in hell you’re standing there apologising for someone being a bigoted fruit loop, all right? If that’s what it was, then it’s not your fault. Either way, it’s not your fault. You stopped him.’

      ‘I’m still sorry,’ Max muttered. 

      Her hands were beginning to shake. She tucked them behind her back, but Elena had spotted it already and her expression softened. When she spoke, her voice was barely over a whisper. 

      ‘I won’t say I wasn’t angry because I was. The first time she’d been out in London with you two and something happened. It hit me as soon as they dragged us out of the theatre. Just this white hot fury.’

      ‘Elena -’ Drew said. 

      ‘Please let me say this. Then it’s done and I don’t have to say it again.’

      Beyond their shoulders, Max saw that Valerie had edged closer to the door. Her face wasn’t visible, but she was definitely listening as Elena went on. 

      ‘I’ve been expecting it. Not something happening. Just the feeling that I’m losing her and that it’s all out of my control again. When we lost Andrew, I felt so much rage that I couldn’t put into words. I tried not to because I didn’t—I couldn’t stand the idea of losing Drew as well. I think it’s been building up and I’ve been waiting to feel that way again.’ 

      ‘I get that,’ Max said. 

      ‘So, yes, I was angry,’ Elena continued with a pained smile. ‘But then we were stuck in traffic and I realised something. You’d protected her when we couldn’t. You know, with Andrew I think I was always wondering whether someone could’ve protected him. Whether the doctors should’ve seen something or–or if I failed him by not realising the pregnancy wasn’t right. I always worried that I’d miss something with Hannah, too. But you were there when we couldn’t be.’

      Valerie cleared her throat. ‘I put her in danger.’

      Drew shook his head as they turned around. 

      ‘If this is homophobic like Max is saying it is, then it could’ve been any kid that he picked up today, yeah? Anything that didn’t look straight enough for him. That kid might not have had the pair of you running after it. Believe me, I wanna deck the fella, but nothing’s happened, right? Hannah’s okay.’

      ‘Elena?’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘It’s still prickling in my chest,’ she admitted after a long pause. ‘But it’ll be okay. I’ll feel better once they catch him.’

      Part of Max wanted to agree, except that she didn’t reckon catching the guy was going to rub it all away. At the back of her mind, there was still the niggling thought that bringing their own baby into this world was just another disaster waiting to happen.
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      Valerie endured the twenty minutes until Elena and Drew left with Hannah as she would a putrid debate in the House. She nodded in the right places and appeared engaged in the discussion about the first act of Phantom, even as guilt bloomed that they hadn’t managed the entire performance. It wasn’t the right time to offer to pay for another attempt, but she would at an appropriate point. One thing she wouldn’t be offering under those circumstances, though, was a trek around London with Hannah while her parents enjoyed the show. 

      Once the trio had left, she could finally perch on the sofa beside Max. She’d refrained from getting too close since Covent Garden, primarily because she couldn’t guarantee her mask would hold. Her composure was splintering apart, and she was reluctant to discharge her anxiety on to Max when her eyebrow was still glistening with dried blood. 

      ‘We need to sort that out. I’ll get the first aid kit.’

      Hopes of a brief respite from Max’s perceptive gaze were dashed when she followed her into the kitchen. After retrieving the first aid kit, Valerie motioned for her to sit on a stool as she unwrapped an antiseptic wipe. 

      ‘Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor? I can make a few calls.’

      ‘It’s just a cut.’

      ‘Any dizziness or confusion?’

      Max offered a wry smile. ‘Plenty of the second one. Look, nothing’s broken. It’s okay.’

      ‘Then why does it feel like nothing’s going to be okay again, hmm?’

      The query emerged before she could suppress it. Her instinct was to retract the words and focus on Max’s wound, but she should’ve known that was impossible. As she caught hold of her hand, Max squeezed hard enough to demonstrate that she wouldn’t be diverted. 

      ‘We got her back,’ Max said. 

      ‘But I let her go. It’s the one thing you don’t do with a toddler, not even for a second. When I try and picture it in my mind, it’s as though the sunlight’s blinded me. It felt like we were in another world, just me and Hannah. Until she’s not there anymore. I was complacent.’

      ‘The fella made a beeline when I was out of the way. That’s what happened.’

      ‘Yes,’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘But?’ 

      ‘It doesn’t add up, that’s all. You were carrying Hannah from the Tube until you put her down and went to find the shop. In that time, I can’t remember anything that would remotely trigger some realisation we’re a couple. Unless he recognised me under that hat. And then I remember nobody else did, so what does that mean?’

      Max’s brow furrowed, and fresh blood began oozing above her eye. Tending to that gave Valerie something to do, with neither of them speaking again until a plaster had been applied. Only when she was washing her hands did a terrible thought occur and she spun around. 

      ‘Did you hurt your stomach at all when he hit you? I know you sort of reeled backwards, but I didn’t see if -’

      ‘He didn’t touch my stomach. It’s fine.’

      ‘How do you feel? Do you feel okay?’

      Max shrugged. ‘To be honest, it doesn’t feel much different. We don’t even know if I’m pregnant yet. Don’t worry about that on top of everything else.’

      At some point, the fragility in Max’s voice would need to be addressed, yet Valerie didn’t believe she was strong enough to comfort her right now. This utilitarian flat wasn’t their cosy bolthole in Yorkshire, and their ability to communicate was still more likely to founder in London than at home. Not to mention the fact the police had promised to visit, leaving her in no doubt that she needed to maintain her artificial equilibrium, at least for tonight. 

      ‘Do you want another coffee?’ Max asked suddenly. 

      ‘No.’ Valerie ran her hand through her hair. ‘But I’ll make one anyway. I’m sure I’ll need the caffeine hit when all this catches up with me. In fact, I’ll drop a shot of vanilla syrup in there as well.’

      ‘Great. The last time you did that, you were bouncing off the walls.’

      Valerie raised an eyebrow. ‘As I recall, my energy spike lasted just long enough to be worth it.’

      That brought a flush to Max’s face, although it primarily reiterated how pallid her cheeks had been before. Nevertheless, Valerie savoured the tonal switch until the intercom signalled they had visitors. Her stomach dropped as she went to answer it.

      ‘Ms Smythe, this is Inspector Barlow. I’ve got PC Dailey with me. Can we come up?’

      After buzzing them through, Valerie called to Max and explained what was going on. It may only have been a few minutes until the officers reached her apartment, but it was long enough to worry about why a senior officer should be in attendance.

      Inspector Barlow was more skeletal than she’d expected. They both declined the offer of a drink, with Dailey standing awkwardly by the door as his superior officer sat in the armchair. Valerie felt compelled to sit opposite him on the sofa, and she hoped she wasn’t giving the impression that she’d ceded control to his authority. For her part, Max remained standing. 

      ‘Has there been any news?’ Valerie questioned. ‘Is this about the e-fit?’

      Barlow tapped his hat on his lap. ‘We’ll get to that in a little while. I just want to explain to you why I’m here and why the shape of the investigation has developed since you spoke to my colleagues at the Royal Opera House. Now, I need to clarify the nature of your day, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘We were shopping. Dress shopping, if you must know. Little Hannah is going to be our flower girl, and we wanted her to choose the dress she’s going to wear. We had a few shops in mind to visit but, as we were nearby, we thought we’d get some ice cream from a shop Max had heard about. She couldn’t remember the name, so we stopped to find out.’

      ‘Right. What about the rest of your day? You travelled on the Tube, as I understand it. Did you change lines at all?’

      ‘We changed to the Piccadilly line at Green Park. We’d just travelled the one stop from Westminster. I’d given Hannah and her parents a quick tour and she was excited about riding on the Tube with us. Why do you ask?’

      ‘Officers checked the CCTV outside Covent Garden station. It turns out the man exited just after you. We traced him back to the platform with the help of staff. He’d travelled on the same train as you.’

      ‘Right . . .’ Valerie nibbled on her lip, trying to recall the journey. ‘Well, I don’t think we were physically affectionate on the train, if that’s what you’re asking. There’s barely time between those stations to do anything other than concentrate.’

      ‘We retraced your steps and checked Green Park and Westminster. The man had been following you since you entered Westminster station.’

      A lump settled in her throat. ‘But we used the politician’s entrance.’

      ‘Yes. It appears he’d been waiting for you.’

      Valerie recoiled and glanced over her shoulder at Max. She couldn’t speak for a moment, so it was a relief when Max took over. 

      ‘What you’re saying is that he was following us. That it was deliberate.’

      Barlow nodded. ‘It’s looking like it was targeted.’ 

      ‘All right. Then you’ve got him on camera, haven’t you? Tube stations are crawling with CCTV. You must have his face all over the shop. And what about the barriers? You’ve gotta have his name.’

      ‘Ms Jarvis, I understand you’re upset. I’m trying to explain as best I can.’ 

      His amiability had slipped, just enough to be noticeable. As with the younger officers earlier, Barlow seemed unable to countenance speaking civilly to both of them without being prompted. Once again, Max didn’t give him a chance to denigrate her further. 

      ‘You carry on explaining, then. How have you not got his name?’

      ‘He was travelling on a stolen Oyster Card,’ Barlow muttered after peering at Dailey by the door. ‘We’ve spoken to the man who reported the card missing. His pocket had been picked at Russell Square when -’

      ‘Russell Square?’ Valerie echoed. ‘Wait, you’re saying he was here, aren’t you? That he followed us from here through Russell Square when we were heading to Westminster this morning, and then he waited for us to leave. Which is premeditation, isn’t it? That’s what you’re saying.’

      Sweat glowed on Barlow’s forehead. ‘We don’t have the full details yet, but it’s looking like a possibility. That’s why I’m here, Ms Smythe, and that’s why we need to work it out together. As you can imagine, we take matters like this very seriously. I wouldn’t want you to think otherwise.’

      Optics around adverse publicity for the Met were one element of that statement, though Valerie didn’t have the stomach to combat it right now. She was more focused on fitting this explanation into the mangled jigsaw of pieces they already had. Eventually, she raised her chin and looked at Barlow. 

      ‘You don’t believe kidnapping Hannah was the intention today, do you?’

      ‘There’s no definitive evidence either way.’

      ‘But there’s a theory, yes? Be honest with me, I’m begging you.’

      Barlow sighed. ‘The nature of the slur directed at Ms Jarvis indicates it was more personal than a straightforward abduction attempt. As does the level of planning for someone who—as far as we know—was unknown to you and the child beforehand. One possibility is that the abduction was simply a smokescreen to get to you.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘Partly because the man made no further attempt to grab the girl, even after removing the immediate threat by assaulting Ms Jarvis. Witnesses state they thought the man was a parent struggling with a moody toddler and Ms Jarvis was the one causing trouble. It would’ve been simple for him to pick the child up and keep going. Perhaps he wouldn’t have got very far, but if the intention was to snatch a child . . .’

      Barlow didn’t finish the sentence, yet Valerie followed his logic to the bitter end. As horrific as a man targeting a young child would’ve been, it didn’t correlate with the planning that’d gone into this attack. Perhaps it was a coincidence that Hannah was even with them when it occurred or it was just an opportunist paradise for someone hellbent on causing pain. 

      ‘Hannah was in danger because she was near me,’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘Wait,’ Max said, ‘that’s not -’

      ‘It’s exactly what he’s saying. Okay, Inspector, what do you need from me?’

      ‘We’ve got officers trying to get an angle on the man’s face. While he evaded cameras, I’d be amazed if he didn’t slip up somewhere, so we’ve just got to trace him back far enough. In the meantime, PC Dailey is going to take Ms Jarvis through the e-fit and I need you to compile a list of direct threats for me.’

      Valerie snickered. ‘How many do you want?’

      ‘As many as you’ve got. If nothing comes of the direct ones, we’ll move onto anything that seems vague.’

      ‘I’m not sure you know what you’re asking here, Inspector. I’ll need my office manager to come down and help me sift through them. He’s the main point of contact for everything at the constituency office and I wouldn’t want to skim over anything potentially significant.’

      ‘How soon can he arrive? Monday?’

      ‘No, if I call him, he’ll get on a train first thing. He’s accustomed to having his weekends disrupted, as are most people who work with MPs. I can have a list to you by Monday morning and you can obviously speak to him directly if the need arises.’

      ‘That’d be perfect, thank you.’

      ‘Just to be completely clear . . .’ Valerie summoned her most businesslike voice. ‘You’re treating this as a targeted attack against a politician, aren’t you? You’re following an assumption that my position in the public eye was the trigger for what happened today.’

      ‘Yes,’ Barlow said simply. 

      ‘In that case, I think the Palace of Westminster authorities should be informed immediately. It may not be a specific threat against me, you understand.’

      ‘That’s already being done. As for yourself, I’d suggest extra vigilance for the time being. Just until we catch him, you see.’

      ‘I do see,’ Valerie replied, inclining her face away. ‘I do.’
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        * * *

      

      Inspector Barlow left while PC Dailey and Max began to work together on the e-fit. After listening for a few minutes, Valerie found her own inertia unbearable and retreated into the bedroom to call Oliver. He answered after just two rings.

      ‘What is it this time, Boss? I thought you were out all day.’

      ‘Ollie . . .’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked immediately. ‘What’s happened?’

      She sucked in a deep breath, willing herself to retain a modicum of equilibrium and failing. It was preferable to disclose this to Ollie, she supposed, than place more weight on Max’s shoulders.

      ‘Boss?’ Ollie prompted. 

      ‘I need you to get on a train in the morning and bring every piece of hateful mail, every email, every threat. The police want to see anything that could be classed as credible, so bring them all. We’ll look through them ourselves first to assess them. I think that’d be a good idea.’

      Ollie was quiet for a moment. ‘And why am I doing this?’

      ‘Someone—a man tried to abduct Hannah while we were out today. Max got in the middle of it and was punched, as well as getting some vitriolic homophobic abuse into the bargain. The police have traced his movements backwards, and it looks as though he followed us from Russell Square at least. That’s why the police believe it’s a threat against me rather than Hannah.’

      ‘Bloody hell. Are you okay? Are Hannah and Max?’

      ‘We’re all fine. Max is a little bruised but . . . Listen, I’m sorry to ask this of you on a weekend off. I know you get precious few -’

      ‘Never mind that. I’ll be there as soon as I can tomorrow. Is there anyone you need me to call?’

      ‘Tell Stacey and Gillian to be extra vigilant at the office until we know what we’re dealing with. I’m going to have to call Amy to let her know. I don’t know how to handle that conversation.’

      Her voice had cracked again. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t stem the tide of images flooding her mind, detailing what might’ve happened this afternoon. She saw Hannah being pulled away and saw Max being seriously hurt. What struck her acutely were the scores of people stood around, simply watching it happen. 

      ‘Just lay out the facts to Amy,’ Ollie said eventually. ‘As long as you’re honest with her, she’ll be careful. And Ed’s with her, right?’

      ‘Yes.’ Valerie pressed her lips together. ‘Thank you, Ollie. I’ll—I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      Ending the call felt like flicking a switch. The vulnerability she’d revealed to Ollie was bundled away again. She rose and checked her appearance in the mirror, then walked straight into the living room where Max was sitting with PC Dailey. 

      ‘Would anyone like a coffee? I’m making one.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday mornings were usually the only time Max got to wake up with Valerie curled next to her, but even that went out the window this week. Whatever time Valerie had given up trying to sleep, her side of the bed was cold by the time Max woke not long after 6am. She didn’t exactly feel rested herself, yet next to Valerie with her ghostly pallor, she guessed she looked serene. 

      Valerie glanced up from her laptop. ‘Morning. Are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine. You look knackered, though.’

      ‘Yes, well, on the plus side, I did manage to get my unread emails into triple digits, so it wasn’t a completely wasted night. Sit down, I’ll get you some orange juice and . . .’

      The pause stretched until Max realised where Valerie’s head was at. When they were in London, they barely spent time in the flat eating or whatnot. There were a couple of independent cafes they liked, not to mention the chain coffee shops where you could pick up a breakfast wrap. It was always easier to go out and get something, meaning they had nothing in. 

      ‘We could just go to Starbucks when it opens,’ Max said. 

      ‘No, I told Ollie I wouldn’t go anywhere until he arrived. I don’t think he’d forgive me if I did.’

      ‘All right, I’ll go.’

      ‘Max, please. Just let me order a delivery, would you?’

      Maybe it was sharper than she’d intended, but Max didn’t take it to heart. She could tell from the way Valerie’s fingers curled on her keyboard that she was trying desperately to hold it together on no sleep. Seeing Valerie this frightened was unfamiliar territory, and she didn’t want to do the wrong thing. So, instead of arguing, she pressed a kiss to her forehead. 

      ‘Okay. As long as there’s a bacon butty somewhere down the line. I’m gonna go get a shower if you don’t mind me jumping in before you.’

      A ghost of a smile crossed Valerie’s face. ‘I’m sure I can handle the delay.’
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        * * *

      

      Ollie arrived not long after 11am. With it being Sunday, the trains didn’t start as early, though at least it’d given him enough time to nip to the office and pick up everything they needed. From the circles under his eyes when Max let him in, she didn’t reckon he’d slept much either. 

      ‘I brought pastries,’ he said as he dragged his case over the threshold and steadied a brown bag bouncing around on the top. ‘Bit of everything, but I wouldn’t go for the cinnamon swirls if you know what’s good for you.’

      Max grinned and closed the door. ‘I’d have to pry them out of her hands.’

      ‘I heard that,’ Valerie called. 

      It was almost normal for a minute. Ollie bumped his case into the living room, taking care not to look too much at home. He was always like this when Max was around, as if letting her know he spent more time here than she did was a cardinal sin. Valerie had gone through to make fresh coffee for them all, but as she returned with a tray, the atmosphere tightened. She doled out the drinks before speaking. 

      ‘We’ll use the dining table, Ollie. I’ve been thinking about it and I suspect we need to tweak our own logging processes to make them useful to the police. Any credible or direct threats, we’ll make a full list and go from there. Okay?’

      Ollie clutched his mug. ‘Sure.’ 

      ‘Thank you. Right, Max, why don’t you go make yourself comfortable in the bedroom? I’ll let you know when we’re done, although it could be a while.’

      ‘What?’ Max stared at her. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

      ‘You really don’t need to hear this.’

      ‘Look, it’s not up for debate. I’m not hiding in the bedroom while you talk about this as if it doesn’t affect me or Amy or anyone else -’

      ‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ Valerie interrupted. 

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘There’s no need for you to hear any of this, that’s all.’

      ‘But I want to,’ Max said. 

      ‘Believe me, you don’t.’

      Instead of replying, Max just crossed her free arm over her stomach and sipped her coffee. It was still too hot for her tastes, but at least it brought the argument to a natural conclusion. Valerie held her gaze for a few more seconds, then swore and gestured to the table. 

      ‘Fine. Stay. Ollie, how do you propose to do this?’

      He cleared his throat. ‘Well, I’ve seen them all before. How about I read through again and pass you any that might be credible? You can check whether anything correlates with what happened yesterday and then we’ve got two piles: possible and unlikely. That gives the police a realistic set of threats to look at first. How does that sound?’

      ‘Yes,’ Valerie murmured. ‘Let’s do that.’

      Ollie pulled out two thick folders and placed them on the glass table. After opening the beige one, he read through the first couple of pages and placed them face down on his left-hand side. 

      ‘What were those?’ Max asked. 

      ‘Just a couple of angry emails about the playground vandalism. Flowery with the language, but nothing serious.’

      ‘People send threatening letters over that?’

      ‘They send them over everything,’ Ollie answered as he scanned another page. ‘Right, this might be one. What do you think?’

      He handed it straight over to Valerie, and she read it slowly. Max watched her swallow hard, then she tried to place it face down in the centre of the table, but Max grabbed for it. Though Valerie tried to yank the paper beyond her reach, that wasn’t going to work, given how small she was. 

      ‘Max, don’t,’ Valerie hissed. ‘You don’t need to see it.’

      ‘I do. Listen, I know you’re trying to protect me and I love you for it, but I need to know what’s been said. All right?’

      A single tear worked its way down Valerie’s cheek. She swiped it away ferociously before turning around to peer out of the window. Max glanced at Ollie’s set jaw, then read the rumpled email printout in her hand. 

      Every time you walk down streets you’re a waste of fucking oxygen. Can’t wait to gut you like you’re a pig and feed you to my dogs.

      Max raised her chin. ‘What was this over?’

      ‘Non-specific threat.’ Ollie pressed his lips together and grimaced. ‘What I mean is that we logged it without it being necessarily a response to any single thing. Sometimes we get a barrage of threats after a specific vote, for example, or when something’s in the news that’s particularly emotive. Those are logged with a note about what might’ve prompted it, but this one was out of the blue and doesn’t reference anything else.’

      ‘But it was an email, yeah? Couldn’t you report it and get it traced?’

      Valerie exhaled as she turned back to the table. ‘You’ll understand why that’s not a viable solution in a minute. Now, can we carry on? We’ve got a lot to get through.’

      The next dozen or so didn’t beat Ollie’s test. Then he hit one that made him cringe, and he gave it to Valerie. This time, she didn’t attempt to keep it from Max. 

      You voted for children to starve do you have any idea what starving is like I’m going to make you starve and see how you like it

      For almost an hour they worked in silence, with Ollie passing credible threats to Valerie and her passing them to Max before they were put face down on either the possible or the unlikely pile. It got so they weren’t looking at each other, just absorbing all the foul words from one piece of paper and moving onto the next one. 

      Max gave up counting the threats to stab or harm Valerie, but she couldn’t stop tracking how many people mentioned their relationship. If she’d needed reminding how much homophobia there still was in the world, this was an unwanted lesson. 

      ‘I need a bathroom break,’ Valerie announced suddenly. ‘I’ll be right back.’

      She was gone so quickly that Max didn’t have chance to go after her even if she’d wanted to. Maybe it was good for her to have a breather and, she realised as Ollie slumped against the wall, maybe they needed one as well. 

      ‘Why didn’t she tell me it was this bad?’ Max asked. 

      Ollie shrugged. ‘Sometimes she doesn’t know herself.’

      ‘You keep it from her?’

      ‘Not the threats, because she needs to know about them. But she’s never sat down and read everything through like this. It’s not a good thing for her to be distracted by it. You know, I assess them all and keep Stacey and Gillian in the loop when it’s something that might affect the whole office. Other than that, there’s very little we can do.’

      ‘What about talking to the police?’

      ‘You’ve seen the state of all this. The fact is, for all the words we’ve got written down here, nothing’s actually happened. People that’ve threatened to come to the office haven’t turned up. The most we’ve ever had are a few disgruntled people at constituency surgeries being a bit rude.’

      ‘How rude?’ Max pressed. 

      ‘Nothing substantial. There’s normally a gulf between what people say on an email or in a letter and what they’d say to you in real life. That’s even more pronounced when we’re looking at social media posts. People have big mouths, but nobody’s followed through on a threat.’

      Max knotted her hands together. ‘What procedures are there in case someone does?’

      ‘Appointment lists for surgeries; approved itineraries if we’re attending specific events in the constituency. Being organised in politics is a good shout anyway, so we can get away with a decent amount of planning under the radar. Everyone thinks we’re asking for time slots to fit into busy schedules, not so we’ve got a detailed account of her movements for that day.’

      ‘But this is just when she’s on official business?’

      ‘Official constituency business,’ Ollie corrected. 

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It’s safest for her when she’s in London. Here, she can blend into the crowd and nobody’s interested until there’s a bit of picketing going on outside Westminster. I mean, even then, she’s hardly a target because no one thinks she’s got any influence anyway. Until yesterday, I’d worried about her least when she was here.’

      ‘And that’s why she doesn’t have security when she’s in London?’

      ‘I’ve got security measures in place, don’t worry.’

      Valerie had reappeared with her make-up fixed and a businesslike expression on her face. If Max didn’t know any better, she’d say she was perfectly fine. Except no one could be fine after sifting through all the threats and abuse they’d read in the last hour, not even Valerie Smythe MP. 

      ‘What measures?’ Max questioned. 

      ‘A panic alarm for a start. I keep it in the pocket of whatever coat I’m wearing while I’m down here. If I activate that, a private security firm based in Soho will come running. I’ve only had to use it once, I’m glad to say, but the contract’s worthwhile.’

      ‘You’ve used it? When?’

      ‘It was just an argument with a taxi driver that got out of hand. Once he realised I was a politician, he kept prodding and probing. I batted things away easily until he wanted to know whether I was the MP who . . .’

      ‘Got engaged to another woman on YouTube,’ Ollie concluded when she trailed off.

      Hearing that felt like another punch to the face. Why was it that Valerie only got into serious trouble when it was about their relationship? Maybe her dismay showed since Valerie came across to take her hands. 

      ‘Darling, I’m fine. It was just a little tiff and, believe me, the driver wasn’t so belligerent when the security firm turned up and scared the life out of him.’

      ‘But you didn’t tell me,’ Max said. 

      ‘In all honesty, it didn’t much feel like a big thing. It’s just a peril of the job.’

      ‘Yeah, but it wasn’t about the job, was it? It was about us.’

      Valerie sighed. ‘Sometimes homophobia gets mixed together with the politics. People take issue with something you’ve done or said. They latch onto the idea the reason you’ve done that is because you don’t meet their preconceived notions of what’s normal. It’s abhorrent, I know, but it happens across the political spectrum.’

      ‘And everyone just lets it happen? Everyone who could do something about it?’

      ‘You mean Adiba?’

      ‘For a start. She’s the Prime Minister. What the hell’s she doing if she’s not looking at stuff like this?’

      Ollie rubbed his chin. ‘This is a drop in the ocean compared to the abuse Adiba receives. Even before she became PM, it was a daily torrent of racism. Every decision she’s ever made viewed through her ethnicity in the same way you’ve seen people saying Valerie only voted based on her sexuality. It’s never-ending.’

      ‘If it’s happening to her as well -’

      ‘Do you think the public cares?’ Valerie interjected. 

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I know you don’t get involved in social media spats, but the vitriol on there—from all sides—is just all-encompassing. It’s commonplace to threaten people who disagree with you. At this point, it almost seems natural if you’re online. Look, I freely admit I’ve supported many party policies I don’t necessarily hold with because I’ve got to keep my powder dry for the battles I can win. The public doesn’t understand the way it works, and a significant minority are willing to threaten anyone who doesn’t make the so-called right choices. Labour and Lib Dems get the same from our side. It’s a problem no matter which party you’re in.’

      ‘It’s so widespread there’s nothing the police can do,’ Ollie continued with a grim smile. ‘Until there’s a culture change and people stop thinking that telling politicians to hurry up and die is acceptable, we’re stuck where we are.’

      That reality lodged in Max’s throat and she couldn’t swallow for a few seconds. She twisted away towards the window, watching the bustling street below and all the students mingling with locals and tourists. Any one of them could be a threat. Anybody could’ve written a vile email saying Valerie should be thrown off a cliff with her filthy girlfriend next to her. 

      ‘Why don’t you go into the bedroom?’ Valerie suggested finally. 

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said, turning back to the piles of paper. ‘Let’s crack on.’
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        * * *

      

      It was late afternoon before she relented and left the two of them to finish off the most recent Facebook comments and tweets. She sat and stared at the white bedroom wall for a while then picked up her phone. 

      Drew answered on the fifth ring, the sound of squawking echoing down the line followed by joyful shrieks. 

      ‘Where are you?’ Max questioned. 

      ‘Chasing pigeons in Trafalgar Square. Like I’m actually chasing them as well as Hannah. She’s loving it.’

      ‘What about Elena?’

      ‘Holding the coffees. Hang on, I’ll pass you over.’

      Whether or not Max wanted to be handed over, she heard Drew jogging on the pavement. The next voice that came on the phone was Elena’s. 

      ‘Hello? Who’s this?’

      ‘It’s me,’ Max said.

      ‘Oh, hi. Sorry, Drew just threw the phone at me and ran off again. If you ask me, he’s enjoying this more than Hannah is. Are you both all right?’

      As hard as she tried, Max couldn’t hear any hostility coming from Elena. Maybe it was just that she was enjoying herself in London and the thoughts of what’d nearly happened yesterday didn’t apply when Hannah was safe with them. That made Max’s chest ache in a different way. 

      ‘We’re fine,’ she said after realising the silence had stretched too long. ‘Ollie’s here and we’re going through some stuff that might be connected. But Hannah’s doing all right, yeah?’

      ‘Apart from wanting Valerie to come with us to the aquarium as she was supposed to. Don’t worry, I explained it away. I told her Valerie’s important job had called and she had to do some work this weekend.’

      ‘That’s one way of putting it. Elena, I’m -’

      ‘You don’t have to apologise. We got a call from the police last night. Barlow, I think his name was. Drew called him an officious twat.’

      Max snickered. ‘That’s a big word for Drew.’

      ‘I told him he was channelling Valerie.’

      ‘And how’d that go down?’

      ‘Better than you’d think.’ Elena paused and the background noise took over for a minute. ‘The police basically said that Hannah wouldn’t be in any danger as long as we kept her away from you and Valerie. I mean, he was a bit more diplomatic, but that was the gist of it.’

      Max dug her heels into the carpet. ‘All right. Well, I can go back on a later train tomorrow -’

      ‘Stop it. I’m not explaining to Hannah why you don’t want to sit with us on the way back. We can just about get away with it when it comes to Valerie today, but we’re going home with you tomorrow, okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ Max echoed. 

      ‘Drew was livid, you know. He says that if the police’s response to crime is to tell people to keep clear of victims, it’s no wonder everybody hates them. That’s what he said to me afterwards. Oh, and he repeated it to Amy.’

      ‘You’ve spoken to Ames?’ 

      ‘She called last night when you’d filled her in. Partly to check on Hannah and partly to see if you’d told her everything.’

      ‘We did,’ Max said, running it through her mind. ‘At least, if we kept anything back, it wasn’t on purpose. Is she doing all right?’

      ‘Worried for you and Valerie, that’s all. She’s got Ed with her. She’ll be fine.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      Elena hesitated. ‘Amy also said that you were supposed to be doing a test this weekend, but she didn’t know if you had. She was worried about asking.’

      ‘I’ve been trying not to think about it,’ Max admitted. ‘I reckon Valerie’s forgotten, or she just doesn’t want to think about it either. Maybe it’d be better to get it over with though. Then at least we know.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I know she believes I’m trying to freeze her out. But I’m not.’

      Valerie watched Ollie lower his chin at the abrupt pronouncement. If he had his way, perhaps she wouldn’t drag him into her internal wrangling, yet she needed a sounding board and he was it. She plunged on without waiting for him to speak. 

      ‘I never wanted to bother her with any of this. It’s something I deal with as an elected official. It shouldn’t be necessary for her to absorb it all too. Besides, part of her will automatically think it’s connected to her, especially given . . .’

      ‘What he said. Look, I get that, but I’ve always said it’s important to be upfront about safety.’

      ‘You didn’t forecast this.’

      ‘I’m not saying I did. But I have suggested more than once that you contract with a security firm in the constituency to have a personal alarm service up there as well. You said no. You said it’d make Max and Amy worry if they saw it.’

      Valerie clenched her jaw. ‘Well, it would have.’

      ‘Right, but that’s not a reason to ignore the danger. Boss, I don’t mind micromanaging your schedule and making sure we minimise risks, but maybe Max would’ve been more on her guard yesterday if -’

      ‘Oh, Ollie, Max wasn’t the one with her guard down.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I wasn’t even carrying my personal alarm yesterday. I don’t when Max is here. She just makes me feel safe and protected, as if nothing bad could possibly happen while she’s around.’

      Ollie winced, peering towards the ceiling as though it contained some portal to another world he could escape through. When his eyes returned to her, they were tougher than she was used to. 

      ‘You can’t do that again. I want that alarm in your pocket 24/7 and, sorry, that’s not a polite request from a subordinate. You’re my MP and you’re going to be safe on my watch. Is that clear?’

      ‘Crystal,’ she murmured. 

      ‘We’re getting a security contract for the constituency and we’re beefing up home and office security. I know this happened in London, but I’d rather we covered the bases up there now than wish we had later.’

      Valerie inhaled deeply. ‘Do you think it was a London madman?’

      ‘Couldn’t Max get any sort of accent?’

      ‘No, and I can’t say I blame her for that. I’m just wondering if it was someone down here angry with me or if it’d travelled the country with us. Most of the credible threats look as if they’re local to the constituency, don’t they?’

      ‘Mostly. The ones that are less specific are from people down here or elsewhere in the country. I’m inclined to think those are generic death threats, the ones they send to every MP who didn’t vote the way they wanted.’

      ‘That points to it being someone from the constituency, doesn’t it?’

      Ollie scuffed his hand through his hair. ‘Maybe, maybe. I’m not convinced just yet. I mean, it’s a hell of a lot easier to get you in a crowd when you’re in London on a Saturday. If he was going to make a move, that was the best time to do it. The fact that it happened in London shows planning—and that worries me. You’re normally tucked up in the constituency.’

      ‘Then what are you saying, hmm? Someone from up there or down here?’

      ‘I’m trying not to speculate too much. But this was definitely a break in your routine, wasn’t it? Whether that points to an opportunistic Londoner seizing a chance while your guard was down or someone from Yorkshire who knew you were here for the weekend, I’m not sure.’

      ‘If it was the latter . . .’

      Valerie allowed the thought to trail off. She knew Ollie would follow her train of thought, although he walked over to the window before responding. 

      ‘If you start wondering whether Max was followed down here, you’ll drive yourself crazy. There’s no evidence pointing to that yet and the police will be following it up anyway. If the guy was on the train with them on Friday -’

      ‘Suppose he wasn’t on that train. What if he was on the next one? What if he somehow knew they were coming to visit, so he just came down and camped out on Russell Square until he saw us on Saturday morning?’

      ‘You’ve got to give the police time. I know it’s against your nature to sit back, but I don’t see what choices we’ve got right now. It’s holding positions.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean we have to hold across the board.’

      Ollie turned around, raising an eyebrow. ‘I know that tone. What’s going through your head now?’

      She turned to check the bedroom door was still closed before she joined him at the window. A steady stream of people strode along the pavements outside, every one of them with their own lives and worries. Some of those concerns would be life or death, she knew that, and nobody was immune to the lacerating fear of loss. For some, there could be no remedy, and there was certainly nothing she could do to help them. 

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Ollie pressed. 

      ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ 

      ‘Yes, you do. Come on. Talk to me.’

      Valerie shrugged. ‘When you were talking about many of the threats being generic, it got me thinking about why we’re putting up with this.’

      ‘You mean you specifically or . . .’

      ‘No, generally. Why are elected representatives putting up with daily abuse and threats of violence? All the vileness, the vitriol—everything. Why are we putting up with it?’

      ‘The public doesn’t care. You said it yourself.’

      ‘Perhaps they could be made to. Or perhaps more stringent measures could be put in place to encourage prosecutions. If I can minimise the possibility of any colleague going through this, I want to push for that.’

      ‘How?’ Ollie queried, crossing his arms. ‘What are you suggesting?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Let’s just start with some feelers at first. We could see if some MPs—cross-party, of course—would be willing to discuss the abuse they’ve faced since they were elected. If we get to grips with the extent of the problem, maybe we can see a way to tackling it.’

      ‘This isn’t going to help the police find who targeted you.’

      ‘At least it’ll keep me occupied until they do. You know, watching Max while she was reading all that . . . It opened my eyes, Ollie. I mean, yes, she has a vested interest in this because she’s marrying me but, apart from that, she’s just a normal member of the public. Does your average person out there think it’s okay we receive death threats for simply doing our job in a way some people don’t agree with? If Max thinks it’s unacceptable, wouldn’t others?’

      Ollie coughed. ‘Can I highlight the obvious?’

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Boss, you’re a Tory. Some might say it’s what you signed up for.’

      ‘Really?’ Valerie bristled and began toying with her engagement ring. ‘And did I sign up for being terrified of getting married and having a baby in case someone tries to take them from me?’

      As her voice splintered, Ollie rested a hand on her arm. They stood in silence for a few moments until he seemed to judge she’d regained her equilibrium. Only then did he let go and return to business. 

      ‘I’ll see what I can do with setting up a couple of meetings. In the meantime, I can ask some of our journalist friends whether they know of any other direct threats we should consider.’

      ‘Don’t tell Patrick Webb about Hannah. I don’t want it leaking that she was at risk because of me. Please, Ollie.’

      ‘I won’t. I promise. But what about Stevie Lee?’

      Valerie refocused her attention on the street below. ‘Oh, I think we’re beyond keeping secrets from that quarter of the press, don’t you?’
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        * * *

      

      Ollie had gone to collect some lunch for the three of them. That left Valerie in a silent apartment, and she succumbed to her desire to check on Max. It had been simmering beneath the surface since she’d heard her talking on the phone, but she’d stifled it until they were alone again. 

      Her knock on the bedroom door was met with no response. After trying again, she gingerly opened the door and walked into the room. It was empty, although there was a streak of light coming from the ensuite. 

      ‘Max?’ she called. 

      Still no reply. She stepped towards the bathroom and caught Max’s reflection in the mirror over the sink. The figure leaning against the wall bore little resemblance to the powerful protector who’d thrown herself at their assailant yesterday. In fact, Valerie had never seen her look so lost. 

      ‘Darling, are you . . .’

      Her voice disintegrated as she saw the pregnancy test discarded on the base of the shower unit. She didn’t need to get any closer to comprehend it was negative, and her eyes immediately flickered to Max. 

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. 

      Max shook her head. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘You’re allowed to be upset. But, sweetheart, why didn’t you wait until I -’

      ‘Elena reminded me and I figured I’d get it over with. Nothing felt different. You didn’t need to stand next to me while I got the confirmation.’

      ‘That’s not the point. You don’t need to do these things alone.’

      ‘I didn’t want you to be disappointed on top of everything else.’ Max hesitated and rubbed her face. ‘Much as that, I didn’t want you to be relieved about it.’

      ‘Relieved? You know I want a baby. I want this, Max. You know I do.’

      ‘Just maybe not today.’

      Valerie’s shoulders sagged. Part of her wanted to rail vehemently against that, yet there was at least a kernel of truth in Max’s words, and that frightened her. She didn’t know what to say, so she opted for marginally safer ground. 

      ‘What did Elena have to say? Is Hannah all right?’

      ‘Chasing the pigeons in Trafalgar Square,’ Max said with a wan smile. ‘Drew seemed to be loving it as well.’

      ‘That’s something I wish I’d seen. Maybe next time.’

      She wondered if she sounded as artificial as she felt. Could she ever countenance inviting Elena, Drew and Hannah to London again now she understood how vulnerable they’d be in her presence? The way things stood, she was reluctant to be seen with either her own fiancé or daughter lest it make them an attractive target for some maniac. 

      ‘Is Ollie staying the week?’ Max asked finally. 

      ‘Yes. He’s coming with me to the police station tomorrow morning, then coming into Westminster and working from there. It’s a few weeks earlier than we’d planned for him to be down here, but it does him no harm to be making connections. Besides, I feel better with him nearby.’

      Max nodded. ‘Me too. You will be careful though, won’t you?’

      ‘More careful than ever.’ Valerie edged forward and grasped her hands. ‘I promise.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Max couldn’t help eyeing every person they passed at King’s Cross, almost giving herself whiplash in the process. Both Drew and Elena were the same, glancing around as if someone might lurch out of nowhere and grab Hannah. At least once they were settled in the carriage, they all relaxed a bit, even though the idea of leaving Valerie behind in London gnawed at the back of Max’s head. 

      Hannah got one of the window seats while Elena took the other. That left Max facing Drew on the outside. They hadn’t spoken much since they’d met up on the concourse, mainly because she didn’t know what frame of mind he was in. Mostly through texts, he was up to date with what was going on, but they hadn’t talked about it. 

      ‘How’s Valerie doing?’ he questioned suddenly.

      ‘Better now that Ollie’s here. And at least I don’t feel like I’m leaving her unprotected. To be honest, she’s probably safer if I’m not around.’

      Drew scratched his beard. ‘She’ll be safe either way. If you were with her, you’d make sure of it. Ollie’ll do the same.’

      All Max could do was nod. As much as she knew Ollie would look after Valerie, she still remembered the terror of Covent Garden. She’d felt helpless for a split second before instinct kicked in and she was running towards the danger. Could she expect Ollie to do that if it came to it? 

      ‘Listen, Max, you know I hate a lot of what Valerie stands for, yeah? All the stuff that goes on with MPs feeding out the trough and all that. I think it’s rank.’

      ‘Yeah. You’ve told her that.’

      ‘Well, there you go. I’ve told her. But I’ve not done it in a threatening way, have I? Apart from everything that happened when you first got together—when I was right to be hacked off—I’ve been civil, haven’t I?’

      Max rested back into her seat. ‘I’m not saying you haven’t been.’

      ‘I know. I just . . .’ He glanced at Hannah watching the scenery go by. ‘I don’t want you thinking I’m anything like those idiots you’ve been passing over to the police. Right, yeah, I say what I think or say when I don’t approve or whatnot, but I’m not like them. They’re cowards, the lot of them.’

      ‘Drew -’

      ‘Look, I read it on Facebook and that. Sometimes I’ve said stuff that’s not on, mainly when I’ve had a few. Not against Valerie, but some of them. You know, like that MP who got done for drink driving. Or all the expenses stuff. I kicked off about that.’

      ‘You’re allowed your own opinions.’ 

      ‘Where’s the line though? Where’s the line between me saying what I did about that drunk driver and what people say about Valerie?’

      ‘Were you threatening him?’ Max asked. 

      ‘Not in so many words. I can’t remember exactly what I said. But it wasn’t that I was gonna run him over or anything. Not like some of them were banging on about.’

      ‘Then you’re nowhere near the people writing to Valerie. They want her hurt. If that means hurting me or if we ever do get pregnant . . .’

      The words clogged in her throat as Elena looked over. Neither of them had asked about the latest pregnancy test, but her phrasing was enough to confirm the negative. 

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Elena said. ‘You’ll get there.’

      Max nodded again. It didn’t shake the insidious thoughts lurking in her head, though, and she had to avert her eyes from Drew’s sympathetic gaze before she gave herself away. Luckily, neither he nor Elena pushed it any further. 
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        * * *

      

      One of the only practical things she’d been able to suggest was that she bobbed into the constituency office when she got back to Yorkshire. Ollie was worried that he hadn’t been as stern with Gillian and Stacey as he could’ve been, so Max volunteered to check in on them and remind them about security. 

      It turned out she didn’t need to. The external door was locked, and Stacey verified her identity through the window before letting her inside. Gillian slammed the door closed, locking it and putting both chains on. 

      Stacey leaned against the reception desk. ‘Are they okay down there?’

      ‘No developments. The last I heard, they were heading to the police station to hand over all the threats. Ollie’s said he’ll keep you in the loop but I said I’d drop in and see how you were both doing.’

      ‘It’s shaken me up a bit,’ Gillian admitted. ‘As I was driving in this morning, I kept wondering if I was being watched. Stupid, I know, but I couldn’t switch it off.’

      ‘Look, Ollie wouldn’t be happy if you did. They both want you to be careful and safe, no matter what.’

      ‘We’ve been trying to think who it might be. Whether we’ve met them or if there’s been any particular trouble.’

      ‘But there’s nothing,’ Stacey added. ‘There’s never been anything on this level, and there hasn’t been much recently anyway.’

      ‘I saw those piles of not much,’ Max said. 

      Stacey grimaced. ‘Maybe that wasn’t the right way of putting it. What I mean is that I go through her social media every hour. It’s a constant stream of rubbish, but it doesn’t seem to have been anything different to the usual.’

      ‘Meaning the homophobia.’

      ‘That’s where it’s concentrated, yes.’ 

      As much as she wanted to act nonchalant, she wasn’t doing a good job. She took a few moments to steady herself, then refocused on why she was there. 

      ‘Ollie said to remind you about locking up. He says get your lunch ordered in for now and be careful of opening the door. Leave together, no matter if it’s early or whatever. You can finish stuff up at home. Just stay vigilant. That’s what they want. Valerie would never forgive herself if you were put in danger because of her, okay?’

      Stacey looked over at Gillian, a question bubbling between them. 

      ‘What?’ Max asked. 

      ‘We just wanted to know what precautions you’re putting in place for you and Amy,’ Stacey explained. 

      ‘Oh, erm . . . More security at the house. I’m meeting with a guy tomorrow about getting some extra cameras put in. Valerie wants to go high tech, which is a bit of a pain.’

      ‘But completely unsurprising,’ Stacey said with a small smile. 

      ‘Exactly. Anyway, there’s that at home then Drew’s making sure the drivers follow proper protocols at the cab office and Amy’s not going anywhere alone if she can help it. The thing is, apart from you guys and Amy’s boyfriend and gran, we’re not telling anyone else what happened down in London. I mean, we get that you’ve probably told your families and that’s fine—they need to be safe—but we don’t want everyone knowing that . . . Well, we’d rather keep Hannah out of it.’

      Stacey cleared her throat. ‘For what it’s worth, from a comms perspective, I think that’s sensible. Even mentioning a lapse in safety could put more MPs and their families at risk. It gives ideas to copycats. If they catch him -’

      ‘They will catch him,’ Gillian interjected. 

      ‘That’s when things get trickier in terms of PR. We’ll need to decide how to play it when it goes to trial.’

      Max understood their determination to act like this was all going to get sorted out. It was the same way she’d parted with Drew and Elena in the car park at the train station. None of them could see a version where that didn’t happen, but Max had seen the truth in Valerie and Ollie’s faces this morning. Wherever they went from here, nothing was going back to normal. 
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        * * *

      

      The cafe was pretty quiet when she arrived. It was past the lunchtime rush, meaning that, apart from Amy and Clarice sat in the corner, there was only one customer in the place. Since it wasn’t someone Max recognised, she stared until she realised he was about thirty years too old to be anything like the fella who’d grabbed Hannah. 

      Ed came out from behind the counter, intercepting her before she thought about joining Amy and Clarice. There were dark circles glistening under his eyes, and his beard wasn’t as neat as usual. 

      ‘Get you a coffee?’ 

      ‘Yeah, stick an extra shot in it. You look like you need the same.’

      ‘If I have more caffeine, my head’s going to pop. I was in for deliveries at half six this morning. Don’t think I slept more than a couple of hours.’

      Max discreetly motioned to the corner. ‘How about Amy?’

      ‘Less than that. But she had a nap upstairs when we got in. Go sit down. I’ll get you that coffee.’

      As soon as Max made a move to the table, Amy jumped up to greet her. She’d obviously used her make-up skills to smooth over any signs of stress, just like her mother did. Max had known them both long enough to see through the pretence, though the way Amy clung on to her would’ve been proof enough. 

      ‘How are you, dear?’ Clarice asked as they sat down. 

      ‘I’m fine, honestly.’

      ‘That cut looks nasty. Did you see a doctor?’

      ‘Trained nurse.’

      Clarice pinched her lips together. ‘And how is Valerie?’

      ‘Stressed. Focused. You know what she gets like.’

      The non-committal sound that gurgled up in Clarice’s throat made Max chuckle, and she exchanged a glance with Amy. Maybe the slice of normality took them away from reality for a minute, but the heaviness settled back over the table when Ed brought her coffee over. He perched on the fourth seat, keeping one eye on the rest of the cafe and the solitary customer. 

      ‘Any updates?’ he questioned. 

      ‘Not from what I told you last night. Valerie and Ollie should be done with the police by now, but I haven’t heard anything else. As far as we’re concerned, we’ve just got to be more vigilant. Anything unusual, report it straight away. We’ve got contact with a new security team who’ll be setting stuff up at the house. But the contract covers everything connected with the case, so that includes both of you.’

      Ed rubbed his neck, casting another look around the cafe. Max could guess what was going through his head—this place was his haven in the same way the cab office was hers. It felt like their independence was being stripped away just because of the women they happened to love. 

      Nor did Clarice seem any happier about it. She took a sip of her tea, then laced her fingers together on the tabletop. 

      ‘I don’t like the sound of this. I’ve got enough security and, anyway, I can’t think why anyone would want to hurt me. I’m not even a direct relation to Valerie.’

      ‘But she cares about you, Biddy,’ Amy said softly. ‘She cares about Hannah and look what nearly happened there. Hannah’s got Elena and Drew to watch out for her. You live alone in the middle of nowhere.’

      Clarice sighed. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m appreciative of the consideration. But I haven’t got to this age and lived through losing my husband and son to start cowering away now. I’m living the life I’ve got left.’ 

      The mention of Tim brought tears to Amy’s eyes. As she blinked them away, Ed wrapped an arm around her shoulders and Clarice peered into her teacup. Max wondered whether she needed to be the one to shatter the awkward silence, then Amy did it herself. 

      ‘Dad would want you to be safe. Please, Biddy, just for a little while.’

      ‘How long, though, hmm? That’s what I have to know.’

      Max took over: ‘Let’s give it a couple of weeks and see what happens. That gives the police time to investigate and the security team can give us all some pointers on basic stuff for the future. Believe me, I don’t want this to be permanent anymore than you do. I want us all to get our normal lives back.’

      There was a long pause before Clarice reluctantly nodded. Amy visibly relaxed across the table and a customer coming in gave Ed the chance to excuse himself. Clarice followed after a moment, heading for the disabled toilet nestled underneath the staircase. That left Max trying to paste on a smile, for Amy’s sake.

      ‘I’m sorry about the test,’ Amy said. 

      Max shrugged. ‘We’ll try again.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt right now.’

      ‘With all this going on, I’m almost relieved. And I know your mum is.’

      Amy stretched a hand over to hers. ‘It’s going to be fine. Ed’s planning on staying over every night, even when Mum’s back, if that’s okay with you. I don’t believe all that rubbish about being safer with a man in the house. It’s just I feel safer with him around.’

      ‘Funny,’ Max replied with a wry grin, ‘I feel safer with your mum in the house. Maybe it’s because I’ve seen her in action with a jack handle.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It was natural for Ollie to focus on MPs they already had constructive relationships with, and Valerie’s presence on the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Dementia gave him the ideal opportunity. 

      On Wednesday morning, before the tumult of PMQs concentrated minds on party rivalries, she met with a Conservative colleague, two Labour MPs and a Lib Dem. Ollie had taken on the mantle of facilitator, although he hadn’t revealed much about the meeting ahead of time. Given the predictable caution on their faces, she knew she’d need to be unflinchingly honest about their motivations. 

      ‘Thank you all for coming. I know it was a little clandestine, but I promise it isn’t the usual machinations. It’s more personal than that.’

      Valerie hesitated until an encouraging nod from Ollie spurred her on. 

      ‘You see, last weekend someone tried to abduct the child I was looking after. They punched my fiance in the face, throwing in some homophobic abuse for good measure. Now, the police are investigating, but they’re already confident it was targeted. The implication is the man followed me from my apartment in Bloomsbury to the gates of Westminster, then waited for the perfect moment.’

      Murmurs of anger and incredulity echoed around the panelled walls. Antony Belvere, her Conservative colleague, shook his head furiously, while Labour’s Stephen Bellamy and Nasser Khan exchanged a grim look. It was Debbie Goodfellow, the Lib Dem, who found her voice first. 

      ‘Is the child okay?’ 

      ‘Thank you, yes. She’s safe with her parents, although I can’t say I ever want to take her out again after what happened.’

      ‘I know that feeling,’ Debbie muttered. 

      Valerie rested her arms on the table. ‘What I wanted to ask is whether the threats you’ve personally experienced have led to anything like this. I’m not trying to put names on the record or anything like that. I’m just trying to get a handle on how many MPs have felt as helpless and incandescent as I have over the last few days.’

      The quartet glanced at each other, then Nasser cleared his throat. 

      ‘As you’d expect, I get a lot of racial abuse. Not as much as the PM, I’m sure. But enough to make me wary of going down certain streets in my constituency.’

      ‘Have there been any serious incidents?’ Valerie exhaled and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m minimising it myself and I don’t mean to do that. How far have the threats gone?’

      ‘I’ve been spat at. One woman tried to ram my car with hers for something last year. I can’t even remember what. All the written threats and the social media go through my office staff and security team. They don’t show me anything unless they really think I need to see it.’

      Valerie looked around. ‘I take it we’ve all got security.’

      ‘Informal security,’ Debbie said with a wan smile. ‘My husband comes to most functions with me and he’s a trained kickboxer. It makes us both feel a bit better. I do have contact with a security company if I need them but I only use it for major events.’

      ‘I pay for 24-hour security,’ Stephen admitted. 

      ‘Did something trigger that?’ Valerie asked. 

      ‘Someone turned up at a constituency surgery with a set of knuckledusters. Would you believe a priest calmed him down?’

      Antony tapped on the table. ‘I’ve had the knuckleduster thing on a few occasions. It’s why we only hold surgeries in buildings with metal detectors. We’ve picked up a few knives that way as well.’

      As Valerie’s skin prickled, she saw her own horror mirrored in Ollie’s face. It was one thing to recognise abuse was rampant, but sitting here discussing knuckledusters and knives was something else entirely. Somehow, she turned her attention back to her colleagues and keep her voice steady. 

      ‘Let’s phrase this in a different way. Is there any point in your week—while you’re undertaking your duties—when you feel safe?’

      ‘I feel safest here,’ Debbie said after a prolonged pause. ‘With all the security and protocols.’

      The other three nodded their agreement.

      ‘It’s when I’m back home that it feels dangerous,’ Stephen said. ‘If I feel unsafe in Westminster, there are plenty of people I could call on. Back in Wales, I’m hamstrung by the attitude of the local police. Maybe the reason they don’t take it seriously is because they think it’s just talk. I don’t know.’

      Nasser leaned back in his chair. ‘They seem to think it goes with the territory in Manchester. I’ve had conversations with police about political abuse and racist abuse. It’s almost as if it can be one or the other. My brother-in-law—he’s a local councillor—thinks that it’s because they can’t easily handle the alternative. Racist abuse, when it’s political, combines two issues, doesn’t it? Like the homophobic abuse you receive, Valerie, or the anti-Semitic hatred that goes on. It might make it worse for us, but I’m sure there’s an element of the police thinking we doubly asked for it.’

      ‘On this occasion, I found the police helpful,’ Valerie said. ‘Although, I rather wonder whether that’s because an innocent child was swept up in it. They need to take it seriously in case something else happens and that was a precursor. Does that sound familiar?’

      Again, they nodded. It was Antony who next broke the silence. 

      ‘You expect differing opinions. Robust disagreements are justified, and I welcome dialogue on my voting record or anything like that. I’m happy to sit in a room with constituents and talk about it all, even if they’re anti-Tory, pro-Labour or whatever. I’d happily have those conversations, but my team won’t let me do it anymore. They say it’s too risky to put the public in any space where you can’t limit the possibility of them attacking you.’ 

      ‘Which means you put yourself more at a distance to the public,’ Debbie continued. ‘They think you’re more aloof, then it turns into an endless cycle.’

      ‘So, what’s the answer?’ Valerie queried. ‘Is there one?’

      Stephen sighed. ‘The public doesn’t care. If you want to move towards democratic representatives being more accountable, you’ve got to make them feel safe. For that, the public needs to help ensure this behaviour—when it happens—is stamped out and isn’t allowed to escalate.’

      ‘And is that achievable?’

      Nobody responded, and a ball of fury settled in Valerie’s chest. She found herself speaking again, despite knowing that she hadn’t cleared this with Ollie beforehand. 

      ‘If I pushed this as a campaign, do you think I could change anything?’

      ‘You’re not the most popular MP, you know,’ Nasser pointed out. 

      ‘Oh, I know. Don’t worry about that. But maybe this is what’s needed, hmm? Someone who isn’t afraid to be disliked. I’m not here to climb the greasy pole, Nasser. As Antony will tell you, I have no hope of a ministerial role under the current PM, so this is nothing to do with self-aggrandisement. I simply want to work out how we can change this for the better. Would you participate in private research to help with that?’

      All of them hesitated. She understood their reticence yet, when Nasser inclined his head, relief swelled through her. When the others also indicated their agreement, she felt like she’d stepped back onto solid ground for the first time since Saturday. 
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        * * *

      

      ‘Boss, you could’ve run that past me first.’

      Valerie drew her plate of pasta towards her. ‘It was a logical extension of what we were discussing. Look, I haven’t signed you up for anything. You don’t even have to be involved -’

      ‘Of course I’m going to be involved.’

      His sharp retort echoed around the atrium of Portcullis House. Although the spectacle of PMQs had taken most MPs and staffers into the Chamber or their private offices, a handful of tables were occupied and more than a few glances were thrown in their direction. The fact that Ollie didn’t notice was a red flag in itself. With a sigh, Valerie put her fork down. 

      ‘Oliver, talk to me. Come on. I have a duty of care, as well you know.’

      He sugared his coffee slowly and shrugged. ‘I knew it was a widespread issue. That’s the only way I’ve rationalised it, actually. If it’s something that happens to every MP and their staff, you just deal with it.’

      ‘But?’ she prompted when he struggled to continue.

      ‘I didn’t sit and think about it from anyone else’s point of view. What I mean is that Max was horrified all this was happening because it’s wrong. It’s brutally wrong. I feel ashamed. Maybe that’s what it is. Ashamed for believing it was just part of the job while your life was at risk, not to mention Gillian and Stacey’s. You’re all at risk.’

      ‘As are you,’ Valerie murmured. 

      Instead of responding, he took a gulp of coffee. His risotto was growing colder by the second, but he didn’t seem to care. Valerie gave him a minute, then touched his hand. 

      ‘It’s perfectly fine to admit you’re nervous. You know, yours is a very visible role in the constituency and that can feel alarming. Besides, I don’t expect you to stay with me forever. We’ve already discussed that. If you want to leave and perhaps come to London to take up a researcher post, I know there are plenty of MPs who’d jump at the opportunity. I could even speak to Adiba -’

      Ollie yanked his arm away. ‘Valerie, don’t.’

      ‘I’m trying to give you options, that’s all.’

      ‘I don’t need options. I’ve got a job.’

      ‘One I’d like you to feel happy and secure in.’

      ‘That’s the thing, isn’t it? There’s no such thing as job security in politics. But there should be such a thing as life security, should there? What terrifies me is the idea something’s going to happen to you that I could’ve stopped. Something I should’ve stopped. I’m terrified I’ll miss something and you’ll get hurt or someone else will.’

      Valerie glanced around, relieved to see the interest in their table had waned. Everyone in Westminster was at the heart of their own little dramas, so an MP and a staffer having a skirmish was par for the course. As she turned back to Ollie, she aimed for an emphatic tone. 

      ‘Believe me when I say there is nothing more you can do. We follow all the protocols and, yes, we’ve tightened things up after last weekend, but we weren’t exactly lax before. Plus, we’ve got cameras, we’ve got logs. We’ve done everything to mitigate routine threats and now we have a specific threat, we’re dealing with it. If you want me to personally vouch for the fact you’re doing everything you can, I’ll do that in any forum.’

      ‘It’s not about the optics. That’s not what I mean.’

      ‘I know that. All I’m saying is you shouldn’t be concerned about how anything looks to anyone else. I know you’re working hard to protect me.’

      ‘And what about Amy and Max and this baby you’re talking about? How am I supposed to look them in the eye if anything happens to you?’

      Underneath the table, Valerie pressed her knees together until they ached. There was no viable response to that. At least there wasn’t one that wouldn’t sound trite to her own ears, let alone Ollie’s. The vast atrium of Portcullis House seemed to sink around her as she mustered an answer. 

      ‘All we can do is remain vigilant and be careful. But if I can take what we were told this morning and make it into something bigger, I’ll feel as though I’m doing something to help the next generation of MPs. Okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ he echoed. 

      ‘Good.’ Valerie took a deep breath, then gestured to his plate. ‘Now, be quiet and eat your risotto.’

      His abrupt gusto was almost certainly manufactured, yet so was hers. The carbonara sauce surrounding her pasta had congealed into an unappetising blob, but she forced herself to start eating. When her mobile rang, she was happy to give up the pretence of enjoyment and answer the private number. 

      ‘Hello, Valerie Smythe speaking.’

      ‘Ms Smythe, it’s Inspector Barlow. Is this a convenient time to talk?’

      ‘Yes, Inspector, I can have a conversation. Have you got some news?’

      Ollie immediately put down his cutlery and edged closer. Even if their positioning looked strange to onlookers, at least he’d be able to hear the gist of the conversation with his head on her shoulder. 

      ‘I’m afraid we’ve run into a brick wall with the CCTV trail,’ Barlow explained. ‘The man was adept at avoiding cameras and we can’t find him at King’s Cross or St. Pancras on the Saturday or the Friday. There are too many variables in terms of train schedules. We’re talking hundreds of thousands of people passing through that stretch of the network.’

      ‘I understand that. Have you liaised with station staff in Yorkshire?’

      ‘As much as we can. We sent the e-fit to both the local station where Ms Jarvis began her journey and to Leeds as well. There were no hits immediately before the trains departed from the stations. Since we don’t even know for certain whether the man travelled down from Yorkshire, there’s not much more they can do.’

      Valerie swallowed, the remnants of her carbonara burning at her throat. ‘I hope you’re not considering filing this under “no further action”. Frankly, Inspector, I won’t countenance that, and I don’t think the parliamentary authorities would either.’

      ‘No, of course not. It’s still very much an active investigation and we have officers trawling through the threats you handed over, on social media and beyond. We’re still working on it. I promise you that.’

      ‘Thank you. I appreciate it. Please keep me in the loop as much as you can.’

      The line went dead and Ollie shuffled back around the table. Valerie pocketed the phone, then reached for her cold cup of coffee, barely stopping short of taking a sip. She laced her fingers together before raising her eyes to Ollie. 

      ‘What do you think?’ she questioned. 

      Ollie scratched his beard. ‘Feels like we’re on our own, doesn’t it?’

      ‘I agree. Okay, let’s revert to our plan of doing something. Can you take what we’ve learned today and make a survey out of it? Drill into some questions that were particularly fruitful, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Wouldn’t it be easier to work with an outside polling agency?’

      ‘If we were focused on statistics for publication, yes, but that isn’t the point here. I want MPs to be able to speak freely without suspecting this is for political gain. Because it isn’t, Ollie. I want that conveyed as clearly as possible. Let’s circulate a questionnaire to select colleagues coupled with an invitation for a coffee with you or me if they want to explore the issue in more depth. I’ll clear it with the authorities to make sure we’re not treading on anyone’s toes.’

      ‘You mean you’ll ask the PM to clear it,’ Ollie said. 

      ‘Well, when she called to check if we needed any support on Monday, she did promise to help if we needed it. Unlike some, I believe Adiba when she says something like that.’

      ‘So do I.’ Ollie hesitated, then added, ‘Just be mindful this might blow up in our faces and she won’t want to be caught up in that.’

      Valerie absorbed that and mustered a smile. ‘Noted. Thank you.’
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      It wasn’t that Max always picked Valerie up from the station, but being forbidden to nettled at her. Course, she understood Ollie’s logic about a split journey being more secure than Valerie coming straight home. It didn’t help, though. Not when she’d barely slept more than a couple of hours at a time all week and she was aching to get Valerie safely back in the cottage. 

      Since she knew she was doing Amy’s head in by moping around the house, she took herself into the workshop to carry on tinkering with a Reliant Regal she was fixing up. She expected Amy to call her over when Valerie got back, but the clatter of high heels across cobblestones brought her out from underneath the car in a rush. 

      Valerie held up a hand. ‘If you attempt to touch me with those overalls on, I will have to kick you in the shins. Get them off and wash your hands.’

      She snickered and followed the instructions without a word. Once she’d cleaned up in the sink, she turned around and Valerie slotted straight into her arms. For the first time in four days, the knot in Max’s stomach loosened. 

      ‘I’ve missed you,’ she mumbled. 

      ‘Believe me, the feeling’s mutual.’ Valerie drew back and cupped her cheek. ‘I brought some food home with me. Amy says you haven’t eaten yet.’

      ‘We were waiting for you.’

      The smile on Valerie’s face broadened as she leaned in for a sweet kiss. Max savoured it for as long as she could before her stomach rumbled and they broke apart. Valerie took her hand, leading her out into the yard between the workshop and the house. 

      Just the few steps to the house set Max’s nerves on edge again. Even with the new motion-sensor lights and cameras, it still felt risky being out in the open. It was only when they got into the kitchen and she watched Valerie methodically lock the door that she realised it wasn’t just her. 

      Amy had plated up the food and taken it into the dining room. After pausing long enough to grab a bottle of white wine, Max and Valerie went to join her. None of them spoke until they were staring at their plates. 

      ‘Okay,’ Max said finally, ‘what is it?’

      ‘Some of the finest food in Yorkshire,’ Valerie replied. 

      Amy prodded it with a knife. ‘Yes, Mum, but what is it?’

      ‘Some sort of Moroccan pork dish that I’m assured is gorgeous. Please stop looking at it as though it’s an act of war and tuck in.’

      ‘We will if you will,’ Amy said. 

      ‘Oh, for Heaven’s sake. The pair of you are ridiculous.’

      To prove the point, Valerie speared something green on her fork and took a large bite. She chewed for a moment, then her eyes widened. Both Max and Amy burst out laughing when she grabbed her wineglass and downed it all in one. Her eyes were still watering when she managed to speak. 

      ‘They told me it had a kick to it. I didn’t think they meant that much. Go on, you’ll love it, I’m sure.’

      After a nod from Amy, they picked up their forks in unison. They were prepared for the explosion of flavour, so it didn’t do more than make Max’s mouth tingle. The smirk on Valerie’s face when they went back for a second bite felt like the first normal thing that’d happened all week. 

      They didn’t talk much through the main course, just offering comments about how nice the meal was. Max retrieved the mandarin cheesecake she’d bought on her way home for dessert and was just cutting it into generous slices when Valerie turned to Amy. 

      ‘How’s college been?’ she asked. 

      Amy grimaced. ‘Mostly okay.’

      ‘Mostly?’

      ‘I’ve been worried about you, that’s all.’

      ‘I spend my days in one of the most secure buildings in the country. You don’t have to worry about me, sweetheart.’

      ‘But I just . . .’ Amy trailed off and slumped back in her chair. ‘I keep thinking it’s someone I know. From college, maybe, or one of my placements. What if it’s someone who’s pretending to be nice and, all the time, they want to hurt you?’

      This wasn’t something Amy had mentioned since Max had got back from London. She put down the knife she was using to cut the cheesecake and watched as Valerie reached across the table, completely focused on Amy. 

      ‘Now, listen to me. You saw the e-fit and that didn’t ring any bells, did it? There is absolutely nothing to suggest there’s any connection with you or college. It’s far more likely I’ve run into this man during my work. Yes, I want you to be careful when you’re out, but I don’t want you looking at every person you meet and wondering whether they’re a suspect.’

      ‘They could be, though,’ Amy persisted. 

      ‘And so could every fare I have,’ Max said. 

      ‘Funnily enough, that doesn’t make me feel better.’

      Max sighed and squeezed Amy’s arm. ‘It’s hard not to look at people differently. I get that. But we’ve got to stick to what we know are the facts, yeah? This guy went for us in London and there’s nothing to say yet where he’s from. Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m just trying to take everything as I normally would. I’m just being more careful about it. That’s the best we can do with the way things are.’

      ‘I want to know why he’s doing this,’ Amy whispered. 

      ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ Valerie said, clutching her hand. ‘So do I.’ 

      ‘What do we do? They haven’t found him, so that means he’s still out there and he hates us.’

      Valerie shook her head. ‘Nobody hates you.’

      ‘Because you’re my mum, they do. Nobody hates Hannah, but she got put in the middle of it because—I’m sorry, I don’t mean that how it sounds. I’m not blaming you for what happened to Hannah.’

      ‘Listen, you’re right that she was in danger because of me. As painful as it is, I’m trying to come to terms with that and the fear that comes with it. But I’ve got to work on the assumption we’ll catch this guy. That’s the only way we can move on, isn’t it? And in the meantime . . .’

      ‘In the meantime?’ Max repeated when Valerie faltered. 

      ‘It doesn’t matter. Another time.’

      Amy crossed her arms. ‘Mum.’

      ‘Okay, I wasn’t sure how much to tell you about this. I know it seems like a distraction. Ollie certainly thinks so, even if he realises the importance -’

      ‘You’re rambling,’ Amy cut in. 

      ‘So I am.’ Valerie pressed her lips together. ‘The thing is, I had a meeting with some colleagues the other day. It was the group from the dementia APPG. Anyway, I wanted to know about their experiences of threats and what their security is like.’

      ‘Why?’ Amy questioned. 

      ‘Well, for a start, I wanted reassurance that it wasn’t just me. As perverse as it sounds, I needed to know that people hate us all, and it’s not simply that I’m the most hated politician in Britain.’

      Max clenched her fist on the table. ‘You’re not.’

      ‘That’s been reiterated quite vehemently. The four MPs I spoke with were categorically clear that they’re as scared by the abuse they receive as we are by what happened at the weekend.’

      ‘Have any of them been physically hurt?’ Amy asked. 

      ‘Not yet. People have threatened violence and made their displeasure plain by spitting and suchlike. I’m not saying that’s acceptable, of course, but a few empty bottles tossed in your direction is the least you expect in politics these days.’

      Although Max raised an eyebrow at Amy, neither of them said anything. It didn’t go unnoticed by Valerie, but she carried on talking. 

      ‘Anyway, I’ve tasked Ollie with researching how many MPs have received threats and what’s been done about them. It’s in addition to his other duties, although the parliamentary authorities are minded to allow it thanks to Adiba. She sent them an email this morning and copied me in.’

      ‘I didn’t think it moved that fast down there,’ Max replied. 

      ‘Sometimes it’s alarming how quickly they can move when something like this happens. Those who know are as appalled as it’s possible to be. They’re willing to open some doors for us in the interim, to keep my mind occupied if nothing else.’

      ‘Mum . . .’ Amy nibbled on her lip. ‘You’re not going to change the world. You do know that, right?’

      Valerie shrugged. ‘Perhaps I can make it slightly better. At least if I try, I might be able to look at myself in the mirror and not feel this overwhelming rage because I’m powerless. You’re in danger and I’m powerless to stop it. If this research is a way of channelling that rage, I’ll take it for now. Okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ Amy echoed. 

      ‘Sure,’ Max said with a strained smile. ‘Whatever helps.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘What do you really think?’

      Max let out a sigh, pulling Valerie closer underneath the covers. What’d felt a minute ago like getting back to something normal was suddenly tainted by the reference to what they’d been talking about earlier. She should’ve known Valerie wouldn’t leave it alone, but she fancied the night off from worrying. 

      ‘You can tell me the truth,’ Valerie added. 

      ‘I reckon you know what I’m thinking,’ Max said, then she relented. ‘Look, I’m just worried about you making yourself even more of a target, that’s all. I’ve been paying attention to stuff more since last weekend. I had a look at the comments on Facebook on this old post about harassment -’

      ‘Oh, Max, that’s a cesspool.’

      ‘But I wanted to know what it’s like and how many people thought it was justifiable, what the nutters were saying. It was about that Lib Dem from a few years ago. The one who was caught making false claims on their election forms.’

      ‘Donovan,’ Valerie said after a moment. ‘Theo Donovan. I didn’t know him at all since I was so new and everything was . . . Well, my life was very complicated. To my recollection, Donovan didn’t have to resign because of the errors his agent made, though it reflects well on him that he did.’

      ‘You wouldn’t know that from the comments.’

      ‘No. I’d imagine they were along the lines of every MP being out for themselves and fleecing everybody in sight, that kind of thing.’

      Max stroked her hair. ‘Bingo. I mean, that’s how it started, at least. Then every other comment got more violent. Bring back the death penalty kind of stuff. Just for fiddling a few figures, if that’s what he even did. But because he was an MP, it’s far game.’

      ‘That’s exactly why I need to -’

      ‘I get that,’ Max interrupted, shuffling away into the colder part of the bed. ‘But why does it have to be you sticking your head up above the parapet? Isn’t it just painting another target on your head?’

      ‘I’m not intending on making this a public crusade.’

      ‘It’ll come out, though. Everything always does.’

      Valerie exhaled and turned her bedside lamp on. It brought her into sharp focus, with the crescents under her eyes glistening now her make-up had been scrubbed away. Max watched as she sat up, resting her shoulder against the headboard and rubbing her face with her spare hand. 

      ‘If I sit back and do nothing and then something happens that perhaps I could have helped to prevent, that would feel like my failure. It doesn’t matter how ridiculously stupid that idea would be, I’d still think it. You know, Ollie says he worries that he’s not protecting me as well as he should be, and I feel the same about everyone else.’

      ‘Not everything’s your responsibility,’ Max said.

      ‘But I need to be able to live with myself, don’t you understand? Just because no one else is doing anything, why does that mean I should sit back and let it carry on, hmm? That isn’t why I got into politics. Look, darling, I need to understand what goes through people’s heads when they write these things. And I need to know how often it goes from just words to something else. How that affects the work we all do.’

      ‘What happens next? Once you’ve got all this information.’

      Valerie licked her lips. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t got that far.’

      ‘At least you’re honest,’ Max muttered. ‘Just be careful, all right?’

      ‘I promise. Now, what about Amy? Do you think she’s truly okay with it?’

      Max opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again. As much as she wanted to reassure Valerie that everything was fine while she was down in London, she owed her more honesty than that. So she shuffled closer, trailing a thumb down Valerie’s cheek. 

      ‘In terms of you doing what you need to, yeah. But, reading between the lines, I think there’s something else going on.’

      ‘What do you mean? Something at college, or is something wrong with her and Ed?’

      ‘Not wrong exactly. It’s nothing she’s said, but I reckon the pair of them were looking beyond this place a bit. Maybe thinking that when Amy’s finished her course and got a job and we’ve got a baby in the house . . . I think they were wondering about moving in together. And maybe now they feel like they can’t.’

      Valerie recoiled slightly. ‘I should’ve known this.’

      ‘Not when she hasn’t told you. Anyway, like I said, it’s just a feeling.’

      ‘I trust your instincts when it comes to her. I’m not sure I’m ready for her to go, though. Not only because of how things are right now. I lost so much time with her already. It doesn’t feel fair, even though it was my own fault. I can understand her wanting her independence but . . .’

      ‘To be honest, I’m not sure it’s about that. I reckon it’s more that her and Ed have got to this point where they want to be together permanently. I don’t think it’s independence from us or anything like that. It’s just about them.’

      ‘They do love each other,’ Valerie said softly. 

      ‘So let’s just see how it plays out,’ Max answered, reaching for her again. ‘There’s no need to make anything of it until she does.’
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      Monday morning came around far too quickly for Valerie’s liking. 

      Constituency business had been brisk over the weekend, meaning that time with Max and Amy was compressed into a couple of meals and bottles of wine before bed. As she stood in the hallway waiting for the car Ollie had ordered, she felt as though she was abandoning them, yet she attempted to keep the mood light.

      ‘Please look a little happier. You’re getting rid of me for the week.’

      Amy scuffed her foot against the doormat. ‘It’s easier when I’m not fighting you for the bathtub.’

      ‘There you go. It works out well, doesn’t it?’

      ‘I suppose,’ she replied, then she winced. ‘Mum, you’ll be careful, won’t you?’

      ‘Yes, I promise, sweetheart. Just as long as you promise to carry on doing everything you enjoy. I know you’ll be vigilant, but don’t pass up any opportunity to live your life because you’re frightened of something that I should be fixing. If we give in to the fear, this man’s won, hasn’t he? I refuse to let that happen. And, you know, your dad wouldn’t allow it either. He’d want us to be strong.’

      Amy cast a sidelong glance at Max, receiving a warm smile for her trouble. Perhaps it should seem strange that speaking about Tim in front of Max was so straightforward, but it was a mark of how honest their relationship was. Reality was complex, and human emotions were more complex still. 

      ‘It’ll be okay,’ Valerie said firmly. ‘I’ll be back every weekend to annoy you. I might even cook once or twice.’

      The artificial joviality fooled no one, though they all seemed keen to embrace it for now. Following a bone-crushing hug from Amy and a reserved one from Max, she was on her way to the car. She forced herself to stare into her lap as the driver twirled around, unable to handle one last look at Amy and Max on the doorstep. 
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re not saying much.’

      Valerie dragged her attention back to Ollie. Since they’d boarded the train, she’d been focused on the stream of passengers on the platform and the ones shuffling into their first class carriage. An insane hope that she might recognise the man from the e-fit itched at her mind, so much so that it took her a few moments to understand what Ollie had said. 

      ‘I’m just tired, that’s all. I already feel as though I’ve lived a Westminster week, and it’s only Monday morning.’ 

      ‘I get that.’

      She twisted her engagement ring around on her finger. ‘I didn’t want to leave them, Ollie. This is the hardest it’s ever been. I’ve never felt so adrift.’

      ‘I know,’ he murmured. 

      ‘I’m sure you do.’ Valerie waited until his gaze met hers before adding, ‘If you have doubts about coming back to London with me, now’s the time to air them. You’ve got about a minute in which to jump off the train and stay here.’

      Ollie squinted at her. ‘My mum messaged you, didn’t she?’

      ‘Called, actually. As soon as you left their house last night. I told her what I’m saying to you right now. I’m not asking you to do anything, but I truly appreciate anything you’re able to do.’ 

      ‘I’m fine, honestly. With them being the only people I can tell, I was maybe a bit more open with them than I should’ve been.’

      ‘They’re your parents. That’s what they’re for.’

      ‘I wasn’t trying to worry them.’

      ‘Your mum said as much. She just wanted me to know your bravado doesn’t always marry up with what you’re really feeling. Of course, I knew that -’

      ‘Boss,’ he interrupted. ‘I’m fine.’

      Valerie inclined her head, willing to leave it for now. It was enough that they’d had the conversation; she didn’t want to distract him further until he was ready to discuss it. 

      A few minutes later, the train doors locked and they began the journey out of Leeds. She was just about to open her laptop when Ollie cleared his throat and slipped out of his seat. Patrick Webb, politics reporter for the regional newspaper, seamlessly sidled into it, flashing her a smile. Since Patrick often travelled back to London on the same train and sought a private word when he did, his presence wasn’t a complete surprise. Even so, Valerie felt a surge of panic only marginally diluted by the compassionate expression on his face. 

      ‘How are you doing?’ he asked. 

      ‘Well, I’ve certainly been better. Thank you for your input when Ollie requested details of recent threats. Your editor was very candid too, so thank him for that.’

      ‘Did any of it help?’

      Valerie shrugged lightly. ‘We added it to the compendium we supplied to the police. They’re working through all the specific threats, but it’s slow going. Despite all the CCTV, there hasn’t been any progress catching the man who punched Max. They just lost him in the crowd.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Is there anything else we can do?’

      ‘I wish there was. At the moment, it’s a waiting game.’

      ‘Waiting for what?’ Patrick questioned seriously. 

      ‘Look, if you’re asking me whether I’m scared, then off the record, I’m terrified. But I refuse to be cowed by it.’

      Another smile flickered on his lips. ‘I didn’t believe for a second you would be. Is it putting a spoke in the wedding plans at all?’

      ‘No. We’re still on for the summer recess.’

      ‘And is Stevie Lee sending one of her lackeys to cover it?’

      ‘Don’t be petty, Patrick, it’s beneath you.’

      ‘I don’t understand what you see in her, that’s all.’

      ‘The same things I see in you. Tenacity, curiosity, creativity. And a slight propensity for getting in the way, I have to admit.’

      ‘Can’t disagree with that.’ Patrick paused and rubbed his neck. ‘All business aside, I’m keeping my ears open and if there’s anything—anything at all—I’ll let you know. In the meantime, how about a quote?’

      Valerie stiffened. ‘I don’t want this made public yet.’

      ‘You can’t avoid it forever. So far, there’s been a lot going on with the international security bill going through. But, at some point, one of the lobby lot is going to cut their losses, you know that. Especially if you keep prodding your colleagues.’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘No, Patrick, this is important. It isn’t manoeuvres or machinations or -’

      ‘I understand that. Really, I do. But unless you go public with what happened, this’ll get picked up and people’ll put their own spin on it. They’ll ask why you’re so bothered about your own safety and not, for instance, the thousands of women being raped or the racial abuse meted out at football matches. If you don’t get ahead of it, you’ll be the villain again.’

      Valerie tilted her head back, attempting to fill her lungs with oxygen. As hard as she tried lately, she could never rid herself of the sensation her chest was being gradually crushed. Finally, she returned her attention to Patrick. 

      ‘I’ll consider what you’ve said. However, I’m not willing to have Max dragged back into the spotlight if she doesn’t have to be. Because that’s what it’d come down to, you know. MP’s lesbian partner attacked by homophobe—that’s what it would be.’

      ‘Not to be brutal, Valerie, but that’s what it is. Dancing around the subject won’t make that fact disappear. Anyway, I’ll see you back in Westminster.’

      With a light touch to her shoulder, he was gone. Valerie slumped back into her seat as Ollie returned with a bottle of water. 

      ‘Here, drink this.’

      ‘Do I look that bad?’

      ‘You don’t want me to answer that. What did Patrick have to say?’

      ‘That the vultures are beginning to circle.’ Valerie unscrewed the lid of her water and took a sip. ‘As soon as there’s a lull in carcasses to pick clean, they’ll be swooping down on us.’
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      Wednesday was the most miserable night of the week, as far as Max was concerned. It was smack dab in the middle of Valerie’s Westminster week, meaning she was still at least a day and a half away from getting her back home. 

      This time was worse, what with it being over three weeks since Covent Garden and nothing having changed since then. If she stopped to think too much, she’d have to admit the stress wasn’t doing anything for the chances of their latest insemination round, but she was doing her best to steer away from that as she left the cab office. 

      New barriers had been installed around the yard, much to the frustration of the drivers who kept misplacing their passes. Max made her way through the pedestrian gate and pulled it until she heard the click. 

      As soon as she approached the cab, she knew something was up. The windscreen was glistening despite it not having rained for days. From this angle, Max couldn’t tell what’d been tossed over the car, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She groped for her phone and called Drew. 

      ‘You all right?’ he asked immediately. 

      ‘Car park. Please.’

      Her voice was quivering. By the time he got outside, she was slumped against the brick wall, as if having visibility across the yard was going to help if this guy was still around. 

      ‘Jesus.’ Drew stopped beside her, peering at the cab. ‘Is that blood?’

      ‘Looks like it.’

      ‘I’m calling the police. Did you see anyone?’

      She shook her head and tuned him out as he dialled 999. Now Drew was beside her, she felt braver. Almost as if she could step forward and look behind the cars to see if that long, angry face she remembered from London was hiding there. As she raised one foot, a hand grasped her arm. 

      ‘Stay put,’ Drew warned. ‘The police told us to stay put. And I’m not telling Valerie or Amy I let you get any closer.’
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        * * *

      

      It was probably mentioning Valerie that got the police there so quickly. Max couldn’t bring herself to worry word would seep out about what was going on. She was just relieved they were taking it seriously. 

      The officers did a complete sweep of the car park, then came inside. Although they’d called their forensics team, they were pretty certain the substance was watered down paint. Once Max had given a statement to them, she was forced to go over it again when the security team arrived. 

      Drew had been quietly dealing with the switchboard, dispatching drivers without letting them come back to base. Leaving the police and security team to it, she returned to the sofa where she’d been sitting not an hour ago, back when this place still felt a world away from what’d happened in London. For a couple of minutes, she rested her forehead in her hands and tried to ignore everything except the throbbing at her temple. 

      ‘I called Amy while you were with the police,’ Drew said suddenly. 

      Max glanced over at him. ‘You shouldn’t have done that.’

      ‘Yeah, well, if this nutter’s up here, she’s in danger. Don’t worry, I didn’t panic her. I just said the cab’d been vandalised and she should get herself down here. And I’m only telling you that right this second because she’s just pulled up outside.’

      Even if she’d wanted to be mad at him, she didn’t get the chance before Amy barrelled through the door. She bashed straight into a police officer, practically barging him out of the way to get into the back room. 

      ‘Are you all right?’ Amy demanded. 

      ‘I’m fine, honestly. Drew shouldn’t have worried you.’

      ‘What are the police doing about it? Have they caught someone?’

      Max ran her hand through her hair. It was longer than she liked, but she hadn’t been able to get it cut for weeks. She liked the simple barbershop down near the art gallery, not the nasally stylist Valerie invited to the house every fortnight.

      ‘Tell me what’s going on,’ Amy said, then she planted her hands on her hips. ‘I mean it, Max. Or I go and ask the police.’

      ‘Sometimes you’re the spit of your mother,’ Drew murmured. 

      ‘In this case, I’ll take that as a compliment. Max?’

      She exhaled and clamped her arms together. ‘So far, all we know is that someone got into the yard and spread what looks like red paint over the cab. Nothing else was touched and neither of us saw anything on the cameras.’

      ‘Have you gone back over the footage?’

      ‘The police have got control of everything now. They’re not saying much.’

      ‘Okay.’ Amy nibbled on her thumbnail. ‘What has Mum said?’

      Neither of them answered. With Drew staring into his cold coffee like he could drown himself in it and Amy’s frown growing, Max was forced to break the silence. 

      ‘I haven’t—I’ve not told her yet. I’ve only just finished with the police and the security blokes. Besides, she’s got meetings with MPs tonight and that’s more important -’ 

      ‘This is more important,’ Amy interrupted. ‘Max, you could’ve been in the car or near it or whatever. If you don’t call her right now, I will.’

      Drew began hacking at his ear with a pen but didn’t say anything. Maybe if he hadn’t had to keep an eye on the switch, he would’ve been eavesdropping on the police and security. As it was, he grabbed his headset and made out he wasn’t listening as Amy put the call in and made sure it was on speakerphone. 

      Valerie answered after two rings.

      ‘Sweetheart, is everything all right?’

      ‘I’m with Max at the cab office. There’s been an incident.’

      ‘What sort of incident? Is everyone okay?’

      The anxiety in Valerie’s voice had ratcheted up to a hundred, giving Max no choice but to take over. If this was the other way round and Valerie was in London talking about something going wrong, she would’ve been tearing her hair out. 

      ‘Everyone’s fine. It’s just that someone had a go at the cab while it was in the yard. I’ve been on switch all day, came out to see it covered in something.’

      ‘Covered in what?’ Valerie pressed. 

      ‘Paint, most likely.’

      ‘Red paint,’ Amy said. 

      There was scuffing on the other end of the phone, as if Valerie was getting up from a table. Max didn’t keep track of her calendar, but she was probably in a meeting, maybe with Ollie and some of the MPs she was meant to be seeing tonight. A minute later, there was the distinct sound of a door closing and Valerie spoke more clearly. 

      ‘What about the security set-up? Wasn’t it working?’

      ‘As far as we know, it’s recorded everything there was to record. We didn’t get any alerts through the day of the gates being open when they shouldn’t have been. Maybe this fella snuck in behind one of the cabs or he got over the wall. Either way, there was nothing to trigger security. They’ve just turned up and they’re talking it over with the police now.’

      ‘Well, that’s something. I think I can get the last train back if I -’

      ‘No,’ Max and Amy said in unison. 

      ‘Mum, stay there until tomorrow night,’ Amy added. 

      ‘I want to come home. You can’t expect me to stay here -’

      ‘With respect,’ Drew cut in, proving he hadn’t been ignoring the conversation, ‘that might be what this bloke wants. Throwing you off your routine and then taking a chance. Like he did with Hannah.’

      Max held her breath and waited for Valerie to go off the deep end. She hated being told what to do—especially by Drew—but him deliberately mentioning Hannah had tipped the scales and her voice was laced with guilt. 

      ‘Okay, you’re right. I’ll stick to what we’ve arranged, but you all need to be extra careful until I get back, do you hear? Can Ed stay over tonight?’

      ‘I’m sure he will,’ Amy said. 

      ‘And can you ask your grandmother if she wants to use the guest room? I’ve got a feeling she’ll refuse but I’d rather ask than not. I’ll get Ollie to call Stacey and Gillian at home to keep them informed. Now, I’m expected in the House for votes tomorrow afternoon and I’ve got meetings but, apart from the votes, I can excuse myself where necessary. If anything happens—anything—you let me know straight away, yes?’

      ‘Promise,’ Max muttered. 

      ‘Thank you. I’ll video call you later when I get back to Southampton Row. I—I need to see your faces.’

      As she hung up, Max looked across at Amy. Her cheeks were paler than they’d been when she walked in, matching how Max felt. Hearing Valerie trying not to fall apart when she was usually the one who held them together was worse than seeing the cab spattered with something meant to look like blood. 

      ‘You’ll be all right,’ Drew said abruptly. ‘Just keep your eyes open and don’t do anything daft.’

      ‘Coming from you . . .’ Max replied automatically. 

      Drew snickered and settled back into his chair. ‘Call it the voice of experience.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Since the security team had supplied a driver and car for tonight, it was easier to go visit Clarice rather than have the conversation over the phone. Course, it reminded Max how isolated Clarice was out here, and she found herself leaning forward as they pulled up in the drive. 

      ‘I’m organising a full search of the grounds,’ the driver promised before she could speak. ‘The same’s happening at your home right now. It’ll be completed by the time we get back.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Amy said when Max faltered. 

      Clarice was dressed for bed when she answered the door. She ushered them into the kitchen, the scent of hot cocoa lingering in the air. 

      ‘What’s happened?’ she asked, motioning for them to sit. ‘Is it Valerie? Has she been hurt?’

      Amy shook her head, then launched into a basic explanation of what’d gone on at the cab office while Max found her mind drifting. It was easier to focus on the stain just above the pantry that she’d promised to paint over at some point. But it was one of those things you never got around to until the damp started spreading. Once this was over, she’d make sure she got it done. 

      Suddenly, she realised the kitchen had gone quiet and both Amy and Clarice were looking at her. Someone had obviously asked a question and she’d missed it, so she couldn’t respond if she’d tried to. 

      ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘What did you say?’

      Clarice stretched a hand out to her arm. ‘I wanted to know if you were all right, but I got my answer. Can I make you a cup of coffee or something?’

      One glance at Amy was enough to convince her. It was obvious spending some time with Clarice would make her feel better and, besides, Ed was doing a function at the Town Hall and couldn’t get to them until after 10pm. So Max nodded and went to tell the driver, following it up with a text to Valerie as well. As she headed back to the kitchen, she heard the tail end of a conversation between Amy and Clarice. 

      ‘I understand,’ Clarice was saying. ‘The last thing I want is for you to worry about me, dear, but I’ll not be moved from my own home. I’m tolerating all this new security and having a dog patrolling and doing his business on my lawn, but that’s as far as I’ll bend.’

      Amy sighed. ‘They do clean up after the dog, don’t they?’

      ‘Yes, and they’re very nice young men. I’ve got new fences, new cameras. I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me.’

      ‘I know that, Biddy. I just want you to be safe.’

      There was a tremor in Amy’s voice that brought Max straight into the room. She wrapped an arm around Amy’s shoulders, pasting on a smile that didn’t fool Clarice for a second. 

      ‘We just had to ask, that’s all,’ she said. 

      Clarice pressed her lips together, then nodded. ‘I appreciate it. Now, what about a few biscuits to go with your coffee, hmm?’
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      ‘Yes, Inspector, I realise that. However, I know there are links to be made, and it’s going to be better for everyone if you liaise with West Yorkshire Police immediately. I won’t tolerate any delay on this. I really won’t.’

      Unless Valerie was mistaken, Inspector Barlow was counting under his breath on the other end of the line. She could perhaps understand his frustration, given that he’d no sooner reached his desk this morning before he was bombarded with messages demanding that he call her and she’d then spent ten minutes telling him how to do his job. Even so, her restless night had wound her to breaking point, and Barlow served as the personification of the whole police force today.

      ‘Inspector?’ she prompted. 

      ‘I understand. As it happens, I’ve had several messages this morning from West Yorkshire Police already. They’re keeping us firmly in the loop and we’re working on the hypothesis these incidents are linked until we have conclusive proof one way or the other.’

      ‘And if they are connected? That would mean the assault in Covent Garden would no longer be treated as an isolated incident, wouldn’t it?’

      If she’d expected a brisk affirmative, the silence that followed disabused her of that notion. Across the office, Oliver sat up straighter in his chair, eyebrows raised. Valerie swallowed and tried to press the point. 

      ‘Inspector, correct me if I’m wrong, but the very fact of there being two separate incidents means it can no longer be considered a one-off.’

      ‘Ye-es,’ Barlow said, stringing the word into two syllables. ‘It becomes a pattern in terms of the safety of you and your family. But there are concerns over implying that there’s a wider problem.’

      Valerie drummed her fingers on the desk. ‘You’re going to have to be crystal clear, I’m afraid, Inspector. I’m not in the right mood for ambiguity.’

      ‘I only mean that—as my superiors believe—implying there is a risk to other MPs would be disingenuous, given the focus of this man’s campaign is solely on you.’

      ‘And who might your superiors be?’ Valerie queried coldly. 

      ‘Ms Smythe -’

      ‘Never mind. I don’t particularly care about the politics of this situation. All I need from you is a categorical assurance that you are doing your utmost to find the person who is targeting my family.’

      ‘You’ve got that,’ Barlow said. 

      Perhaps he sounded sorry, but she couldn’t bring herself to utter anything conciliatory before ending the call. She tossed her phone into her bag, then looked down at the floor until it blurred and she realised she was crying. 

      Ollie was there straight away, pushing a box of tissues into her hands and bringing his chair as close to hers as the compact office would allow. 

      ‘Sorry,’ Valerie whispered. 

      ‘Don’t be. This is about twelve hours later than I expected to be honest. When you got off the phone last night, I thought you were about to shatter into a hundred pieces. It does you good to let it out now and then.’

      ‘Getting to me like this is just what this man wants, isn’t it? How unfortunate he’s not around to see it. I’m sure he’ll turn on BBC Parliament later and look for the rings around my eyes.’

      ‘Well, he won’t see them.’

      Ollie’s soft proclamation brought her back into herself. She met his eye briefly, then rummaged around in her top drawer for her make-up bag. It’d served her well during her tenure as an MP, right from her relationship of convenience with John Foster through to her frustrations about Max’s parents. More often than not, though, it’d been deployed when her chest was aching at the thought of another night in London when she wanted to be home with her family. That ache had never been as acute as it was right now. 

      ‘Boss,’ Ollie said eventually, ‘I can’t tell you everything’s going to be okay. I wish I could.’

      ‘I appreciate the sentiment. What time’s the meeting with Carlyle and Hallam?’

      ‘Not till half past. Just give yourself a break for a minute.’

      ‘That’s the operative word, Ollie. I don’t want to break. I can’t afford to break. If I do . . .’

      ‘If you’re scared of falling apart -’

      ‘It’s not that.’ Valerie squeezed a cleansing wipe between her thumb and forefinger, feeling the moisture bleed into her skin. ‘Do you know what my biggest flaw is?’

      ‘I’ve got a shortlist of possibilities,’ he replied, garnering a smile. ‘But you go first.’

      ‘There’s no debate to be had, really. You’ve noted my unfortunate habit of running to the press whenever something needs resolving. I need to make a statement to Max; I call the papers and out myself. I want to get back at John Foster to trying to force my support in his leadership campaign so I put myself on camera and make my position very clear very quickly. Do you know why that’s my default position?’

      Ollie shrugged. ‘I’ve always seen it as the ultimate snap. When things get to a certain point and you’re done, going to the press is your outlet. I don’t know what you did before politics, but you’ve turned into a journalistic boomerang now. That’s the reason Patrick Webb always makes it on your Monday morning train. There’s always the chance you’ll flip and give him an exclusive on the record.’

      She sputtered out a laugh. Patrick’s eager grin every time he slipped into the seat opposite her was a ritual, one that she enjoyed too much. It was the power, she knew that. During those minutes, she had the opportunity to take control of a situation and put her stamp on it. 

      ‘Before politics,’ she said after a long pause, ‘and before Tim died, I simply spent a lot of money on frivolous things I didn’t really need. You’ve seen the size of my wardrobe now, but it used to be far more extensive than that. If things built up and I needed an outlet, I’d buy a new dress or a pair of shoes. That’s a coping mechanism a lot of people have, isn’t it?’

      ‘According to my dad’s tool shed, yeah.’

      ‘I think you’re right when you call it the ultimate snap. I’ve never thought about it in those terms, but it fits. When I reach a point and there’s a risk of falling to pieces, I go on the offensive. In the past, that involved spending money because it was there and Tim was so indulgent. It’s politics now. That’s the only thing I have in my grasp.’

      ‘It’s not -’

      ‘It’s the only thing I can twist until it breaks. Does that make sense?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said softly. 

      The way he pushed another tissue into her hands warned her she was still crying. She wiped her eyes again before balling the tissue up and hurling it towards the bin. 

      ‘Ollie, I am so unbelievably angry. I have no idea what to do with the sheer level of venom I feel right at this minute. All I want to do is twist something, whatever that might be. I sit in debates or meetings and think about deviating from the script. Or if I’m replying to an email where I need to quote the official line, I just want to . . .’

      She trailed off and chuckled, although Ollie’s colour had dropped. 

      ‘You haven’t followed through on the impulse, have you?’

      ‘Believe me, you’d be the first person to find out if I had. You’d be fielding all the calls. No, I’m managing—I was managing — to keep a lid on it. But last night threw me into a whole new stratosphere of fury. I can’t remember feeling this angry since Tim died. The difference is, I didn’t bring that pain to him. There was nothing I could’ve done to protect him, but in this case . . .’

      As the unfinished thought lingered in the office, she busied herself with cleansing her swollen cheeks and starting again. Her compact mirror reflected a woman she could barely recognised. After many months of feeling she was finally herself again, she looked and felt like a husk. 

      Ollie remained quiet as she reapplied her make-up. It was only when she’d finished with her mascara that she felt able to continue speaking in a low voice. 

      ‘I brought this on Max. I don’t know how, but I evidently did. With all the security measures we’ve put in place over the last month, how is it I’m unable to protect her? We’ve changed nearly every aspect of our lives and I still can’t do it. I couldn’t protect Hannah when she was in my care and I won’t be able to protect the—the baby if we . . . What use am I, Ollie?’

      This time, she wasn’t expecting a response, so she was surprised when he planted his elbows on the desk. Exhaustion was glistening around his eyes, yet he held her gaze unwaveringly. 

      ‘I don’t go in for the soppy stuff very often because I don’t think you need it. In this case, I’m going to be blunt, all right? You are a bloody good MP and I’m proud to work alongside you. Even if you weren’t in this for the right reasons at the start, you are now.’

      ‘Thank you -’

      ‘I haven’t finished, Boss. Look, I understand the anger. I really do. You should be safe. Hell, I should be safe and I shouldn’t have to check over my shoulder when I walk into my hotel in case I’m going to be jumped by a lunatic. The world should work that way, but it doesn’t. Does that mean we give up?’

      Valerie clamped her fingers together. ‘Yes, I think it does at this point.’

      ‘That’s the thing. Giving up now wouldn’t make the slightest bit of difference, would it? Whether we like it or not, this is in motion. There’s no benefit assessing whether you should be in politics or looking back over every decision you’ve ever made. We don’t know this guy’s motives. It could be anything from a right-wing extremist to someone you blanked once at a zebra crossing.’

      ‘I’m sorry, is that supposed to make me feel better?’

      ‘What I’m saying is this isn’t your fault.’

      ‘If I wasn’t in politics -’

      ‘But you are. And if you weren’t, what are the chances you’d have met Max in the first place? You wouldn’t have been on your way back from a meeting at a stupid hour and she wouldn’t have been your knight in soaking armour or whatever she was. If you want the pieces to have fallen in the same way with Max and Amy, there’s no other way it could’ve gone. It’s all intertwined with politics. You know, if you gave it up tomorrow, you’d still be a target, but we’ve got the chance to make it better for everyone coming after us, haven’t we?’

      ‘I know -’ Valerie began, but he wasn’t finished. 

      ‘We’re going to do it. That’s why we’re meeting James Hallam and Winston Carlyle in two minutes. It’s why you’ve got me collating hundreds of threat reports to spot the patterns. You’re channelling your anger into this and, to be honest, it’s the only place it can do much good. Your anger can’t help Max right now, but it can benefit your colleagues and everyone else in the future.’

      It seemed he’d finally talked himself out. As Valerie stared at him, he scuffed a hand through his hair and stood up. He began gathering his notebooks and pens together while she watched silently. It was only once he was awkwardly standing beside the door that she rose and smiled. 

      ‘Are you sure you don’t want to be an MP? You’ve got the oratory skills for it.’

      Ollie rolled his eyes. ‘I’m good, thank you.’

      ‘No,’ she said firmly, ‘thank you. Shall we go?’
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      Thursday felt like someone had taken two weeks and stretched twelve hours into them. Since Drew didn’t want her anywhere near the office, her and Amy were both just hanging around the house until the gate alarm buzzed to tell them Valerie was back. 

      Although they’d expected Ollie to come with her, neither of them was prepared to see two police officers walk through the front door. One was Inspector Barlow in full uniform, the other wasn’t familiar. 

      Amy edged closer to Max. ‘Has something else happened?’

      ‘Nothing new, sweetheart,’ Valerie said as she rolled her suitcase to its usual spot beside the stairs. ‘I didn’t know Inspector Barlow was going to accompany us until this afternoon. I would’ve told you, but I didn’t want you to worry ahead of time.’

      The audience made things difficult. What Max had wanted all week was to wrap herself around Valerie, just to give the illusion they were okay. With Barlow and the other officer there, that wasn’t an option. This was London encroaching on their private lives, and Max wouldn’t let Valerie’s facade slip until they were well out of the way. From the strain on Ollie’s face, she reckoned he’d been manoeuvring around that for the whole journey back to Yorkshire. 

      ‘Can I get anyone a drink?’ Max asked. 

      Barlow shook his head. ‘We stopped at the services on the way here, thank you. I won’t intrude on your evening too much. We’ll just have a chat about the investigation and then we’ll leave you be.’

      ‘The kitchen’s best, I think,’ Valerie said. 

      It was so smooth that the police officers wouldn’t realise she was keeping them out of their family space, but Max got it and she knew Amy and Ollie did too. They all followed Valerie into the kitchen, Ollie and the spare officer standing by the door while the rest of them sat on stools around the counter. Barlow didn’t look like he was a stool man; he didn’t know where to put his feet and finally knotted them together around one of the legs. 

      ‘Right,’ he said, focusing on Max and Amy. ‘The reason I wanted to come with Ms Smythe is because I’ve got a meeting first thing in the morning with a colleague from West Yorkshire Police. Due to the growing evidence, we’re officially linking the two investigations, and my job is to work out which force should lead the investigation.’

      ‘What evidence?’ Max questioned. 

      ‘CCTV of the yard at Pinder Cabs indicates the vandalism was committed by the same man who attempted to kidnap the little girl, the one who punched you.’

      Amy cleared her throat. ‘How can you tell? It was dark. I mean, could it have been someone who just looked similar?’

      ‘The investigating officers tracked the man from the yard along the road to a nearby garage. While it was impossible to identify him from the images, there was enough to suggest the man who matched the e-fit and the other descriptions we have.’

      ‘Seems a bit sloppy,’ Max said, glancing around. ‘Going to all that trouble to break into the yard then getting caught on CCTV 500 yards up the road.’

      ‘Even disregarding the similarity of the e-fit, that fact would’ve been enough to link the incidents. The man wanted to be seen, Ms Jarvis. He wanted to make a statement that he was responsible for both crimes.’

      ‘What about the CCTV from after the garage? Did you track him from there?’

      ‘No other cameras in the vicinity captured him.’

      Over by the door, Ollie was peering up at the ceiling with his lips pinched together. Maybe Barlow’s long-winded way of saying nothing useful was winding him up as well. Max took a few seconds to steady her voice. 

      ‘So what happens next?’

      Barlow placed his hands flat on the counter. ‘I’ve been in touch with the parliamentary authorities. They’re eager for the Met to continue investigating rather than passing the case over to West Yorkshire.’

      ‘If it’s in London, it’s more contained,’ Valerie said before Max could respond. ‘That’s the impression, anyway. There may also be questions on whether the local force is likely to be as discreet as the Met, although history suggests that doesn’t matter a jot.’

      A snicker came from Ollie’s direction, causing Barlow’s legs to clatter against his stool. He regained his composure and looked directly at Valerie.

      ‘You’re correct in some ways, Ms Smythe. Your people think keeping the investigation locked down in London is the better idea.’ 

      ‘Well, I think they’re wrong,’ Valerie said. 

      ‘I had a feeling you might.’

      ‘Shall I explain why?’

      Barlow motioned for her to continue with a wave of his hand. Not that Valerie needed permission in her own house; Max knew she’d carry on whether or not. 

      ‘This thing began in Yorkshire. You may call it circumstantial evidence, but I’m willing to put my faith into it. The perpetrator chose a weekend when Max was with me; he deliberately followed us and grasped his opportunity. Now this second attack in Yorkshire shows planning and stalking right here. Forgive me for being blunt, Inspector, but your typical Londoner isn’t going to bother with such a thing. For a start, the lack of a coherent transport system would stymie all his machinations. If this man was based in London, further attacks would’ve taken place there.’

      ‘Can I play devil’s advocate?’ Barlow queried. 

      ‘I’m certain you can.’

      ‘Isn’t it possible the man struck in Yorkshire because it was the most vulnerable location? After all, you spend most of your days in one of the most secure buildings in the country and you’re getting taxis everywhere else. You’re an awkward target to hit, whereas Ms Jarvis and your daughter are not.’

      Valerie bristled. ‘I beg to differ. The amount of security in place up here is unprecedented. Everyone’s on high alert -’

      ‘But he made it into the yard.’

      As Valerie opened her mouth to retort, Max stretched out a foot to brush her leg. It was enough to stall her, but she obviously couldn’t swallow down all her emotions. What came out was more self-accusatory than Max liked. 

      ‘What do you want me to say, Inspector, hmm? That my security procedures have failed? That I’ve failed?’

      ‘I apologise if that’s the way I’m making you feel, Ms Smythe,’ Barlow said with a heavy sigh. ‘I’ve spoken with your security firm on several occasions and you’re doing everything right. The point I was trying to make is just the plain fact that this man beat the security you put in place, however he did it. There’s also another reason he could be a Londoner travelling North rather than a Yorkshireman travelling South.’

      ‘Go on,’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘This pattern of behaviour we’re seeing doesn’t correspond with the motives of someone who wants to hurt you directly. It’s clear he knew enough of your life and your routines to watch your apartment in Southampton Row and to follow you to Westminster. If he’d wanted to, he could’ve hurt you at any point during the last few months, but that wasn’t his intention. Rather, he wanted to hurt those you care about because that would be more painful for you.’

      It wasn’t like Barlow was telling them anything they didn’t already know, but the terms were stark. Valerie looked down into her lap, as if she was absorbing the words right into her skin, while Amy fiddled with the hem of her t-shirt. Finally, Valerie raised her eyes back to Barlow. 

      ‘I still think the answer is in Yorkshire. The fact he struck here is significant and it implies, even if the motivation is to hurt me through hurting my family, that any further attempts will be here. Doesn’t that make it a Yorkshire case?’

      Barlow offered a smile. ‘I’ll pass that message along.’

      It was the wrong answer and he knew it. Valerie clenched her jaw, sliding off her stool and stalking over to the window. Every inch of her body was radiating tension, but Max couldn’t interfere unless it was wanted. In front of Barlow, it wouldn’t be. 

      ‘Do you need anything from us in the meantime?’ Valerie questioned, turning around with her arms crossed. ‘Anything we can do?’

      ‘Not right this minute. I’ll have a meeting in the morning with West Yorkshire Police and I can get back to you about next steps then.’

      ‘I want to be there,’ Valerie said. 

      ‘I’m afraid that’s not -’

      ‘Of course it’s possible. I’ve been in police stations a dozen times for meetings with senior officials, far more senior than you. I want to be there.’

      ‘It’s an operational discussion.’

      ‘Like hell it is,’ Valerie snapped, taking a step towards him. ‘I’m sorry, but you’re trying to hide my family’s safety behind your own little webs. How will that look if I go to the press, hmm?’

      ‘You don’t want to involve the press in this, Ms Smythe. I realise you’re angry and frustrated, but you won’t do anything that stupid.’

      Valerie advanced on him, only to be forcibly halted by Ollie darting across the kitchen. He held a hand up to each of them as though he were refereeing a boxing match, then he twisted firmly towards Barlow. 

      ‘Okay, Inspector, I wouldn’t set any challenges right now. You really don’t know what you’re dealing with. Look, we understand you need operational privacy, all right? That’s something we’re familiar with, I promise you. So can we compromise on you telling us immediately following the meeting what’s been decided?’

      ‘Ollie!’ Valerie hissed. 

      ‘Boss,’ he said with a backwards glance, ‘keep your powder dry. We all know you could go straight to the PCC and pull some strings, but what good will that do? You’re not going to influence the final decision more than you already have. Frankly, I’d rather we were party to relevant conversations about how we’re going to find this guy and when it’s appropriate to involve the media. All right?’ 

      There was a bit of a standoff, then Valerie simply shrugged. Barlow looked relieved, as if he’d suddenly realised he was in deeper than he thought, and stood up quickly. 

      ‘I’ll contact you tomorrow afternoon. We’ll leave you to enjoy you evening.’

      Before any of them had chance to say anything, he was heading for the door with the other officer scuttling after him. It was Amy who went to show them out, leaving Max stood between Valerie and Oliver. 

      ‘I understand you’re mad at me,’ Ollie said. 

      Valerie scraped a hand through her hair. ‘Go home. Go see your parents and we’ll regroup tomorrow.’

      ‘Boss -’

      ‘We’re fine. I just need a break, that’s all.’

      ‘Okay.’ He swallowed and attempted a smile. ‘I get it. I’m sorry.’

      Although Max caught his eye as he left, she couldn’t offer any reassurance. This was new territory for all of them, something he seemed to understand as he left the kitchen. 

      Once the front door slammed, Valerie’s whole body relaxed. Max stepped forward to wrap both arms around her, exhaling as Valerie buried her face into her shoulder. 

      Max kissed her hair. ‘I’m gonna run you a bath.’

      ‘You know the way to my heart,’ Valerie whispered. ‘Thank you, darling.’
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t unlike Valerie to have long baths, so Max wasn’t worried when she took ages in there. There was the odd clattering of the wine bottle she’d taken upstairs, plus the sound of her topping up the water a few times. All that was deceptively normal, but Max wasn’t kidding herself. 

      Ed had brought some pies over to warm through once Valerie was ready. When she appeared in the doorway not long after nine, she surveyed the three of them. 

      ‘Well, you all look terrible.’

      Amy rolled her eyes. ‘We can’t all have two-hour baths and come out looking like Cleopatra.’

      ‘You could,’ Valerie returned. 

      ‘Are you hungry?’ Ed asked, jumping up from the sofa. ‘I’ve got steak pie ready and waiting.’

      ‘That’d be lovely, thank you.’

      As he made to move past, Valerie placed a hand on his arm. It surprised all of them when she gathered him into a hug before stepping aside. Ed blushed, ducked his head, and hurried off to the kitchen. 

      ‘Erm, Mum,’ Amy said after a pause, ‘are you feeling okay?’

      Valerie chuckled and leaned against the doorframe. ‘Yes, I am. I’ve dropped Ollie a text to apologise for being so belligerent with the inspector, although I haven’t built myself up to messaging him personally. I’ll apologise when we speak tomorrow, I suppose.’

      ‘None of this is his fault.’

      ‘No, I know that, sweetheart, but it doesn’t make the situation any easier. My instinct is to let the Yorkshire authorities investigate because they’re closer to you; they’re closer to what feels like the centre of gravity. Perhaps by telling myself you’re safer if West Yorkshire Police are investigating, I’m assuaging my own guilt. Anyway, Amy, could you give us a minute? I just need to talk to Max about something.’

      The switch in tone confused Max as much as Amy. It took them a few seconds to acclimatise, then Amy shrugged and walked out of the room, kissing Valerie’s cheek on the way past. Valerie closed the door, but she didn’t speak right away. 

      ‘What’s going on?’ Max questioned. 

      ‘I just want your permission to do something stupid, that’s all.’

      ‘Normally you don’t ask first.’

      Valerie smiled, coming to sit beside her on the sofa. ‘Well, this affects you more than me. I’ve been thinking a lot since you mentioned about Amy wanting to move in with Ed.’

      Whatever Max had been expecting, that wasn’t it. ‘That’s not where I thought you were going. I figured it’d be something about what’s been going on.’

      ‘It’s connected. In fact, it’s more than connected. You know, I want Amy to spread her wings and enjoy life with Ed, if that’s what she wants. There’s a case to argue this isn’t the right time and I’d agree, but there is another option.’

      ‘Go on,’ Max said when she paused. 

      ‘Listen, I don’t want her to move out. The more I think about it—and it’s not just connected to safety—I want her to stay for longer. I feel like we haven’t had enough time together as a family, not just the three of us but the four of us when it happens with the baby. I don’t want Amy to be a distant sibling. I want her to be around and get the opportunities she didn’t have as an only child. Not to mention -’

      ‘You’re rambling,’ Max cut in. 

      Valerie nibbled on her lip. ‘Sorry. What do you want?’

      ‘I don’t want Ames to move out, if that’s what you’re asking.’

      ‘Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.’

      ‘Feels like I’m still a chapter behind.’

      ‘Just a few sentences, that’s all. Okay, I’ll just lay it out. What if we renovated the space above the workshop? Whatever you and Drew thought you might do in terms of storing equipment, it hasn’t transpired, but the place would make an excellent self-contained flat. There was already planning permission to transform that into residential when we moved in. We should utilise that.’

      Max was struggling to catch up. ‘You mean both of them?’

      ‘Absolutely. If Amy and Ed want to live together, why not nearby but still in their own space? It’s the best of both worlds for all of us. Even when the baby comes along, it’s hardly like we’ll be banging down their doors at -’

      ‘We’ll ask them,’ Max interrupted. 

      ‘Are you all right with it?’

      ‘I reckon it’s a great idea, but we might as well talk to them now. If they’re not interested, it’s pointless thinking about it. And we’d better hope my theory was spot on, otherwise we’re both gonna look like idiots.’

      ‘Agreed.’ Valerie leaned forward to kiss her. ‘Shall we do it now?’

      With Valerie dragging her along, there wasn’t much of a choice. Given how much happier she seemed than when she’d walked in earlier, Max was inclined to let her get on with it. They wound up in the kitchen before she worked out what they should say. Not that Valerie was likely to let her get a word in edgeways, she realised, as they drew to a halt in front of Amy and Ed. 

      ‘I have a proposal,’ Valerie announced, then winced as Max nudged her. ‘What?’

      ‘No messing around. Don’t bother setting the scene. Just say it.’

      ‘But it works better if you -’

      ‘In politics, yeah. Not in my kitchen on a Thursday night when I’m hungry.’

      Valerie opened her mouth to argue, but Max raised an eyebrow. That was enough to shut her up, although she could see the cogs turning in her head. All that media training had convinced her talking rubbish for a couple of minutes was the way to get people to listen. None of them understood normal people just switched off from all that. 

      ‘Mum?’ Amy prompted, her voice wavering. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Do you and Ed want to move into a new flat above the garage? It’d be your own place, no interference from us, but you could live together and still be close enough to know any hypothetical brother or sister.’

      Neither of them looked like they knew what to say. Ed’s jaw had dropped straight away and now he was trying to scrub his beard off his face while Amy barely seemed to breathe. 

      The stalemate went on for a minute until the microwave pinged. Ed lurched over to it, pulling the pies out and nearly fumbling them onto the floor. He caught his thumb on the tray, then swore and rushed over to soak it under the cold tap. Amy’s eyes followed all the actions, but she didn’t move from her spot beside the counter while Valerie’s shoulders slumped. 

      ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it was a silly idea.’

      Amy jolted out of her trance. ‘Wait. Do you mean it? Is it something you’ve just thought of five minutes ago?’

      ‘It’s been percolating for a few weeks but, really, let’s just forget about it and get something to eat. I’ll butter some bread.’

      The only way this could be any more awkward is if they were all walking around stark naked. Ed got on with dishing up the pies while Valerie sorted the bread and Amy got the wine. Instead of taking cutlery through to the dining room, Max opted to set the small kitchen table. She knew that Ed and Amy were shooting pointed looks at each other, but she couldn’t work out what it meant and her stomach rumbling put paid to her trying. 

      By the time they were all sat down, the tension had ratcheted up a bit more. Just as Max picked up her knife, Amy let hers clatter back to her plate. 

      ‘Why?’ she asked. 

      Valerie sighed. ‘Oh, I don’t know. We haven’t had enough time together as a family. That’s the primary reason. I want you to know your brother or sister as a sibling, not a visitor and, selfishly, I’d be happier if Max had some support nearby for when I can’t be here. You know, I do want you to have your independence, sweetheart, but I almost feel as though I want to be greedy. Ed practically lives here when I’m away, so why shouldn’t we make the situation more regular?’

      ‘We’ve actually discussed it,’ Ed said with a grimace. But we didn’t think it was right trying to tell you what to do with your own workshop.’ 

      That was news, and maybe something Max should’ve picked up on. She glanced at Valerie, waiting to see what she was going to say next. Instead, she went the route of uncomfortable silence until a grin slowly spread over Amy’s face. She looked over to Ed, and he started smiling too. 

      ‘Okay,’ Amy said finally. ‘Let’s do it.’
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      Valerie slept better on Thursday night than she had all week, not least because Max was cocooned around her. After a lengthy shower, she was ready for another bout with Ollie, who had brought fresh pastries with him from the village. Amy had opted to go into college late, meaning the four of them settled in the kitchen with coffee, determined to have a fresh tilt at the case. 

      ‘We’ve been working on the assumption this is some random lunatic,’ Valerie said, looking around at them. ‘Could it be someone with a more targeted grudge?’

      Max cleared her throat. ‘I’ve been thinking about the obvious. John Foster and Robert Carmichael.’

      Across the table, Amy swallowed hard. The suggestion her biological father could have anything to do with this was improbable, but it was something they needed to deal with. As far as Valerie knew, there had been no contact since Robert attempted to get John into Downing Street more than a year ago. That didn’t mean they could rule him out completely, though. 

      ‘I wondered about Robert,’ Amy said after a long pause. ‘Or I thought it might be something to do with his kids, punishing me for who my father is. But I really don’t think this is Robert’s style and, anyway, he’s got no reason to stir things up again, has he? Everything’s back to normal for him. He’s fine, and he’s not bothered about me.’

      As painful as that succinct analysis might be, Valerie couldn’t argue with it. Her own infrequent searches for Robert online showed his foray into politics hadn’t affected his business interests one iota. It was almost as if that interlude where he’d tried to destroy their lives had been a mirage. 

      ‘Are the kids a realistic possibility?’ Ollie questioned. 

      Amy dug her phone out of her pocket, jabbing at a few buttons before holding the screen up for them to see.

      ‘This is Tristram Carmichael. He looks nothing like the man who attacked Max. And this is Zara’s boyfriend. Given that he’s black, I think that rules him out.’

      ‘Amy -’ Valerie began. 

      ‘I’m fine, Mum. I’m just saying that it’s not them.’

      ‘Playing devil’s advocate,’ Ollie replied, ‘they could’ve hired someone.’

      ‘What’s the motive? I’ve thought about it loads and I can’t see a connection. Even if they wanted to get back at me, why bother with the kidnapping attempt? And the thing with the cab was aimed at Max. It doesn’t make sense that it would be them.’

      ‘Yeah, I agree,’ Max said. 

      Valerie nodded. ‘Me too.’

      Ollie sank back into his chair, coffee sloshing to the rim of his cup and back. The circles underneath his eyes seemed worse today, as though he’d spent the night in his flat waiting for his phone to ring. No matter the effect this mess was having on their family, Valerie couldn’t let herself forget how disruptive it was for him, too. 

      ‘John Foster,’ he said abruptly. ‘He’s more likely to hire goons to do his dirty work. I mean, he hired Carmichael in the first place, didn’t he?’

      ‘Robert was hardly a goon, though I get your point. As for John, I’d say we’ve squared our differences. He resented me for failing him, as he saw it, but I did save his life when he collapsed so . . .’

      ‘He still tried to set Stevie Lee on you after that.’

      ‘Well, if you think John’s a threat, run it by Stevie. She’ll have the ears of people who could find that out, especially given how intertwined that tabloid of theirs is with the extreme right-wingers. Personally, I can’t see it, but you can pose the question and see if it’s plausible.’

      ‘I will.’ Ollie paused to gulp down some coffee. ‘For what it’s worth, I do think you’re right. My gut feeling is that the answer lies in the way the threats have been handled. It’s someone who’s gone so far and yet he hasn’t been as stupid as the police would’ve liked him to be.’

      ‘Because he avoided being seen,’ Max said. 

      ‘Exactly. Now, we’ve been working on the idea this guy is a fringe lunatic because who else would pull something like this? But he managed to keep away from showing his face straight to the cameras and the only reason we’ve got a decent e-fit is because Max has a good memory. This is someone smarter than the police would like to believe.’

      Valerie massaged her temple. ‘Is this supposed to be helping, Ollie?’

      ‘Listen, what you said last night was spot on. I think the answer lies in the constituency.’

      ‘Excellent. So, are we ignoring the fact you stood against me with the police when I tried to keep operational control for this within our grasp?’

      ‘Which was never going to happen, and we don’t need more enemies. Let the police do their thing. I’ve got another angle. If you’ll let me follow up on it.’

      ‘Go on,’ she said when he hesitated. 

      ‘Okay. My theory is the police are focusing on the most serious threats, probably because that’s what people send right before they start physically intervening like this guy did. What I want to do is look at the low-level, repetitive angry voices. The ones you see on Twitter and Facebook. They might not be overly violent, but there’s a kernel of something there. I think that’s where the answer lies.’

      His logic was woolly and betrayed the whiff of an armchair detective, yet Valerie didn’t have any better ideas. Glances at Max and Amy indicated they didn’t either, so it was a straightforward decision to nod. 

      ‘Follow up on it,’ she said. ‘But it can’t interfere with office business. I need to at least prolong the pretence that this mess isn’t impacting our constituency work.’
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        * * *

      

      A tortuous day of meetings had drained most of her energy. Being trapped in the office with security guards stationed around the building was different to being out in the constituency meeting people. She ached for a walk along the canal or merely a breath of fresh air in a public place where everything was normal. Since none of that was likely to happen, she reconciled herself with the idea of walking around the garden when she got home. 

      Ollie returned to the cottage with her, reasoning that he could work more efficiently on the threats if she was within earshot. Perhaps it was more about company for a man who was rightfully nervous about being alone, and Valerie couldn’t deny him that, even if she wished for a quiet night with her family. 

      To her surprise, Max was sitting on the stairs when they got back. Whether she’d heard the car coming along the drive or had been there for a while wasn’t clear. It was, however, obvious something was on her mind. Ollie, after saying a quick hello, walked into the kitchen and deliberately closed the door. 

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Valerie questioned. 

      ‘I just wanted to catch you before you got bogged down with stuff.’

      ‘Okay . . .’ 

      As she waited for Max to speak, she kicked off her shoes and nudged them into their usual groove beside the rack. It was a habitual motion but one that seemed loaded with significance as she realised exactly what Max wasn’t saying. She spun back towards her. 

      ‘I hadn’t forgotten, you know. I wasn’t sure if you’d still want to or if you were too wrung out.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Max muttered. 

      ‘But you’d just rather know.’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      Valerie swallowed and gestured up the stairs. ‘Let’s do it then.’

      It wasn’t until she saw the test kit laid out on the side of the bath that a bubble of panic exploded in her chest, engulfing her for a few moments. She managed to smile, even though it felt as if her mouth was being stretched by a claw hammer. 

      ‘Do you want me to wait outside for this bit?’ she asked. 

      ‘Probably best.’

      The distance between them was almost unbearable. As much as she wracked her brains for something profound to say, nothing sprang to mind. She was about to move backwards into the bedroom when Max grasped her hand. It was simple, suddenly, and Valerie stepped into her arms. They stayed entwined like that for several minutes until Max pulled away. 

      ‘I’m good. Promise.’

      Valerie pressed her lips together. ‘I’ll be right outside the door.’

      Alone in the bedroom, she made a conscious decision to leave her phone in her pocket. She wanted to be fully present for a change, even if the result was negative. Max had taken the whole force of it last time, and Valerie wouldn’t let her go through that again. 

      ‘Are you still there?’ Max called. 

      She twisted back to the bathroom. It was a familiar scene, the pregnancy test peculiarly vivid against the porcelain sink and Max angled away from it. Whereas in London it was obvious Max had already checked the result, this time she was still nibbling on her lip. Valerie cleared her throat, reaching to brush her thumb against her cheek. 

      ‘How long has it been?’

      Max shrugged. ‘It should be ready.’

      ‘Do you want me to . . .’

      Since it was an unnecessary question, she didn’t bother finishing it. She shot one last reassuring glance at Max then turned her attention to the test. The knowledge of what it should look like blurred into reality for a few seconds and she blinked to clear her vision. 

      ‘Sweetheart,’ she murmured. 

      There was no response and no real sign Max had heard her. It was as though she’d submerged herself in that moment between hope and despair, clinging to the possibility the answer would be the one she wanted. 

      ‘Sweetheart,’ Valerie repeated, a little more firmly. ‘We’re pregnant.’

      Max raised her chin and gazed at her. She bypassed the test completely, as if only looking at Valerie could guarantee the truth. Something must’ve been convincing, and a tear trickled out of Max’s eye as realisation dawned. 

      Immediately, Valerie gathered her into a hug. It soothed Max, certainly, but it also shielded her from the mixed emotions that must have been skittering across her own face. 

      There was no burst of euphoria, nothing like the joy she’d expected. Pervading her mind was the memory of Hannah being dragged away by a hooded figure. It refused to drain away, even when Max tightened her grip and lifted her from the floor. 
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        * * *

      

      Max was the one who dragged her down to the kitchen. She was too excited to notice Valerie’s reticence, and Valerie was more than willing to let her get carried away. After the last few weeks, not to mention the pain of the previous tests, she deserved to enjoy the moment. 

      Both Amy and Ollie looked up when they entered the room. In an ideal world, they would’ve been able to speak only to Amy but, on a pragmatic level, Ollie needed to know as soon as possible. 

      ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. 

      Amy was already on her feet. ‘You’ve done it, haven’t you?’

      Unless Valerie was mistaken, Ollie swore under his breath. He clutched his mug as Amy squeaked and barrelled towards Max, slowing down just before she bowled her over. Valerie stayed by the door long enough to receive an enthusiastic hug from Amy then she moved to join Ollie at the counter. He’d made a cup of coffee for her too and he raised an eyebrow as he pushed it across. 

      ‘Do you need me to pop something stronger in it?’

      ‘More than you know,’ she said, keeping her eyes trained on Max and Amy’s joy. ‘I need to sort this out, Ollie. I’m not having this baby born into a life of fear.’

      ‘You can’t change the world, Boss.’

      ‘Perhaps not, but if I can’t protect my own family, what good am I? Look how happy they are. I wish I could feel that right now but I can’t. Not as long as this man’s still out there threatening them just to get at me.’

      Ollie stretched a hand to her arm, but she pulled away. One display of sympathy could shatter her facade into a thousand pieces, and that was the last thing she wanted to inflict on Max and Amy. 

      ‘More meetings,’ she said firmly. ‘More research. Let’s focus on the one thing Inspector Barlow can’t forbid me from doing. Whatever this guy’s motives, he’s part of a bigger picture. That’s the thing I can try and change.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t until she’d seen Valerie off to London and Amy had gone to college on Monday morning that reality started to set in a bit. The only thing she could think to do was ask the security fellas for a drive out to Drew’s. She hated not driving herself, but it was part of the rulebook at the minute. 

      The security guard only left her alone once she’d physically stepped over the threshold into Drew and Elena’s flat. He made her promise to call before leaving again, then didn’t move while she closed the door on him. 

      Elena waited patiently as she kicked her shoes off. Since it was one of Hannah’s nursery days, everything was eerily quiet, though Drew coughing from the living room made her relax. When they walked in together, they found him choking on a sherbet lemon. Max stepped forward to smack him on the back harder than strictly necessary, earning a croaky thanks for her trouble. It was normal enough for a few seconds, then the silence stretched. 

      ‘What’s up?’ Drew asked. 

      Her intention coming over here hadn’t been to tell them about the baby, and it wasn’t something she’d discussed with Valerie. But she was at a loss suddenly, wondering whether it was too soon to tell anyone. After an awkward minute, Elena took the decision out of her hands. 

      ‘Are you pregnant?’

      Max nodded slowly, and Drew jumped up. 

      ‘Bloody hell, well done. You don’t look exactly chuffed about it, though. Come on. Tell Uncle Drew all about it.’

      She snickered as he ushered her into a seat on the sofa. Elena went to put the kettle on then came back straight away, maybe sensing that leaving her alone with Drew wasn’t the best idea. She sat down next to her and rested a hand on her arm. 

      ‘It’s normal to be scared. You know that it wasn’t planned the first time with Andrew and it was like the whole world caved in. I couldn’t believe it. I seesawed between wanting to and dreading the idea. Then with Hannah, there was always the worry that something was going to go wrong. From the moment I saw the pregnancy test, that was always there.’

      Drew cleared his throat. ‘Me too. It was horrible. Everything was telling me I should be happy because this wasn’t gonna be like the last time but there was always a voice. I’m not sure I got rid of it until I was holding her. And when I came out to see you and Ames in the waiting room, do you remember?’

      ‘You looked different,’ Max replied softly. ‘Like you were someone else all of a sudden.’

      ‘That’s what it felt like. Same with Andrew, really. I was someone different both times.’

      He mustered a weak smile and thumbed in the direction of the kitchen. Max couldn’t blame him for taking a minute. It was still raw for them both, especially as Hannah grew up healthy. There was nothing to explain what’d happened with Andrew. It was just one of those things, something nobody could control. 

      ‘What’s scaring you specifically?’ Elena questioned. 

      For a few seconds, Max didn’t respond. She listened to Drew bashing around in the other room, imagining him taking lumps out of the cups in the same way he did at the office. When Elena rolled her eyes, she knew she was thinking the same thing, and it spurred her on to talking. 

      ‘It’s what’s going on with this lunatic, first off. The police came up from London the other night. They’re arguing with our lot about who’s in charge, so nothing’s getting done while they’re messing around talking about it. We’ve gone through everything we can think of and it comes down to being someone we don’t know. Some random nutter.’

      ‘But they will catch him, Max.’

      ‘Doesn’t mean I’ll feel safe. Or that I’ll feel like Valerie’s safe.’

      Elena sighed. ‘I know that’s how it feels. You can’t change who the two of you are, though, and you can’t change the fact people are so vile.’

      ‘Maybe we shouldn’t be bringing a baby into it.’

      ‘If you stop living your lives, what good would that do? You’re going to be a great mum. You deserve that chance.’

      ‘It’s not safe and I want to drag a kid into it.’

      ‘Max . . .’ Drew’s husky voice startled her from the doorway. ‘I didn’t know things wouldn’t be safe for Andrew.’

      ‘That’s not the same thing,’ she murmured. 

      ‘It is and it isn’t. I mean, parents are supposed to protect their kids and I couldn’t do that. Right from the off, I was a failure. Yeah, most of the time I know that what happened wasn’t anything to do with me, but it still feels like I let him down.’

      The last words caught in his throat and Elena immediately went across to him, resting her chin on his shoulder. They weren’t always a demonstrative couple, but Drew gave into it and wrapped an arm around her waist before he carried on. 

      ‘We didn’t have to try again. You know, we could’ve broken up and I could’ve gone back to being a lonely arsehole, yeah? I told you, Max. I told you how scared I was. Do you remember that?’

      ‘Course. I had to sober you up to get you to talk about it.’

      He tapped his free hand on his chest. ‘Everything hurt here. Everything. I was so scared and I didn’t know what to do with it. But you basically said to stop being an idiot and, if I wanted kids with Elena, I had to get past it. Max, it’s the same thing. Not exactly the same, but still.’

      With a self-conscious shrug, he disappeared back into the kitchen for a few seconds. He brought three mugs of tea out, motioning for Elena to sit back on the sofa while he lowered himself to the carpet next to Hannah’s toy workbench. The break prompted Max to broach something else she’d been trying not to think about since Friday night. 

      ‘Elena, can I ask you something that’s well out of line?’

      ‘Always,’ she said. 

      ‘Your parents are lousy, but you’re brilliant at being a mum. How’d you figure it out?’

      Elena chuckled. ‘Well, my parents weren’t always lousy. They did what yours did. Everything they were supposed to, I mean. They fed me properly, made sure I went to school, and they showed up where they were supposed to be. It was a normal childhood. The kind you look back on fondly, maybe, if everything else works out the way it should.’

      ‘If you meet someone they approve of,’ Drew supplied. 

      ‘Exactly. I fell in love with this idiot, and that was enough for my dad to flip out completely. All that rubbish about him not being good enough and he wouldn’t support me. He’d leave me as soon as he got bored. All that stuff. Think of the worst things he could’ve said and you’re pretty much there.’

      ‘I’ve never got why,’ Max said with a sidelong glance at Drew. ‘He’s not that bad when it comes down to it. Runs his own business -’

      ‘Driving cars for a living,’ Drew cut in.

      ‘But you’re still the boss.’

      Elena took a sip of her tea. ‘My dad had started off as a manual worker in a factory. He’d worked his way up and he was proud of that. I think he saw it as me falling backwards. Which is stupid because it wasn’t anything to do with him. I’d been out with all these guys my parents liked and it was mind-numbing. You know what I mean? As if I was having the same conversations all the time. Probably because I was.’

      ‘That’s how it felt before Valerie,’ Max said. 

      ‘Drew might be an idiot, but he’s my idiot. And he’s not boring.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Drew raised his mug. ‘I think.’

      ‘Trust me, it’s a compliment.’ Elena looked back to Max. ‘What I learned from my parents is that the worst thing you can do for your children is try and run their lives. Not to rake up Valerie’s past, but she tried that with Amy and look how that worked out. If you go into being a parent with the knowledge they’ll end up making their own decisions and you’ll support them with it, that’s the important thing. Until then, you just love them.’

      ‘And keep them safe,’ Max muttered.

      ‘Which you will,’ Drew said, hooking a toy wrench through his little finger and waggling it aloft. ‘You’re gonna be fine.’
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        * * *

      

      An hour with Drew and Elena helped, though she realised as she left that nearly everyone who mattered knew about the baby. With that in mind, she dropped a text to Clarice to ask if she could pop over and directed the driver to take her there. 

      Clarice was waiting in the hallway when she arrived. 

      ‘I was watching out on the security camera. It’s quite a nifty thing. I just don’t like the reason it’s needed. Anyway, can I get you a coffee, dear?’

      She took a few steps along the corridor, then turned around when she realised Max wasn’t following. Her wrinkled brow creased further. 

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing. I-I just wanted to talk to you.’

      Clarice planted her hands on her hips. ‘You’re pregnant.’

      Although Max tried to speak, nothing came out. She eventually nodded and braced herself for a negative reaction. As much as she wanted to believe Clarice had moved on from her old bigotry, there was part of her that couldn’t trust it, at least not right this minute. 

      Then Clarice darted forward with more energy than someone her age should have and yanked her down into a hug. Just as quickly, she pulled back and clicked her fingers. 

      ‘I’m sure I’ve got some of that decaffeinated stuff in the cupboard. You go sit down and I’ll bring them through.’

      It was nice to be looked after for a bit. Max went into the conservatory, where Clarice spent most of her time, and looked out of the windows. She had one hell of a garden all told, even if she couldn’t do as much of it these days as she used to. Amy used to love running round it when she was little, so she said, and it wasn’t a stretch to imagine their kid doing the same.

      ‘Here you go, dear.’

      Max smiled as a cup was pressed into her hands and she settled down on one of the sofas. There were some biscuits on the tray as well, reminding Max she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She grabbed a custard cream and ate it while Clarice waited for her tea to brew. It wasn’t until she’d poured it into her cup that she broke the silence. 

      ‘How long have you known? How far along are you?’

      ‘We only did the test on Friday, so it’s probably only a month. We weren’t planning on telling people with it being early days, but everything that’s going on makes it messier than it should be. I wanted the family to know.’

      Clarice pressed her lips together. ‘Thank you for that. Now, I imagine you’re nervous. It’s perfectly normal, whatever the circumstances.’

      ‘That’s what Elena said.’ Max blew on her coffee so she could take a gulp. ‘It’s just everything taken together, that’s all. It feels like too much.’

      ‘I can understand that. How’s Valerie taken it? And Amy?’

      ‘Pretty much bouncing off the walls. Amy, I mean.’

      ‘She always wanted a brother or sister. Timothy would’ve loved another, but it wasn’t to be.’

      That was as close as they’d ever get to talking about what’d gone on—or not gone on—in Valerie and Tim’s marriage. Max didn’t want to think about it any more than Clarice did. Plus, she liked to forget the fact that Valerie technically had a kid with a prat like Robert Carmichael rather than Tim. So she skirted back to the original point, careful not to mention that Ed was moving in since that wasn’t her news to break.

      ‘Amy’ll be brilliant. And Valerie will be as well. But I know she’s more scared than she’s letting on. Maybe it’s just because of everything else that’s happening, I’m not sure.’

      Clarice reached for her teacup. ‘I’d imagine it’s very different from the other pregnancy she’d experienced. Not only because she’s not the one, you know, carrying the baby, but because she’s so much older and her circumstances have changed so much. She spends a lot of time away.’

      ‘We’ve talked all that through before, though.’

      ‘There’s a difference when you start living it. You can have all the plans in the world, but when it becomes real, you’re right to panic. It’s healthy.’

      ‘Is it?’ Max asked seriously. 

      ‘Of course. It means you know the magnitude of what you’re taking on. I remember when I was expecting Timothy, and I was stood in the middle of a department store in Leeds looking at prams and cots. Until then, it’d been an abstract idea, but it struck me I was going to have a child that would fit into one of those things. It was a horrifying responsibility, even if we didn’t speak much about that kind of thing.’

      She paused to sip her tea, a wry smile playing on her lips. 

      ‘In the event, Timothy was a huge baby. We’d have had to return the pram we were originally looking at. There’s no way he would’ve fit.’

      Max couldn’t help laughing, and it seemed to clear the air in the conservatory. Everything felt lighter suddenly, as though the sun had come out. She took another biscuit while Clarice changed tack. 

      ‘Once they catch this man, you’ll feel calmer. Then you’ll be able to understand more of how you’re both feeling. You’ll be able to plan for the future.’ 

      ‘I’m just worried we won’t get chance,’ Max admitted. 

      Clarice stretched across and squeezed her arm. ‘I know you’re not religious, but I say have faith. You’re a few weeks into a long pregnancy. There’s plenty of time for this situation to resolve itself and you can get back to focusing on the things that are important. If you don’t have faith in God, what about having faith in the things I say, hmm?’

      ‘I can try that.’ Max swallowed the unexpected lump in her throat. ‘Thank you.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A summons from Downing Street never went unanswered, even when your relationship with the PM was as rocky as Valerie’s supposedly was with Adiba Shah. 

      Certainly, combative MPs who’d burned their bridges still received the odd phone call or invitation when policy support was tricky. The whips and their little books were incredibly effective, but a direct word from the PM was unparalleled when it came to bloodless cajoling. 

      Valerie and Adiba communicated regularly, of course. As Valerie deputised for Adiba in her constituency when she couldn’t attend, they had frequent meetings in person and online. Those meetings were confidential, however, with details known only to her private secretary and a few trusted members of the PM’s team. 

      This invitation was explicitly different. A terse call from the switchboard instructed Valerie to enter via the main door of No.10 Downing Street, a directive that displayed her to the bank of cameras and journalists prowling for a story. The first hint of what she was walking into came from a tabloid hack across the road. 

      ‘Called in for a dressing-down, Valerie?’

      She quashed her instinct to retort and instead concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. The door to No.10 was opened just enough for her to slip inside, then she was immediately led upstairs to the PM’s personal office. Once she was waved through by the secretary, she found herself on the receiving end of a warm hug. 

      ‘I’m sorry for the theatrics,’ Adiba said as they sat down. ‘Given what I’m about to say, it was better you were seen coming in through the front than fielding accusations of skulking around afterwards.’

      ‘Donny Motsam seems to think I’m here for a telling-off. Is that the case?’

      ‘To everyone out there, it’ll probably look like it. And it needs to, I’m afraid. You understand this is weakness if I play it any other way?’

      Valerie crossed her legs. ‘I know the score, don’t worry.’

      ‘Before we get into all that, can I ask if there have been any developments since we last spoke? I understand you’ve been frustrated by the deliberations over which force investigates the attack on the cab office.’

      ‘I realise that’s the Palace authorities sticking their oars in and not you.’

      ‘My people did express some concern that losing control of the investigation in London could have ramifications for how the story is represented in the future. I’m sorry, I should’ve been more upfront about that.’

      Although Adiba held her gaze, Valerie couldn’t give her the absolution she was seeking. Playing politics was all well and good until it spilled over into the personal, and this was an oil slick cascading towards her family. After a moment, she returned to Adiba’s original question. 

      ‘No more communication from the police. Whatever discussions are going on behind the scenes, they aren’t sharing with us if they have any promising leads. I’ve made it clear to Inspector Barlow that I’m unhappy with their comms and the speed of their investigation more generally.’

      ‘I’m sure you have. What about your security?’

      ‘As much as we can manage without being too obtrusive. Oliver’s arranging a constituency surgery at St. Mary’s church hall on Friday to ensure we get a face-to-face session while all this is going on. I think it’s important.’

      ‘Appointments only, I hope.’

      ‘Yes, Oliver’s handling all that, and the churchwarden is being very helpful, too. We’ve held surgeries there before, so I’m not worried. I just wish I could be more honest with them about why we’re implementing all these additional security measures when we haven’t before.’

      Adiba clasped her hands together on the desk. ‘You’ve been more open with your colleagues across the House, from what I understand.’

      The air imperceptibly shifted. They’d come to the true purpose of the meeting, and Valerie was instantly alert. Donny Motsam’s comment made more sense in this context, but she wouldn’t allow herself to capitulate in the face of a little authority. 

      ‘I’ve had many meetings, yes, and so has Oliver. None of this has impeded on my value to the taxpayer and much of Ollie’s work has been conducted voluntarily. I hate doing that to him, but it was his choice, and he’s put it in writing.’

      ‘There’s been more to these meetings than your own safety issues.’

      ‘Of course. Under the circumstances, it’s a logical extension of the conversations we’ve been having. You know the volume of abuse MPs receive. Some days, it feels as though the only tangible thing I can do is bang the drum of safety for everyone. I can’t do much about my personal situation, but perhaps there’s something I can do for others.’

      Adiba sighed. ‘Please don’t think I don’t admire that.’

      ‘But?’ 

      ‘Look, I don’t know which MP leaked it or whether it was leaked at all. These things do tend to get out and it’s highly possible a journalist sniffing for a story finally had time to follow their nose.’

      ‘Patrick Webb suggested something was brewing the other week. I doubt it’s the fault of the MPs I’ve been speaking to. From any side of the House. They were carefully selected, and they know my motives are genuine.’

      ‘Because you’ve told them the truth.’

      ‘Yes.’ Valerie licked her lips. ‘I felt it was the only way to bring trust to the conversations.’

      ‘That’s understandable.’

      The words were bland, yet the undercurrent was unmistakable. Valerie had sat through far too many Westminster gatherings to be fooled by the tone. At this point, the key was to absorb the silence and compel Adiba to continue. As a seasoned politician, she knew the routine, but it was rarely turned back upon her these days now she was PM. Valerie was positive she saw a wry smile flicker across Adiba’s lips before she spoke again. 

      ‘So far, the truth about the abduction attempt and the constituency attack hasn’t yet leaked to the press. Or, if it has, they’re keeping it to themselves. Maybe it doesn’t match the narrative they’re trying to project.’

      ‘Which is?’ 

      ‘That your cause -’

      ‘My cause?’ Valerie interjected before she could stop herself. ‘This isn’t frivolity or a case of me wasting time on something inconsequential.’

      ‘It could be perceived as selfishness on your part. In fact, my sources say that’s exactly the way it’s going to be played. Starting tonight, I’m afraid, with the expectation that it’ll overshadow tomorrow’s PMQs.’

      ‘How so?’

      Adiba shrugged. ‘The usual angle. While the general public is worrying about knife crime and burglaries, you’re focused on insulating yourself in even more of a bubble.’

      ‘Even more of a -’

      ‘Those aren’t my words.’

      ‘Perhaps not, but you’re giving them credence by repeating them. Especially when you know it’s all patently untrue. We’re not in bubbles; our staff definitely aren’t. We’re more exposed than most celebrities, precisely because we’re expected to be there without a bubble in place. Say the overt attacks hadn’t happened, that still wouldn’t negate the sheer level of abuse I’ve uncovered so far in my research, would it?’

      ‘No, of course it wouldn’t,’ Adiba said flatly. ‘But you know the optics matter. If it looks as though you’re just worried about yourself, that won’t play well with the country. Especially, I’m sorry to say, given your history of flip-flopping between factions based on who was more likely to give you a job. Again, this isn’t me. These aren’t my words.’

      Valerie dug her heels into the carpet. As much as she knew that crossing swords with the PM would somehow leak to the press, it didn’t diminish the urge to bite back. She wanted to remind Adiba of the personal sacrifices she’d made to help her reach this point, but it was water under the bridge. There were no retrospective negotiations for a deal one party never asked for in the first place. 

      ‘Okay,’ she said finally, ‘what do you suggest I do?’

      ‘If I was advising you as a friend, I’d tell you to stick to your guns and carry on with what you’re doing, because it’s important work. I’d tell you that you can handle the opprobrium of the press this time because you’ve done it before and, quite frankly, you’ve got little to lose from doing it again. You’re aware there’s little chance of promotion while I’m PM and the legacy of making things safer for your peers may be meaningful when all’s said and done.’

      Throughout that speech, Adiba’s gaze had fixed on her. Now she glanced down at her desk, moving a few papers around. The pointed silence prompted Valerie to press for more. 

      ‘And what would you advise as PM?’ 

      Adiba cleared her throat. ‘That you cease all distractions and get on with the work you’re paid to do.’

      The message was clear. Whatever official memo came out from this meeting, it would include the fact that Adiba told her to behave. What she did was down to her, and all consequences would be laid at her feet. Valerie took a steadying breath, then rose from her chair. 

      ‘You should know that Max is pregnant. We only found at the weekend. We’ve got an appointment on Friday afternoon to confirm, but we did a second test, so we’re fairly confident.’

      ‘Congratulations,’ Adiba said sincerely. ‘I know how much you both wanted this.’

      ‘It’s certainly crystallised things. I can’t bring another child into the world if I don’t at least try to make it safer.’

      A small smile flitted over Adiba’s face. ‘I understand.’

      With that, she reached for her phone, showing their convivial conversation was at an end. Valerie ignored the outlandish urge to curtsey on her way out and focused on keeping her breathing under control as she descended the staircase. If she could slip out of the rear doors before any journalists noticed, it’d be better for everyone. 
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        * * *

      

      ‘How did the meeting go?’

      Valerie slammed the door, taking perverse pleasure in the corresponding rattle all around the office. She couldn’t bring herself to sit down immediately, but she recognised Ollie deserved to be brought up to speed and forced herself to look at him.

      ‘We’re about to be blown out of the water.’

      He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I know. I’ve just fielded a call asking whether your earful from the PM had anything to do with your campaign to make your life a little cushier.’

      ‘Donny Motsam?’ she queried. 

      ‘How’d you guess?’

      ‘Just a hunch. Adiba thought we’d have until tonight to prepare. She thought it’d break in time for PMQs to cause maximum discomfort for her.’

      ‘That might’ve been the initial calculation, but maybe they’ve realised there’s less mileage in that than they wanted. Adiba calling you in and telling you to put a sock in it shows strength, doesn’t it? More strength than the Leader of the Opposition’s shown recently. It’s more dangerous for him to put his own failures in the spotlight than make something out of this politically.’

      Valerie tilted her head to the side. ‘Doesn’t that just mean we’re back to a journalistic free for all?’ 

      ‘Afraid so. I’d say we’ve got a matter of hours before the first articles appear.’

      ‘Did you give Donny a quote?’

      ‘I didn’t confirm or deny anything. I offered a quid pro quo he could never agree to. Give me his source and I’d give him a quote.’

      ‘Nicely played.’

      ‘I’ve got my uses,’ he said with a smirk. ‘What do you want me to do next?’

      For more than a minute, she couldn’t respond. Her mind was racing through everything they’d tried to do in the last few weeks and how pulling on one thread could unravel the whole thing. But, she recognised as she looked back to Ollie, they didn’t have a choice. 

      ‘You need to call every single MP we’ve dealt with and assure them their participation will not be leaked by us. We’ve anonymised all the data we’re using and, besides, it isn’t ready for release yet, anyway. I know that’s going to take some time, but I think it’s the most important thing to do. In the meantime, I’d better tell Max and Amy to brace themselves.’

      ‘Maybe talk to Patrick Webb and Stevie as well.’

      Valerie exhaled. ‘I don’t think Patrick can help us much now. He’s a friend, but this story’s gold for his editors.’

      ‘He could frame it properly.’

      ‘Ollie, I’m not willing to go public with what happened.’

      ‘Someone will at some point -’

      ‘It will not be right now. Listen to me on that. But you’re right, I do need to speak to Patrick to make that abundantly clear.’

      ‘What about Stevie?’ Ollie pressed. 

      ‘I’m not sure what she can do. She’s trying to steer clear of the editorial arguments her father got into with the newspapers. I don’t want her breaking that rule for me and setting a precedent.’

      ‘Not everything’s a dastardly machination. Tell her because she’s a friend and she’d like to know.’

      Although she opened her mouth to argue, Valerie closed it again. She was in danger of falling into the Westminster trap of believing everything was a plot. Sometimes there was just a friend who had already proven themselves. 

      ‘Fine, I’ll call her.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Ollie said as his phone let out a flurry of beeps. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’

      Valerie slumped into her chair. ‘What?’

      ‘Bloody Donny Motsam. He’s been helpful enough to tag you all over social media. There’s a link to an article. Do you want me to read it to you?’

      ‘I think you’d better had.’

      She tilted her chin towards the ceiling, focusing on one of the cracks in the tiles that seemed to expand by the day. Ollie was audibly cringing as he began.

      ‘Notoriously vain MP Valerie Smythe has decided looking after herself is more important than looking after her constituents. Not satisfied with trying to get herself a better job during the leadership race last year (and ending up with nothing), our Valerie’s now running around complaining about how unsafe she feels. Allegedly, she’s trying to recruit other whinging MPs to her cause in a bid to get herself back into the papers. Hint hint: it worked!’

      ‘Is that it?’ Valerie squinted at him. ‘I thought it’d be a full assassination, raking everything up I’ve ever said.’ 

      ‘Oh, it will be. I think he wanted to be first with the story, but it’s not his last word. I’d better crack on with damage control. So should you.’

      Valerie reached for her mobile. ‘Yes. I suppose I’d better.’
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        * * *

      

      By 9pm, every ounce of her patience had been sapped by the constant stream of messages and tweets. They were coming in thick and fast, more rapidly than Ollie could deal with them. Every so often, she peered across the desk and saw an aggrieved expression that she simply had to probe. Invariably, it was a personal threat that had floated to the surface, rather proving her point as far as Valerie was concerned. 

      ‘I’ll get them all sent over to the police,’ Ollie promised as they packed up. ‘If our guy’s as obsessively angry with you as he seems to be, his name could be here.’

      ‘Along with thousands of others.’

      ‘A lot of them are bots, you know.’

      ‘Nice try. A lot of them aren’t.’

      There was no legitimate argument to that and he was astute enough to realise it. So, instead of trying, he simply called the security team to pick them up and helped her gather her own things together. It had been decided in two sentences over sandwiches that he would spend the night on her sofa, something that’d eased Max’s anxiety at least slightly when they’d spoken earlier. 

      The illusion of safety was greater once they were locked inside the flat on Southampton Row. She cracked open a fresh bottle of single malt and poured them both a generous measure before settling in her favoured chair. Sat in his grey suit and stripy socks, Ollie looked as if he’d been transplanted out of a Where’s Wally? book and straight into her living room. Neither of them spoke for a long time until Valerie finished her whisky and refilled her glass. 

      ‘I’m not sure it’s worth it, Ollie.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve been thinking that myself off and on all afternoon.’

      Valerie peered at him. ‘Is there a but?’

      ‘If I’m being honest, I don’t know. We’ve been through it all before, haven’t we? Both of us know how important this could be and I don’t want to give up on that, but the bigger picture? I don’t know.’

      ‘Which means what? I should push the campaign to its conclusion then step down?’

      ‘Do you want that?’ Ollie countered. 

      ‘Right now, I’ve got no idea. I keep circling back to what I said to Adiba earlier, about trying to make the world safer for the baby. And, actually, I’m starting to think I’ve made a terrible mistake.’

      Ollie placed his glass on the table. ‘With the baby?’

      ‘Mmm.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she muttered, swirling her whisky around. ‘From the moment Max told me she wanted children, I’ve embraced it. Not just because it’s something she wants. I hadn’t thought I needed a second life in that sense, but it’s a chance to do things right, act as a grown-up and enjoy every second. I feel so guilty that I never managed that with Amy. I’m not sure I can ever reconcile with that, but she’s so excited at the prospect of a little brother or sister. We all want this.’

      ‘But?’ he prompted when she fell silent. 

      ‘I suppose the question’s simple. Have I been unutterably selfish to think I could safely bring a baby into this? And am I making the same mistakes I did with Amy? It’s different, of course. With Amy, it was emotional harm thanks to me lying to her for 15 years about who her biological father was. With the baby, it’s more physical than that. Am I putting them in physical danger the way I did with Hannah?’

      ‘Hey, you’re not doing anything. It’s everyone making the threats -’

      ‘That’s semantics, Ollie. It’s a theoretical argument that doesn’t change the fact the baby will be at risk in the world because of who they have as a mother. And there’s no way out of it, is there? The baby’s real; the threat’s real. I can’t change one or the other. Even if I leave politics tomorrow, there’s an imprint on my life—on the baby’s life—that puts them at risk. I don’t know what to do with that.’

      Ollie rubbed his chin and gazed at his feet. Perhaps the absurd contrast between his socks and the staid carpet struck him suddenly. A smile drifted onto his face, then became more pronounced as he looked back to her. 

      ‘We’ve got to ride out the storm. There’s no alternative politically, but it’s not just that. People are still coming forward. We’ve had at least four fresh contacts today, mostly from Labour MPs. That means it matters. Come on, you wanted to make a difference in politics, and this could be it. We’ve got to push through, get the research together, force a debate or whatever. If that’s what you’ve done with your career in politics, I’m happy to have been a part of it. I mean that.’

      Valerie swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘I know you do.’

      ‘So we push it,’ Ollie concluded, reaching for his glass again. ‘Until we can’t push it any further.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone had opened the curtains. At first, Max thought that’s what’d woken her, but then a hand rested on her shoulder. She sat up straight, nearly knocking Amy to the floor. 

      ‘Sorry, sorry.’

      Amy perched on the edge of the bed. ‘No, I’m sorry. I needed to talk to you before I go to college. Otherwise I would’ve let you sleep.’

      ‘Go on,’ she said, rubbing sleep out of her eyes. ‘Hit me. Did it get worse?’

      ‘Oh, yeah. All the tabloids are covering it now and a couple of broadsheets as well. I mean, the broadsheets are mostly being fair and saying safety’s an issue, but the tabloids have just completely gone for her. Then you’ve got the comments.’

      Max sighed and flattened her hair down. She noticed Amy had brought a cuppa up for her, something so simple that shouldn’t make her chest ache the way it did. Maybe it was just that Valerie should be here as well, or that the only thing greeting her this morning would be Ollie’s famous socks on the bathroom floor. 

      ‘You shouldn’t be reading any of that rubbish.’

      ‘I’d rather know. My dad always said it’s better to find out where the attacks are coming from. Except this is—this is bad, Max. Really bad.’ 

      As much as she didn’t want to ask the question, Amy’s eyes were raw with tears. It was obvious she’d been awake most of the night and Max owed it to her to take some of the burden if she could. 

      ‘Come on then,’ she said. ‘Give me the lowlights.’

      Amy chewed on her lower lip, but she didn’t argue. She pulled her phone out from her pocket and made a show of scrolling through some pages, even though Max knew she’d have the worst ones memorised. 

      ‘There are some just targeting the selfish politician angle. Looking after her own miserable skin while making everybody else’s life a misery. And that’s coupled with all the ones saying she signed up for it because she’s a Tory. They’re basically saying they don’t see anything wrong with a bit of name-calling, as if it’s a stupid word game.’

      ‘To most people, that’s all it is,’ Max pointed out. 

      ‘But why is that okay?’

      ‘I’m not saying it is. But most people won’t reckon it goes further than that, so they think it doesn’t matter. That it doesn’t count as being abusive.’

      ‘And what about the ones saying Mum should be—she should be strung up?’

      Max flinched as images from her nightmares zipped through her head. She barely forced them away before Amy was talking again. 

      ‘No one’s stopping it. Fine, some posts are being removed, but the moderators are leaving loads up and letting them get away with it. And everybody else is seeing there’s another bunch of people who are actually saying these vile things and they’re still saying she isn’t in danger. I don’t get it, Max. I don’t understand.’

      Amy’s tears spilled over, and she covered her face. There was a box of tissues on Valerie’s bedside table that Max had to stretch to reach, but it gave her something to do. She pressed a bundle into Amy’s hands, then massaged her arm as the tears subsided. From the way her breath shuddered when she threw the tissues into the bin, she wasn’t done yet. 

      ‘What else are they saying?’ Max asked. 

      ‘The homophobes are out as well. Raking up everything that’s ever happened from John Foster right through to your parents. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re after them for a quote.’

      ‘Doubt they’d get it. It’s not in my mum and dad’s interests to stick their heads back into the limelight, not even to stick the boot in. What about Valerie’s mum? Have they mentioned her?’

      Amy shook her head. ‘If they’ve ever tracked her down, it’s something they don’t seem to want to bring up. It might backfire and get her a bit of sympathy. Like Mum said last night, no one’s mentioned all this campaign is based on real threats. Because it doesn’t fit the narrative. Isn’t that what Adiba said? The narrative that’s letting Mum be threatened for tabloid sport, that narrative.’

      Venom had slipped back into Amy’s voice. All of a sudden, Max was struck by the contrast of her being so angry on Valerie’s behalf when she’d been exactly the opposite a few years ago. It’d been a different house, a different life pretty much, but she could remember Amy showing the same level of fury at something Valerie had written while she was trying to get herself elected. 

      Things changed. Circumstances changed. If she’d have told either of them that this was where they were going to end up, they’d both have laughed. But you couldn’t know what was going to happen next, despite how much she wanted to tell Amy everything would be all right. 

      ‘It’s going to get worse before it gets better, isn’t it?’ Amy questioned. 

      Max tried to smile and failed. ‘Probably, yeah.’

      ‘What if something happens to her? And don’t say it won’t. Don’t lie to me.’

      ‘Hey, you know I don’t do that. Look, Ames, all I can say is that the security fellas are working their backsides off to keep her safe. Ollie’s doing everything he can to make sure everyone she’s meeting is safe, especially on Friday when she’s back up here. There’s nothing else we can be doing until the police find him, except stay safe ourselves. That’s what she wants.’

      Another tremble took over Amy’s body for more than a minute. Max waited until it’d passed, trying to keep her own fears locked down in the pit of her stomach. Then she squeezed Amy’s arm. 

      ‘Are you sure you’re up for college today?’ 

      ‘I have to,’ she muttered.

      ‘You don’t.’

      ‘Everyone’ll think I’m hiding.’

      ‘So what? Until this is sorted -’

      ‘But how long do we wait? What happens if it drags on for months and they don’t find him? And then there’s all these other people who think the same thing. That’s not going away, is it?’

      Max couldn’t answer, and Amy knew that. She took a few deep breaths, scrunching up another wad of tissues to dab at her eyes before slipping off the bed. It was a move straight out of Valerie’s playbook, trying to convince everyone else she was ready to walk back into the bear-pit when she wasn’t fooling anyone who really knew her. As she threw the latest lump of used tissues into the bin, she glanced over to Max. 

      ‘What are your plans today?’ 

      ‘Thought I’d go see Gillian and Stacey. They must be getting a right earful from every angle. If Ollie can’t be there, the least I can do is pop in and check on them.’

      Amy mustered a smile, even if it didn’t stretch very far. ‘Promise you’ll be careful.’

      ‘I promise,’ Max said seriously. ‘And you too.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      There was something serene about being in a church, no matter how deeply embedded your atheism. Of all the locations Valerie held constituency surgeries, the hall attached to St. Mary’s, far from the bustle of the town centre, was her favourite. 

      She sat for several minutes in one of the rear pews. Apart from a handful of older parishioners and the security guard by the door, she was alone. A line of candles flickered off to her left and, after a brief deliberation, she slipped from her seat and approached the alcove. There was a cluster of candles waiting for a flame, so she lit a splint and let it catch the wick. It sputtered then settled and a pool of hot wax quickly began forming, precipitating unexpected stinging in her eyes. 

      All the candles Clarice had lit for Tim over the years could’ve illuminated the entire church. At times like this, Valerie wished she believed in something higher, but she could at least settle on the notion that Tim was still with them in one way or another. 

      ‘Ms Smythe? It’s quarter to.’

      The warden had appeared out of nowhere, his discreet footsteps almost blending into the silence. He was a lovely, gentle man who never failed to show kindness to everyone who attended one of her surgeries. As a bonus, he had a secret cache of luxury ginger cookies that he shared with her at the end of each session. She was already looking forward to that. 

      ‘Thank you, Ron. I shouldn’t let Oliver set up completely by himself, should I?’

      ‘Well, he’s doing a good job. But he is making it known he’s doing that.’

      Valerie chuckled and followed Ron through the wooden door connecting the church to the adjoining hall. Behind them, Jackson pulled the door closed and checked in with Ryan, the smaller guard who would sit unobtrusively at the back of the hall, while Jackson handled the main entrance. Over by the stage, Ollie was bending over, hands rested on his thighs. He straightened up as they reached him. 

      ‘How come you look immaculate and I’m sweating like a—a sweaty thing?’

      ‘Because I’m the MP and you’re the -’

      ‘Careful where you’re going with that.’

      ‘Then don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to,’ she replied with an amused glance at Ron. ‘On a serious note, are we all organised?’

      Ron murmured something about checking on the refreshments and made a diplomatic exit. It gave Valerie a moment to judge Ollie’s demeanour and ascertain whether there was anything she needed to be concerned about, but he waved that away. 

      ‘Boss, we’re fine. But I wish we’d been able to get back last night so you could see Max and Amy first. I think it would’ve done you good.’

      ‘The meetings were worth it.’

      ‘You don’t have to pretend with me. Sure, they were important, but you’re not a robot, all right? You’re allowed to feel multiple things at the same time.’ 

      ‘Doesn’t it depend on who you ask?’ Valerie retorted, then she pressed her lips together. ‘I wish I could’ve seen Max this morning. It isn’t the same on a video call, even if she’s so much better at them these days. I just want to hold her.’

      Ollie patted her arm. ‘That’s why we’re nipping back to the office after the surgery instead of going straight to the next meeting. Max is there, keeping Gillian and Stacey company.’

      His shy smile brought tears to her eyes, and she yanked him into a hug to mask her emotions. It wasn’t altogether convincing, as he blushed when they separated and gestured to his watch. 

      ‘We’d better unleash the hell hounds. Sorry, was that a bit too Biblical?’
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        * * *

      

      A constituency surgery was a surefire way to bring any MP back to reality with a bump. Perhaps that was why some of her colleagues dispensed with them entirely, just in case the desperation rubbed off. 

      Five appointments had yielded plenty of casework for Gillian, including immigration concerns and a despicable error involving the DWP stopping someone’s benefits. As well as ensuring they had all the right information to escalate the case, Valerie had Ollie put in a call to a council contact about an emergency grant. It wouldn’t erase the hardships the family had already suffered, but it was something and, arguably, the least she could do. 

      There were a handful of constituents left, ranging from a young black man reading a textbook through to an elderly white couple who seemed intent on ignoring each other even as they shared a bag of sweets. 

      ‘Who have we got next?’ Valerie questioned. 

      Ollie checked his notes. ‘Ben Caldicott. Landlord issues, apparently. From what he said in his email, it’s been dragging on for a few months and he’s got nowhere going through the proper channels.’

      ‘Okay, well, hopefully we can grease the wheels.’

      She scanned the room, trying to check which one was Ben Caldicott. Two rows behind the elderly couple, there was a hunched figure with a beard. He seemed to be studying the parquet flooring in the way anxious visitors often did. Talking about their problems was difficult for some people and she was anticipating a conversation where teasing information from him was half the battle. 

      Then he shuffled his shoulders and an icy sensation swept through her body, settling in her stomach. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, but there was something about this man that set her leg jittering. 

      ‘Ollie,’ she murmured. 

      Her tone immediately put him on alert. His gaze followed hers, although he was more puzzled than alarmed. From the perspective of someone who had only seen the e-fit, she could understand the confusion. Max’s attacker in Covent Garden had been clean-shaven while this man’s beard came across as habitual scruffiness. Even so, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d seen him before.

      ‘What do we know about Caldicott?’ she asked. 

      Ollie flipped through his folder, skimming an email from Gillian. ‘He lives on the outskirts of town, near the retail park. It’s a short-term let that he’s having trouble with, something to do with noise from another tenant in the same block.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Not really. You going to tell me what you’re thinking?’

      She neglected to answer for a few seconds. There was no logical reason Ben Caldicott had piqued her interest and yet she couldn’t stop staring at him. When he lifted his chin and caught her looking, there was a flash of clarity between them. He was exactly who she thought he was.

      Before she could comprehend what was happening, he jumped to his feet. The sudden movement triggered some sort of reflex in Ollie. He stood up and rounded the table, catching the attention of Ryan in the corner. 

      Caldicott glanced around wildly, then darted forward. He was suddenly closer to them than Ryan, feinting to the left in a bid to avoid Ollie. 

      ‘I just want to talk to you,’ he called.

      ‘You’ll get your chance,’ Ollie said as he stepped into his path. ‘We need to take a break, that’s all. Ryan, could you -’

      It all happened so fast that Valerie couldn’t put the pieces together in her mind. She blinked and Ollie went from standing directly in front of the table to being crumpled up on the floor, blood spreading from a wound in his stomach. She was barely aware of Ryan leaping on Caldicott, but then he broke free, racing towards the fire exit. 

      Everything else faded into the background and she dropped to her knees beside Ollie. His shirt was soaked with blood, the buttons skidding from her fingers as she tried to prise them apart. In the end, she ripped the fabric and grasped as the stab wound came into view. 

      ‘Oh, my God . . .’

      Panic engulfed her for the briefest moment until her training kicked in. She shrugged her jacket off and pressed it against the laceration, wincing as Ollie groaned in pain. His head lolled to the side, and she knew instinctively that he’d lost consciousness. 

      ‘Ollie, please,’ she whispered. 

      Another figure appeared in her line of sight. The church warden was there, shaken but resolute. He stretched a trembling hand to her shoulder. 

      ‘There’s an ambulance on its way. What can I do to help?’

      Valerie held up a hand, lowering her ear to Ollie’s mouth. It was as she’d feared, and she glanced at Ron in horror. 

      ‘Get the defib from the foyer. He’s not breathing.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      If she let herself think, Max knew she’d fall apart. 

      The drive to the hospital took longer than it should’ve. She concentrated on wondering why they’d taken a left at the lights instead of going straight on. Her choice would’ve been to take the second left, cutting through the industrial estate and coming out further up the bypass. That was the route she’d taken the night she’d met Valerie, she realised suddenly. 

      ‘Max?’ Amy grabbed her arm. ‘Are you okay?’

      She blinked away the spots in her vision, banishing the memory of Valerie stranded at the side of the road. Now she could see Amy’s haggard face and the way her hair hung loose from its ponytail. They’d picked her up from college after Max called reception to pull her out of class, but they’d barely exchanged a word since she jumped into the car. All either of them knew was that Ollie was injured and Valerie wasn’t. 

      ‘I just wanna get to her, that’s all.’

      Amy nodded, then glanced out of the window. Something in the way she twisted her body was a signal the question needed reciprocating, but it took Max another few minutes to build up to it. They’d skidded on to the bypass and past the nature reserve before the words came out. 

      ‘What about you? How you doing?’

      ‘I’m a bitch,’ Amy murmured. 

      That was so far from what Max was expecting that she almost had to physically adjust. By the time Amy turned back towards her, she was able to meet her eye. 

      ‘How are you a bitch?’ she asked. 

      Amy clenched her jaw. ‘I was relieved. You told them to tell me Mum wasn’t hurt, just so I’d know what I was coming into. But I felt this rush of relief that it wasn’t her. But it’s Ollie, Max. How could I wish that on him?’

      ‘Hey, you didn’t. Nobody did.’ 

      ‘But if it’d been a choice -’

      ‘Ames, we all get that. There’s no shame in being grateful it wasn’t her. Doesn’t mean you wanted anything to happen to Ollie. But, listen, you’ve got to get that out of your head before we see her, all right? Because that’s what she’ll be thinking as well. That it could’ve been her. That it should’ve been. Whatever happened over there, she’ll be feeling guilty. It’s down to her that Ollie was there. We can’t let her think like that.’

      A few seconds passed as the car veered sharply around a parked minibus, jolting them both out of their seats. Then Amy exhaled and grasped for her hand. Max squeezed as hard as she could, trying to pass whatever certainty she had about anything straight over to Amy. It left the hollow chink in her chest feeling like a crater, but she could handle that for now. 
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        * * *

      

      The security team had arranged to get them into A&E through a loading bay, though it took them five long minutes to do a proper sweep and let them out of the car. As much as Max wanted to tell them it didn’t bloody matter anymore, she knew it’d matter to Valerie, especially since the guy was still in the wind. 

      ‘Can they just let us out?’ Amy snapped. 

      Max rubbed her shoulder. ‘Give it a bit longer.’

      ‘She’ll think we don’t care.’

      ‘No, she’ll thank us for being careful.’

      Amy snorted, but she didn’t argue. When Pete came to let them out of the car, she allowed him to lead her by the elbow through a service door, with Max following on behind. The door slammed shut and the silence settled around them. This was part of the hospital no one usually got to see, with doors leading off to the mortuary and an unmarked room that Max instinctively turned away from. 

      ‘It’s this way,’ Pete said. ‘Ms Smythe has been placed in a quiet corridor near one of the operating theatres.’ 

      ‘Does that mean Ollie’s in surgery?’ Amy asked. 

      Pete hesitated, then finally nodded. ‘That’s as much as I’m privy to. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. My instructions are to deliver you to the primary team and get back to ensure the house is secure.’

      ‘What about everyone else?’

      ‘Don’t worry about that. We’ve got men stationed at the cafe and the cab office, as well as Ms Smythe’s cottage. Believe me, we’re keeping them safe.’

      It didn’t take a genius to guess Amy was thinking the same thing Max was: how much should they trust a bunch of blokes who’d allowed Ollie to be stabbed on their watch? Maybe Pete realised that. He cleared his throat and gestured along a deserted corridor. 

      ‘Down here and left at the end.’

      Max didn’t know what she was expecting when they reached the bank of chairs where Valerie was, but it suddenly crystallised in her head as she caught sight of her. She threw an arm out to stop Amy from running forward, earning herself a growl in the process. 

      ‘Come on! What are we waiting for?’ 

      ‘Listen to me for a sec. We’ve got to take a breath and get ourselves straight. If we rush over there like this, she’ll feel as though she has to look after us. But it’s the other way round for a change, yeah? We need to walk over there and pretend we’re calm, no matter what’s really going on. We’ve got to give her what she needs.’

      Amy brushed a tear from her cheek. ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘Time and space,’ Max said, eyes fixed on Valerie’s bowed head. ‘Somewhere to break down where it’s just the three of us. You help me get her up and we’ll get her to the nearest loos.’

      ‘She needs fresh clothes,’ Amy murmured. ‘There’s blood all over her shirt.’

      It could’ve been a trick of the light that stopped Max seeing that until now, or maybe just wishful thinking. Now she saw the red stains along Valerie’s sleeves, she couldn’t drag her gaze away. 

      ‘Ms Jarvis?’ Pete said. 

      Max swallowed as she glanced to him. 

      ‘Her suitcase was in the car. I’ll get Jackson to bring it to you. And the nearest bathroom is down there on the left. It’s within the cordon the hospital has given us, so you’ll be safe and you won’t be disturbed.’

      ‘I appreciate it,’ she replied. 

      ‘It’s the least I can do.’ 

      From looking into his face, she thought he felt guilty. Which was stupid considering he hadn’t been on duty at the church hall, but, then again, Max felt guilty herself for not being there. She tried to smile, tried to make clear that he wasn’t to blame, then motioned for Amy to follow her along the corridor. The man beside Valerie saw them coming and immediately moved away to give them some privacy. Not that it made a difference, since Valerie didn’t seem to notice they’d arrived or that anything was going on around her at all. That caused Amy first to slow down, then to stop a couple of metres short of her mother. 

      It was left to Max to do something she vividly remembered Valerie doing for her elsewhere in this same hospital. She kneeled down in front of her and waited until Valerie realised she was there. 

      ‘Hey,’ Max said softly. ‘You’re coming with us for a minute, all right?’

      Valerie tilted her head to the side. She didn’t seem capable of talking, but at least she knew what they were asking. After taking a few deep breaths, she held out an arm and allowed Max to pull her up. Amy went around the other side to steady her before the three of them walked down the corridor. 

      Just as Pete had thought, the toilets were empty. Max nudged open the door and helped Valerie inside, then watched carefully as she gripped the sink with both hands. Amy let the door swing shut behind them, but it wasn’t until it’d stopped creaking altogether that something broke in Valerie. 

      First off, she started trembling, then the tears came quickly. Max darted forward to steady her as she swayed back and forth, waiting for the sign that she was ready for more than that. A few moments later, Valerie raised her chin and stepped into her arms, crumpling against her chest and sobbing. All Max could do was hold her.
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      ‘I’m sorry.’

      The duet of snickers across the bathroom was strangely comforting. It was as though she’d woken from a virulent nightmare to be confronted by the normality of Max and Amy ridiculing her. As if everything was normal when she knew it wasn’t.

      She finished wiping her eyes with a coarse paper towel, then glanced at her face in the mirror. The state of her hair balanced the splotches of mascara on her cheeks and, she recognised with a jolt, the blood smeared on her forehead. Reaching for another towel, she scrubbed until her pores protested. 

      Amy finally snatched it away and tossed it into the bin. That gave Valerie no other option but to look at her daughter. She seemed younger suddenly, transported back to when hospital visits were their life. Yet again, she’d been pulled into the orbit of something no teenager needed to experience, and this time it was her fault. 

      ‘Sweetheart, I’m fine,’ Valerie said. ‘I’m a little shaken -’

      ‘Stop,’ Amy interjected. 

      ‘You don’t have to worry about it. That’s all I’m saying.’

      ‘Of course I’m going to worry! Someone just came after you with a knife and you’re telling me it’s fine. Great, that’s all right then.’

      ‘Amy, please.’

      ‘I could’ve lost you as well.’

      Valerie tried to swallow, but the sandpaper in her throat caught. She glanced over at Max’s pained face and tried again with more success. Then she edged closer to Amy, who was clutching her stomach in a fruitless attempt to mask her quivering. It was only a matter of seconds before Valerie coaxed her into a hug and she closed her eyes as Amy took her turn to sob.

      ‘I’m so sorry, darling,’ she said. 

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ Amy mumbled. 

      ‘Apologising feels like the only thing I can do.’

      Amy shook her head and pulled away. Now she was the one wiping her eyes with that horrible rough paper while Valerie gazed at Max, wondering if her turn to fall apart would arrive anytime soon. She could see how brittle she was, yet Max was so used to compacting her emotions into tiny boxes that they rarely ventured into the light. Sometimes there were flashes, but, as Max broke the silence, it was clear she was determined to keep the boxes sealed right now. Not that Valerie could blame her in the least. 

      ‘How’s Ollie? Is there any more news? All we got was that he was in surgery. Pete didn’t really mean to tell us that.’

      Valerie exhaled. ‘I don’t think he’s actually been in the operating theatre that long. It just feels like an eternity, I suppose. His parents are on their way. Ron offered to call them, but they deserved to hear it from me.’

      ‘Mum . . .’ Amy rested a shoulder against the pockmarked wall. ‘What happened?’

      Such a simple question and one she’d been trying to unravel in her mind since the ambulance had arrived at the church hall. The responding police officers hadn’t known what to do with her, so Jackson and Ryan had taken control and brought her straight to the hospital. It meant she hadn’t been quizzed on exactly what had happened, and she knew she needed to get it clear in her head. 

      ‘A man made an appointment,’ she said slowly. ‘It went through the right channels and checks, everything we were supposed to be doing. As far as I’m aware, Ben Caldicott is the man’s name, but something might’ve slipped through the net.’

      ‘Who did the checks?’ Max asked. 

      ‘Ollie refused to delegate that. He said anybody coming into that hall had to have his stamp of approval. Until someone says otherwise, I have to believe everything happened as it should.’

      ‘Was he searched?’

      ‘Yes. I’ve no idea how the knife got into the building. Anyway, there was something about Caldicott as soon as I saw him. Don’t ask me how I knew. Maybe it was just the way he looked at me. When he jumped up, Ollie intercepted him. Everything’s in flashes. I can’t remember the details.’

      Max reached out to rub her arm. ‘You’re doing all right.’

      ‘The police’ll want more. And I suspect they’ll be furious that Jackson and Ryan let him get away. But there might have been a second attacker. I can’t fault them for standing their ground.’

      ‘If they’d left you alone, I would’ve been after them myself.’

      It was an ostensibly offhand remark, but Valerie had no doubt about the underlying sincerity. Max’s grip tightened on her arm until, suddenly, she seemed to realise what she was doing and let go. Over in the corner, Amy pushed herself off the wall and cleared her throat. 

      ‘I’ll go see if Jackson’s got your suitcase out of the car. You need to get changed, even if it’s into yesterday’s clothes.’

      Valerie simply nodded. Whether Amy needed a break or was delicately giving them some time together, the outcome was the same. The door creaked closed again and they were alone, with only the hum of the electric lights for company. Just a few seconds of that brought fresh tears to Valerie’s eyes. 

      ‘It’s bad, Max. A stomach wound isn’t something to be taken lightly.’

      ‘You’ve got to trust in the doctors.’

      ‘I wish it’d been me, not him.’

      ‘Valerie -’

      ‘Why did he get in the way, hmm? Why would he put himself in that position? He shouldn’t ever have done it, not for me.’

      ‘None of this is your fault,’ Max said.

      ‘Of course it is. I’m the one who put us all in the spotlight. Whatever warped rationale this guy has, it’s directed at me and that means it’s directed at you. All because I’m an MP. You know what makes me really angry? That everything we put in place failed. We did everything right and it still wasn’t enough. And now everyone’s in danger. Clarice, Ed, Elena, Gillian, Stacey. You’re wrong, Max. They’re all in danger and it is my fault. They wouldn’t be at risk if it wasn’t for my job.’

      Max edged forward. ‘You’ve got to stop for a minute.’

      ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Listen to me. Just look at me.’

      A thumb tilted her chin upwards and she found herself gazing into Max’s eyes. She couldn’t stand the scrutiny, searching out her lips for a kiss instead. It only lasted a few seconds, and then she burrowed herself into the crook of her neck. As Max’s powerful arms encircled her waist, she let herself cry again.
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      The way Valerie put herself back together wasn’t a surprise, but it still impressed Max, even after all this time. She changed into cleaner clothes, bagging up the bloodied ones as if it was something she did every day. Then she reapplied her make-up with her usual perfection. Once they stepped into the corridor, even Amy did a double-take before she gestured to the seating area. 

      ‘Mum, the police are here.’

      Valerie squeezed her arm on the way past. ‘Thanks, darling.’

      As Max made to follow her, Amy raised an eyebrow. It was the most normal thing that’d happened all day, and laughter pulsed in her throat before she remembered where they were. Amy looked like she was going through the same thing, her expression sobering a bit. 

      ‘I called Biddy. She’s trying to hide it, but she’s in a bit of a state. I think I should stay there tonight. Whenever we leave here, I mean.’

      ‘That’s a good call. What about Ed?’

      ‘I told him to stay with his mum.’

      Max nodded, her eyes straying to where Valerie was talking with a police sergeant. She was doing her normal routine of acting like she was fine, but the officer was the only one buying it. Both the security guards and Ron were watching her as carefully as Max was, maybe getting ready to catch her if she wobbled. 

      The officer left a few minutes later, and Max approached Valerie. 

      ‘What was all that about?’ she asked.

      ‘Courtesy, mainly,’ Valerie replied in a voice loud enough for everyone in the corridor to listen. ‘Inspector Barlow’s stuck in traffic on the M1, but he’ll be here as soon as possible. Beyond that, it just confirmed a few things we already suspected. The man’s name actually was Ben Caldicott and he’s a local resident. They haven’t traced him yet, though.’

      Max scrutinised Valerie’s face. ‘What else?’

      ‘Ollie’s parents have arrived. They’d like to see me.’

      ‘Mum -’ Amy began, but Valerie held up a hand. 

      ‘Darling, I’ve got this. And it’s better I do it alone. If you or Max come with me, I’ll only fall apart. Ollie needs me to be strong for them and I owe him that.’

      Much as Max wanted to argue, she knew Valerie was right. She was about to concede with a shrug when Ron rose unsteadily to his feet. 

      ‘May I join you? I’d like to speak to them as someone who saw how brave Oliver was. It could be a help.’

      Valerie swallowed. ‘Thank you. I’d appreciate that.’
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        * * *

      

      Without Valerie in the corridor, it felt empty somehow. 

      Max made an effort to sit down just so Amy would. Even knowing Jackson was escorting Valerie around, there was still a gnawing in her stomach she couldn’t get rid of. She jumped straight back up and walked over to the water fountain. Until she had a drink, she hadn’t realised how thirsty she was. Then she recognised how much other stuff she was neglecting. She’d barely thought about the baby in hours. 

      A man coughed behind her. She spun around, worried it was going to be a doctor with bad news, but it was Ryan with a puzzled look on his face. 

      ‘Ms Jarvis, there are two women trying to get through security. Apparently, they landed a helicopter in one of the fields. They said you’d know who they are.’

      It took a second for that to filter into her brain, then she almost laughed. That prompted Amy to come over too. 

      ‘What’s going on?’ she asked. 

      ‘Stevie Lee’s flown up here in a bloody helicopter,’ Max replied. 

      Amy raised an eyebrow. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Looks like it. Can’t think who else it’d be.’

      ‘That’s the name I was given,’ Ryan said. ‘What do you want me to do?’

      Max instructed him to let them in. Out of everything that’d happened so far today, this was the one thing she should’ve expected. Stevie Lee might’ve been one of the most powerful women in the country, but she was also primed to be a better mate than most people would appreciate, especially where Valerie was concerned. 

      Footsteps a few minutes later brought Stevie and her partner into view. It was Grace dragging her along, probably because all the money in the world wouldn’t buy Stevie confidence when it came to her emotions. 

      ‘How is he?’ Grace asked immediately. 

      ‘Still in surgery. We don’t know much more than that.’

      Stevie was looking around. ‘Where’s Valerie? Is she okay?’ 

      ‘The news hasn’t exactly been clear,’ Grace added. 

      Max exchanged a glance with Amy. ‘We haven’t been following it. Look, she’s not hurt. Ollie got in the way of that. She’s in with his parents right now. They’ve not long arrived.’

      Although Stevie nodded, Max could tell there was more going on behind her eyes. She broke away from the group, pacing up and down the corridor as if she was waiting for Valerie. Max watched her for a bit, then turned back to Grace. 

      ‘We were having a late lunch in Soho when the news came through,’ Grace explained in a low voice. ‘All it said at first was that a member of staff had been injured, but they didn’t know about other casualties. Once we’d seen the video -’

      ‘There’s a video?’ Amy interrupted. 

      ‘One of the other people waiting got their phone out. The mainstream outlets won’t touch it, but that hasn’t stopped social media. Anyway, we saw Valerie giving CPR until the ambulance arrived. It just wasn’t clear whether she was injured herself, so Stevie wanted to come straight up here.’

      Max was still processing the idea there was a video out there, not to mention the fact Valerie hadn’t said anything about performing CPR. Then a clatter of footsteps knocked that out of her head. She twisted to see Stevie barrelling towards Valerie, who’d just come round the corner. 

      The hug nearly knocked Valerie off her feet, but it was over before the three of them got over there. Stevie looked massively awkward as Valerie clutched her hand and stared at her. 

      ‘Were you in Yorkshire?’ she questioned. 

      Stevie shook her head. ‘No, London. This is where having access to a private helicopter comes in useful.’

      Now Valerie pulled Stevie into a hug that seemed painful on both sides. Once she let go, Stevie took a couple of steps backwards and straightened her spine. 

      ‘I thought I might be able to help, that’s all. The way this is going, you’ll need some sort of buffer between you and the press. You stay out of sight here, the narrative’ll be written for you.’

      ‘Believe me, that’s the last thing I care about,’ Valerie said. 

      ‘No, I know that. I’m not saying you’d be thinking about that, but it’s important for afterwards. For when Ollie’s okay and for when you catch this guy. Right now, there’s a vacuum that’s being filled by social media.’ 

      ‘There’s a video, Mum,’ Amy put in. 

      Valerie had already opened her mouth to carry on objecting, but that stopped her and she blinked rapidly. Maybe sensing an opportunity, Stevie drew her mobile out of her pocket and clicked into an app, though she hesitated before pressing play. 

      ‘It’s rough, okay? You don’t have to watch it. I can give you the highlights.’

      One of Valerie’s legs started juddering. Max positioned herself closer, wrapping one arm around her waist in case she slipped. None of them believed Valerie wouldn’t insist on seeing the video at some point, so now was as good a time as any. Stevie waited just long enough for her to say no, then started the video going. 

      At first, the screen flickered with brown lines that Max only realised was the floor when the camera lifted. The focus shifted to something else she couldn’t grasp until Valerie buckled against her. 

      ‘Oh, my God, Mum,’ Amy whispered. 

      There was Valerie on the screen, performing CPR, breaking off now and then to use the defibrillator. It was one thing to know she’d been a nurse in a past life, but seeing her with blood up her sleeves while she kept Ollie alive was out of another world. She was completely absorbed in what she was doing. 

      ‘That’s enough,’ Valerie said. 

      Stevie turned the video off straight away, tucking her phone back into her pocket. There was a long silence, then Amy brushed tears from her face. 

      ‘You saved his life.’

      Valerie squeezed her eyes shut briefly. ‘It was instinct, sweetheart.’

      ‘Don’t downplay it,’ Grace said, surprising them all. ‘You’re an MP. You were the target. You could’ve got out of there or let someone else handle CPR, but you didn’t. It never crossed your mind, did it?’

      ‘Instinct,’ Valerie repeated. 

      Stevie stuffed her hands into her pockets. ‘Yeah, in that situation it’s instinct that’d have most of your lot running for the hills. Look, the video keeps getting taken down and popping up all over the place. People are saying exactly what Grace is. You’re a hero.’

      ‘I’m not a -’

      ‘Whether you think it or not, you are. More to the point, most of the public thinks you are. And you’ve got to take the opportunity before it turns around on you.’ 

      That lost Max and, from the look of it, Amy as well. Valerie seemed to be more on the right wavelength. She moved away from them, pacing down the corridor, then pivoting back so sharply that Max was braced to jump forward and catch her. 

      ‘I don’t have the brainpower for this at the moment,’ she warned. 

      ‘Hence why I’m here,’ Stevie said. 

      Max glanced between them. ‘Can you explain this for someone who doesn’t know what the hell you’re talking about?’

      ‘It’s optics,’ Valerie muttered. 

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘We need to be able to control the narrative,’ Stevie replied. ‘Unless we start talking about how this was the culmination of a concerted campaign, it becomes a chicken and egg thing. Some people are going to roll with the implication that Valerie brought this on herself and somebody had the right idea about teaching her a lesson. It’s already happening in the dark corners of the internet, but it won’t take long to spread to the tabloids.’

      ‘Including yours?’ Max queried. 

      ‘Afraid so. I can try to -’

      ‘Don’t,’ Valerie cut in. 

      ‘I’m willing to try,’ Stevie said. 

      Valerie crossed her arms. ‘And I’d rather you didn’t. If you start a precedent of interfering editorially, you’ll be making a rod for your own back. I don’t want you compromising yourself on my behalf. Now, how do you suggest we approach this?’

      If it wasn’t for the fact they were standing in a hospital corridor, this could be a normal day for Valerie Smythe MP. Even Max was having trouble seeing through the mask right this second. Stevie seemed to adjust her tone a bit, going more on the deferential side. 

      ‘I think you should issue a holding statement. We’ll clear it with police liaison to keep them off your back. Just something saying that you’d like people to stop sharing the video for the sake of the victim’s family. That you’ll give a more detailed statement when it’s practical to do so.’

      ‘You sound like Ollie,’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘Thanks for the compliment.’

      Although Valerie chuckled, her mind had drifted elsewhere. Max watched carefully as her expression hardened. It was familiar enough, one of the telltale signs that something was brewing in her political brain. Stevie straightened her spine, obviously ready for it too. 

      ‘Let police liaison have the crumbs,’ Valerie said finally. ‘But they’re not seizing control any more than the gutter press is. Ollie’s already a victim of their prevaricating. I’m not inclined to clear any future statements with the police. Inspector Barlow’s stuck in traffic, so I believe.’

      Stevie nodded. ‘Then we’d better get to work.’
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      Time passed differently in a hospital. 

      Valerie recalled the sensation vividly from Tim’s many appointments and treatments. Her eyes had grown numb from reading the same posters week after week, especially the warnings about cancer checks that sliced deep into her core and left her feeling hollow. By now they’d been updated, but it had the effect of tilting reality to one side. She almost expected to see Tim shuffling out of a room with sallow skin and a grimace on his face. It jarred when Max squeezed her hand, as if she was balanced between two extremities. 

      Eventually, the need to be in motion took over. She walked up the corridor, careful to leave distance between herself and Jackson standing guard on the corner. She turned her attention to a poster about bathroom hygiene until a figure settled beside her. 

      ‘How are you doing?’ Grace asked. 

      Valerie glanced sideways. ‘Rather like I’m standing in a windowless room with the walls closing in. I’m sure you know the feeling.’

      ‘I do. Listen, I could speak to security, see if we can find you a courtyard or something. It’d be a bit of fresh air.’

      ‘As much as I appreciate the offer . . .’ Valerie pressed her lips together, attempting to level out her voice. ‘It might not be logical, but I feel that, if I leave this corridor, I’m giving up on him. I need to be here as long as it takes.’

      Grace exhaled. ‘It doesn’t have to be logical to make sense. For what it’s worth, Ollie wouldn’t mind either way.’

      ‘Maybe not, but his parents might. I’d hate for them to think I’m devaluing what he did or putting my selfish wants above him. You know, they’re holding up so well. When I spoke to his mum a few weeks ago, I could hear how scared she was. If your son becomes an office manager for an MP, I don’t suppose it occurs to you their life may ever be in danger. I didn’t realise what I was asking of him.’

      ‘I don’t see that you were asking anything.’

      ‘Come on, there were precedents. MPs have been killed in office before, mainly thanks to the IRA. One was even killed at a constituency surgery alongside a caretaker.’

      ‘In Northern Ireland,’ Grace said. 

      Valerie twisted towards her as she continued. 

      ‘I’ve done my reading. It was back in the early 80s, wasn’t it? The guy had made some really incendiary comments about the republicans and terrorists turned up with machine guns or something like that. They killed the caretaker, then they killed the MP.’

      ‘Yes,’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘It’s different. For a start, it was revealed years later that security services were tipped off. They could’ve stopped it, but they chose not to for whatever reason. And it was the IRA. You know it’s not the same.’

      ‘But the risks were still there. I’ve sat in numerous briefings about campaigning safety protocols, but it just felt like an abstract concept. I doubt I ever took it seriously until Covent Garden. Despite all the abusive messages, it was an unrealistic fear.’

      Grace crossed her arms over her chest, levelling her with the kind of gaze Valerie was more familiar with from the PM or senior ministers. It was another reminder this remarkable woman had the strength to take on faceless corporations and to stick to her convictions, no matter what. That particular hurdle had felled many a minister and quite a few leaders. 

      ‘Ollie sat in those same briefings, didn’t he? As office manager, he probably sat through a dozen more on safeguarding and protecting your team. He went into this with his eyes open. Sure, he probably thought it’d never happen, but you can’t say he didn’t know the danger was there. Stop putting that on yourself.’

      ‘I can’t seem to blame anyone else,’ she admitted in a whisper. 

      ‘But it’s not you,’ Grace replied, stretching a hand to her arm. ‘It’s not even this Caldicott guy. Your instincts were right when you started looking at the bigger picture. It’s a culture issue, not a single MP under threat. You were right.’

      Valerie absorbed that, her eyes fixing on the sight of Amy nestling into Max’s shoulder further along the corridor. Perhaps unconsciously, Max had one hand resting on her stomach to protect the baby. That would delight her on any other day, but today it just made her chest ache. 

      She returned her attention to Grace and took a lengthy breath. It was as though the oxygen was clicking cogs into motion one by one. Her political brain was whirring again. 

      ‘The holding statement seems to have satisfied the cannibals for now. But I want to get this press conference settled before Inspector Barlow arrives. If you were me, how would you approach the delivery?’

      Grace grimaced. ‘Stevie’s the expert, not me.’

      ‘I’d disagree on that. Certainly, she has experience from the editorial side of things, but I’m more interested in how you personally would approach it. I’m quite frankly furious with the police and the press for the way they’ve handled all this. I want that to come across in my statement.’

      ‘Even if it aggravates the situation?’

      ‘Absolutely. If I don’t get another chance to put the truth forward, I plan to make the most of it. So, tell me, how would you proceed? As someone who has their own history of dealing with people who think they have the right to trample over you.’

      ‘My advice . . .’ Grace nibbled on her lower lip. ‘Aim it at the public. Talk straight to them because they don’t agree with all this backroom dealing and manipulation. Most people are decent. You’ve got to appeal to that.’
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      Thanks to Stevie and Grace’s input, the press statement was drafted and ready to be delivered. Valerie was more conscious now of the minutes ticking by. Every revolution around the clock was a mile or so closer for Inspector Barlow. Friday evening traffic was continuing to play in their favour, but the window of opportunity wouldn’t last forever. 

      Finally, a doctor stepped into the corridor, and all eyes turned in his direction. It was Valerie he motioned to. 

      ‘Ms Smythe? Mr Hill’s parents asked me to speak to you. If we could . . .’

      All her years of experience didn’t help her see through his facade. She stood with a little assistance from Max, then she took several shaky footsteps towards the doctor, her heels clattering on the polished floor. It was a relief he didn’t leave her in suspense. 

      ‘Mr Hill’s out of immediate danger. He lost a lot of blood, although it was fortunate the knife missed any major organs. I have to say, the blade’s trajectory was incredibly dangerous simply because it was so haphazard. Mr Hill was incredibly fortunate that a trained nurse was there to keep his heart beating. When I tell you it made all the difference, I’m not exaggerating, Ms Smythe. You should be immensely proud of yourself.’

      Valerie blinked, trying to rid herself of the tears threatening her eyelids. She’d reapplied her make-up too many times today already. 

      ‘What’s the next step?’ she queried. 

      ‘We let him rest and everyone else gets some rest, too. I understand you’ve been waiting to check he was out of the woods. Now that he is, I strongly urge you to go home. You deserve it.’

      With that, he patted her arm and walked away. A few seconds later, she was joined by Max, Amy, Stevie and Grace, all with matching anxious expressions. She attempted to ease their concerns as matter-of-factly as she could.

      ‘The surgery went well. He’s not going to be up for visitors for a while, so the doctor advised that we go home and rest. I’ll call Gillian and Stacey to let them know and get them escorted home. Max, could you call Drew? Amy, perhaps you could speak to your grandmother and Ed. Let them know the little we know and remind them to be careful with their own safety until we get an update from the police.’

      Stevie cleared her throat. ‘What do you want us to do?’

      ‘Call a press conference,’ Valerie said, without hesitation. ‘We’re going public.’
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      It was when things went haywire that Max got a taste of what things were like for Valerie every day down in Westminster. 

      They’d gone from the five of them sitting quietly in a corridor to everyone being on their phones or talking loudly to each other. Probably it was only because Valerie was the local MP that the hospital staff were tolerating it. Or maybe they’d seen that video as well and thought she’d earned a few liberties. 

      Max had done her bit, calling Drew and telling him what they were planning. Amy was on the phone to Clarice after checking in with Ed. As far as Max could tell, Stevie was on the phone to one of her journalist mates, and Grace was giving Valerie what looked like a pep talk in the corner. They were broken off when Jackson headed towards them with his phone aloft. 

      ‘Ms Smythe? It’s Inspector Barlow. He’d like to speak to you.’

      Valerie shrugged. ‘I’m rather busy right now.’

      ‘I understand that, but he’s insistent.’

      Since Jackson finished that with a mouthed apology, Max couldn’t blame him for pushing it. There were bound to be loads of questions about what’d happened at the church hall and how Caldicott got a knife into the place. Both security lads were likely worried about their jobs, though Valerie didn’t seem to think they could’ve stopped it. 

      ‘Put him on speakerphone,’ Valerie said after a moment. 

      Out of the corner of her eye, Max saw Stevie unceremoniously end her call and sidle closer. Amy did the same, but with a bit more politeness. All of them focused on the mobile phone as Valerie cleared her throat. 

      ‘Hello, Inspector. I’m afraid I can’t talk for long.’

      ‘You can if you call off the press conference. I’m hearing some unpleasant rumours from my colleagues that there’s some sort of makeshift stage being set up in the car park. You need to stop that.’

      ‘It’s all arranged, unfortunately.’

      ‘Listen to me, do not do this. Whatever you’ve got to say, it can wait for half an hour until I get there. I’m practically around the corner.’

      ‘As I said,’ Valerie replied, ‘it’s all arranged.’

      Barlow growled. ‘Then unarrange it! I am ordering you to stop this.’

      There was a collective wince in the corridor, and Max caught Stevie’s eye. The last thing Valerie needed was a threat not to do something. Max remembered when Barlow had come to the house and told Valerie she wasn’t as stupid as to get the press involved in the case. It’d been Ollie who’d said he didn’t want to be issuing those kinds of challenges. 

      ‘Did you hear me?’ Barlow asked. 

      ‘Yes, we all did,’ Valerie said in an icy voice. ‘That includes one of the most powerful newspaper owners in the country. Have you heard of Stevie Lee? She’s very interested in your making demands of me.’

      ‘Ms Smythe -’

      ‘Am I breaking any laws, Inspector? Beyond your personal desire to keep me from talking to the press, is there anything to prevent me doing it?’

      Silence stretched over the line. Max could almost hear Barlow running through all the possible answers and coming up short. 

      ‘I am begging you to wait for half an hour,’ he said finally. ‘You might put yourself and others in further danger by making any sort of statement without police approval. Now, I saw what police liaison put out earlier and that was fine, but I would strongly encourage you to clear anything further with me or the Yorkshire team.’

      Valerie snickered. ‘You’ve picked a fine time to start telling me to put my trust in West Yorkshire Police, I have to say. If you’d let them handle the investigation as I requested, this might not have happened. I told you—I warned you—the answer was in the constituency and I’ve been proven right. You’re lucky Oliver didn’t pay for your intransigence with his life.’

      ‘I’m sorry for what happened to Mr Hill. I truly am.’

      ‘Empty words, Inspector.’

      ‘We can talk about this -’

      ‘Tomorrow,’ Valerie interrupted. ‘As soon as I’ve made my statement, I’m going home to sleep. Short of an arrest warrant, you won’t be able to speak to me until 8am at the earliest. I’d caution you against disturbing me before then.’

      ‘May I remind you this is still a police investigation?’ Barlow sounded aggrieved again. ‘We’re doing our best to help.’

      Valerie lowered her voice. ‘You’ve got the suspect’s name. No doubt your sworn enemies in Yorkshire have all the particulars you could need. Why don’t you find him and put a stop to this?’

      With that, she motioned for Jackson to end the call. Max could see him trying to master his smile as he slipped the phone back into his jacket pocket. Then he thumbed over his shoulder. 

      ‘We’re ready to move, Ms Smythe. Are you ready?’
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        * * *

      

      On Valerie’s insistence, Max and Amy were relegated to the sidelines for the statement. She didn’t want them to be in the spotlight, providing another target for Caldicott or someone like him. The truth was, there were plenty of ways someone would already know to target them, mainly because Caldicott had figured out how to do it in the first place. But Max let her get on with it, hoping it’d make her feel better, at least a bit. 

      It was surreal at the back of the press pack. Valerie had agreed to let Stevie and Grace stand with her, but seeing them come out onto the steps made Max’s chest clench. Part of her knew it was right to be at a distance, while the rest of her was desperate to be offering whatever support she could.

      ‘I feel sick,’ Amy muttered. 

      Max nodded. ‘Me too.’

      Most of the journalists had gone quiet when Valerie appeared. She gave the photographers chance to take pictures and waited while a couple of people switched their live streams on. Then she started talking in a stronger voice than most people would’ve managed under the circumstances. 

      ‘I would like to make a more substantial statement than the one I originally issued a few hours ago, when things were so unclear. With permission from the family of the man injured at my constituency surgery this afternoon, I can confirm he is in a serious yet stable condition. I can also confirm, as I know rumours have been circulating, that the injured man was a member of my staff, Oliver Hill. While I cannot and will not impede the police investigation by speculating on events today, one thing I can do is provide some pertinent background.’ 

      Valerie took a moment to lick her lips, and Max stiffened. She wasn’t sure if barging through the journalists was a viable way of getting her to safety, but she’d give it a go if she reckoned she needed it. After a few seconds, though, she pulled herself back together and carried on. 

      ‘I have been lambasted in the press recently for considering how to make MPs and their staff feel safer while they go about their work. I have been called selfish, self-centred and all the rest of it. From comments that have been shared online today, I can see a vocal minority of people actually argue that I brought today’s events on myself because I dared to speak out.

      ‘Apart from being an abhorrent reduction of the culprit’s guilt by somehow suggesting I provoked them into it, this is also grossly inaccurate. Tangible and legitimate threats provided the catalyst for my determination to make my colleagues safer.’

      A murmur went through the crowd and set off a wave of camera flashes. Max had already clocked Patrick Webb from the regional paper near the front. He was making notes quietly, pretty much the only one who wasn’t baying for more information straight off. Maybe knowing the fella in the hospital bed was the key to having a bit of empathy. 

      ‘Several months ago, while out in Covent Garden, I was attacked with my fiancé. I was physically unharmed, but she was punched in the face. Initially, we believed this to be a random attack until evidence showed the perpetrator had been following us. We tightened security, of course, but there was another incident, this time in Yorkshire, that suggested a pattern was being formed. Today’s horrific events would seem to bear that out. I must add that I am not pre-empting any police investigation. I am merely expressing a theory, as is my right.’

      Beside Max, Amy shuffled her feet. This was a thornier bit of the speech, with Amy being the first to ask whether it would jeopardise the prosecution’s case when they got Ben Caldicott into court. It was Stevie who suggested throwing some ambiguity in there and labelling it as a theory. She said it’d give the press enough to chew on without upsetting the police too much. Max didn’t know anything about all that, though she did know that keeping the police happy wasn’t high on Valerie’s agenda right now. 

      ‘As rumours printed in newspapers and reported online suggest, I began speaking to my colleagues about their safety several months ago. Having reread the tremendous amount of abuse posted directly to my office, I wanted to understand how widespread the problem was. What I discovered shocked and appalled me.’

      Valerie’s voice was growing stronger as she got to the meat of the statement. It was one of the perverse things about her personality that, the more she had to dig into a situation, the more powerful her public image became. Only a few people knew how much it cost her. 

      ‘There will be those who say that I and my colleagues should grow a thicker skin. They will contend that, if we don’t like hearing the truth, we shouldn’t be in politics or we shouldn’t be in a party they hate. That disregards the fact that I, and the majority of MPs across the House of Commons, welcome legitimate debate on issues or policy. It’s when those criticisms are laced with abuse and threats that we become desensitised to any authentic arguments. If someone is suggesting you should be shot, the value of their opinion is automatically denigrated in the eyes of the person reading the correspondence.

      ‘No one should be threatened because of the job they do. I would say it about a police officer, a nurse in this hospital behind me, or a cleaner at a train station. Nobody should be threatened and, moreover, nobody should feel threatened. We have a propensity in this country to say that words don’t matter. Well, perhaps if we didn’t ascribe to that creed, today’s events may have been easier to prevent. As it was, we were searching for a poisonous needle in a haystack of them.’ 

      Valerie was on the home stretch, even if it was straining her to breaking point. From years of watching while she fell apart, Max worried that she wasn’t going to make it. She held her breath as she pitched into the last bit. 

      ‘What is as problematic is the veil of secrecy that we insist on wrapping around this abuse. Bringing it out into the open means shining a glaring light on something that is insidious. It forces us to acknowledge that an online threat can turn into physical violence and, even if it doesn’t, the fear it invokes is still valid. Who benefits from the supposition that if we all just shut up and ignore it then it’ll go away? Not the public, that’s for sure. It makes every constituency meeting a risk; every conversation a danger. I would like to ask every single member of the public, is that something you would settle for in your own job?’

      With that, she swept back into the hospital, followed by Stevie and Grace. It’d happened so quickly that none of the press seemed to know what to make of it, so Max nudged Amy and motioned for them to head round to the side exit. All she wanted was to get Valerie back to the cottage and force her to get some sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      As she was beginning to understand Inspector Barlow, Valerie knew her 8am edict would be flouted as the man tried to cling to his floundering reputation. So, despite Max’s protestations, she set her alarm for 6am, taking a second shower in nine hours and ensuring she slipped into fresh pyjamas and a clean robe. It was all politics when it came down to it, and she was determined that Barlow would think he’d ruffled her feathers again. 

      Sure enough, the security on the gate called at ten past seven to ask whether Inspector Barlow could be allowed through. Valerie acquiesced and ruffled her hair as she went to answer the door. 

      Barlow was dressed in a nondescript suit that made him look more like an undertaker than a police officer. His bloodshot eyes aided that impression. It all suggested a man who’d been kept awake by his demons in the same way Valerie had. The primary difference was that she had the marvel of modern make-up to mask her exhaustion while he’d barely had the benefit of a shave. 

      ‘Perhaps we can have that chat now,’ he said. 

      ‘Certainly. Come through, Inspector, I’ll put the coffee on. We can check if our watches are both set to GMT while it brews.’

      He snickered as he followed her into the kitchen. ‘I’ve been more than tolerant.’ 

      ‘Do you think? I specifically said I wouldn’t be available before 8am.’

      ‘This is a police investigation, not a scheduled debate.’

      Valerie went through the motions of filling the coffee filter and setting it brewing. She turned around to find Barlow looking at the array of photos and notes on the fridge. This was a blend of Max’s haphazard nature and Amy’s propensity to keep her memories close. Over the months, the door had accumulated all manner of fragments, from Hannah’s colour splotches through to Ed’s external catering schedule. Without looking too closely, Valerie knew exactly what had captured Barlow’s attention. 

      ‘Ollie insisted on throwing us a little engagement party at the office,’ she said, perching on one of the kitchen stools. ‘That picture was the result of too much red wine and a lot of merriment. I didn’t realise Stacey had taken photos until they turned up in my in-tray. I’ve warned Ollie that if he ever misbehaves, the defining image of his life will be his turn as Ken Dodd.’ 

      ‘Does it keep him in check?’ Barlow queried. 

      ‘Not as much as you’d think. Please, Inspector, sit down.’

      Barlow’s exhaustion was palpable as he manoeuvred himself onto the opposite stool. She doubted he’d had any sleep, something that induced her to be more magnanimous than their previous encounters would warrant. 

      ‘I apologise for dictating the terms of this meeting so strenuously. Yesterday was incredibly difficult and I appreciate you allowing me some rest before we did this. If there had been anything I could add to Jackson and Ryan’s account of what happened at the church hall, I would’ve raised it immediately. The truth is, I can’t remember many details. I was focused on Ollie.’

      ‘Admirably so. The doctors are clear your intervention saved his life. You should be proud of yourself.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, managing a threadbare smile. ‘But I was the one who placed him in danger in the first place. I shan’t forgive myself for that.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘I’m sure you do, Inspector. Can I ask if there’s been any progress with the investigation?’

      Barlow sighed. ‘Yes and no. As you were told yesterday, the assailant has been positively identified as Benjamin Caldicott. Does the name mean anything to you?’

      ‘No, it doesn’t. Ollie performed the usual checks on Caldicott when booking the appointment. Nothing was flagged. I don’t even think we’d had any contact from him before he requested a meeting at the surgery.’

      ‘Maybe not directly, but he’s been aware of you for a while. Although we’re still trying to piece together why he’s fixated on you, the fact is he’s been conducting his own personal campaign for quite some time.’

      ‘You mean before Covent Garden?’

      ‘I’m afraid so. Given the high-profile case, we’ve been able to fast-track a warrant for his digital records and to search his house. His internet history shows that he’s been behind around a dozen of the troll accounts targeting you on social media in the last year. A cursory glance shows there were no common threads. One week he was criticising you for saying something he allegedly disagreed with on Trident, and the next he was praising you for the same opinion from a different account.’

      Valerie frowned at him. ‘Why would he be playing both sides of an argument? I don’t understand.’

      ‘Frankly, neither do we as yet. Our experts are pulling all the social stuff together, so I’m hopeful we might have more answers on that soon. But his stalking went far beyond social media. Thanks to his debit card transactions and phone records, we can see some disturbing patterns.’

      She needed a moment to acclimatise to all this. The hissing of the coffee pot gave her an excuse to slip away, and she spent a few minutes fussing with cups and the milk jug while Barlow sat silently behind her. His unjudgemental attitude added to her anxiety, though she was sure that wasn’t the intention. It was only when she returned to the table with the coffee paraphernalia that he continued with his tale.

      ‘His bank statements show he was spending a lot of time at the cafe owned by your daughter’s boyfriend. Along with that, we found many calls to the taxi office. We’ll corroborate it, of course, but you were right. The answer was in Yorkshire.’

      ‘I wish that made me feel better,’ Valerie murmured. 

      As she reached for the milk, she recognised her hand was trembling. In fact, her entire body was quivering, whether it was from fear, anger or something else. Images were flashing through her mind; that man charging towards Max or Amy in the same way he’d charged at Ollie. His blood became their blood, the baby’s blood. She pressed a hand to her mouth, willing the nausea to pass. 

      ‘Do you want me to get someone?’ Barlow asked quietly. 

      ‘I’ll be fine. Thank you. Perhaps you could pour a bit of milk into my coffee, if you don’t mind.’

      His smile was more genuine than she would’ve previously given him credit for. While he fixed her coffee, she forced herself to run through every pertinent question that popped into her head. She found it easier to think than feel right now. 

      ‘How is it Caldicott had the time for all this? Doesn’t he work?’

      Barlow pushed her cup across the table. ‘Not anymore. Until last year, he was working as an office clerk over in Halifax. We don’t know why he quit or moved to this area yet, but we do know he received a sizeable sum into his bank account just prior. An inheritance. It looks like he was living off that rather than getting another job.’

      ‘Who was the inheritance from?’

      ‘His mother. We found her death certificate in his belongings. At first, we wondered whether that was the connection to you, but she lived over in Castlemonkton. It’s not within the boundaries of your constituency.’

      Valerie blinked slowly. ‘No, but it is within the PM’s constituency. Inspector, I carry out work on behalf of Adiba Shah when she can’t attend meetings and so forth. There may be a kernel of something there.’

      ‘I’ll look into it,’ Barlow promised. 

      ‘There must be a connection, mustn’t there? I can’t believe someone would target me so comprehensively for no reason.’

      ‘Whatever connection he’s made, it might be tenuous. As much as we’d like it, there isn’t always a neat solution to things like this.’

      ‘Why did he choose Covent Garden?’ 

      ‘I don’t -’

      ‘Of all the opportunities to torment me, why choose that one?’

      ‘We may never know.’ Barlow paused and sipped his coffee. ‘You should prepare yourself for that. Even when we find him, he might not be forthcoming with the answers you want.’

      Valerie tilted her head to the side. ‘You said “when”. I would’ve thought that was too unequivocal for a police officer.’

      ‘Perhaps it is. But, make no mistake, we’ll find Caldicott and charge him.’

      From anyone else, it would sound trite. Yet Barlow’s striking determination shone through in every word. Valerie was starting to think she’d misjudged him in their earlier encounters, although a near-fatal stabbing differed greatly from the near-misses they’d had before. She sought refuge in more questions. 

      ‘What happens next, Inspector? What do you need from me?’

      ‘An official statement at the local station before you go back to London and a promise you’ll continue being careful with your safety. You should know there was little your guards could’ve done to prevent what happened. The knife wouldn’t have been picked up by their wand because it wasn’t made of metal. It was ceramic. None of us could’ve foreseen that.’

      Barlow broke off, as if giving her an opportunity to clarify or argue. However, her trust in Jackson, Ryan and their team perversely hadn’t been shaken by yesterday’s events. The idea they’d missed something hadn’t occurred to her at all, and that was vindicated by Barlow’s revelation about the knife. 

      ‘In light of having a positive ID,’ Barlow continued after a moment, ‘we’re going to need access to your correspondence again. I can facilitate that with your office.’

      ‘Thank you. If there’s anything else, please let me know.’

      She was surprised when he shook his head and finished his coffee quickly. Part of her dread of this meeting was an expectation she’d be criticised for blatantly ignoring his instructions yesterday, especially given how furious he’d been on the phone. Yet he hadn’t brought it up and didn’t seem inclined to as he headed for the door. 

      ‘I’ll keep in touch,’ he said. 

      Valerie nodded, then a slip of paper beside his empty cup caught her attention. She grabbed it, recognising it as a receipt, and unexpected tears welled in her eyes. 

      ‘Everything okay, Ms Smythe?’

      Exhaustion seemed to help join the dots together. If Barlow had been at Woolley Edge services buying a coffee ten minutes after she gave her statement then he’d been lying last night. He could’ve been at the hospital to physically restrain her if necessary.

      Barlow cleared his throat. ‘I should be going. You keep that. I can’t file it on my expenses, anyway.’

      ‘I’ll throw it away,’ she replied, meeting his gaze. ‘Thank you.’

      He just smiled and left the kitchen. A few moments later, the front door slammed, and Valerie looked back to the crumpled receipt in her hand. Maybe she hadn’t understood Inspector Barlow at all until right now.
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      The doorbell buzzing had woken Max up, not that she’d slept properly anyway. She’d been awake pretty much every hour, checking if Valerie was still there and if she was all right. At least she slept, which was almost more than Max had expected under the circumstances. 

      Valerie had been right about Barlow arriving early. Eventually, Max’s curiosity got the better of her and she went out onto the landing to see if she could hear what was going on. It wasn’t a complete surprise to find Amy already sat on the top step. 

      ‘Hey,’ Max said. 

      Amy’s head tilted up. ‘Hey.’ 

      ‘Did you get any sleep?’

      ‘Not much. I just couldn’t stop thinking.’

      Max nodded, then used the wall to ease herself into a seated position with her back against the bathroom door. Meanwhile, Amy twisted to the side and attempted a smile. 

      ‘I know she’s okay. But he’s still out there, isn’t he? What’s he going to do next?’

      ‘It’s different now. We’ve got a picture of who he is, a proper one.’

      ‘That makes it worse,’ Amy muttered. 

      At first, Max thought she’d misheard. Then Amy’s chin dipped and she started wringing her hands together. She carried on like that for a bit until she was ready to talk again. 

      ‘He looks so normal, Max. I know you said he looked like a normal guy, but I don’t think I wanted to believe it. If someone was doing things like that, I thought they’d look evil. I know it’s stupid -’

      ‘It’s not,’ Max cut in. 

      ‘Of course it is. I mean, Harold Shipman looked normal, didn’t he? Nice family doctor. Just had a habit of killing his patients. Why wouldn’t Ben Caldicott be normal? I just thought I’d be able to see it. But he could’ve passed me on the street, couldn’t he? Or you or Mum. We wouldn’t have known if he wanted to hurt us.’

      There wasn’t much Max could say since the same thoughts had been spinning through her own head on a loop. If it wasn’t Valerie lying bleeding on the floor, it was Amy or Drew or Clarice. Instead, she tried to change tack. 

      ‘Have you spoken to Ed? Are him and his mum all right?’

      Amy rubbed her eyes. ‘It’s breaking him. He wants to be here with me, but she’s terrified. And then I feel guilty for dragging him into all this. Neither of them would be in danger if he wasn’t my boyfriend. And if Mum . . .’

      Though she trailed off, Max knew where she’d been going.

      ‘It’s okay to be mad at her, Ames.’

      ‘No, it isn’t,’ Amy whispered. 

      ‘Course it is. You think that if she wasn’t in politics -’

      ‘Then you wouldn’t have met. We wouldn’t have our family.’

      Max rested her head back against the door. She wanted to say something profound that’d make Amy feel better, but she couldn’t think of anything. After a minute of listening to the rumble of voices in the kitchen, she leaned forward and settled her arms on her knees. 

      ‘Look, it’s okay to be angry at anyone you wanna be. Even when you know it’s not their fault. But, at the end of the day, we are where we are.’

      ‘I hate that phrase,’ Amy said. 

      ‘Me too. But -’

      ‘It is what it is,’ Amy concluded for her.

      Max chuckled. ‘Exactly.’
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        * * *

      

      Once Barlow had gone, Max sent Amy off to shower while she went downstairs to see how Valerie was doing. She walked into the kitchen to a familiar scene. Valerie was sitting on a stool at the counter with her laptop, one hand cupping her cheek while she scrolled through something or other. When Max walked in, she glanced up briefly, but her eyes drifted back to the screen.

      ‘What is it?’ Max asked. 

      ‘I missed something.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Valerie waved her hand in the air. ‘I thought we’d been diligent. In the initial tranche of correspondence we shared with the police, we included information on my work covering for Adiba. We cleared it with her team, if you recall. Ollie had that conversation.’

      ‘Yeah, I remember you saying. Did something slip through the net?’

      ‘I didn’t follow it to the logical conclusion. Certainly, that was the first time there’d been a formal arrangement between our offices to work in tandem, but it was hardly the first time we’d had contact. Boundaries are porous, particularly when the neighbouring constituency is held by the same party.’

      ‘Okay . . .’ Max sat down opposite her. ‘So why does that add up to you missing something?’

      ‘I assumed, and I suppose Ollie did too, that taking a formal role for Adiba was the cut-off point. We didn’t analyse any collaborative work before that, but we should’ve done. Ben Caldicott’s mother lived in Castlemonkton, just over the border into Adiba’s constituency. Right on one of the roads directly affected by the quarry access dispute.’

      Max dredged her memory for that one. She didn’t often pay attention to all the local squabbles Valerie got into, but that argument had caused ructions all over the shop. In the end, some residents had glued themselves to the gate in front of the quarry to stop trucks going in and out, then both councils finally set curfews on either side of the border. 

      ‘You didn’t have much to do with that, though,’ Max said finally. 

      ‘I attended a public meeting, sent numerous letters to people on our side of the boundary who were affected. Adiba got involved and helped to knock some heads together, but my name was associated.’

      ‘And Caldicott held onto a grudge about it?’

      Valerie spun her laptop around. ‘In his position, I might’ve too.’

      It only took Max a few seconds to scan the coroner’s report. Emily Caldicott had taken her own life following a period of sustained anxiety. While the coroner stopped short of pointing fingers at the access dispute, he said the stress was undoubtedly a contributing factor. 

      ‘This isn’t your fault,’ Max said. 

      ‘The death wasn’t, I know that. But I missed the possibility the quarry dispute might relate to what was going on. Even when I was determined it was a Yorkshire case, I still didn’t make the connection.’

      ‘Come on, why would you? How many people have you dealt with in the past few years? It’s knocking on thousands now. How are you supposed to think of everything that might’ve happened to someone who’s not even your constituent?’

      ‘I should’ve been more thorough,’ Valerie said, launching from her stool and striding across the kitchen. ‘After all the time I spent talking to other MPs about their safety, I didn’t even cover all the bases for myself.’

      ‘If you want to go down that route, neither did Ollie,’ Max said quietly. 

      Valerie spun around, her cheeks flaring. ‘Don’t you dare say that.’

      ‘You can’t blame yourself when he missed the exact same things.’

      ‘Ollie is not to blame,’ Valerie insisted. 

      The glare was diluted a bit by the tears swimming in her eyes. Max approached her carefully and reached out to take her trembling hand. It was only a second before Valerie gave into it and nestled against her but it felt longer. 

      ‘You’re not to blame either,’ Max said. ‘Deep down, you know that.’

      Since Valerie didn’t argue, she reckoned she’d won for now. She dropped a kiss on her hair and pulled back, keeping one hand on her waist. 

      ‘What about some breakfast? I’ll cook.’

      Valerie snickered. ‘Food poisoning wouldn’t help matters.’

      ‘Okay,’ she conceded, ‘I’ll make a fresh brew and you can cook.’
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      A call from Ollie’s mum took her to the hospital late on Saturday afternoon. He’d regained consciousness, she said, and he was adamant that he wanted to see her. In truth, she didn’t take much persuading. She needed to rid herself of those last images lingering in her mind; she needed to see him with his eyes open again. 

      The security team escorted her into the hospital through a side entrance to avoid the press still camped out on the steps. Valerie had studiously avoided looking at any media coverage, trusting Stevie to keep her apprised of anything she needed to know, but she was aware this would be a colossal news story until Caldicott was caught. 

      Ollie’s parents had gone to freshen up, so he was alone when she walked into the room. She didn’t stifle her gasp at his pallor, earning herself a croaked chuckle. 

      ‘It’s not that bad.’

      Valerie sat in the armchair behind the bed. ‘From that, I surmise they haven’t given you a mirror yet. How are you feeling? I’ve been warned not to let you talk too much, which I’m aware will be a struggle.’

      ‘Everything hurts,’ he admitted. 

      ‘I’m not surprised. That was quite a trauma your body went through.’

      ‘Forget that for a minute.’ Ollie shifted slightly, as if trying to get into a more comfortable position. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Thanks to you, I’m absolutely fine. I was going to wait for a more appropriate time to tell you off, but I suppose now will do. Please, Oliver, if anything like this ever happens again, let someone stab me. I’d much prefer that than having to tell your parents I failed and nearly lost you.’

      ‘You saved my life.’

      ‘No, the surgeons saved your life.’

      ‘I saw the video.’

      Valerie glanced away. ‘I did what anyone would’ve done.’

      ‘Disagree, Boss,’ he murmured. 

      ‘Well, you’re in no fit state to be agreeing or disagreeing with anything, so you just be quiet. Now, is there anything you need? You or your parents. They won’t ask for help, I’m sure, but I’ll do whatever I can.’

      ‘Dad says they haven’t caught the guy.’

      ‘You don’t need to be thinking about this right now.’

      ‘I need to know what’s going on. If the shoe was on the other foot . . .’

      He let the thought dangle, possibly because he’d lost the energy to carry it through. However, Valerie knew he was right. In his situation, she would be furiously demanding answers, whether she was capable of hearing them or not. 

      In short sentences, she ran through what Inspector Barlow had told her and what she’d uncovered herself after he’d gone. Ollie’s forehead creased the longer she spoke, prompting her to hold up a warning hand when he opened his mouth. 

      ‘You are not responsible for this. The quarry issue was a long time ago and, besides, how were we to look through records we didn’t have? I’ve checked. Caldicott’s mother didn’t contact us directly. I’m assuming any complaints she had about the noise dispute went straight to Adiba’s office.’

      ‘If you’d have been hurt -’

      ‘Then it still wouldn’t have been your fault. I fail to see how you could’ve prevented any of this unless you’ve been hiding some secret psychic powers.’

      Perhaps there was a part of him that wanted to argue in the same way she’d wanted to rail against Max earlier. Somehow Max had manoeuvred her out of it then and, similarly, she’d been able to nudge Oliver into acquiescence. He eventually nodded and pressed his lips together. 

      ‘It’s good to see you, Boss.’

      ‘Honestly, you have no idea. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.’

      Ollie held her gaze. ‘Dad told me about the press statement.’

      ‘Well, you can thank Stevie for that.’

      ‘Thought it had her fingerprints on it.’

      ‘She flew the company helicopter up here to look after us all.’

      ‘Nice,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘Do you think I can wangle a ride at some point? Never cared much about that kind of thing, but I missed out on an air ambulance, so I think I fancy it now.’

      ‘I’m sure Stevie would be honoured,’ Valerie replied. 

      ‘I’ll add it to my bucket list.’

      ‘You’ve got one of those?’

      ‘It’s a recent thing. About three hours old.’

      ‘Ah.’ Valerie hesitated, then plunged into the question. ‘What help can I give you? Obviously, if you resign following an incident like this, you’ll receive compensation and I’ll provide any other financial support -’

      ‘Boss, I’m not quitting.’

      ‘I think you need to consider it,’ she said seriously.

      ‘It’s not even on the radar. I want to do some things differently, but that’s nothing to do with working for you. Well, I mean, some time for a girlfriend might be nice, you know? And the odd holiday to somewhere amazing. But I don’t want to quit. Unless you do.’

      As usual, Ollie got to the heart of matters that others would struggle to even identify. Valerie sighed and leaned back in the stiff chair. These things were designed to discourage visitors from lingering, she would put money on that. 

      ‘I rather blindsided everyone with that press statement. To be honest, I was expecting a deluge of criticism from the party when I woke up this morning. Instead, I’ve had a few comments from junior colleagues and one message from Adiba’s office requesting that I go down to Westminster as usual on Monday.’

      Ollie absorbed that slowly. ‘If it helps, nobody’s going to condemn a hero who saved someone’s life a couple of days earlier.’

      ‘Not publicly, of course not. But have I burned the few bridges I had left? I don’t know, Ollie. Whatever career you were building with me, we might need to find a different vessel for that.’

      ‘Let’s see how it goes. Are Max and Amy all right?’

      ‘They’re as fine as they can be.’ Valerie paused. ‘They may not be talking to me, but they’re talking to each other. Anyway, they’re coming with me to London. There’s no way I’m leaving either of them here until this man’s caught. If I could, I’d bundle everyone up in a car and take them to Southampton Row. Clarice won’t hear of it, unfortunately.’

      ‘I bet she appreciates the offer.’

      Valerie smiled, although her attention had been captured by the fragility in his voice. It was time for her to go. As she stood, she met his eye. 

      ‘I’ll leave you to get some more rest. But, just so you know, you’re still in the deepest trouble for having the temerity to get yourself stabbed. I do not expect this to happen again. Understood?’

      ‘Yes, Boss,’ he said, his eyes flickering closed. ‘Understood.’
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      Max was getting used to things being surreal, but nothing prepared her for being summoned to the Houses of Parliament by PM and the Speaker of the House. It was bloody terrifying. 

      For the second time in a week, Amy was trembling beside her in the backseat of a car. What was stressing Max out was the fact that Valerie didn’t know where they were. She’d gone off to her meeting before Adiba’s secretary had called and, though that was deliberate, the last thing Max wanted was Valerie worrying. They’d all had enough of that over the weekend. 

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Amy said suddenly. 

      Max glanced over. ‘You reckon?’

      ‘That’s what I’m telling myself. I mean, all the press coverage over the weekend has been okay. Nobody’s been saying that Mum did the wrong thing with the statement. Well, no one that matters anyway.’

      As much as Max wanted to agree, she’d been through this with Valerie last night. What was coming from Downing Street was apathy more than anything else. They’d put out a couple of statements condemning what’d happened, but there hadn’t been anything more concrete than that. If Valerie was worried silence was the precursor to a hard time then Max shared the same fears. 

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Amy repeated. 

      She just nodded, hoping that her expression was more reassuring than she thought it was. Then she checked her phone again, relieved to see Valerie hadn’t been in touch yet. 

      They were outside the Houses of Parliament before Max was mentally prepared. From their security guard passing them over to someone else through to signing in and having their ID checked, it was all a bit of a blur. The first time she completely clocked her surroundings was when they were in the lobby waiting for someone to collect them. What she wasn’t expecting was for that to be Adiba Shah herself. 

      ‘Oh, my God,’ Amy murmured. 

      Max didn’t have chance to respond before Adiba and her entourage were in front of them. The idea she was about to speak to the Prime Minister in the actual Palace of Westminster, not in secret and not second-hand from Valerie, stopped her breathing until Adiba stretched out a hand. 

      ‘Thank you for coming in. And you, Amy. I’m pleased you could make it.’

      Amy let out a squeak that Max couldn’t interpret, though maybe Adiba could, since she smiled and placed a hand on her arm instead of shaking her hand. It only lasted a moment, but it was enough to bring Amy back into herself and it gave Max a chance to ask the question burning her lips. 

      ‘Is Valerie all right?’

      Adiba cleared her throat. ‘We’ve had a productive cross-party meeting. I’m afraid Valerie wasn’t expecting it to be as official as it was. When you’re pulling leaders from all sitting parties together, you don’t want leaks or machinations.’

      ‘Valerie was in that meeting?’ 

      ‘Under the circumstances, she deserved to be. We also invited a few other MPs who’ve experienced near-misses in recent years. The only way we can solve this is through cooperation across the House, and it needs to be in good faith.’

      ‘That’s why you didn’t say much over the weekend,’ Amy said. 

      ‘Exactly. I can imagine you were all frustrated by that. I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s politics,’ Max muttered. 

      ‘Well, that never makes it more palatable, as Faruq frequently reminds me. I hope our actions from now on will repay your patience.’

      All this was overly formal, though Max knew why. There were people littered all over the lobby watching and trying to listen to their conversation. If they gave any hints of the fact that Valerie had been instrumental in getting Adiba into Downing Street, the whole pack of cards could crumble. This had to be treated like a reconciliation instead of a continuation of some ongoing friendship. 

      ‘Thank you,’ Max said finally. ‘All things considered, that means a lot.’

      Adiba’s lips twitched. ‘You’re very welcome. Now, I’m going to pass you over to the Speaker and his staff. They’ll make sure you get a good seat upstairs.’

      Before Max could ask what they were going upstairs for, Adiba was gone and the roar of chatter began echoing around the lobby. A young man stepped in front of them, gesturing somewhere along to his right. 

      ‘We’ve got some refreshments for you. Right this way, please.’
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        * * *

      

      The viewing gallery was more claustrophobic than Max thought it’d be. Then again, the whole Chamber felt like someone had squeezed it into a tube of toothpaste and stretched it to bursting. 

      Every bench down there was packed, but Valerie and Adiba hadn’t appeared yet. Max kept her attention fixed on the doors while Amy peered around, as if she still couldn’t believe they were here. But when the Speaker called for order, the place went deathly silent and all eyes turned to the entrance. 

      A couple of MPs moved out of the way, letting Adiba and Valerie through. They both bowed to the Speaker, although Valerie was holding herself awkwardly in the way she did when she couldn’t tell how things were going to go. From the look of it, she wasn’t sure what she was walking into, then the whole room broke into applause and she flinched. 

      Amy gripped Max’s hand. ‘Clapping’s not normally allowed.’

      ‘Nope,’ Max said, biting down on her lip and tasting blood. ‘It’s not.’

      Adiba joined in the applause, then patted Valerie’s arm and motioned up to the gallery. Seeing them there shattered what little hold Valerie had left and tears began trickling down her cheeks. As lousy as the circumstances were, it was nice to see her get some appreciation from her colleagues after all this time. 

      James Hallam, a young MP for another local constituency who Max had met a few times, stepped forward and led Valerie to an aisle seat before handing her a tissue. Then he sat down on the step beside her as everyone turned to the look at the Speaker. 

      ‘Order, order. Statement from the Prime Minister.’

      ‘Thank you, Mr Speaker,’ Adiba began. ‘I’m grateful for the opportunity to make this statement about an issue that impacts us all and, as importantly, impacts how effective our country’s democracy can be.

      ‘Mr Speaker, as we are all aware, the incident that took place in Yorkshire on Friday could have been an avoidable tragedy. It is to the credit of the emergency services and doctors that we are not standing here today with a different story to tell. However, it is also to the credit of one of our own and I wish to publicly extend the gratitude that I and many others have expressed in private. Thank you.’

      Adiba turned and inclined her head at Valerie. As simple an action as it was, it inevitably made Valerie cry again, and Max wished she could wrap her up in her arms for a bit. The renewed cheers eventually faded and Adiba carried on. 

      ‘Mr Speaker, the official record of this House dictates we use polite language, even when disagreeing with each other. Those rules are there to maintain our democracy, but I have received permission to bend them today. We have reached a point where the abhorrent and vile comments must be shared and entered into the official record of this place.’

      The Speaker held up a hand and intervened. 

      ‘Thank you, Prime Minister. I wish to add that members must still be courteous to each other, and I will not hesitate to enforce that rule. Please proceed.’

      Adiba stood up again, gripping the sides of the despatch box. 

      ‘Thank you, Mr Speaker. I personally receive thousands of abusive messages each week, sometimes each day. Many of these focus on my heritage. To illustrate, I will read fragments of just a few emails I received over the weekend. You better watch out or you’ll get what that bitch’s mate did. All you lot should be gutted like fish or shot or both. I’d set you on fire but it’s a waste of petrol. These were three different messages, I hasten to add. Yes, I’ll give way.’

      Pretty much half the House had sprung out of their seats. Max realised what was about to happen at the same time Valerie did. One of her arms slipped out to steady herself on the seat in front, but she overshot and punched another MP in the ear. Luckily, he didn’t seem to mind. 

      The Speaker called someone Max didn’t know, a Labour MP called Joan Byling. 

      ‘Thank you, Mr Speaker. I commend the Prime Minister for sharing some of the abuse she has received. I will share with you just one message I received last year that led me to re-evaluate how I can work with my constituents. The letter read: I watched what you were doing last night at the restaurant. It would’ve been so easy for me to come over and slit your throat, you Labour whore.

      ‘Since receiving that letter, Mr Speaker, I no longer go out socially in my constituency and I am cautious about the events I attend within my region. The abuse has made me less visible to my constituents and that, no doubt, has increased their sense of distance to me.’

      Joan Byling sat down and they went through dozens of short speeches, all polite and all running along the same threads. Thanks to Valerie’s social media feeds, Max was desensitised to most of it, though what struck her was that MPs from every party got the same kind of thing. Being a Labour MP didn’t mean you were safe; being a Lib Dem didn’t matter either. No matter what side you were on, there was always someone willing to threaten you. 

      Half of Max’s attention was on Valerie so she saw the split second she decided to stand, right after a Labour backbencher talked about the abuse he’d got for a decision that was nothing to do with him. 

      Valerie rocked to her feet and the Speaker called her straight away. Everyone was looking at her, though hopefully Max and Amy were the only ones who saw how ragged her breathing was. She took a few seconds to steady herself, then started talking in a voice that was almost up to her usual standards. 

      ‘Thank you, Mr Speaker, and thank you, Prime Minister, for your kind words. I would like to share just one message I received on social media on Friday afternoon, shortly after my good friend was injured protecting me from harm. It said: Every one of you should get the knife or noose. Can’t wait for next time.

      ‘Mr Speaker, it is a similar tale to the ones that colleagues across the House have shared today. Perhaps because it is such a common occurrence, we have all grown used to the danger. That is not acceptable. While the attack on Friday was at my constituency surgery, it could easily have been targeted at anybody in this place. Necessarily, we will all become more cautious in the wake of this, and our democracy will be poorer for it. Together, we must come up with a solution which ensures future generations of parliamentarians are safe to do their jobs.’

      Valerie halted, and a round of cheers rippled over both sides of the Chamber. Then she tilted her chin up to where Max and Amy were sitting in the gallery. 

      ‘Mr Speaker, on a personal note, I would like to thank my family for their unwavering support during this difficult time. Our family and friends are the unsung heroes of parliamentary democracy, putting up with late night, early mornings and cancelled plans every week of the year. Whatever we do, we must protect them as well.’

      With that, she sat back down and Max glanced sideways at Amy. There were tears dribbling down her cheeks, she realised, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to let her cry for a minute. Between this ending and wherever they were going next, they might need a pit stop in a bathroom.
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      Every now and then, Valerie looked across to check Max and Amy were handling this bizarre situation as well as could be expected. 

      It was a little outlandish from Valerie’s perspective, never mind theirs. Sitting in the grandiose surroundings of the Crimson Drawing Room in the Speaker’s House was so far beyond her typical experience of Westminster that she had to mentally shake herself several times. Of course, the fact she was talking openly with Adiba added an extra dimension of strangeness to it all, especially when the PM shifted closer. 

      ‘I know it’s been a heavy day already for you. But I do have something else to throw into the mix.’ 

      Valerie wet her lips. ‘Go on.’

      ‘To be clear, I’ve already spoken to Oliver about this. I wanted him to understand I don’t intend to take advantage of this situation. If possible, though, there’s an opportunity for good to come out of bad. Oliver recognises that.’

      ‘Okay,’ Valerie said slowly. 

      ‘Now, what you did on Friday was incredible. It was also a highly public act, and it provides a route to rehabilitation, so to speak. What I mean is there wouldn’t be any backlash if you took a formal role within the Government.’

      Valerie leaned back a touch. Certainly, she knew the political rationale of what Adiba was saying. The perceived treachery of the leadership election had soured Valerie’s reputation in the party, so any elevation would be seen as an act of weakness by Adiba’s enemies. Ollie’s attack and Valerie’s subsequent actions had swept that away, although the suggestion that she could benefit from it left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

      ‘I understand,’ Adiba continued after a moment. ‘You don’t want to be seen as profiting from such a horrible situation.’

      ‘Something like that. I don’t want to be rewarded, if that’s what you’re offering.’

      ‘It is and it isn’t.’

      Just as she thought the conversation was going in one direction, Adiba pivoted elsewhere. Valerie stole a glance at Max and Amy chatting with the Speaker, then refocused her attention on the PM, lowering her voice. 

      ‘What do you mean?’ she asked. 

      Adiba’s smile betrayed her satisfaction. ‘Well, as I see it, there are two paths we could take right now. We could formally bring you into the Government, perhaps in a role connected to the safety of people in the public eye. You saw this morning there’s cross-party support for that. We’ll need to harness it before the outrage about what happened to Oliver fades.’ 

      ‘Taking on a role like that smacks of opportunism, doesn’t it? Even with Ollie’s blessing, I’d find it very difficult to countenance. What’s the second path?’

      ‘A brief truce followed by a return to hostilities,’ Adiba replied as she reached for her coffee cup. ‘In a couple of weeks or perhaps longer, I make it known informally that you rejected a job offer and our relationship is essentially back to square one.’

      ‘As far as everyone else is concerned,’ Valerie murmured. 

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What benefit do you derive from that?’

      ‘Just the same as usual. A friendly ear in an unfriendly camp.’

      The suggestion settled like a weight on her chest. Earlier, with the House behind her, she’d felt empowered as an MP in a way she hadn’t before. It was an intoxicating sensation, one that she didn’t want to relinquish. 

      ‘Is there a third option?’ she asked. 

      Adiba raised an eyebrow. ‘Such as?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. Something that gives me time with my family without putting me back on the public enemy list. I’m so tired. I don’t know if I can do this anymore.’

      Although Adiba’s expression flickered, she didn’t respond immediately. Then the moment was lost as the Speaker’s cat wandered into the room and made a beeline for Amy’s ankles. She scooped him up and tickled his ears while the Speaker chuckled. 

      ‘Don’t let it be said I don’t know who the celebrity in this place is. Aneurin has more followers on Instagram than the Prime Minister does. He loves the attention.’

      ‘He’s more photogenic than me,’ Adiba said.

      Aneurin hogged the limelight for a couple of minutes. Then, just as Valerie was considering a return to her conversation with Adiba, an aide knocked on the open door. From his urgency and pallor, Valerie knew straight away something had happened. He whispered into the Speaker’s ear and then beckoned to Adiba. Within a few seconds, they were all out in the corridor with the door closed and Aneurin glared at the block of sturdy wood in his way. 

      Max rested her elbows on her knees. ‘What do you think’s going on?’

      ‘Hopefully nothing,’ Valerie said. 

      None of them believed it, and she wasn’t surprised when Amy yanked out her phone and began scrolling through social media feeds. The fact her cheeks paled as she read was proof enough that something terrible was going on beyond this room. 

      ‘Sweetheart?’ Valerie prompted. 

      ‘The police have closed some streets off. There’s an evacuation.’

      ‘Terrorism?’ 

      ‘No one seems to know. It’s breaking news, literally happening right now. Some Tube stations are being shut. There’s a video of Leicester Square with the barriers closed and people behind turned back.’

      Valerie nibbled on her lip, but said nothing. As much as she wanted to know what was happening, she wasn’t sure she could stomach much more today. Adiba’s options flip-flopped around her brain. Plus, there was the spectre of Ben Caldicott still nipping at the edges. What she needed was a quiet hour with Max, perhaps curled up on the sofa in the Southampton Row flat. It was all she was hanging on to. 

      Five minutes passed before the door opened again. While Valerie was expecting an apologetic aide tasked with escorting them from the building, it was Adiba who walked in, preoccupation etched on her face. All three of them stood to receive her, as though this was their home and not the Speaker’s.

      ‘I hear there’s some trouble,’ Valerie said. 

      Adiba pressed her lips together. ‘In a manner of speaking. One of the tourist hotspots has been evacuated because of an ongoing incident.’

      ‘Whereabouts?’ 

      ‘Covent Garden,’ Adiba answered.

      Valerie’s whole body quivered as she glanced at Max and Amy. They were both thinking the same thing she was, although Valerie forced herself to ask the obvious before either of them mustered the nerve. 

      ‘Is it him? Is it Caldicott?’

      ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. He positively identified himself to the attending officers.’

      ‘What’s he after?’ Max queried. 

      ‘In a nutshell, he wants Valerie to meet him. That’s his sole demand.’

      Amy let out a hoarse laugh. ‘No chance. Why would he even think she’d do that? Mum, say no. You’re not going.’

      ‘I suspect I probably am,’ she muttered, meeting Adiba’s conflicted gaze. ‘What’s his trump card?’

      ‘A little German boy called Felix. Caldicott dragged him away from his parents and he’s holding him hostage. Unless you meet his demand, he’s vowed to kill the boy. He’s given you an hour to get there.’
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      ‘Mum, this is ridiculous. Let the police shoot him.’

      Max winced at the tone of Amy’s voice. It’d been getting wilder since the three of them were bundled into an armoured car outside the Speaker’s House, but now it’d hit a new pitch. If Valerie’d had her way, they’d have been left behind with Adiba. Though Max could see the sense of it, she was damned if she was letting Valerie go through this alone, and that meant bringing Amy along too. 

      ‘Mum!’ Amy hissed. 

      With a sigh, Valerie dragged her attention away from the window. ‘Sweetheart, you know it’s not that simple. This boy’s six years old. How can I possibly leave this to the police when he might be injured or worse? Caldicott wants me -’

      ‘He wants to kill you. That’s what he wants. And you’re just going to walk straight into it. What about us? What about the baby?’

      ‘Ames,’ Max said gently. 

      ‘No! She’s being crazy.’

      In the front of the car, the driver pressed a button and the screen raised to give them a bit of privacy. Max’s grasp of London geography wasn’t great, but she knew they didn’t have long in the car, even with traffic jams snarling up the streets. They needed to sort this now before it was too late.

      ‘All right, Ames, listen to me. I don’t want her doing this anymore than you do. But this little lad, he’s done nothing wrong. From what they’ve said, he was just having a bloody ice cream one minute, then he’s with Caldicott with a knife at his throat. How’s that fair on him?’

      A tear leaked out of Amy’s eye. ‘It isn’t.’

      ‘Amy,’ Valerie said, leaning across and grabbing her hand. ‘You’re one of the most empathetic people I’ve ever encountered. I know you can understand why I’m doing this. Imagine if your brother or sister was snatched as a pawn in something that had absolutely nothing to do with them. Wouldn’t you want someone to step in if they could?’

      ‘It’s not the same,’ Amy whispered. 

      ‘Because it’s me?’

      ‘You’re my mum. He’s already tried to hurt you and you want to let him.’ 

      Valerie sniffed. ‘Sweetheart, I want to stop him hurting anyone else when his problem’s with me. Do you think I could stand it if something happened to that little boy that I could’ve prevented, hmm? I couldn’t. Deep down, I don’t think you could either.’

      Even though Max was braced for another round, Valerie’s cajoling seemed to have worked. Amy crumpled back into her seat and wiped her eyes on her sleeve while Valerie let out a shuddering breath. Max leaned closer to her, just close enough so that this moment was theirs. 

      ‘I love you,’ she said. 

      Valerie rested against her as the car bounced around a corner. ‘I love you too.’
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      The police operation was based in the Royal Opera House, something that sent Max reeling back a couple of months. So much had happened since she’d rushed through the doors with Valerie and Hannah, but here they were. Right where they started. 

      Amy excused herself to go wash her face while the police officer who’d driven them over here went to find someone in authority. The lobby was buzzing with people, more than Max could think was necessary. Two stood out, though, and she realised Valerie had seen them too when she walked straight over there. 

      ‘Hello, I’m Valerie,’ she said. 

      ‘Are you with the police?’ the woman asked in accented English. 

      ‘Not exactly. But I am here to help you get your son back. Can I ask your names?’

      They exchanged a puzzled glance before the man said, ‘Dieter and Lori Aller. Our son’s called -’

      ‘Felix,’ Valerie interjected. 

      Lori clutched her hands together. ‘Yes. Felix.’

      ‘Does he speak any English?’

      ‘Some,’ Dieter said with a pained smile. ‘We have family in Bristol, so he learns a little. If he’s scared, he might not remember.’

      ‘Of course, of course. Is there something I can say to Felix that’ll help him trust me? Does he have a favourite cartoon or book or anything like that?’

      ‘Tigger from Winnie the Pooh,’ Lori answered. 

      ‘He’s obsessed,’ Dieter added. 

      Valerie nodded. ‘Thank you.’

      All of them went silent, peering at the activity in the lobby. It was like a play had come to an end and they were stuck on the stage, not knowing what to do next. Fortunately, Max spotted Inspector Barlow standing by a door, obviously waiting for Valerie to finish what she was doing. Once she’d drawn Valerie’s attention to that, they murmured goodbyes and went to join Barlow. 

      Since Valerie had told her Barlow was more on their side than he let on, Max wasn’t expecting the gruff greeting as he pulled a stab vest out from behind him. 

      ‘As a police officer, this goes against everything I believe in. Let me put this on you.’

      Valerie complied without a word, though Max could see her jaw clenching. Once it was on, the vest was far too loose. Barlow began tightening it up while he talked. 

      ‘You’re meant to leave this stuff to the professionals. We’re trained, you’re not. And you’re not supposed to give into the demands of criminals. That goes against everything we’re taught. You shouldn’t put the public in danger to save anyone else.’

      As she absorbed his last words, Max abruptly recognised he wasn’t angry with Valerie for going in there. He was worried about what’d happen when she did. From the look on Valerie’s face, she’d clocked that already. She wasn’t making any effort to argue, which she would’ve done with anyone legitimately having a go. 

      Barlow motioned for her to turn around and he checked the vest thoroughly before steering her back towards him. He lowered his voice, leaning in so that only Valerie and Max could hear him. 

      ‘Whatever those idiots in hostage negotiation tell you when you’re going in, you remember what I’ve said. They’re focused on getting the boy out, but he’s a means to an end. You’re the one Caldicott wants, remember that. This is his finale. Extricating the boy’s only one element of it. You’ve got to get yourself out of there too.’

      ‘How do I do that?’ Valerie asked, her voice quivering. ‘I’m open to suggestions.’

      ‘Let him talk himself out. If he’s wrong, don’t disagree. We need him to let his guard down, but that’s only going to happen if he feels safer. If he wants to know something, tell him honestly. Don’t lie.’

      Max cleared her throat. ‘Even if it risks making him angry?’

      ‘Catching her out in a lie could be more harmful.’ 

      ‘I’ll just be honest,’ Valerie said. ‘It can’t be that difficult.’

      The joke gave them all a moment’s release, then Barlow rested both hands on Valerie’s shoulders. When he spoke this time, the emotion was dripping from him. 

      ‘For what it’s worth, I think you’re incredibly brave. Given the choice, most people would’ve stayed out of it, especially someone in your position. I want to get you home safe, do you hear?’

      ‘I hear,’ Valerie murmured. 

      Barlow nodded before walking away purposefully, as if handing an MP over to a knife-wielding maniac was something he did all the time. As soon as he’d gone, Amy reappeared next to them. 

      ‘I hate that man,’ she said. 

      Valerie engulfed her in a sudden hug. ‘I’ll tell you a funny story when we get home, darling. In the meantime, you look after Max for me. I won’t be long.’

      It didn’t look like Amy was ready to let go, but Valerie pulled away and pressed a kiss to her cheek. Then she glanced over at Max, saying nothing and everything at the same time.

      ‘We’re good,’ Max told her. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

      Valerie let their eyes meet one last time, then backed away. As she finally pivoted away from them, Max wrapped an arm around Amy’s shoulders. She wanted to say something that’d remove the fear, but nothing sprang to mind. This was ridiculous, like Amy had said. It also happened to be the best way of saving a kid’s life. In the end, it was a trade-off they were all willing to make.
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      Perhaps if she’d had more time to think, Valerie would’ve switched her heels for something flatter. As it was, every step she took across the cobbles and flagstones became a siren in the Piazza's silence. By the time she entered the market building, she knew Caldicott would be aware of her presence. It was probably better that way. 

      ‘Hello?’ she called from the entrance. ‘Can I come in?’

      There was no response. She lingered for thirty seconds before continuing on her slow walk. From her briefing outside, she knew what to expect and where she should go, yet her first glimpse of Caldicott and Felix made her gasp. 

      Caldicott was kneeling in a corner in the middle of the building, back pressed against an internal wall. His haggard face betrayed his exhaustion and the resemblance to the man in Max’s original e-fit was almost non-existent. If it wasn’t for their encounter at the constituency surgery, Valerie would’ve walked past him in the street, completely oblivious to the danger. 

      In front of him, a young blonde boy sat with his legs splayed out to the sides. His eyes were raw from crying, but it was the arm wrapped tightly around his throat that caught Valerie’s attention. The hand at the end of it grasped a sizeable knife and, more urgently, the knife trembled. 

      Valerie stopped at a safe distance. She didn’t want to be perceived as a threat, particularly when Caldicott seemed so jittery. Inspector Barlow’s words rang in her ears, superseding the garbled instructions given by the hostage negotiator. For a man who frequently dealt with stressful situations, the officer had been remarkably on edge in the presence of an MP.

      ‘Can’t believe you came,’ Caldicott said. 

      ‘Yes, well, I’d much rather be having a tea party with Tigger and Eeyore, but we don’t always get what we want, do we?’

      Felix’s eyes flickered up immediately to hers. Whatever his grasp of the English language right now, he recognised his favourite character and perhaps it eased his terror somewhat. She held his gaze for as long as he needed, then shifted her focus as Caldicott let out a hoarse chuckle. He knew what she was doing, and he didn’t object to her making his hostage a little more comfortable. That was interesting. 

      ‘Can I call you Ben?’ she asked. 

      ‘Can I call you Valerie?’ he shot back. 

      ‘Of course.’

      Caldicott nodded, as if he was working through something in his head. The juddering of the knife had abated now they were communicating. Although Valerie was loath to push things too quickly, the smell working its way across the space between them warned Felix had lost control of his bladder. She was pondering how to proceed when Caldicott indicated a nearby table. 

      ‘Get a chair. I don’t want you hovering over me.’

      ‘How about you let Felix go -’

      ‘Sit down,’ Caldicott interrupted. 

      Valerie complied without another word. She angled the chair diagonally, so at least there was a reduced chance he’d be peering up her skirt. Crossing her legs, she levelled her attention on Caldicott as if they were in a normal constituency surgery. 

      ‘What did you want to discuss with me, Ben?’

      He licked his lips. ‘Haven’t you figured it out?’

      ‘I could make an educated guess. If you’re comfortable with me doing that. I thought you might prefer to talk me through it in your own words.’

      ‘Tell me what you think it’s about.’

      ‘The quarry,’ Valerie said simply. 

      Caldicott flinched, and the knife nicked against Felix’s throat. It didn’t draw blood, but the boy whimpered, leaning backwards into Caldicott’s body to put as much distance as possible between him and the weapon. 

      ‘Well done,’ Caldicott muttered. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I can tell you what I think I know. And you can tell me where I’ve got things muddled. How does that sound?’

      She let a few seconds pass to give him ample time to object. When no opposition came, she carried on in a level voice. 

      ‘Your mother lived near the quarry at the time of the noise access dispute. She was a vocal critic of the traffic noise, arguing the hours should be cut further than the company had already agreed to. I’ve seen pictures of the public meetings. She was very engaged and involved in the discussions.’

      ‘It was ruining her life, that’s why.’ 

      ‘Yes, I understand that.’

      Caldicott snickered. ‘Right. Sure.’

      ‘I visited the site, Ben. The incessant noise was absolutely intolerable, and the fact the councils were able to push the issue back and forth between themselves was despicable. If you’ve read my correspondence from the time—which I’m sure you have—you’ll know I made that clear.’

      ‘It was full of nice words.’

      ‘I did what I could,’ Valerie said, then she winced. ‘I’m sorry if that sounds insensitive. But there are limits to what an MP can do. The councils had jurisdiction. I could only try to make them listen to the concerns of residents.’

      ‘Which you didn’t.’

      ‘No, I did try, Ben.’

      ‘Then why did it take so long?’ he demanded. 

      ‘Because these things do. I wish there was a way we could click our fingers and make things happen, but there isn’t. There are rules and procedures to follow. In your situation, I know that doesn’t help.’

      ‘My situation . . .’ Caldicott tightened his grip around the knife. ‘You mean my mum deciding there was nothing left for her? That’s my situation. God, how is it you all make everything sound so clinical? As if the quarry stuff happened and she died and those were two separate things.’

      ‘If you’re telling me they’re connected, I believe you.’

      ‘Of course they were!’

      His voice rose properly for the first time, taking her back to the church hall. She was blinded momentarily by the memory of Ollie’s blood on her hands, then she inhaled sharply and looked down at the smooth stone beneath their feet. More than a minute passed before Caldicott spoke again.

      ‘You’re scared.’

      Valerie forced herself to look at him, skimming her eyes over Felix’s face first. He focused entirely on her, as if she was a guardian angel sent to protect him. At the moment, the distance between that wishful thinking and reality was immense. Perhaps Caldicott sensed something of that power. His expression certainly altered as they stared at each other. 

      ‘You’re scared,’ Caldicott repeated. 

      ‘Given what happened on Friday, do you blame me?’ 

      ‘That was an accident.’

      ‘Using that logic, sitting here now in a deserted building is also an accident. It isn’t, you know that. This is something you’ve brought about. And I’m still struggling to understand why, especially why you’ve dragged an innocent boy into it.’

      Caldicott rubbed his chin with his spare hand. ‘I knew you’d come if there was a kid involved. I saw how you were with that girl. If there was a way of getting you here, that was it. All I wanted was to talk.’

      ‘Why? What can I possibly say that’ll help you come to terms with what’s happened? I don’t understand, Ben. I don’t know why you’ve fixated on me -’

      ‘The compensation!’

      Valerie frowned. ‘What compensation?’

      ‘Exactly!’

      He was so animated; so sure of what he was saying. Yet Valerie couldn’t make sense of it. In the documents about the quarry resolution, there was no mention of any compensation for residents. Nothing like that had been on her radar. 

      ‘Ben, I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Stop lying.’

      ‘I’ve got no reason to lie. If anything was ever said about compensation, it didn’t come from me, did it? I’ve been through every email and letter I sent regarding the quarry. I absolutely never mentioned anything to anyone about compensation. It wasn’t within my remit.’

      ‘It wasn’t within Shah’s remit either, was it? But it didn’t stop her.’

      Valerie watched as his arm loosened around Felix’s throat. Relief scuttled across the young boy’s face and he moved forward, evidently thinking he was about to be released. As Caldicott dragged him back, he let out a piercing wail that bounced around the silent market hall. 

      Putting personal comfort aside, Valerie slipped off the chair and landed on her knees in front of Felix. He was shuddering in Caldicott’s grip now, fresh tears running along tracks made by earlier ones. Valerie tried to catch his eye and, when that didn’t work, she risked stretching a hand to his cheek. 

      ‘Felix, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.’

      She wasn’t certain he understood the words, but perhaps the sentiment got through. Before she could say anything else, Caldicott thrust the knife at her hand, slicing through the skin near her wrist. It was a warning jab with a searing aftermath as blood began bubbling to the surface. She snatched her arm away to press it firmly against her shoulder, trying to ignore the prickling pain and the accompanying shock. 

      Seeing the blood made Felix whimper. Caldicott’s breaths were harried, as though he couldn’t comprehend what he’d just done. But this was the man who’d callously stabbed Oliver a few days ago simply for the crime of getting in his way. With that in mind, Valerie’s sympathy was minimal. Whatever Caldicott might think, he was not the victim here, and her rancour burst to the surface. 

      ‘I suppose that was an accident as well. The kind that only happens when you’re holding a knife. Tell me, what result are you hoping for here, hmm? What possible benefit could you derive from this? You’ve had plenty of opportunities to kill me in the past, if that’s what you wanted. You followed me and my family, but I still don’t understand why. Tell me what you want or just stop this madness right now.’

      Caldicott clenched his jaw as a tear slid down his cheek. 

      ‘Tell me,’ Valerie insisted. 

      ‘It had to be you. It couldn’t be her; it had to be you. But you weren’t like I thought you’d be. You’re so normal. Just this life like I was . . . Before all this crap with the quarry, I was with someone. We were doing everything right and then my mum couldn’t cope. It was all the arguments, not just the noise. Since my dad died, I was all she had, but it was too much pressure. I just let her down until it was too late.’

      Rambling as it was, Valerie was starting to see some warped logic emerging. She didn’t want to speak and break his flow, despite the stinging sensation spreading to her fingertips. In her mind, she counted backwards from one hundred to keep herself grounded, away from the pain. 

      ‘All that trouble and all my mum wanted was to be paid back for it. That email—I’ve got a copy, right—it says compensation. She thought she was getting something back for everything that’d happened, but she wasn’t. No one answered her when she wanted details. Everyone ignored her. They’d just said it to put her off. Except it made Mum look like a liar to us. That’s what I thought. That she’d made too much of it and she was lying. Next thing I know . . .’

      Valerie licked her lips. ‘You feel guilty.’

      ‘I am guilty, remember? I stabbed your friend. I’m guilty of that.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is he okay?’ Caldicott asked after a moment. ‘All the news says is that he’s in a stable condition. That could mean anything.’

      ‘I believe he’s going to be fine.’

      Something akin to a smile crossed Caldicott’s face. Then it was gone again. It left a shadow in its wake, one that made Valerie shiver. Instinctively, she knew where this was going now; perhaps she had all along. 

      ‘Do you want to give Felix to me?’ she questioned. 

      Caldicott looked down, as if he’d forgotten his hostage. He unhooked the arm holding the knife from around Felix’s throat and nudged him forward. Wary of what had happened last time, Felix waited until a hand pushed him straight into Valerie’s arms before his limbs came alive. 

      ‘Go on,’ Caldicott said, looking away. ‘Take him.’ 

      ‘The second I move, you’ll be faced with a choice. You can drop the weapon or the police will take their shot. You know that, don’t you? Ben, you know that.’ 

      ‘Yep,’ he murmured. 

      ‘You need to drop the knife now. Walk out there with me. I’ll make sure you get a fair hearing.’

      Caldicott sniggered. ‘Bit late for that.’

      ‘No, take it from someone who knows. It’s never too late. We can do this together.’

      There was no response. He’d simply disengaged. A tug on Valerie’s sleeve reminded her that Felix was free, then a corresponding spasm along her hand served as a reminder of the wound on her wrist. She bit into her lower lip as she manoeuvred to her feet and took hold of Felix’s hand with her uninjured one. 

      ‘Let’s go see your parents, Felix. It’s going to be fine.’

      Caldicott made no move to stop them. Five steps away became ten. Then there was a rustle of footsteps off to her left. She could see the video playing in her mind. The police would be rushing towards Caldicott and he’d relinquish the knife. There was no time for him to do anything else. As if on cue, voices began echoing around the hall. 

      ‘Drop the knife!’

      ‘Do it now!’

      ‘Drop it!’ 

      ‘Put the -’

      A crack pierced the air and a flock of pigeons took off. Valerie’s step faltered, then a moan of agony reached her ears. She glanced down to check on Felix before stepping out into the Piazza.
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      Leaning against the cubicle wall was making her shoulder numb, but Max didn’t know where else to put herself. She sure as hell wasn’t following Amy and going down to the canteen while Valerie’s hand was being stitched up. It was one thing sending her away because she was looking a bit green, but Max couldn’t stomach the idea of leaving Valerie, even now the danger was past. 

      ‘Will I have a scar?’ Valerie asked the young doctor. 

      ‘A small one, I’d think.’ 

      ‘That’s a shame. I’ll be more careful in the future.’

      ‘Vegetables can be dangerous, Ms Smythe.’

      Valerie offered a watery smile. ‘So I’ve learned.’

      Another couple of minutes and they were alone, at least as much as they were likely to be in a busy hospital. Max watched the doctor pull the curtain across the entrance, then she went to sit beside the bed. 

      Just as she’d reckoned, Valerie’s bravado slipped now the doctor was gone. She’d held herself together all through the mayhem at Covent Garden and the journey to the hospital afterwards. As she shivered, Max took off her jacket and draped it over her shoulders. 

      ‘Sorry it doesn’t match your outfit,’ she said. 

      Valerie’s lips twitched. ‘I’ll cope.’

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Oh, I wish I could tell you. My head’s all over the place.’

      ‘Be surprised if it wasn’t. It’s been one hell of a week.’

      ‘There’s just so many unanswered questions,’ Valerie said after a long pause. ‘Yes, I’m relieved that Caldicott’s been caught. I’m even more relieved that he didn’t get himself killed in the process. Whatever grievance he was holding onto, I don’t think I could’ve handled that as the outcome. But it doesn’t all add up, does it?’

      ‘It doesn’t run in a straight line, if that’s what you mean.’ 

      ‘I need things to have a cause and effect. If I’m to understand, I need that.’

      Max chewed on the inside of her cheek. ‘We might not get that.’ 

      ‘Caldicott’s alive. He must be able to explain himself more clearly.’

      ‘Maybe what makes sense to him won’t mean anything to us.’

      ‘That’s not good enough.’

      ‘Sometimes it’s all you get.’

      Valerie shook her head. ‘Message Inspector Barlow. Find out if he’s got more information or if Caldicott’s been talking. I trust him to tell us what he can.’

      The curtain suddenly swished and Barlow walked in, red-faced and exhausted. He was still mostly dressed in his uniform, but his tie was missing and he looked dishevelled. 

      ‘I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I’m sorry. I was waiting for an appropriate time to make myself known and it didn’t happen. Anyway, I didn’t hear anything of substance.’

      Course, that was a lie. If he’d heard them talking about him then he’d heard what’d come before. Luckily, it was all connected to the case. 

      Valerie sat up a little straighter. ‘Is everything okay?’

      ‘Our minds were on a similar track, that’s all. I thought you’d appreciate an update before I clock off for the day. Do you mind if I sit?’

      There was another functional grey chair at the other side of the bed. Barlow grabbed it, bringing it around until they were sitting in a lopsided triangle. Thinking back to the day they’d first met him at Southampton Row, Max almost laughed out loud. She’d had him pegged as such a prat, but maybe that was down to the situation. He’d definitely drawn the short straw and he’d been on the defensive. Somewhere along the line, they’d all started to understand each other properly. 

      ‘Caldicott’s taken the usual vow of silence,’ Barlow said, clasping his hands in his lap. ‘Fortunately for us, though, he’d written a suicide note of sorts. He wasn’t intending to walk out of Covent Garden alive. If he’d been slightly closer to you when he began moving with the knife, there would’ve been no alternative for the officers. As it was, he timed it wrong, and he’s looking at a very long stretch in prison instead.’

      ‘I’m glad,’ Valerie replied. 

      ‘Let’s just hope he pleads guilty and saves us the difficulty of a trial.’

      ‘Doesn’t that depend on whether he’s made his point?’ Max questioned. 

      ‘I’m not sure his point’s going to be more potent in a public trial. It came down to a vendetta based on a stray word by one of the Prime Minister’s temporary constituency workers. Emily Caldicott latched onto it and, after everything fell apart, so did Ben. It might’ve been the only way he could cope with what happened. My guess is it morphed into some sort of justice thing, not just for his mother, but for him as well.’

      ‘You mean losing his ex,’ Valerie said. 

      ‘From a cursory glance, it looks like a downward spiral. Spending so much time on his mother’s difficulties led to the break-up, and he lost his home, then his job, because he was trying to juggle too much. It’s a sad story on the surface but . . .’

      ‘Sad stories don’t usually end up bringing Central London to a standstill.’

      Barlow offered a wry smile at Valerie’s observation. ‘Exactly that. I do have one answer for you. The other day, you wondered why Caldicott chose Covent Garden over the other opportunities he had. It’s an educated guess, but I think I know why it proved to be the trigger.’

      ‘Go on,’ Valerie said when he hesitated. 

      ‘His girlfriend had an abortion after they split up. Of course, it might be a coincidence, but seeing you with Hannah Wallace could’ve been a reminder of what he thought he’d lost. I’d put money on that, even though I’m no psychiatrist.’

      Valerie nodded slowly. ‘I suppose it makes sense in a way. Something else puzzled me about the way he was talking earlier. Perhaps you can shed some light on it.’

      ‘I can certainly try.’

      ‘He said it had to be me. That it couldn’t be another person, another woman. In my mind, that could mean one of two things. Either he targeted me because he couldn’t take his frustrations out on his ex or I was simply the more expedient political target. Did he say anything about that?’

      ‘No, I’m afraid not.’

      ‘But?’ Valerie pressed. ‘You must have a personal judgement.’

      Barlow cleared his throat, then stood up. ‘I believe if Adiba Shah hadn’t won the leadership race to be PM, we would’ve been looking at a different situation altogether. I doubt that we’d have met, you and I.’

      ‘And what a shame that would’ve been.’

      As she spoke, Valerie shrugged off the jacket around her shoulders and rose unsteadily to her feet. Barlow reached out a hand in case she fell, but he didn’t look like he was expecting her to grab it with her good hand and drag him into a hug. For the first time in months, Max let out a laugh that wasn’t constrained by a lunatic being after them. 

      ‘Thank you,’ Valerie said when she pulled back. 

      Barlow’s cheeks were crimson. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘Of course not, Inspector.’

      He took two steps away and reached for the curtain. For a couple of seconds, Max wondered if he was about to say something else, but he changed his mind, simply taking a deep breath and leaving them to it. 

      Once his footsteps faded, Valerie sat down again. She’d gone into her own head and Max waited for the result. It took a minute then Valerie met her gaze and sighed. 

      ‘Adiba offered me a job, you know. No definite role or anything like that. But it was one of the options she laid out for me.’

      ‘What were the others?’ Max asked. 

      ‘I’ll tell you later. Anyway, I’m not taking any sort of job within Government. You deserve to know that right away, just in case the rumour mill kicks into gear. Which I’m sure it will. It always does.’

      Max bit her lip, wondering whether to voice what she was thinking. That was taken out of her hands, predictably enough.

      ‘What?’ Valerie prompted. 

      ‘I saw you this afternoon, that’s all. When they were clapping, it was as if someone had flicked a switch. It was the first time you felt like you fitted in, yeah? All the times I’ve watched on telly, you’ve never been properly connected to it. This was like the first time you were.’

      ‘And it was wonderful, yet look what it took to get there. I don’t want to be respected for stopping Ollie bleeding to death. There are people who do that for a living every day. They’re the ones worthy of respect. In that place, it’ll be straight back to business as usual, especially when the complexities of Caldicott’s motives come to light. I’m not selling my soul to be part of the inner sanctum. It’s a fool’s errand to try, and, besides, I’ve never been much good at toeing the line.’ 

      Even though she opened her mouth to argue, Max closed it again without speaking. There was nothing she could say to contradict any of this, beyond the instinctive feeling that Valerie deserved something for all the crap she’d been put through. But Valerie stretched over with her uninjured hand and pressed it against Max’s stomach.

      ‘I’d rather be home with you, darling. It’s going to be difficult enough as it is without throwing anything else into it. This is what I want to enjoy. You, me, the baby, Amy and Ed just across the courtyard. I need a break from all the machinations.’

      Max covered the hand with her own. ‘You know that doesn’t happen, though. The next thing’s going to be the referendum or something else’ll kick off. You can’t get away from it.’

      ‘I don’t want to, not entirely.’ Valerie hesitated long enough to move her hand up to Max’s cheek. ‘But I’d like to give us the best shot at normal family life for as much of the week as possible. I want weekends in Yorkshire. That’s what it comes down to.’

      After a long moment, Max inclined her head and smiled as Valerie relaxed in her seat. Maybe it wouldn’t come to fruition, what with Westminster being as stable as a volcano, but the sentiment was nice. 

      They sat in silence for a little while until Amy came back abruptly, darting through the curtain and looking between them curiously. 

      ‘Inspector Barlow just stopped me for a chat. He was really pleasant about you, said that I should be proud. Has he had a personality transplant?’ 

      Valerie chuckled. ‘I suspect it’s time for that funny story now.’
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      ‘Are you nervous?’

      Valerie pressed her lips together as she turned away from the mirror. The hotel suite was so expansive that the distance between her and Amy briefly seemed like a gulf until Amy gathered up her purple skirts to close the gap. 

      ‘You look nervous, that’s all.’

      ‘I am, a little at least. My wedding to your father was rushed. I didn’t have time to panic much, apart from worrying that something would go wrong. With this, it feels we’ve had plenty of time for everything to go awry and yet . . .’

      ‘She still wants to marry you,’ Amy said. 

      ‘Scary, isn’t it? How are we doing for time?’

      Amy checked her watch. ‘We leave the room in exactly four minutes. Two minutes to get down the stairs, then one minute for Max to walk down the aisle. You’ll be in front of the registrar in exactly eight minutes.’

      ‘You’ve synchronised watches with Drew, haven’t you?’

      ‘Yep. He’s treating it like a Bond film, although he did say you’re not playing the villain in this one, so that’s a first.’

      ‘Thank you, Drew,’ Valerie murmured, despite the smile growing on her face. ‘Before we go, sweetheart, there’s something Max asked me to talk to you about. Just in case it changes your mind about converting the garage. You’ll have time while we’re away to -’

      ‘You’re babbling, Mum. What is it? Is the baby okay?’

      Valerie measured her words carefully. ‘The babies are fine.’

      With a squeak, Amy grabbed her in a lopsided hug that almost knocked them both over. The motion smudged Valerie’s lipstick, but she didn’t much mind. When they broke apart, she turned around to reapply it while Amy’s delight radiated around the suite. 

      ‘Twins? I can’t believe it.’

      ‘Apparently, it’s not unusual when you’re dealing with artificial insemination. We won’t know sex until the next scan, but there are definitely two heartbeats.’

      ‘How are you feeling about it? How’s Max?’

      ‘Overwhelmed, I think. And we’re both terrified in our own ways. That’s why we didn’t tell you straight away, sweetheart. We needed time to adjust. But it’s going to be wonderful. I know it is.’

      A hand rested on her spine and she met Amy’s warm gaze in the mirror. Of course, Amy knew her completely these days; no doubt she’d see the apprehension through the happiness. She didn’t mention it outright, simply tilting her head towards the door instead. 

      ‘It’s time to do this,’ she said. 

      Valerie let out a rapid breath, then nodded. She rather hoped the hammering in her chest wouldn’t drown out the pianist when they got downstairs. 

      The staircase led into a private lobby that fed straight into the function room. As practiced as she was at walking in sharp heels, her legs still quivered on the way down. She focused on putting one foot in front of the other until they reached the bottom and veered right. Hannah had gone in first, ahead of Max, leaving a smattering of petals on the aisle to guide her along. 

      Every step took her past someone she cared about. There were no extraneous guests or people they felt compelled to invite. In fact, the only family member in the room was Clarice, someone blood related to neither of them. 

      Stevie and Grace were in the last row, holding hands and smiling widely. Along with a smattering of drivers from the cab office, there was Gillian with her family on one side of the aisle and Stacey with her partner on the other. Valerie spared more than a brief glance for Ollie and his parents as she passed. He was still struggling with the stabbing, but he was here, and that was more important to her than she could ever articulate. 

      Elena, Drew and Hannah were sitting behind Max while there was an empty space beside Clarice for Amy to slot into. As Valerie halted in front of the registrar, she kept her eyes low and handed her bouquet over to Amy with a murmur of thanks. Then, with no further possibility of a delay, she raised her chin and looked straight at Max in her gorgeous purple suit. Any lingering fears they would make it to this point and no further dissolved into thin air. She couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. 

      ‘The suit was an excellent call,’ she said softly. ‘Are you nervous?’

      Max slowly shook her head. ‘No, I’m good. What about you?’

      ‘I’m ready,’ she replied. 

      ‘For what?’ 

      ‘Hmm . . .’ Valerie arched a single eyebrow. ‘Marry me and find out.’
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      I was working on the first draft of this novel when the news about the murder of Sir David Amess at one of his constituency surgeries broke in 2021. The second murder of a parliamentarian within six years was appalling, and it influenced Isolated Incident during later drafts.

      Regardless of any policy disagreements I had with Amess, it’s always been clear to me that violence and threats are never an acceptable part of democracy. Even if we hate what someone stands for, is the answer really to wish harm on them as a person? Does that really help us achieve our own aims?

      Political discourse in the UK has deteriorated massively since I first began working on the Valerie Series around a decade ago. Polarisation is worse; vacuous soundbites are more important than ever. I can’t blame anyone for disengaging when all engagement does is make them frustrated and angry.

      That fury is often directed at politicians. Whether it’s online abuse or threats that spill onto the street in front of a constituency office, it can make elected MPs and councillors, not to mention their staff, genuinely fearful.

      Let me share some insight from the other side of the fence.

      In another life, I dabbled in politics with a small regional party that campaigned mainly on local issues. I stood as a candidate on several occasions, both in Westminster and council elections.

      Every election, candidates are invited to attend safety briefings, at least in the area covered by the exceptional electoral services team that I grew to know. Not long after the murder of Jo Cox in 2016, I attended a briefing where I was one of the only women in the room. Once the general safety spiel had been run through, I specifically asked how I should respond if I merely felt threatened. What if I couldn’t pinpoint something in particular about a conversation or a person that made me feel under threat but that I felt alarmed anyway?

      I was relieved the answer was unequivocal: report anything and everything that makes you feel nervous as a candidate. While I didn’t need to make use of this during the campaign, I was relieved that all my concerns would be taken seriously if something did occur.

      But this brings me to my main point, and one that Valerie directly addresses within Isolated Incident.

      Is our democracy poorer because candidates have to go through these briefings? Sitting in a room being warned about threats and abuse hardly makes the prospect of election exciting. Even if you make it through the obstacle course of a campaign and win a seat, the abuse is likely to continue whenever you say anything. Why would anybody want to put themselves through that, even if they have brilliant intentions to make the world a better place?

      For the vast majority of the public, saying they want someone to die is just online chatter. It means nothing, and they certainly aren’t going to go out and make it happen.

      However, Jo Cox and Sir David Amess are proof that it sometimes doesn’t stop at an abusive message or a policy disagreement. And when MPs are being murdered at constituency surgeries, can they really be criticised for putting distance between themselves and the people they were elected to represent? When that leads to politicians being further out of touch with the voting public, where does the blame lie then?

      Isolated Incident was my way of working through these huge issues but you’ll notice there is no tangible resolution. There’s no immediate law or an epilogue featuring a tonal shift in language connected to our politicians.

      Change isn’t that simple, unfortunately.

    

  

cover.jpeg
0

1
KIT EYRE
&*f {0

|







