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			Part I

		

	
		
			Saint-Thérèse

			21 September 2022

			Present

			All is not lost, the unconquerable will.

			The words of the epic poem fill Luke’s head as he walks on the soft white sand, grimacing as he reminds himself that, today, para­dise is lost.

			Normality beckons.

			The beach is small by the island’s standards. He has already covered one length of the cove and is now on the return leg. This is one of the private bays, set aside for a certain kind of tourist. Pristine, idyllic – perfection for a small fortune.

			Through the hazy, late morning sun, he can see his and Rose’s villa. There are tall palm trees to either side, a burst of blushed pink bougainvillea against its white wooden slats.

			He walks close to the water’s edge, letting the foam from the gently encroaching waves splash against his feet. In his left hand, he holds a bottle of island-brand beer by the neck. It’s too early for alcohol but he’s still on holiday. At least for the next few hours.

			It’s as relaxed as he’s felt in . . . ever.

			What he wouldn’t give for one more day.

			Luke thinks of his reaction when Rose sprung this surprise trip on him. She’d collected him from work in a taxi, with a suitcase, his passport and an uncertain smile on her face. Would he be enthused or annoyed?

			He’d been taken aback.

			He’s up to his eyes in his job – the very reason they hadn’t had a honeymoon in the first place. There’s something about autumn and pensions. People of a certain age start to ask themselves existential questions about the seasons of their own lives.

			Do they have enough put away to retire on?

			Luke’s company gets extremely busy in September.

			But how could he complain? This trip is the first time Rose has taken charge, organised something, and when she told him of her plan, he wanted to encourage that in her, not respond negatively.

			In any case, he wanted this holiday. He needed it. The sun and the beaches and the restaurants, the cocktails and lazy mornings and strolls hand in hand.

			And she must have needed it too, even more so, because as soon as they hit midweek and the date for returning home loomed, he sensed a change in Rose.

			He knows why she’s being like this.

			Rose moved to London for a new start. It was somewhere she could be anonymous. But he knows she still doesn’t feel safe. Though she tries to hide it, and tells him regularly she’s fine, he sees the signs.

			That look in her eye when she thinks she’s seen someone she recognises. The little flinch when a bang sounds or somebody accidentally brushes against her.

			Maybe they could stay, Luke muses. Leave England behind.

			Even though Saint-Thérèse was colonised by the French initially, the locals mainly speak English now.

			Luke could get a job. He imagines the market for pension advisors on luxury Caribbean islands is already well served, but perhaps he could turn his hand to something more fun. Learn how to teach scuba-diving or to paint villas.

			Rose is a teacher. Her skills are more transferable.

			How would Rose react if he suggested it? She’d be sensible and say it wasn’t viable. That it was running away – and she knew what that entailed even if he didn’t.

			Up ahead, he sees Rose emerge from inside the villa to stand on the deck. She’s spent the morning sleeping, trying to recover from the killer headache that came on last night. Their last evening on the island, but Luke had been able to tell by her pale face and bloodshot eyes that Rose hadn’t been up for anything but an early night.

			He watches her now. The wind pulls at the red sarong-type dress she’s wearing, and in the sunlight he can see the silhouette of her body, the curve of her hips, the swell of her chest. Her blonde curls lie long against her back as she tilts her face up to the sun.

			He can’t get enough of her body. The feel of her, the taste of her, the smell of her. No matter how many times they’re together, every time he sees her, he wants her.

			Long may it last.

			He raises his bottle, takes a final sip of beer and turns away from the water to join his wife.

			They’re mostly packed. While Rose was in bed, Luke had sorted their suitcase.

			They have time before they need to order the taxi to the airport. He’ll see how she feels. Perhaps, now rested, she’ll be up for a last swim or a glass of wine on the deck.

			As he approaches Rose, she switches her gaze from the horizon to him and he sees her face.

			He knew she was off-kilter for the last couple of days, but this is new.

			Rose looks desolate.

			Luke jogs the few steps up to the villa’s deck. He puts down the beer bottle and wraps his arms around her waist, concerned.

			‘Hey,’ he says. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘You have the suitcase ready,’ she chokes.

			Luke frowns.

			‘I’ll get you whatever you need from it,’ he says. ‘We don’t have to order the taxi for another couple of hours. Do you still have a headache? We could try a walk on the beach?’

			Rose rests her head against his chest. Her whole body feels like a sigh.

			‘I know,’ he says, softly. ‘I don’t want to go back either. But, I’ve been thinking.’

			‘Luke—’

			‘Hear me out. What if we went home for a while and planned another trip? A longer one, I mean. A proper adventure. A few months. Six months, even. We could go to Europe. Or Australia. You could take a sabbatical, couldn’t you? We should do it before kids come along. Everybody says it’s the one thing you don’t regret. Why not?’

			Luke stops talking. Rose has started to cry.

			Something is very, very wrong.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Rose mumbles through tears. ‘I can’t go back to London.’

			Luke squeezes her tighter.

			‘Sweetheart,’ he says. ‘What is it? Tell me.’

			‘Luke.’

			Rose pulls away and looks up at him again. She’s stopped crying but the expression on her face . . .

			It’s not one Luke has seen before.

			It’s terrifying. She’s terrified. As if she’s too frightened to speak.

			And then she finds the words.

			‘I can’t go back,’ she says.

			Luke suddenly feels very cold. His conscious brain is thinking, whatever it is, it’s fine; we can go home and sort it out. Nothing could have happened that warrants this sort of fear.

			But Rose is trembling and Luke knows whatever she’s about to tell him is not going to be good.

			‘He’s dead,’ she says.

			‘Who? Who’s dead, sweetheart?’

			Rose sucks in a breath that sounds like a sob.

			‘He is. I killed him.’

			Luke drops his hands from her waist. He stares at his wife, sure that he’s misheard her.

			‘What?’ he says. ‘Did you say you killed somebody? Killed who? Rose, what are you talking about?’

			‘The day we left. Before I collected you from work. I killed somebody.’

			Luke shakes his head. Rose may as well be speaking in tongues.

			‘I don’t understand,’ he says. ‘You haven’t killed anybody. What are you talking about?’

			Rose grabs him now, placing both her hands on his arms; Luke only realises how badly he’s started trembling when she’s holding him steady.

			‘Luke, listen to me. Listen to what I’m saying. I killed him. Him. He’s in our apartment. I can’t go back. Do you understand? There’s a dead body in our apartment.’

		

	
		
			London

			December 2021

			It’s an after-work Christmas party that Rose doesn’t want to be at.

			She likes her colleagues just fine, but she likes them sober. Particularly the men. In school, they’re pleasant. Helpful. Good workmates. Full of creative ideas and comradely support. The ones who see teaching as a vocation and not just something that brings in a pay cheque for which a classroom of children must be endured.

			Here, six rounds in, they’re sloppy. Forward. Sleazy.

			Mr Simms (Rose won’t call him Julian, no matter how many times he slurs it in her ear) has had his hand on her knee twice already. Vice Principal McGrath has suggested that they – and by ‘they’, he means Rose and he – go on somewhere afterwards. Alone.

			Rose’s best friend in the staffroom, Ann-Marie, says it’s a rite of passage and the only way to deal with it is to politely decline everybody. With the notable exception of Mr Simms, who requires more than a pleasant refusal: ‘He only understands a knee in the balls, that one.’

			Ann-Marie wants to do more shots. They’ve paid into the kitty all year, like everyone else. There’s no way Ann-Marie is letting Rose skulk off early.

			Rose is up at the bar when she spots him.

			He’s tall, with pale skin, smart grey eyes and dark hair flecked with a smattering of silver.

			He’s with a group, too. They look like a work gang, but employees in a job that remunerates at a rate a few steps further along the career ladder. They look like they’re going to go on somewhere more salubrious; like this is their handy after-work drinking spot, but the next stop is a Michelin-starred restaurant.

			His group are talking and laughing, but he’s somehow apart. Somebody hands him a pint of ale. He takes it, sips from it, and then he looks up and catches Rose staring at him.

			She glances away quickly. Her cheeks flush red at being caught.

			Movement beside her, a hand on her back.

			Rose freezes. She turns. Mr Bloody Simms again.

			‘I’ll get these in, young Rose.’

			‘Mr Simms—’

			‘It’s Julian. Lovely pub you suggested here, Rosie, a bit nicer than the dive the vice principal brought us to last year. You and Ann-Marie know your bars! Honestly, I’ll get the round. You young ones have to watch your pennies.’

			‘Mr Simms, it’s the money from the kitty.’ She pauses. He’s not going to leave her alone. ‘You know what? Here. If you could sort the barwoman out when she comes back? I’ve got to nip to the loo.’

			Rose hands him the fifty-pound note. Mr Simms is delighted. Now she’s asked him to do her a favour. She’s in hock to him.

			Rose is not going to drink any of those shots she’s just ordered.

			Rose is going to the toilet and then she’s going to leave.

			She can’t do this.

			When she emerges from the corridor to the ladies, the guy from the bar has inched closer to her table.

			Rose has to pass him to get her coat and bag.

			The pub is packed, though, and the path to her table has narrowed.

			Rose tries to squeeze through. The pub’s front door opens. A cold draught blows in as more customers enter. The crowd swells.

			Rose is level with the stranger, stuck in a confined tunnel, facing his chest. There are people blocking the way in every direction.

			‘Hi,’ he says.

			Rose looks up.

			Those eyes! You could get sucked into those eyes.

			‘Hi,’ she replies.

			They are practically touching body parts.

			‘Come here often?’ he asks.

			Rose snorts.

			‘You didn’t just say that.’

			‘I did,’ he says. ‘I did just say that. I’ll cut my tongue out when I get home. I think you’re stuck, by the way.’

			‘I’ve figured that out. I’m just trying to get to my table.’

			‘Why don’t we try to move together? Strength in numbers.’

			‘Or it could make it more awkward. Like a three-legged race.’

			‘Like what now?’

			He laughs. She laughs.

			They’re glued together and Rose can’t say she doesn’t like the feel of his chest against hers.

			And then the crowd shifts and he’s able to step back. He gives a little bow. He’s well mannered. He could have taken advantage and stayed close to her. He’s giving her space.

			Rose feels eyes on her. Eyes plural. Ann-Marie is looking up from the table, approvingly. Mr Simms, on approach with a tray of sambuca shots in his hand, not so approvingly.

			How quickly, Rose muses, did she go from ‘young Rose’ to ‘total slut’ in dear Julian’s eyes?

			‘I guess we don’t have to find rope for our legs now,’ the stranger says.

			Rose smiles. She doesn’t know what to say, or how to act now that the sudden moment of intimacy has passed.

			She’s about to move off when he touches her arm, lightly.

			‘I’m Luke,’ he says.

			‘Rose,’ she replies.

			She wants to say more.

			She should say: yes, I feel it too. Isn’t it weird? I felt it the moment I saw you and you caught me watching. That connection. But we’re in a bar and while I’m not drunk, you might be, and this might be something you do, but it’s not something a good girl like me does. I don’t pick up guys in bars. I don’t go home with guys I meet in bars.

			I don’t go home with guys, full stop.

			It’s not safe.

			I’m not safe.

			You don’t want to be around me.

			She doesn’t say any of those things.

			She just shrugs and goes back to her table, feeling him watching her the whole time.

			But she hopes she’ll meet him again. She really, really does.

		

	
		
			Saint-Thérèse

			 

			 

			Luke and Rose are still standing on the deck.

			His heart is hammering in his chest. She hasn’t said anything else. She’s looking at him with sheer desperation in her eyes and he knows, he just knows, that she’s telling the truth.

			‘Rose,’ he says. ‘What did you do?’

			Rose hangs her head. She pulls away from him, folds her arms across her body. She stares out at the glasslike sea, then turns and walks inside the villa.

			Luke remains where he is because he can’t move his legs.

			When he unfreezes, he follows her, anger and alarm pulsing through him.

			Rose is sitting on the large white couch, one of the plump pillows grasped between her arms.

			They’d made love on that couch a couple of nights ago. Luke remembers looking at Rose, just before he climaxed. He’d wanted her to look at him, but her eyes were closed and she . . . he had thought she was feeling pleasure, but had she been grimacing? Was there something else on her mind?

			The fact that she’d fucking killed somebody, maybe?

			Luke kneels in front of her, afraid to touch her. In the space of a couple of minutes, he’s gone from thinking everything is normal to not knowing what to say or how to be.

			‘Is this for real?’ he asks.

			She glances up at him.

			‘Yes,’ she says.

			Luke takes a deep breath.

			‘You need to tell me what happened,’ he says.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he sees their suitcase packed and sitting beside the door. Their flight is in five hours. The cleaners for the villa will be here in two, ready to prepare it for the next couple.

			Rose stays mute.

			‘For God’s sake,’ Luke snaps. ‘Talk to me. What happened?’

			‘It was an accident,’ Rose whispers.

			‘Who did you kill? How did it happen? Was it really . . . him? Did you say it was in our apartment?’

			Luke is running through every possible scenario in his head, hoping he’s misunderstood something along the way. Hoping that Rose has got it wrong.

			Had she walked in on somebody robbing the apartment and lashed out? Was she having some sort of PTSD moment?

			He can come up with alternatives, but in his heart, Luke knows what she’s going to say.

			‘It was Kevin.’

			The blood rushes to Luke’s ears.

			Kevin Davidson. Rose’s ex.

			‘I didn’t mean to,’ Rose says. ‘He was already in the apartment when I got home and I—’

			Rose takes a deep breath. It’s not deep enough. She’s struggling to breathe. Luke can see her replaying in her mind whatever happened and she’s beginning to hyperventilate.

			‘Rose, baby.’

			Luke tries to put his arms around her, but she needs space, she needs air. She bats him away.

			He jumps up, looks around, desperately trying to spot something that might help. There’s a jug filled with water and ice on the breakfast island.

			Luke pours a glass and rushes back to Rose.

			‘Drink it,’ he says, trying to sound like he knows what he’s doing as he kneels in front of her again. ‘Please, Rose. Take a sip.’

			She takes a sip. She coughs, splutters, then takes another.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry, Luke.’

			‘You don’t have to say you’re sorry. Just breathe. And then I need you to calm down and tell me exactly what happened. It’s going to be okay. You’re not there now, do you understand? You’re here with me. You’re safe. Listen to me.’

			Luke takes the glass of water from her shaking hands and puts it on the floor.

			‘Listen to me,’ he repeats. ‘What did he do? How did he find you?’

			‘I can’t do this,’ she says.

			‘You can,’ Luke pleads. ‘You can.’

			Rose looks at him. She takes a deep, shuddering breath. Then she nods, resolutely, spurred on by his support.

			‘He . . . I don’t know. I’d just come home. I thought I heard something when I let myself in but I presumed it was you. That you’d come home early. I’d stopped worrying . . . I’d stopped thinking he’d turn up. I let my guard down.’

			He’s been nodding and now he shakes his head. No. He’s not going to let her blame herself. He was the very one who’d told her she didn’t have to live in fear any more, that she was safe.

			‘I walked around the apartment, putting stuff away. I’d been down to the market. I’d picked up some flowers and scallops. I was planning to cook that dish you like, the saffron sauce one. And I heard something in our bedroom and I went in. And he was—’

			Rose puts her hand over her eyes, trying to block out whatever image has presented itself.

			‘He was sitting on our bed and he said . . . he said . . .’

			Luke bites the inside of his cheeks so hard, he almost draws blood.

			Rose meets his eye.

			‘He said, “So this is where he fucks you, is it?” and then I tried to run, but he got up so fast.’

			Rose slumps. He can see the effort it’s taken for her to tell him even this much.

			Luke gets off the floor and sits beside her on the couch. He puts both his arms around her.

			‘Did he hurt you?’ he says. His voice sounds strange to his ears. Weirdly detached. And he realises, in the midst of this surreality, he’s less concerned about the idea that Kevin Davidson is lying dead in their apartment in London and more about the thought he might have harmed Rose.

			That he might have even laid a finger on her . . .

			This is love, Luke thinks, and he almost snorts. Nothing feels real, but that thought has arrived with such clarity, it’s like a punch.

			‘He pushed me,’ Rose whispers. ‘And he kept pushing me. I was screaming. I knew what he was going to do. But, this time, I fought back. He’s not . . . I never used to do that. I don’t think he realised I would.’

			Good woman, Luke thinks, even as he wants to vomit and smash something simultaneously. His reaction is primitive, he knows that, somewhere deep down. Rose is a strong, independent woman. She doesn’t need him; she doesn’t need anybody. She’s proved that time and again. But all he can think in the most basic, Neanderthal way is – why wasn’t I there to protect my wife?

			‘I was so scared of what he was going to do,’ Rose continues. ‘I thought, he’ll kill me if I don’t do what he says. And you know the chest of drawers?’

			Luke knows the drawers. The huge, dark lump of furniture that he bought when he moved into the apartment. Rose hates it because she likes pastel colours and soft things but Luke loves the chest of drawers because, well, a man should have some proper furniture to bring balance to his recently redesigned pale-grey and sky-blue life.

			They’re heavy and solid and the corners of those drawers are like weapons.

			‘Did he fall against the drawers?’ Luke asks.

			‘He didn’t fall,’ Rose says. ‘I pushed him into them.’

			‘You pushed him,’ Luke repeats.

			‘I screamed and I . . . well, I lunged at him and he fell backwards. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to kill him. I heard a crack and—’

			Rose stops. She places her hand over her mouth.

			Luke feels something harden inside him.

			‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘Rose, listen to me, it’s okay. What you did – it’s self-defence, do you understand? You’re allowed to defend yourself. He’s not allowed to—’

			Luke can’t even finish the sentence. He pulls Rose close again, but she only lets him hold her for a moment before she pulls back.

			‘Luke, don’t you get it? It would have been okay. It’s not any more.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			Rose is staring at Luke like he’s lost all his reason.

			‘Luke, I left him lying on the floor. I packed a suitcase. I went online in the next room and I looked at flight tickets. I was going to run away. From him. From you. And then I . . . I couldn’t leave without you. I packed clothes for you as well and I went back online, and I bought us two tickets to here and then I went to your work and told you we were going on a surprise honeymoon. I lied and lied and lied. Don’t you understand what that means?’

			Luke is shaking his head but the reality of what she’s telling him is starting to sink in.

			Rose was attacked. Rose defended herself. Rose accidentally killed somebody.

			Then Rose fled the scene. She fled the country.

			And he’s with her.

			Luke looks at Rose.

			They are in deep, deep shit.

			‘We need help,’ Luke says.

			‘Nobody can help us,’ Rose says.

			‘No, we can—’

			‘Luke, nobody can help us. But you can help yourself. You need to go home.’

			‘What?’

			‘You have to go home and go to the apartment and report what you find. Go home without me. I need you to report what I’ve done to the police. Are you listening to me? Tell them I didn’t say anything until the last day. Your workmates will vouch for you being in the office the day we left. The taxi driver will confirm he took us straight to the airport. Tell the truth. You can clear yourself.’

			Luke can hear every word. But he’s not listening.

			He stands up and walks to the window.

			Time is running out. The cleaners will be here soon.

			Luke needs to think.

			He needs to plan.

			And he needs help.

		

	
		
			London

			Present

			Neither of them want to go into the apartment.

			That’s abundantly clear as they sit in the stationary car.

			But they’re running out of time.

			Mickey Sheils turns and looks at the woman in the passenger seat beside her.

			Petra Jurgis is staring up out the passenger window, through the rain that’s falling in sheets, at her former home. A number of apartments are lit up in the well-to-do building, beacons of warmth on the overcast, rain-sodden day. But Petra’s penthouse apartment is in darkness.

			‘You don’t have to come in. You can give me a list. I have somebody—’

			‘No.’ Petra’s one word is adamant.

			Mickey sighs. The hard way, then. Hard, but often necessary.

			‘Okay, then,’ she says. ‘We’ve got to get a move on.’

			She pointedly eyes the old-fashioned clock on the Bentley’s dashboard.

			Sometimes it hits Mickey how strange it is. To be barely 42 and driving a Bentley. But then, Mickey is in so many strange situations, that’s usually the least odd thing in her life.

			Plus, it was bought with her husband’s money.

			Mickey is aware of the contrasting worlds she lives in. Last night, she was sitting in a Michelin-starred restaurant in Covent Garden, eating oysters and drinking Krug.

			Today, she’s . . . well, today is going to be very different.

			Petra nods but doesn’t move.

			Her red hair covers the worst of the bruises on the side of her face closest to Mickey. But Mickey knows the bruises are there and so are the memories. That’s what has Petra frozen.

			Mickey’s phone rings. She takes it out of her pocket, frowns deeply when she sees who’s calling and knocks it off. That’s unexpected. But it will have to keep until later. She puts the phone on airplane mode, so it won’t go off in the event they need to be quiet once they’re inside.

			Mickey takes matters into her own hands. She tucks her shoulder-length brown hair inside her coat collar and opens the driver’s door.

			A few seconds later, Petra follows.

			They dash across the sodden street.

			Just two women, trying to get inside to stay dry.

			The lift in the apartment building is in use. Neither Mickey nor Petra want to hang around, not now they’re moving, so they take the stairwell.

			The penthouse is eight floors up.

			As they reach the final stairwell, Mickey reaches into the pocket of her raincoat. She runs her fingers over the taser.

			It’s charged and ready.

			At the apartment door, Petra fumbles with her keys.

			She gets the right one in, but it won’t turn.

			‘What if he’s changed the locks?’ she asks Mickey, desperation in her voice.

			Mickey calmly reaches across Petra and jiggles the key.

			The door opens.

			Inside, Mickey glances around at the chaos. The apartment is luxurious, but now it bears witness to the last time Petra was here. Smashed crystal, broken furniture, a streak of blood on the solid oak flooring.

			‘Fast as you can,’ Mickey reminds her. ‘Just what you need.’

			Petra nods. She doesn’t look at the detritus that marks her former life. She hurries in the direction of the bedroom to take whatever clothes and personal items have been left intact.

			Mickey looks at the time on her phone, trying to quell her anxiety. She feels unusually nervous today. And she’s learned to never ignore her gut.

			She encourages women to go back and take what’s theirs. That’s not to say she enjoys doing it with them. But she’s found, over the years, that the women who walk out with nothing often regret it when they feel stronger, later. They tell themselves they should have fought to keep something of their own lives. Even if it was only a practical thing, like their passport or driver’s licence.

			It used to surprise Mickey, how somebody could leave a life with absolutely nothing to show for it. But it happens more often than not. They turn up in Mickey’s office with only the clothes on their backs and the willpower that got them there.

			When they need an essential item, but can’t bring themselves to return to their homes, sometimes Mickey will step in and go with her business partner, Elliot Ibekwe. Even though he’s not a hulk of a man, and is actually a big softy, Elliot works out so he doesn’t look like a pushover. His presence is usually enough to give most ex-boyfriends and husbands pause for thought.

			Petra needs to disappear. And, in this apartment, she has the means to do so. She didn’t get the chance to make her escape of her own volition. She ended up in hospital before she could take anything. So, the pile of money she’s hidden in the apartment is still hidden.

			They both hope.

			A few minutes pass. Mickey is getting nervous, checking her watch, checking the hallway outside the apartment.

			‘Petra, are you nearly ready?’

			Petra emerges from the bedroom. She has a suitcase and she’s not quite smiling, but she looks satisfied.

			‘Let’s go,’ Mickey says.

			‘One last thing,’ Petra replies.

			Mickey doesn’t want to wait another second. Her bad feeling is growing.

			They should have brought Elliot.

			She takes a proper look around the apartment. There’s money written all over it, from the marble countertops in the open-plan kitchen to the walnut flooring. Plenty of people assume domestic violence goes hand in glove with poverty, with the less well off. Mickey knows better. Behind closed doors . . . vicious men are vicious men. Whether they have money or not.

			Mickey watches as Petra walks back into the bedroom. She returns with a football jersey. A Lithuanian league team, Mickey guesses, and she’s only able to do that because her husband Nathan loves football almost as much as he loves money.

			‘FBK Corinthians, his favourite thing in the world,’ Petra says, by way of explanation.

			Mickey blinks. Petra seems to have got her nerve back.

			‘Stick it in your bag then and let’s go,’ Mickey says.

			But Petra doesn’t stick it in the bag. She places it on the floor.

			Then, as Mickey watches, Petra lowers her jeans and pants and squats over the jersey.

			The two women maintain eye contact the whole time Petra is emptying her bladder.

			As Petra zips up her jeans, Mickey glances at the wet mess on the floor.

			‘He did that to me once,’ Petra says, shrugging, by way of explanation.

			Mickey touches her gently on the arm.

			‘To hell with him,’ she says.

			In the hallway, Petra raises her hand to summon the lift.

			But she drops it just as quickly.

			The lift is already moving.

			The display over the door says it’s on its way to the penthouse.

			Petra and Mickey look at each other. It could be cleaners. A delivery man. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.

			Petra looks out the window that faces on to the street.

			And Mickey can tell from the way her features contort that the lift coming their way isn’t coincidence.

			The ex’s car is outside.

			‘Quickly,’ Mickey says.

			She grabs the other end of Petra’s suitcase and the two of them slip into the stairwell.

			They race down the stairs, trying to be quiet as they do so.

			Mickey’s heart is in her mouth.

			Will he know they’ve only just left? Will his instinct be to come straight back down and give chase?

			Then they’re outside the building. Petra wants to look back: Mickey won’t let her.

			They run to the Bentley. Mickey throws the suitcase in the back as Petra jumps in the passenger side.

			Mickey races around to the driver’s side. She’s still not looking back at the building.

			Her hands are shaking as she puts the key in the ignition.

			‘Mickey!’

			Petra’s shout is not the shout of a woman who’s just revenge-urinated on her ex’s favourite possession. It’s the cry of a woman in terror.

			Mickey looks up and sees all six-foot-four of crazed Lithuanian aggression bearing down on the Bentley from across the street.

			The car starts.

			Mickey puts her foot down, barely checking to see if she’s pulling out into the path of an oncoming car.

			Petra’s ex lands one slap on the boot and they’re out of his reach.

			Mickey drives fast, taking turn after turn until she eventually pulls out on to a high street.

			Neither woman has spoken.

			When they get to a red light, Mickey fumbles in her pocket and takes out her phone. She knocks off airplane mode and places it in the hands-free. In the unlikely event Petra’s ex has got into his car and somehow finds them, Mickey will dial the police.

			Mickey’s about to look at Petra, to make sure she hasn’t had a heart attack, when she hears laughter.

			She glances sideways.

			Petra is chuckling with pure, adrenaline-fuelled relief.

			‘Fuck,’ she says, when she catches Mickey looking at her.

			‘Fuck,’ Mickey replies.

			‘And you do this regularly?’ Petra asks.

			Mickey nods. She smiles now, too.

			Her phone starts to ring.

			It’s the same number as before.

			Luke Miller, again? He doesn’t ring for years and then she hears from him twice in a day. What does he want and why won’t he stop ringing this time?

			Mickey knocks it off. She turns and smiles again at Petra.

			She’s still smiling when the SUV comes out of the side street and slams straight into the Bentley.

			The sound of breaking glass is the last thing Mickey hears.
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			Damn it.

			Luke stares at his phone.

			Why won’t she answer?

			Rose is pacing the floor of the villa.

			The clock is ticking. Whatever about speaking to Mickey Sheils about what they need to do in London, Luke has to deal with their present situation on Saint-Thérèse.

			‘Rose, we need to go into town and find a hotel.’

			‘What?’

			‘We have to leave the villa.’

			‘Luke, did any of what I’ve told you sink in? You’ve barely spoken for the last half hour. You need to leave. You have to go home to London.’

			‘I heard you fine, Rose. But if you think I’m heading to the airport and getting on a plane without you, after what you’ve told me, you’re out of your mind.’

			Rose stops pacing.

			‘There’s nothing else you can do,’ she says. ‘I killed a man. I’ve done a terrible, terrible thing and I’ve dragged you into it. Aren’t you angry at me?’

			‘Angry at you? Why would I be angry at you?’

			Rose stares at him, her expression the definition of gobsmacked.

			‘Luke, I turned up at your work and tricked you into . . . I don’t know, becoming a fugitive with me. I may have got you into serious trouble.’

			‘Rose, I’m incandescent that you didn’t tell me straight off. That’s what I’m angry about. But I’ve been in enough odd situations in my life to know that people do weird shit when they’re not thinking straight. And when they’re scared, especially. Given what happened to you and how you dealt with Kevin before, I can only assume shock made you react in the same way: you ran and you tried to block it out. I’m just grateful that this time you ran with me.’

			Rose blinks. Her eyes fill with tears.

			‘Do you really mean that?’ she asks.

			‘Yes,’ Luke exclaims. ‘Now, listen. We need to leave the villa. When the taxi comes, we’ll go straight to town. We need to check in somewhere, but we’re better off not using our own names. Do you have cash? Anywhere high-end will want our passports, so we should get somewhere basic and hope for the best. We can say we’ve been robbed, our passports are being replaced, something along those lines . . .’

			Rose shakes her head.

			‘Luke, how are you . . . how can you even talk like you know what you’re doing? I barely know what I’m doing.’

			Luke shakes his head. He doesn’t have an answer for her. He looks down at his phone again.

			He’ll keep trying Mickey.

			Because, as in control as he sounds, he knows he’s flying blind.

			He’d really like a grown-up to help.
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			Mickey is groggy when she wakes.

			How much wine did she have last night?

			She tries to remember. God, she hasn’t had a hangover this bad in . . . actually, she can’t remember ever having a hangover like this.

			Is Nathan beside her? She’s going to beg him to get her water and Nurofen. No, morphine. This calls for something extreme. Where can you get morphine these days? Will they give you that in a pharmacy?

			Mickey opens her eyes. She’s immediately blinded by the bright white light of the room. She closes her eyes again.

			Wait.

			Has she died?

			Surely, death would feel better?

			‘Michaela, you’re back with us. It’s okay. You’re okay.’

			Mickey’s eyes flicker open again.

			There’s a shape leaning over her and it’s morphing into Nathan, her husband. He’s wearing the suit she saw him put on when he left the house this morning. But he doesn’t look his usual self. Composed. Professional. He looks absolutely panicked.

			‘You’re in hospital,’ he says. ‘But you’re fine. Nothing broken.’

			‘What?’ Mickey’s voice comes out as a croak.

			‘I know it feels bad. You have a lot of bruising. But it will heal.’

			‘Mickey, do you remember what happened?’

			A new voice. Familiar.

			Mickey turns her head to the left. The light is becoming more bearable now. She opens her eyes fully. It’s Elliot. He came here from the gym. Probably ran all the way. She can tell by his T-shirt and sweats and the damp glistening on his dark skin. She can imagine him getting a call at the weights section and literally running out the door.

			‘Petra?’ she says.

			‘Petra’s . . .’

			Mickey sees the look Elliot and Nathan give each other.

			She knows what it means and she suspects what’s coming next.

			‘We can talk about her later,’ Elliot says.

			‘No. Petra. She was in the passenger—’

			Mickey winces as the memory returns.

			‘She’s alive, Mickey,’ Elliot says. ‘That’s all that matters. You should have taken me.’

			‘You can stop a speeding car, eh?’

			Mickey winces as Elliot snorts. She knows, as far as these two men are concerned, that if she’s cracking jokes she’s on the mend.

			She should have taken Elliot. He’s strong and clever and she hired him because he’s the exact partner she needs. But Petra is so scared of men.

			Petra.

			She’s alive.

			Mickey breathes a painful sigh of relief.

			But then, she thinks, is that all that matters?

			She’s met women who’ve had the absolute worst things done to them by their exes. She knows that when people tell them they were lucky they got out alive, that’s not what’s going through their minds.

			Some things scar worse than death.

			Mickey feels her eyes growing heavy. She’s struggling to stay awake. She doesn’t know if that’s her body’s response to trauma or if there are drugs in her system. If they have given her something, it seems to be doing sweet FA for the pain.

			‘It’s okay,’ Elliot says. ‘You rest. Don’t worry, Mickey. He’s got his just deserts.’

			‘What?’ Mickey says, her eyes snapping open again.

			‘Petra’s boyfriend. The one who drove into you. He’s dead.’

			Elliot pats her hand. He’s never usually this gentle and affectionate. Their relationship leans more into banter and ribbing than deep and meaningful.

			He must have been worried.

			Mickey tries to nod her head, even though it hurts. Good. She’s glad.

			‘Sorry ‘bout the Bentley, love,’ she says.

			Nathan murmurs some reassurance.

			From somewhere, she hears her phone ringing.

			Answer that, she thinks, before she drifts off again.

			 

			When Mickey next wakes, it’s late at night. A kindly young Irish nurse with the whitest teeth Mickey has ever seen tells her Nathan had to step out to take a work call. Quelle surprise, Mickey thinks, then feels guilty because she can only imagine what had gone through her husband’s head when he got the call from the hospital.

			She feels more alert now. Whatever they gave her has worn off. She takes in her surrounds. A private hospital, her own room. Two huge bunches of sweet-smelling flowers already in vases on the windowsill.

			She imagines she came in through a regular A&E but Nathan would have wasted no time getting her transferred. And, she suspects, he will have taken care of Petra, too.

			‘Nurse,’ she says. ‘The other woman from my car accident, how is she?’

			The nurse’s features form a tight, no-nonsense expression, the one worn so commonly by medical staff.

			‘She’ll pull through. I’m afraid I’m not allowed to say anything more if you’re not family.’

			‘She’s my friend,’ Mickey says, plaintively.

			The nurse hesitates.

			‘Are you Irish?’ she asks Mickey.

			‘Born and bred. Here fifteen years, though. Yourself?’

			‘Came over three years ago. Better pay, you know. I’m from Galway, originally. You’re a Dubliner. You haven’t lost the accent.’

			‘Nice to keep a touch of home. I still miss it.’

			The nurse looks at Mickey, her expression softening.

			They’re friends now. Connected by the love of a land lost to them.

			‘The guy who drove into you did a number on that car. Shattered her pelvis. She will walk again but it’ll take a long time. And there might be other issues. You know . . .’

			Mickey flinches. She does know.

			‘She’ll have a lot of scars on her face, as well,’ the nurse adds. ‘But she’s very beautiful, and plastic surgery these days . . .’

			Mickey releases a heartbroken sigh. Even dead, Petra’s boyfriend has left his mark.

			‘Thank you,’ she says.

			The nurse nods.

			‘Somebody is trying to get hold of you,’ she says, nodding at the bedside locker.

			Mickey looks over. Her phone is buzzing.

			She picks it up as the nurse is leaving.

			Luke Miller again.

			What on earth could be so important? she thinks.

			And that’s followed by . . . somebody’s dead.

			‘Luke?’

			Mickey answers it quickly.

			‘Mickey. Thank God you picked up.’

			‘Well, you keep ringing. I presume it’s bad news. Who is it?’

			Mickey braces herself as she runs through the very few remaining shared contacts they have. It will be somebody who means more to Luke, otherwise Mickey would already know.

			‘Oh,’ he says.

			She can hear his hesitation.

			‘No. It’s not like that.’

			Mickey frowns.

			‘Then, listen, Luke, I’m actually in the middle of something—’

			‘Mickey, I need your help. It’s serious. Really serious.’

			Mickey props herself up.

			She knows Luke so well, even if it’s been years.

			And she’s never heard him sound so frightened.

			‘What is it?’ she asks.
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			Luke moves to a corner of the small hotel lobby, the phone still to his ear. He has left Rose sitting at the café outside, a strong coffee in front of her. On the off-chance this hotel gets picky about the passport issue, he doesn’t want the receptionist remembering it was a couple that came to the desk.

			He wants the least attention possible. In case the police start tracking their movements.

			Luke can’t even believe he’s thinking like this.

			‘Mickey, I need to ask you a legal question for a hypothetical situation.’

			‘Luke, I haven’t practised in ages. I haven’t practised in England, ever.’

			‘I just need general legal advice and I’ve nobody else I can go to with this.’

			‘Fine. Everything except murder is fixable.’

			Luke pinches the bridge of his nose with his fingers. Mickey sounds different. Tired. Though, the last time he’d spoken to her, she’d been yelling at him, telling him to piss off out of her life if he wasn’t going to be honest.

			Not a good reference point.

			He takes a deep breath and remembers why he phoned Mickey. He knows he can trust her. And he needs help.

			‘If somebody had . . . accidentally killed somebody, but they didn’t stay at the scene – how much trouble would they be in?’

			He hears a sharp intake of breath down the line. It sounds like Mickey is wincing.

			‘They’d be in a lot of trouble, Luke.’

			Luke exhales.

			‘But there are degrees,’ Mickey adds.

			‘Like?’

			‘What sort of hypothetical scenario are we discussing? It isn’t . . . is it a hit-and-run?’

			Mickey sounds even stranger now. Luke shakes his head. He doesn’t know what’s going on with her and why should he? They haven’t actually talked properly in years. But right now, he can only think about his own situation.

			‘Because a hit-and-run can be explained,’ Mickey continues. ‘It happens. It’s wrong but it happens. The driver is in shock, they don’t want to get out of the car, they drive home hoping they’ll wake up and it will have been a dream, then they hear the news report and it registers that the nightmare is real. If they come forward, it’s taken into account.’

			‘Not a hit-and-run. Self-defence.’

			There’s a beat.

			‘Self-defence is very defendable,’ Mickey says.

			‘But if you . . . if a person killed somebody in self-defence and then fled the scene . . .’

			‘Still defendable. Especially if we’re talking domestic abuse. Luke, is this why you rang me? Do you know somebody—’

			‘And if they got on a plane and flew somewhere—’

			Another beat.

			‘For how long?’

			‘A week.’

			Mickey sighs.

			‘It’s becoming more problematic. What’s going on?’

			‘I . . . I can’t say. It’s just hypothetical.’

			‘Sure. And jail is just a place.’

			Luke listens as Mickey sighs again and this time he hears it: she’s not sighing in exasperation. She’s in pain.

			Luke pauses his frantic train of thought.

			‘Mickey, are you okay?’

			‘Honestly? No. But let’s get into that another time. Why would somebody kill someone and then . . . you know what, forget it. Luke, manslaughter, even self-defence manslaughter, is really serious. Leaving the scene, claiming shock, it’s all normal. Getting on a plane, flying somewhere, that’s a whole other scenario. Any prosecutor is going to claim premeditation.’

			‘Even if the flights were booked minutes after the person died?’

			Luke realises how it sounds even as he says it.

			‘Is there something you have to tell me, Luke?’

			Luke silently shakes his head. He takes the phone from his ear and rests it against his forehead.

			‘Hold on,’ Mickey says.

			He puts the phone back to his ear.

			He waits.

			He hears movement, like Mickey is adjusting herself, and now she’s doing something, tapping a screen. Her phone screen.

			‘Okay,’ she says. ‘There’s nothing on the news saying the police have just found a week-old body.’

			‘I said it was hypothetical.’

			‘You did and I’m not an idiot. You know what’s crucial here? Go to the police. As quickly and as honestly as possible. I know I said a week is bad and flights out of the country are bad but . . . longer is worse. Do you understand me?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And there’s nothing you want to tell me, right now?’

			‘No.’

			‘I know plenty of good barristers. I can get you advice—’

			‘Mickey? Will you delete this call from your phone?’

			‘You don’t know much about the police and IT skills, do you, Luke?’

			‘I’m sorry, Mickey.’

			Luke hangs up.

			He takes another deep breath and approaches the hotel lobby desk.

			The young, black receptionist wears a permanently bored expression. He seems more interested in the football on his phone than the fact Luke has been hovering yards away from him for the last ten minutes, and Luke is glad to see it. This guy would never be able to describe Luke to the cops.

			Luke coughs to announce his presence.

			‘Yeah?’ The guy barely looks up. Luke can see the screen of the reception computer now and realises it’s open on a gambling site.

			‘Eh, hi. Good afternoon. I wonder if you can help. My wife and I, we were the victims of a robbery—’

			‘Room is forty dollars a night.’

			‘No. I mean, yes, we can pay. We have money. But our passports were stolen.’

			The guy drags his eyes from his phone and looks up at Luke.

			‘You have other ID?’

			‘No. Sorry. Not on us. We didn’t bring driving licences. Look, my wife is coming from the police station now. We’re tourists and we’ve had an upsetting experience and we just need somewhere to rest while we get it sorted. The police just told us to check in somewhere local. I can pay up front for the room.’

			‘The police told you to check in somewhere local?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Without passports? Why didn’t they ring ahead? Why is your wife still there?’

			Brilliant, Luke thinks. A fucking detective.

			‘I don’t know why they didn’t ring ahead,’ he says. ‘They seemed busy. I left my wife there to speak with one of the female officers. She was distressed. The guy who robbed us . . .’

			Luke bows his head. He rubs his forehead. This isn’t going to work.

			‘Hey, sorry, man,’ the receptionist says. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. Guess I’m having a bad day, too. Listen, as long as you can pay for the room, you can have one. I, eh, hope your wife is okay.’

			Luke looks up, surprised.

			He could almost kiss the guy.

			‘Thank you,’ he chokes out.

			It doesn’t matter that this receptionist is looking at him with nothing but pity. It doesn’t matter that he thinks Luke is the sort of bloke who can’t defend his wife from a random mugger.

			Luke is the sort of bloke who can’t defend his wife from any man, it would seem.

			But he’s going to bloody well defend her now.

			After the transaction is complete, Luke walks out of the hotel and a few yards up the street to the near-empty café where he’d left Rose.

			She’s staring into the distance, her coffee untouched.

			A memory surfaces. An afternoon during the week when they’d walked the town’s streets after Luke said he wanted to buy Rose some jewellery. They’d stopped to give their legs a rest, at a café not unlike this one. Luke had ordered coffee and some pastries and had never tasted a better chocolate tart. It had felt like bliss. Then he’d looked across to see Rose staring into the distance, completely distracted.

			All week, she’s kept this thing from him.

			If she could keep this from him for that long, without him even guessing . . .

			What else could she keep from him?

			Luke blinks rapidly.

			He won’t let his head go there.

			He knows Rose. He loves her. She panicked and did something incredibly stupid and then she tried to pretend it hadn’t happened.

			And hadn’t she warned him? She’d told him, her exact words . . . I don’t trust any man. I don’t know if I’ll ever trust you.

			He thought he’d changed her mind.

			Luke’s chest feels sore.

			He’s broken-hearted.

			But they’ll fix this. He’ll fix it. And when he does, she’ll trust him, then.
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			It’s Christmas Eve and Rose absolutely hates Christmas Eve.

			She also hates Christmas Day. She hates St Stephen’s Day, or Boxing Day as everybody here calls it. New Year’s Eve. In fact, the whole bloody season.

			She used to love it. Many years ago, before she lived in London on her own, before she came to England – before everything, really.

			She’s conscious of being a Scrooge, and the one thing she is careful about is that she doesn’t ruin the fun for others. When friends ask her what her plans are for Christmas lunch, she gives vague replies about travelling to be with family, or catching up with friends she hasn’t mentioned before. People often assume, because she’s from Donegal, that she goes home. She’s fine with that. She doesn’t want the people in her life feeling like they need to invite her over, or worrying that she’s sitting alone in her flat, with no decorations, no turkey, no festivities.

			Which is exactly what she has planned for tomorrow.

			Rose stands in front of the deli section in Waitrose and tries to identify the least holiday-specific option available. Sushi. Will sushi keep in the fridge overnight?

			She lifts up a pack, checks the price – well, that’s outrageous – puts it back and selects a smaller carton. She adds a cheesecake slice and starts in the direction of the alcohol aisle. No bubbles, no wine, nothing that resembles festive cheer. She’s going straight for the hard stuff. A bottle of vodka to go with the orange juice she already has chilling in the fridge.

			She’s trying to get past a group of lads, stacking cases of beer in their trolley like an alcoholic’s game of Jenga, when her phone rings.

			Seeing there’s no way through to the spirits, Rose puts her basket down and takes the phone out of the handbag slung across her body.

			It’s a mobile number she doesn’t recognise.

			‘Hello?’ she says.

			‘Eh. Hi. Hello.’

			Rose waits. Do they make marketing calls on Christmas Eve? If so, the poor sod is having a worse time than her, so she’ll give him a minute.

			It’s not like she’s busy.

			‘Is this Rose?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Eh, you might not remember me, Rose. I don’t normally do this. I, well, eh, Ann-Marie Dowling gave me your number.’

			‘Okay?’

			Rose starts to feel a heat on the back of her neck. She recognises the voice.

			‘I met you in the bar at your work Christmas party? When I say met . . . I’m Luke. You probably don’t even remember me. I’m sorry, I feel a bit mental doing this but, I’ve had a few Christmas drinks in the office. I mean . . . I’m not a big drinker. What I mean is – fuck – what do I mean? I’m not calling because I’m pissed. But I am feeling brave. When you left the bar – are you still there?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I, um, well, I got speaking to your friend. Ann-Marie.’

			Rose tenses. She’d told Ann-Marie that she fancied the good-looking guy she’d bumped into. God, that woman could be so predictable. To just hand over her number like that!

			‘And I, eh, I told her you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I’m sorry. This was a stupid idea. You must think I’m crazy. But I just wanted to call and tell you that you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. That’s all. And also, that teacher who works with you? Simms? I don’t think he’s a good guy. In fact, I’m pretty sure I saw him take an upskirt pic.’

			Rose laughs before she can stop herself.

			‘Oh, no. Now you’re laughing at me. This is going worse than I planned.’

			Rose looks around her. The group of lads have moved on, pushing their delicately balanced trolley with the sort of care and diligence you’d expect from a new father bringing his wife and baby home from the hospital.

			The aisle is only populated now by couples, smiling and holding hands. It’s like central casting sent out a call: tomorrow is Christmas Day. Let’s remind the lonely people that it’s the one day of the year when you’re supposed to have somebody, anybody, in your life.
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