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Prologue


The luggage carousel in the cavernous baggage hall at Heathrow was already emptying by the time Brioni got there. Passport control had been crazy busy, a huge snaking queue of tired travellers, and then the customs officer had checked her picture several times. It had been taken last year, just after her seventeenth birthday, when she’d looked like every other slightly plump, nerdy Irish teenager. The skinny girl in front of him, with her nose piercing and bright pink hair shaved close on both sides, was a different person. A completely different person.


Eventually he’d waved her through.


And now Brioni could see the remaining six bags from her flight orbiting on the luggage belt, none of which looked a bit like the hard-shell silver case she’d been trailing around with her for the last year. Backpacking sounded great, but backpacks gave you backache. She’d only just arrived in New Delhi when she’d realised that, as long as she wasn’t going on any mountain treks, a suitcase with wheels was a much better idea.


The plan was to work her way around southern Asia, not walk it, and having a suitcase meant her gear hadn’t got soaked in the monsoon like everyone else’s. The NASA-engineered hard shell had given her somewhere comfortable to sit on endless occasions as she’d waited beside dusty roadsides for buses, or in dilapidated stations for trains. And the combination lock had saved her losing everything when an Aussie dope dealer had rapidly departed the Myanmar hostel she was working in, after delving into everyone’s backpacks looking for hidden cash and jewellery on the way.


Brioni had come to love her case; it had set her apart and had looked after her as she’d headed across South East Asia to Thailand. Her plan had been to finish her trip in Kuala Lumpur. She hadn’t quite got there, and a year later her case was scratched and battered and covered in stickers and, alarmingly, not where it was supposed to be.


She looked up and checked the board above the carousel again. Her flight baggage was definitely listed as being delivered here. British Airways, Bangkok–London, all twelve-plus wearying hours of it. It had been the cheapest she’d been able to get.


Could someone really have taken her case? Mixed it up with one of the others currently going around in abandoned circles – how could that even be possible? It was a cabin-sized, super-light Samsonite, but in the state it was in, it couldn’t have looked less like everyone else’s.


Brioni really was too tired for this. Why had she even decided to check it in? Her brain was fuzzy with fatigue. She hadn’t slept properly since she’d been jumped outside the nightclub in Krabi. After the thirteen-hour bus trip across Thailand, she’d finally dozed on the plane, but had started awake whenever the flight attendant passed her or there was any sort of noise. Everything was catching up with her.


Brioni closed her eyes, summoning up reserves of strength she really didn’t have. Without her case, she literally only had the clothes she was standing in: hiking shoes, denim shorts and a black T-shirt – and her second-hand leather jacket that thank goodness, she’d slung over her arm at the last minute, thinking it could be lashing with rain in London. She wouldn’t get far with the contents of her backpack either: her make-up bag, a spare tube of pink strawberry lip gloss, her phone, charger, spare knickers and a toothbrush. She didn’t even have toothpaste; she’d used the last bit on the plane.


Brioni let out a sigh, her head beginning to swim. Thank God she’d stashed her diary in her backpack – that was something.


She mentally ran through the contents of her case – clothes mainly, but some of her souvenirs: a brass Buddha; her Goddess tarot cards in their golden box she’d carried halfway around the world with her. The gorgeous lilac jewellery box from No. 42 that her diamond nose stud had arrived in. The eighteenth birthday card with it, signed by Mar and Steve. And a good luck card from Mar.


Whom she still hadn’t heard back from.


This part of her trip was already a total nightmare, and she hadn’t even got out of the airport.









Thursday 12th July 2018



Chapter 1


Steve Hunt swiped his Oyster card at the ticket barrier and doubled back on himself to head up the steps out of Tottenham Court Road Tube station, checking the time on his phone. According to Marissa’s diary, her lunch date was at 1.30 p. m. in a restaurant called Verdi’s; casual Italian–Sicilian dining apparently.


He’d googled it. It looked nice. And it was only a seven-minute walk from Tottenham Court Road, which gave him plenty of time to scope out whoever she was meeting and get over to the Irish embassy for this ridiculous presentation thing Eva had organised.


Marissa had said she was meeting Jacinta, a girl she’d been to uni with in Dublin, and who now was working for some energy company. Her employers might be interested in one of the homeless charities Marissa was involved with.


It hadn’t sounded quite right to Steve. He’d met Marissa just after she’d finished her last year of chemistry at Trinity College Dublin – she’d taken the summer off and was waitressing in Martha’s Vineyard. He’d been working in New York for a tech start-up. They’d got married on the beach, and when the job with Cybex had come up in London, they’d moved to the UK and he’d found the picture-perfect family home in a leafy street in Highgate.


But he was pretty sure that this week was the first time she’d mentioned anyone called Jacinta.


Verdi’s looked very cosy on Google Street View. It had a big window facing on to the quiet one-way street that linked Tottenham Court Road with Gower Street. Marissa always liked to know what was going on around her. He was pretty sure she would have booked a table near the window – unless, of course, she didn’t want to be seen with ‘Jacinta’, or whoever it was she was having lunch with.


She’d been meeting someone, Steve had guessed from her diary entries, at least twice a week for the last twelve months. Not just for lunch; there were visits to museums, antiques fairs and all sorts of other weird shit in there, too. And then there were the weekends she went back to Ireland, to see her father and air out the family house – not that her pop recognised her any more or had cared much about his daughters, even before his mind had started to go. And there was that time she went to Bristol for some sort of mindfulness weekend, and the refugee conference in Birmingham. The events were all real – he’d checked. And she’d been there; he’d activated the ‘find my phone’ function on her iPhone long ago. But he couldn’t be totally sure what she’d been doing when she was in each location.


Weaving through the crowd at the top of the station steps, Steve paused, glancing up at the Dominion Theatre, their latest show Bat Out of Hell emblazoned over the doorway. He half-smiled to himself.


They’d been to a show at the Dominion almost their first weekend in London. He couldn’t even remember what it was – that seemed like a lifetime ago now. She’d been so excited to move here. She’d said she found New York isolating, as if she didn’t fit. Here, she’d felt she’d know people, that she could build her life … their life. Perhaps she should have got a job when they got married and first moved to New York, but he didn’t want her working. He’d found lots to keep her busy, introduced her to volunteering at the shelter, and her allowance was more than generous. There was no point in her being out of the house every day doing some dumb research job. Anything could happen.


Steve glanced at his phone again. He needed to get moving, there was a lot going on today – and then he’d found out about Marissa’s lunch date … Steve felt his phone vibrate in his hand. Reiss’s name appeared on the screen in a Facebook message.


Reports of shots fired in Wimbledon; steer clear.


Reiss had attached a blurry photo of a crowd looking panicked.


Steve paused outside the open doors of the store on the corner of New Oxford Street, his eyes on the screen, frowning. He ran his hand through his dark hair, changing screens, checking his social media accounts.


‘You all right there, mate?’


One of the uniformed doormen appeared behind beside him. Steve grimaced and held up his phone.


‘Something’s happening in Wimbledon – a terrorist shooting or something.’


As he said it people around him turned to look, and he turned the phone to them. A voice behind him said, ‘Check the hashtag #LondonAttack.’


The security man pulled out his own phone.


‘Something’s going off. Look, there’s photos.’


‘It’ll be packed, it’s the women’s semis today.’ Steve heard a different voice behind him but didn’t turn to acknowledge the speaker. He scanned the hashtag on Twitter.


‘There’s something happening in Trafalgar Square, too.’ Glancing up at the security man, Steve clicked through to the Metropolitan Police Twitter feed, reading out loud: ‘“Unsubstantiated reports of gunshots at Wimbledon Tennis Club and an explosion in Trafalgar Square. Both areas being evacuated. Keep calm and vigilant. ”’ He paused. ‘They put “Run Hide Tell” at the end of every tweet. You’d wonder what they think you’re going to do.’


‘They don’t want anyone hanging about and taking photos when these things are going down. Dudes think they can make money out of the news networks if they get video.’ Another voice by way of explanation.


The crowd around him was growing, their phones out, checking the hashtag, sharing the news. It was spreading it like a virus. Something was happening and it was gathering momentum.


Steve looked at the time on his phone and said to no one in particular, ‘Christ, I need to get going. I’ve a meeting. I’m going to walk – reckon we need to stay out of the Underground.’


The crowd around him had filled the broad entrance to the store. Other employees joined the group, everyone finding solidarity in the moment, in checking their phones. Suddenly the blaring of a siren cut through the roar of the traffic – a police car, followed by two fire engines, heading down the Charing Cross Road. Steve felt the tension in the crowd go up a notch.


It was already 1.15.


Whatever was going on, he needed to get moving or he wouldn’t get to the embassy for Eva’s presentation.


This could snarl up the traffic all over the city. And it sounded as if shit was happening all over the place. He’d no idea why Eva had chosen to do this today; it was a crazy news week between the football and Trump’s arrival. Normally everyone was focused on Wimbledon at this time of year, but it wasn’t even getting a look-in. The papers were still full of the boys in the Thai cave and the presidential balloon. It was almost as if she didn’t want any press, but then perhaps she was being smart; the business, education and technology journalists weren’t getting much out of the World Cup, and there were only so many articles they could run deriding the President of the United States of America. As Reiss was always saying, she wasn’t PR Director just because she had great tits.


Pushing out of the crowd, Steve didn’t wait for the lights as he crossed Tottenham Court Road. Pausing in the middle, he let a cab pass and then jogged across the road. On the other side he walked briskly, his blazer over his arm, his tie loose at his neck, the end lifted by his movement. He could feel the sweat starting to trickle down his back under the crisp cotton of his pale blue shirt.


Boy, it was hot.


The perfect day for terrorists to strike, when tempers were already fraying and people were so focused on their own issues, they weren’t likely to be vigilant. And they had picked locations where there were guaranteed to be crowds, where any activity would grab the headlines. It was the mixed doubles quarter-finals this afternoon in Wimbledon; the first game should have started by now, if the courts hadn’t been evacuated. Steve had played a bit of tennis in college but wasn’t interested enough to be paying Centre Court prices for tickets. Reiss, his right-hand man at Cybex, was all over it, though, made a point of taking clients at every opportunity. Which was why he’d got stuck with doing this presentation. Today of all days.


Steve hurried on, the thoughts of spending the afternoon in some stuffy embassy making small-talk with even stuffier academics overshadowed by the much more immediate need to find out what was going on with Marissa. He felt his mouth dry, his stomach turning over with pent-up anxiety and tension.


Who was she meeting?


Heading down a side street towards the restaurant, Steve kept to the shaded side. Around him he could hear people talking, see them checking their phones. News of whatever was happening in Wimbledon and Trafalgar Square was spreading.


Verdi’s was in the middle of a row of elegant shops towards the end of the road. Behind him, Steve heard another siren and glanced over his shoulder to see a squad car heading towards him, its lights flashing. A moment later it passed and, brake lights flashing, stopped at the end of the street.


The rear door swung open and immediately a tall dude in a blazer and chinos appeared, crossed the pavement and got in. Although he looked a good ten years older than Steve – maybe forty-five – Steve could tell from the way he moved that he was he was fit, and even from this distance, over six feet tall. Before the man had the door closed, the car was heading off towards Gower Street, its right indicator flashing as the sirens blared on.


Steve straightened his back, pulling himself up to his full five foot nine. He was fit, worked out three times a week, played squash with Reiss. He knew he looked good for his age, didn’t need to be wearing a jacket in this weather to look like he was someone.


As Steve arrived outside the restaurant he slowed so he could glance in, as if he was just passing. He saw Marissa immediately, her blonde hair swept up in a ponytail, a white halter-neck blouse emphasising her tan and hollowed-out collarbones. She was sitting on her own, nursing a glass of white wine about three tables in from the window. As he looked in, she looked up, catching his eye, her eyes opening wide, her smile surprised.


She’d always been a good actress.










Chapter 2


Brioni braced herself against the stairs as the number 13 bus lurched around Hyde Park Corner. She drew in a sharp breath, trying to make her already lean self even thinner so she didn’t make contact with any of the other passengers crammed in front of the double doors downstairs. It was just as well she’d lost her puppy fat when she’d been away. Living on rice had its advantages.


At the last two stops the driver had refused more passengers, igniting tempers among those queuing to get on. He was right to, though; even with people getting off, there was barely room to breathe. Brioni had been on trains like this in India, and she was starting to think London was almost as bad as New Delhi. Exactly like India, it seemed to be a city crammed full of people permanently in motion. It was a bit less chaotic, and there were actual road signs that people obeyed – mainly – and she hadn’t seen a cow yet, but personal space just didn’t seem to exist, on the Tube – really on the Tube – on the buses, even on the broad pavements that lined Oxford Street.


The sheer number of people gave her a headache, made her feel claustrophobic. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to this many people in one place. At home in Ireland it had been the exact opposite; there had been lots of cows there, but there had been lots of space, too – too much space. Built on coastal rock now covered by a sand dune, their house had a field on one side and a steep slope to the beach and the sea on the other. Space, but the wrong sort of space.


Maybe that was why she’d gone travelling – to find herself and how she fitted in on the planet. Brioni still wasn’t sure. Despite the oppressive heat on the bus, she felt her skin goose-bump. Memories of a dense, hot night – of leaving a bar in Krabi with a group of men behind her – sprang into her head.


It had been such crap timing. Not that she could have chosen a good time to get mugged, it had to be said, but as she’d arrived in Thailand she’d had that moment of revelation she’d been waiting for – waiting the whole trip for. She hadn’t really known if it was the type of thing that actually happened to people outside her imagination, but she’d kept hoping. And when it had come, it hadn’t been romantic or epic; it had been more of a mental switch, a sort of knowing. And in the end it had actually happened on the overnight bus from Chiang Mai to Bangkok, which wasn’t exactly a cinematic setting, but somehow that hadn’t mattered.


Sitting there on the top deck, she’d suddenly felt that she finally knew who she was.


It had been past midnight. Outside, the night air had been hot and sultry, but sitting in the middle of the top deck in her shorts and T-shirt, she’d been chilled by the air conditioning, had pulled the fleece blanket the bus company had provided around her and curled up, tipping the reclining seat backwards. The ink-black sky had been full of stars and in that moment, half asleep and full of rice from the on-board meal, she’d suddenly felt whole, grounded, as if she was anchored to the planet and had found her place.


It had been a strange moment, a quiet feeling of knowing rather than a blinding flash of realisation, a moment when she suddenly felt that she was ready to think about the next step, about taking her place in Empress College. She’d loved Bangkok, had soaked up the history and culture, the food and the people with new eyes, had been a tourist for a few days before she went on to the job in the hostel in Krabi. She’d got her tattoo in Bangkok too – she’d found harmony and it was a moment that had needed to be marked. She headed on to Krabi, wishing she could stay longer in Bangkok. The busy seaside town was totally different from the Thai capital, full of tourists and backpackers … and then, that night, she’d gone out for a drink with some Australian girls, leaving early because she had to get up to get the breakfasts the next morning.


And the last thing she remembered was pressure on her neck. She’d come to at the side of the dirt road and hadn’t been able to stop crying.


When she’d got back to the hostel, the only thing she’d wanted was a hug. For the first time in just over a year she’d really needed to hear a familiar voice, to have a cup of tea. To feel safe.


She’d changed the return flight she’d originally booked with the money she’d saved working evenings and weekends in the pub near home, had got the next available seat out of Bangkok for London. Despite their differences, right then she’d needed her big sister. She was family, and the anchor point Brioni knew she needed to recalibrate.


Brioni adjusted her stance as the double-decker bus lurched again and pulled her phone out from the back pocket of her denim shorts to check her messages. She’d been in London for four days and her suitcase was still missing in action, the airport claiming it had been delivered to the luggage belt. Apparently ‘bag swaps’ happened hundreds of times every day in airports, and she just had to wait to see if whoever had accidentally taken hers returned it.


Like she had to wait for her sister to get in touch.


But the WhatsApp messages she’d sent Mar still hadn’t been answered – not since the first one last Sunday, the day after she’d been attacked. The same with Facebook. Brioni bit her lip, the muscles in her toned arms holding her steady as the bus pulled up at a red light. Mar’s first reply had been a bit weird, hadn’t sounded like her at all:


Hope you enjoyed travelling. Really busy at the moment, catch up soon.


Brioni hadn’t said she’d been attacked, just that she was coming to London and looking forward to seeing her. But Brioni had been away for just over a year – how busy did you need to be not to be able to see your little sister after she’d been away for a year? Brioni had said as much in her next message, trying at the same time to sound positive and upbeat and not at all hurt. But how long did ‘busy’ last when you didn’t have a job?


Mar hadn’t even sent a sad face emoji when Brioni had messaged her about the lost suitcase.


Whoever had it was in for a treat, though – all her clothes needed a good wash.


The bus lurched again and Brioni steadied herself, checking the time on her phone. Her shift started at two. Today she was serving drinks at a reception in – ironically – the Irish embassy. Siobhan, her boss, had asked her specifically; the catering company she ran did all sorts of events, but she was keen to do more at the embassy and the more Irish staff she had on board, the better.


Brioni was good with that. All the time she’d been travelling, and even now in London, when she heard an Irish accent it was like a bond. You said hello and asked where they were from and it wouldn’t take you long to find someone you knew in common. That was the way Ireland worked, the way Irish people worked; you kept chatting till you found the connection, because it was always there. That was how she’d got the job – almost straight off the plane – through the Irish expat mafia. She’d reached out to the friends she’d met travelling: a guy called Malachi she’d met in India. With the exchange rate from Thai bhat to sterling absolute shite, no suitcase and still no word from Mar, he had been a godsend.


Brioni sighed, emotion rolling over her. Did Mar really not want to see her? They were totally different, that was for sure, but they’d been close growing up, had moments when they’d laughed till they cried. There had always been a bit of distance between them – maybe the eight-year age gap was the biggest problem – and Brioni had always felt that, compared to Mar, she’d never had the right words, that she’d never be as engaging and as beautiful. Mar had straight teeth and thick blonde hair. She could talk to anyone. She was like a gazelle, beautiful and sleek and perfect. Despite trying to hide it, Brioni had been the fawn whose legs were too long and wouldn’t work, who staggered when she needed to run, and who said all the wrong things. To make it all worse, awkwardness and lack of confidence made her physically sick with anxiety.


Nobody – their parents, her teachers, her so-called friends – could see how insecure she was. But just because she didn’t have the right words didn’t mean she wasn’t bright. Brioni knew she had been angry for a while back then, resentful of Mar because she fitted in so well; everything was so easy for her. She, Brioni, was a clusterfuck. She was spotty and plump and weird. And she didn’t like people a whole lot.


The minute she’d finished her Leaving Cert, she’d left the house beside the field in County Wexford, had left Ireland. She’d always needed her own space; stuff couldn’t go wrong when she was on her own.


Well, she’d thought not.


Brioni closed her eyes for a moment and let herself sway with the movement of the bus. Maybe she should have planned coming to London better, but she really hadn’t expected her messages and calls to go unanswered this long. Thank God she’d been able to get hold of Malachi; he’d answered her text straight away and given her a couch to sleep on that first night, and hooked her up with a job the next day, to tide her over. What had she done so wrong that Mar couldn’t do that?


After being away for so long, finding her independence, it felt strange to need contact, to need Mar’s approval. Deep inside, Brioni knew that once she’d had a chat to her sis, she’d be ready for the next step, to take up her scholarship at London’s Empress college, and spread her wings among her kind – the maths heads and the nerds. But the big problem was, she needed to talk to Mar to be absolutely sure. Was the next step really college, or maybe trying London or New York to find a better job, or more travelling?


Choices, choices.


Brioni wasn’t even sure they really were choices, though. And she was pretty sure travelling wasn’t on the list. She licked her finger and rubbed a smear of grime off the tattoo on the inside of her wrist. London was so filthy, it was unbelievable. It was in her pores when she went home and took off her make-up, as black as the ink mapping the simple Buddhist symbol on her skin – a unalome, a beautiful spiral that flowed into a line running up the vein in her arm.


Harmony from chaos.


That was her all over.










Chapter 3


‘Bri? Space buns?’


Brioni felt her face heat as Siobhan ran her eye critically over her white shirt and black pencil skirt. She’d got changed as soon as she’d arrived at the embassy, had taken off her black eyeliner, swapped her bra to the cheapest white one she could find in Penneys – Primark, they called it in London; she’d never get used to that. Travelling with black underwear was purely practical – if the only place you had to wash your knickers was a sink, it was ideal – but it had its limitations when you had to wear a white shirt to work and didn’t want to look like a total slut. Penneys and a loan from Malachi had basically saved her life: a couple of black T-shirts, cut-off jeans and the white shirt and pencil skirt had cost less than thirty quid and were her entire wardrobe until her suitcase turned up.


Siobhan narrowed her eyes. ‘Look, I can deal with the pink hair, but you’ve got to wear it down, death hawk just isn’t a look for staff. These guys are all academics in their dotage, they think anyone with a shaved head is a criminal.’


Brioni took a deep breath, and smiled. She got it, she really did, but she’d taken ages this morning to part her hair and make the two topknots really tidy. It was way too hot to wear her hair down. But she wasn’t going to whine, she needed the job. She kept quiet as Siobhan shook her head.


‘And sleeves buttoned, please. No tats on show. This is a top-drawer event and we’re better than the competition. Attention to detail, always.’


Brioni nodded again, thankful she was on the serving staff today. She’d been working for Siobhan less than a week, but offering to come up with a program to help Siobhan with the ordering – she hated figures as much as Brioni loved them, had secured her position. Her experience in the pub at home had held her in good stead, but everyone started in the kitchen, and Brioni couldn’t get out of there fast enough.


‘OK, boys and girls, we’ve got around a hundred upstairs, champagne reception and then canapes. In this heat everything’s going to wilt, so we can’t plate early, we’re bringing everything out at the last minute. That means we need to move super-fast to get the whole room serviced, not just the greedy muck savages near the service door. Conor and Jamie, you’re on glasses, I don’t want to see any empties standing around. Bri, you’re on the main door, champagne and water. Niamh will make sure your tray is never empty. Are we good, people?’


The acknowledgement came back to her in Irish, like a battle cry.


Brioni smiled; she liked these people, the comradeship in doing a tough job in tougher conditions, the shared moaning about standing for hours, the heat, the rudeness of the clients. She’d been so unhappy at home when Marissa had left, a misfit, had felt as if she was living a life where everyone was sort of in the middle and she was an outlier, not even on the edge.


She knew she wasn’t like her parents, or their idea of the perfect daughter – Mar had that role nailed. Brioni was the one who always said what she thought, which was usually not what she was supposed to say. She’d only been ten when their mother had died, had asked far too many questions about Heaven and worms. The priest could barely stand being in the same room with her. Which wasn’t a bad thing. He was about a hundred and ten, his hair dyed jet-black except for the pure grey roots. Why did a priest do that? Wasn’t it more graceful to go grey with dignity? He hugged too closely and his kisses were sloppy. She’d said that, too. And their dad had sent her to her room.


She could still remember vividly the day she’d been in the local library and had found copies of Time and New Scientist. The heating had been on high as the rain had beaten down on the windows; she’d been fourteen, had sought a quiet corner and read about people who made her feel total wonder and jealousy – they were living a life, they had colour and things happened for them. They didn’t have to wear a brown uniform to a school governed by sadistic nuns, and do exams and trudge across a field home from the bus stop in the rain.


She’d known then that she needed to start living her life, and their cold house, beside a field whipped by the sea on the County Wexford coast, couldn’t be it. Mar was up in Dublin, in Trinity College – the perfect daughter who wasn’t spotty and chubby and ginger. She was acing her degree and, when their father was sober enough, he’d beam, telling his friends.


In the embassy kitchen staff loo, Brioni pulled out the piggies holding her hair in place. Their mother had called them that, the elastics she’d used to put her and Mar’s hair in pigtails before they went to school. Before the cancer had taken her. Teasing out her hair, layered in a sharp asymmetric bob, Brioni tucked the pink strands behind her ears. Siobhan was lucky; her ginger was dark, beautiful. Brioni’s natural colour was pale red, more strawberry blonde, with all of the sunburn issues and none of the impact. Pink was her colour now, sometimes purple. Once in Myanmar, blue. It depended on her mood and what she could get her hands on, or how adventurous the student hairdressers she found were. She normally got her hair cut for free in whichever city she’d arrived in. There weren’t many people prepared to risk theirs to a trainee’s creativity and trust that the talent was there, too.


Brioni looked in the mirror. Mar would love this shade of pink – almost neon. She’d always been a proper girly girl, had worn skirts when Brioni had been in jeans, hated getting dirty.


Why did Mar hate her? Why hadn’t she answered?


No one talks about the pain of leaving your people, no matter how much of a misfit you are. She’d never felt so excited as when she’d got on the plane to India. That’s where she’d started. She’d always been fascinated by the blend of religions there when she’d been in school, and she needed to go somewhere warm.


She’d quickly found her tribe. Travelling from job to job, discovering more misfits and adventurers and romantics and nerds, she had met others when they were vulnerable and messy, just like her.


And Malachi was one of those people. She’d listened to his relationship woes deep into the night and he’d taught her tae kwon do on the beach. He’d responded as soon as she’d called from Heathrow, giving her space in his shared house and finding her a job, one that would tide her over until she could pluck up the courage to go and knock on her sister’s front door.


What was going on?


Her WhatsApp messages had the blue double tick telling her they’d been opened – but they hadn’t been answered. It didn’t make sense. And Brioni couldn’t wait any longer.


Brioni took a deep breath. Things were different now; she wasn’t running away, she was running to. And one thing she’d learned when she was travelling was that when something needed doing, you had to do it straight away. Who knew what tomorrow might bring?


She’d decided on the bus, she needed to find Mar when her shift was finished. She’d just have to keep her fingers crossed that she’d remembered the address correctly and brave her utterly obnoxious shit of a brother-in-law, She needed to connect, to feel as if she wasn’t totally alone in the world; everything would settle then, and she’d have a couple of months to get organised before term started.


Thailand had shown her that she couldn’t drift forever. It was time to get real.










Chapter 4


As Marissa Hunt headed towards Selfridges, she could still feel her heart pounding. Had Steve believed her? She’d explained that Jacinta had been held up by some sort of security alert. He had to believe her; how could she know about it if Jacinta hadn’t called? She’d double-checked the news after Steve had left the restaurant. The media were only just picking up on whatever was happening in Wimbledon and Trafalgar Square.


He’d acted all surprised to see her, had come in and laughed at the coincidence, like the loving husband. The restaurant owner had spotted his Rolex and his handmade shirts before he’d even got through the door, had brought him a glass of wine on the house. That had made her curl up inside; it made it look as if she was a regular customer and that the manager was looking after her friends. She’d stood up, trying to leave, but Steve had told her to sit down, to order lunch.


‘You’re too thin, you needed to eat even if your friend hasn’t turned up.’ She hadn’t dared disagree. He’d smiled to the manager as he’d come over to take her order, explaining that he couldn’t stay long but that he liked the restaurant, nodding to himself as he looked at the old Hollywood movie stills on the walls, the tiled floor and whitewashed walls. Marissa had sat on the edge of the chair, her thighs so ridged that the wooden edge cut into her through her white jeans. She’d smiled, forcing herself to appear relaxed, as if it was no big deal that he’d arrived.


‘So, who’s Jacinta? You’ve never mentioned her before?’


Putting his glass down precisely lined up with the pattern on the table, Steve had looked at her, his brown eyes piercing. She knew that look. The manager had arrived with water and she’d smiled at him as if this was all totally normal.


‘I was in college with her, she was doing biochemistry, too. Her room was opposite mine in hall in first year. She’s from Bradford, she doesn’t get into London often, but she had an appointment in Russell Square this afternoon, so she got in touch to meet up. She’s working for a pharmaceutical company – I can’t remember which one.’


Marissa stopped herself abruptly. It was too much information. It sounded as if she was covering up.


He’d looked interested, his eyes on his glass, nodding. Not saying anything. She shrank inside. The silence was worse than the shouting. It was more dangerous.


‘She’s lovely, you’ll like her. Next time she’s down will we have a dinner party, ask Reiss and whoever he’s dating now, maybe?’


God!


She’d realised she was babbling then, trying to fill the silence.


‘Where’s she from?’


‘Bradford, like I said. Her family are from Pakistan, I think.’


He’d shaken his head at that, looking at her incredulously.


‘Reiss? Really? He’s from Charleston. He doesn’t eat with—’


The manager had arrived to see if he wanted to order before he had a chance to say it. Why was she so stupid? She knew what Reiss was like. Why had she even said that? Marissa could feel herself cowering even more. She just wanted to crawl into a cave and stay there. Forever.


Thank God he’d looked at the time then, had knocked back the rest of his wine and stood up.


‘I’ve got to get over to the embassy. The traffic will be crap with all this stuff going on and the Tube’s like an inferno.’ He’d bent down to kiss her. ‘I’ll see you at home.’


Was that a promise or a threat?


What had he been doing there in the first place?


He should have been in the office in Canary Wharf. He’d said he was going to the Irish embassy for the reception, but that was in Belgravia, nowhere near here. She’d casually asked where he’d been going, to end up walking past this particular restaurant, but he’d been vague, said something about collecting something in Waterstones in Gower Street. But he had staff for that, and he’d almost walked past a Waterstones shop on Tottenham Court Road to get here. And Russell Square Tube station was closer.


Christ.


How had he known she’d be here, now, at 1.30?


Thank God lunch had been moved to 12.30 this morning.


Part of her had felt sick with relief – the part of her that wasn’t gripped by fear.


Marissa hurried on down Oxford Street, clutching her handbag. She’d get something wonderful for dinner from Selfridges Foodhall and hopefully that would distract him. He loved everything from Arabica, she’d get batata harra. And something for dessert and some good wine. It was the perfect weather for Middle Eastern food.


Thoughts flew in her head as Marissa weaved through the crowds on the wide pavement, thankful she’d decided to wear her flat gold sandals, the leather as soft as butter. It was a long walk all the way up Oxford Street in this heat, but walking did her good; it calmed her down and helped her focus. And the Central Line was like an oven.


Marissa could see the pillared façade of Selfridges when she felt her phone vibrate in her hand.


Pausing, she dipped into the doorway of a tourist shop, T-shirts and backpacks emblazoned with Union Jacks and ‘I love London’ logos hanging from every conceivable surface, and flipped open the cover, her anxiety making her hands shake. Was Steve texting, checking up on her, or …? But it was only Thelma from the church. Thelma, who managed the soup kitchen like Granuaile, the pirate queen, ready to do battle with a cup of tea permanently cooling in her hand and her red hair piled into an untidy knot.


How had she forgotten she was due there tonight?


So much was going around inside her head – lunch and Steve and … But it was Thursday. Steve wouldn’t expect her to be home until after ten when they’d cleared everything away; he’d be outside, waiting to pick her up.


That was why he was going out with Reiss tonight – because he thought she wouldn’t be home.


Marissa tried hard to focus, to clear the rising feeling of panic. She needed to be careful. She couldn’t risk mistakes like this.


Behind her she heard someone talking about the bomb in Trafalgar Square, about something happening in Wimbledon. Half-listening, Marissa could feel her heart racing.


She’d get the dinner now and this evening she’d leave it out for him. She wasn’t due at the church until six and it was only ten minutes by taxi from the house.


She still had time to collect the dry-cleaning and to get home and make sure Rani had cleaned everything properly. To make sure the house was exactly how Steve liked it.


She caught a snatch of the conversation continuing behind her: ‘Bombs. It’s all on Twitter, nobody knows what happening but it’s bad. They’ve evacuating all over. It sounds like chaos.’


Suddenly feeling as if she was caught in suspended animation, Marissa looked at her phone again. What was it about today, that so much was happening? If there was a security alert, she could have problems getting home and then she’d be late to the church. Ideas flashed through her mind like trains passing in the night, the lights from their windows blurred. Marissa’s thumb hovered over her phone as she replied.


Just shopping, Oxford Street an oven. Won’t be late. See you later!


She hit send and closed her eyes, silently thanking Thelma.










Chapter 5


‘Can I offer you a glass of Champagne?’


Anna Lockharte paused at the entrance to the Irish embassy’s main reception room and smiled at the girl holding a silver salver. She looked like a student, her hair a striking shade of pink. Anna caught the flash of a diamond nose stud as the girl lifted the tray, a smile lighting her elfin face. ‘It’s chilled.’


‘That sounds like exactly what I need, but I have to speak. I’d be a bit worried it might go straight to my head.’


Anna met the girl’s eye in a moment of mutual understanding. The girl grinned. ‘It’ll help cool you down, though, it’s even stuffier inside.’


‘I was afraid of that.’ Anna’s hand hovered beside the glass. ‘I should have water, really. I’m already cutting it fine arriving now. If I get tipsy, too, I won’t be popular.’


Sensing her reluctance, the girl grinned and twisted the tray around to several glasses of sparkling water. Her eyes were grey, like winter surf, and together with her high cheekbones and waif-like figure, she was striking. The girl raised an eyebrow.


‘The British have this thing about being early for everything. You’re bang on time.’


Anna switched her phone to her left hand and reached for a glass of water, unable to resist a grin. It had only taken her a moment to work out the girl’s accent, mixed in with shades of places warmer than her home.


‘Dublin?’


‘Wexford, you’re close enough. Via the rest of the world.’


Anna raised an eyebrow. ‘Where? Gap year?’


‘Travelling, yes, bit longer than a year.’ The girl rolled her grey eyes. ‘My mother would turn in her grave.’


‘She wanted you to go straight to college, get a proper job?’


‘Yep. Something nice and steady. I’ve a place at Empress College, computer science, but …’ She shrugged. ‘I wanted to see a bit of the world before I got sucked into deadlines and exams.’


‘You are so right. I’m Anna, by the way, Trinity College via New York. I’m feeling your pain.’


‘Brioni – everyone calls me Bri.’ She smiled wryly. ‘The college of life – looking for answers.’


Anna raised her glass. ‘Aren’t we all?’


Inside, Anna weaved her way quickly across the elegant reception room that dominated the first floor of the embassy. Someone had thrown open the French windows all along the side of the room overlooking the street. You could tell the British weren’t used to hot weather; if they’d been in the Mediterranean, the windows would be firmly shut and the shutters closed to keep out the hottest part of the day. The room was much better designed for winter; heavy brocade curtains were parted with gold rope tassels which mirrored the gold plasterwork on the ceiling and walls. A huge ornate fireplace begged to be the centre of attention.


Phew, it was hot.


Anna was very glad she’d clipped her thick auburn hair up off her neck this morning. She was wearing her lightest summer dress, floaty cream organza over silk, but she was still beginning to feel sticky.


Although the hallway downstairs was a very welcome few degrees cooler than the street, the darkness a relief from the glare outside, as Brioni had said, this room was much stuffier on many levels, with dark-suited academics hovering awkwardly in small groups.


Male academics. Mostly over fifty.


Anna knew without looking that she was the only woman in the room, if you didn’t count the ambassador’s wife and the staff. Which wasn’t great, really. Not when they were supposed to be announcing the creation of a scholarship for female students in STEM, linking Trinity College Dublin and University College London.


Anna sipped her water and, hiding her irritation, nodded to several of the professors she recognised as she headed towards the ambassador’s wife, Isolde Mulcahy. On the far side of the room, the ambassador was deep in conversation with a clean-shaven, preppy-looking man.


The ambassador, Donal Mulcahy, was a tall, good-looking man, one whom age suited. Anna knew he was almost sixty, his dark hair peppered with grey. The man with him was tightening his tie and leaning in to tell Donal something amusing, eliciting hearty laughter. The man had to be Steve Hunt, CEO of Cybex Security Systems – Anna had checked his LinkedIn profile. Even in the photos online, he exuded a natural magnetism that seemed to fill the space around him.


Anna looked around for Eva Talanova, Cybex’s PR director, who had initiated the contact with Trinity. She didn’t seem to have arrived yet. Anna glanced at her watch; it was getting closer to three, and she’d thought she was running behind. Anna had checked out Eva on LinkedIn, too. Originally from close to Moscow, she’d been an Olympian with the Unified team at the Barcelona Olympics, and now she headed a PR department that – judging by the size of the bursary they were about to announce – had a staggering budget. She was obviously one of those women who was a high achiever, and right now this room needed every one of them.


‘Anna, how lovely to see you.’


Isolde interrupted Anna’s thoughts. Parting from the group she was talking to, Isolde smiled broadly. She was much more attractive in real life than she appeared in press photos: tall, although a little too thin somehow, her dark hair cut in a stylish bob. Anna had met her several times, their paths crossing in both diplomatic and educational capacities. Recognising the relief in Isolde’s eyes at seeing someone she could talk to at last, Anna grinned and leaned forward to air-kiss her cheek. Isolde was a career diplomat’s wife, but being thrown into a reception with a group of ageing male scientists, Anna knew, would be hard work for anyone. They were their own breed, like an old boys’ club. Anna could see now why the girl with the pink hair – Brioni – had rolled her eyes.


‘Oh, Anna, I’m so pleased you were able to come. When Dr O’Mahony had to cancel, I thought we’d have to have one of her male colleagues, which didn’t seem to make sense at all.’ The relief in Isolde’s voice was almost tangible as she continued in little more than a whisper. ‘We did explain to Cybex that in the middle of July half the academic population was on holiday, but they insisted. They’ve some new product coming on stream apparently, and this announcement is good timing for them.’


‘I was delighted to be invited, Isolde. I know I’m not a scientist, but we need more women in all the “non-traditional” disciplines. I’m sorry more couldn’t come from the Trinity staff, but everyone’s away.’ Anna smiled. ‘Personally, I’d grab any excuse to come to London for a few days, even in this heat.’


She wasn’t about to tell Isolde that the timing of this trip, coinciding with Rob’s visit to London, couldn’t have been better. He couldn’t take time out to get to Dublin, and her turning up randomly in London and bumping into him could have looked a bit strange. This reception gave her a reason to be here, and she’d jumped at it.


‘I know, it’s just so hot, isn’t it? And now Cybex have pushed the start time back – something to do with a journalist who couldn’t get here before three. I just hope we can still finish at the same time or we’ll all melt.’


Anna smiled. ‘My speech is very short, don’t worry.’ Turning, she glanced across the room. ‘That’s Steve Hunt?’


Isolde put her glass down on a marble side table, glancing over to her husband and Steve, who were laughing again about something. She nodded in their direction.


‘I’ve only just met him. His PR Director has been here a lot, talking about the scholarship, apparently. Really, an award announcement can be organised by email. I don’t know what they’ve been discussing so intently.’ Isolde frowned. ‘Cybex seem very keen to recruit more women, which is fantastic – this scholarship will really open doors. But there do seem to have been a lot of meetings. I shouldn’t say it, but Eva Talanova –’ Isolde lowered her voice and paused, looking around to see if the PR Director had arrived – ‘looks like a character out of James Bond. I’m sure there’s something going on, but honestly the BBC get told things before me. I wondered if it had something to do with her being Russian?’


The way Isolde inflected the end of the sentence implied she was hoping Anna might be able to supply an answer, but Anna kept her face impassive. Much as she liked Isolde Mulcahy, there was much Anna couldn’t discuss with her, despite – and because of – her brother-in-law’s current position as US ambassador to Moscow. But she could see Isolde was worried. She smiled understandingly.


‘Charles doesn’t talk about anything political. He might as well be on the moon to be honest, rather than in Moscow.’ Anna paused, subtly changing the direction of the conversation. ‘Hope, my niece, is visiting him at the moment, but it’s even hotter there than here. Whenever I speak to her, that’s all she can talk about – she says she’ll never complain about the weather in Dublin again.’


Isolde smiled. ‘Is she settled there now, at school in Dublin?’ She paused. ‘Oh, excuse me for one second.’


Isolde slipped across the room to speak to one of her staff, who had appeared at the main door, looking confused. Anna sipped her water, already warm, glancing discreetly around the room. Despite her enthusiasm about coming to London, this was going to be a long afternoon.


Across the room, her back to Anna, the girl with the pink hair, Brioni, was topping up glasses from a bottle of champagne. She glanced up as if she felt Anna looking at her, and smiled. Anna sent her a quick grin. She was singularly the most interesting person in the room. Anyone who got into Empress College had to be super-bright … and then to go off travelling? There was a story there, and Anna’s innate curiosity was getting the better of her. Anna watched her for a moment, as she moved to another group, topping up glasses. A moment later Brioni turned and seemed to freeze, as if she’d caught something or someone out of the corner of her eye. Even from the other side of the room, Anna could see her pale. Someone touched her arm, wanting more champagne. It took her a moment to register and then, turning to top up his glass, she hurriedly excused herself and headed out of the room.


Frowning, Anna watched her leave, weighing up whether to follow her to see if she was all right.


Isolde interrupted her thoughts. ‘Sorry, nobody told the kitchen we’d delayed the start time. So, tell me about Hope. I was so impressed with her when we met in Dublin.’


Quickly glancing towards the door to see if Brioni had reappeared, Anna smiled appreciatively. Isolde had gone out of her way to chat to Hope at a particularly long reception at the American embassy in Dublin.


‘She adores Ireland. After everything that happened in Paris, her school is really stable. And safe, thank God.’ Anna paused; it was hard to talk about it even now, the sound of gunfire ever present at the edges of her memory. ‘Really, she’s doing very well. She’s heading to New York to see my mother in a couple of weeks. I’m meeting her there, I managed to get tickets for Hamilton.’


‘She’ll love that, it’s just fantastic.’ Before she could continue, Isolde caught a signal from her husband from across the room. ‘Oh, we’re being summoned – let me introduce you properly.’
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