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Prologue


FLORIDA, 2011


Manny knows that the only way that he walks out of here is if the other guy doesn’t. He sees it in the other man’s face. A look he’s worn himself more times than he cares to remember. Lips drawn into a thin line, narrowing of the eyes. That singular focus that comes with knowing there’s only one outcome. 


He reaches into the pocket of his jeans for the switchblade, fingers closing around the handle. The first time he registers that something is wrong is when he flicks his wrist to open the blade. There’s a clumsiness to it, like he’s a bottle of whiskey deep, relying on sheer muscle memory.


‘You walk outta here now, or you’ll never walk again,’ he shouts at the man, even though he’s only six feet away. 


No answer. Something glints by the man’s side, making Manny’s eyes flick down. Just for a second, but it’s long enough. The man doesn’t so much move as flow towards him. Manny hadn’t bothered to turn the kitchen light on, so the dark shape that lunges at him might as well be shadow. 


Manny stabs, aiming at the guy’s face, but even as he does so, he feels the sluggishness of his efforts. Might as well have concrete flowing in his veins. It’s like everything’s on slo-mo, for him at least. Not so much his attacker. The man leans to one side, stepping in to slap a palm against Manny’s knife hand. The blade slices through the spot where the man’s head should have been. Manny tries to reverse the blade, bring it arcing back down, but it’s like his head is pumped full of cotton wool, and his hand won’t obey fast enough. 


The man’s hand snakes around Manny’s neck, pulling his head down as he slams a knee up and under his ribs, driving the air out with such a force that Manny hears a wet snapping sound before the pain lances through his side. He drops like he’s been shot by a sniper. Tries to howl in pain, but can’t even draw breath. It’s like he’s suffocating. Takes a few seconds to realise that the weird gargling noise is coming from him.


One hand clutches his side, the other goes to slash with the switchblade, but there’s no strength in his fingers and the knife tumbles harmlessly to the floor. The man swings a foot at it, sending it skittering away out of sight. The pain in Manny’s side is a fluid thing. The first flash was hot and white, but already it’s being swept away by adrenaline, morphing into something else, a dull ache, throbbing with a drum beat all of its own. 


His head feels like an over-shaken snow globe. This isn’t a fight he’s going to win with his fists. Not unless he can buy a little time to recover.


‘Look man,’ he rasps, squinting up at the man staring down at him. ‘Whatever this is, I’m sure we can work something out.’ 


The words come out in ones and twos rather than complete sentences as he tries desperately to catch his breath. He knows that face. Has seen it recently, but can’t quite place it. Disgruntled customer, maybe? Manny usually cuts a little of this, and a little of that into his product before he sells it on. Sometimes baby formula, sometimes a little creatine. Could be he’d just been heavy-handed with his extra ingredients, and the dude had a shitty high. 


‘Look, I don’t usually do refunds,’ he wheezes, forcing a smile. ‘But I can make an exception.’


The man squats down a foot away. Manny tries to rise up onto one elbow, but it’s like pushing up through treacle. He feels the man put a hand on his chest.


In through the nose, out through the mouth. Manny lies back, repeats the mantra, desperately trying to find a rhythm, but his breathing is like a misfiring motor. He notices a warmness for the first time. At first, he thinks it’s just from the exertion, but it’s spreading outwards across his whole body. Like he’s being wrapped in a warm blanket. The harder he fights it, the deeper he sinks, as if the carpet is swallowing him up. Manny goes to speak again as the man leans in close.


‘Let’s … look man, I just wanna …’ 


 Words run together, jumbled, borderline incoherent.


The eyes that bore into his might as well be glass marbles for all the emotion they contain. Manny’s head feels heavy, like it’s made of stone, but he manages to force his gaze down to the man’s hand, remembering that it had been holding something that twinkled in the light.


It’s more ice pick than blade. Four inches of steel tapering to an impossibly fine point. Manny wills himself to reach up, slap it out of the man’s hand. Can’t be more than twelve inches from his face, but might as well be twelve miles. It’s as if someone or something has short-circuited his brain, stopping any orders it sends to his body.


The man studies him for a moment, then flicks the pick around with practised ease, until it’s pointing at Manny’s left eye.


‘You’ve got to pay what you owe, Manny. I’m here to collect.’




Chapter One


Monday – Seven days to go


Pain sears through Alice’s foot as her toes connect with the heavy wooden chair leg. The words sneak out through gritted teeth before she can stop them.


‘Bloody hell!’


She doesn’t even need to see the disapproving look on her mum’s face to know it’s there. What qualifies as swearing is a long-time bone of contention. A battle she knows she’ll never win. Even so, she cringes inwardly at the apology that follows on autopilot.


She pivots, Mum’s arm still round her shoulder, and lowers her into the armchair. 


‘You get yourself away,’ Mum says, even before Alice can straighten up. 


It comes out sounding more like your-shelf. Even now, four years on from the stroke, there are markers it laid down. Mum jokes that it makes her sound like Sean Connery, but the bravado is just behind closed doors to a safe audience of Alice and her younger sister, Fiona. With anyone else, if you know where to look, the self-conscious tells are there. The way she digs one thumbnail into the edge of the other, worrying at it. More than once Mum’s drawn blood, as if the pain will keep her sharp.


‘Plenty of time Mum,’ Alice says, even though she needs to leave in five minutes, tops. She reaches down, easing her mum forwards a few inches to slide an extra cushion behind her back for support.


‘Shona’ll be here soon,’ Mum says shooing her away with one hand. ‘Go on, away you go.’


These morning exchanges are regular as clockwork, part of the fabric of Alice’s life. Feel borderline scripted at times. She loves her mum, although there are layers to it. Some of them best left alone for everyone’s sake. Her carer, Shona, has patience that goes on for days. Enough that it makes Alice feel lacking in that department at times.


‘Fiona says she’ll swing by this afternoon,’ Alice says, smoothing out the creases in her skirt. ‘I’ll pop in on my way back home later.’


‘I’ll be fine,’ her mum says, a little terse even by her standards. 


Alice wishes she had her mum’s confidence. Too many times to count she’s popped in to find a trail of destruction where Mum has tried to reclaim her independence. Doctors have said she’ll likely never regain the full use of her left foot or right arm, both victims of the stroke that nearly killed her. It’s enough that she warrants Shona being here five days a week, with Alice and Fiona covering the weekend shifts. Doesn’t stop Mum making a cup of tea with her one good hand. Getting it back to her seat intact is another matter entirely.


It’s an endless see-saw of emotions for Alice. There are days where she wishes her mum had gone into the assisted living facility the doctors had suggested, for both their sakes. Others where the mere thought of it makes her feel like a candidate for world’s worst daughter. God knows it would be the easier option, for her at least. It isn’t as if this is their childhood home, stacked with memories that she wants to cling on to. That house is four thousand miles across the Atlantic, and most of the memories there are ones she’s happy to forget.


Alice bends down, planting a kiss on her mum’s forehead.


‘See you later Mum.’


Alice grabs her bag as she heads out into the hallway. She hears the soft purr of her phone vibrating somewhere in the depths, and rummages around until her fingers close around it.


‘Just leaving now,’ she says, tucking it under her chin, bag in one hand, the other pulling the door closed. 


‘Your house, your mum’s, or did you stop somewhere else last night?’ 


The playful insinuation is enough that Alice can picture the twinkle in Moira Wilkinson’s eye as she asks the question. 


‘I’ll take the fifth amendment on that one.’


‘You’re not in the good old US of A now, counsellor,’ Moira says, swapping out what Alice thinks of as her posh Geordie accent for a butchered American one.


Ever since she came home from the States four years ago, Moira has never let her forget the lingering accent she brought back with her. It’s long gone now, unless she’s speaking to one of her friends back in New York, but that doesn’t stop her assistant from poking fun when it’s just the two of them. Moira’s been at the firm since Alice was in nappies, and that kind of tenure buys you a level of tolerance in certain circles. 


‘I’m just getting in the car now,’ Alice says, heels clacking as she walks down the street towards her car. ‘Be with you in half an hour. Remind me who my first meeting is with?’


‘Mr and Mrs Williams at nine-thirty,’ Moira says without missing a beat, ‘but you might want to get an extra shot of espresso on your way. Fiona’s here, insisting on jumping the queue.’


Alice’s brow creases at the mention of her little sister. Since the twins came along, Fiona has lived her life by their routine to a level of precision that would put a drill sergeant to shame. Quick check of the watch shows it’s a few minutes after eight. Why the hell is her sister at her office instead of shovelling breakfast into a pair of four-year-olds?


‘What does she want?’


‘Beats me,’ Moira says. ‘I told her to call you instead, but she said she’d rather wait. Whatever it is, she’s going to owe you a new carpet the way she’s pacing.’


Alice thanks Moira for the advance warning and heads out into early morning Whitley Bay traffic. Seagulls drift overhead, circling in search for scraps. The faint hint of salty sea air drifts through the open car window. Pale October sunshine sneaking through gaps in the clouds is just for show, not warmth. Alice smiles to herself, savouring these little pieces of the jigsaw that make up her home town. Worlds apart from the melting pot of her old life in New York City.


She forgot to ask Moira if Fiona’s alone, or whether Jake and Lily are there with her. For a split second she has an image of the pair of them scribbling pictures of stickmen on the walls of her office. It’d almost be worth it to see Moira’s reaction. She makes her usual resolution to pop round and see the kids more. Somehow, she has acquired the mantle of cool Auntie Alice, even though she feels like she barely gets to see them between work and looking after her mum.


The journey to Newcastle is death by a thousand traffic jams. Alice joins the treacle-slow procession of commuters that crawls along the Cradlewell bypass. She can’t help but people-watch as they inch along. Everything from full-blown car karaoke to stoic silence as people get their game faces on for another day in the office. 


Hers is a stone’s throw from the river, and as she winds down towards the Quayside, the dull green curve of the Tyne bridge arcs over the water like a raised eyebrow. The water beneath is millpond calm, barely flowing.


A flash of light on the south bank catches her eye where early morning sunlight glints off the Sage concert hall. It crouches on top of the riverbank, a giant collage of glass and steel. It’s all so different from the Newcastle of her childhood. One she can only remember in snatches. She was nine when her life was uprooted, transplanted from northern nirvana to the muggy humidity of her father’s home town of Orlando, Florida.


All Dad’s doing. A fresh start he’d said. A homecoming, for him at least. Painting pictures of sunshine and theme parks. The truth was a little more tarnished. Always was where Dad was involved. Something he was happy to bend into a shape that suited. Is he still there, she wonders? Shacked up with her, while the mother of his children spends her days trapped in a body that did its level best to throw in the towel four years ago.


Alice hasn’t spoken to him since she was twenty-one. The same day her mum finally kicked him out fourteen years ago. He tried an olive branch a couple of times in the months that followed, but the stubbornness she has inherited from him wouldn’t let her accept his half-hearted apologies. 


It’s almost ten to nine by the time she parks up and walks through the doors of Shaw, Finnie and Co, tucked away behind the Crown Court. As soon as she sets foot inside, she sees Moira making a beeline for her, like a sprinter from the blocks, albeit far more elegant. Moira dresses to impress, with a seemingly never-ending procession of outfits. Alice has joked that she only wears them once then throws them away. Fact of the matter is, Moira isn’t here for the money. Her husband Steven works Monday to Friday at a London hedge fund. She could walk out the door now and never work another day in her life, but that’s just not how she’s wired.


‘I’ve made up a nine o’clock for you, so she’ll have to be quick,’ Moira says with a wry smile.


Alice can’t help but smile at how protective Moira gets, even if the opposition is her own sister instead of another solicitor. 


‘Everything okay with your mum?’ Moira asks, voice softening. She lost her own not long after Alice joined the firm. She’s never one to overshare, but Alice remembers her talking about how hard it was at the time to juggle her own life, while helping her mum towards the end of hers. 


‘She’s on good form,’ Alice says, flashing a practised smile. 


‘I’ll leave you to it,’ says Moira after the briefest of pauses. 


Alice watches her go, then looks down the length of the building towards her own office. An opaque strip runs through the middle of the glass wall, like a layer of 
buttercream in a cake. Floating above it, the top of Fiona’s head bobs backwards and forwards like a brunette iceberg as she walks back and forth. 


Alice puffs out her cheeks as she heads towards the door, half expecting to see two pairs of four-year-old legs running along the length of her office, but when she opens the door, it’s just Fiona. Her sister is cut from a different cloth. Four inches shorter than Alice’s five six. Dark hair a far cry from Alice’s own sandy curls, which she’s wearing scraped back.


Her sister stops pacing when she sees her. There’s something about her expression that troubles Alice. Something she can’t quite read.


‘Morning,’ she says, trying to inject a level of cheeriness she doesn’t feel. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’


‘You might want to sit down,’ Fiona says after a beat, with a look that speaks of nothing good to follow.


‘What’s up? Are the kids okay?’ Alice asks, hearing a note of panic in her own voice.


‘What? Oh, yeah, they’re fine. It’s nothing to do with the kids.’


‘Where are they?’


‘With Trevor, but that’s not why I’m here.’


The corners of Alice’s mouth turn down at the mention of the kids’ dad and Fiona’s on-off boyfriend, like she’s just sniffed sour milk. Back playing part-time parent by the sounds of it. She sees Fiona clock her reaction, but for once, her sister doesn’t bite.


‘Why are you here then?’


Fiona slips into a seat beside Alice’s desk, gesturing for her to do the same. Alice sighs at the theatrics of whatever this is. She shrugs, then slides past Fiona. Fine, she thinks. She’ll play the game until Fiona is ready to get whatever it is off her chest.


Alice lets her bag slide off her shoulder and drop by her feet, then leans back into her seat.


‘I’ve got a nine o’clock,’ she says, glancing at her watch to emphasise the point.


‘They’re going to kill him in seven days,’ Fiona’s words fall out at a hundred miles an hour.


‘What?’ Alice says, forehead folding into a spider’s web of confused creases. ‘What are you talking about? Who’s going to kill who?’


‘Dad. They’re going to kill Dad.’




Chapter Two


Monday – Seven days to go 


‘Whoa, back up a minute,’ Alice says, brain scrambling to make sense of the grenade Fiona has just lobbed her way. ‘What do you mean they’re going to kill him? Who’s going to kill him?’


Fiona looks at her like she’s a five-year-old who’s just asked the same question for the fortieth time. 


‘I mean they’re literally going to kill him a week today,’ she says, leaning in with heavy emphasis on the kill. Her eyes are tinged pink, like she’s been crying. 


‘Who’s they?’


‘I got a call this morning. He’s on death row. They’re going to stick a fucking needle in him in seven days.’


Alice huffs out a loud breath, head swirling like a stirred pot, and places her palms flat on the table. ‘Wind it back for me, Fi. Who told you this? Have you been in touch with him?’


She doesn’t mean it to come out like an accusation, but that’s exactly how it rings in her ears. 


‘What? No, I haven’t spoken to him in years. Mariella called me this morning.’


It’s a name Alice will forever associate with a rift that opened up in their lives, one she still feels to this day.


‘And what? She just called out of the blue to catch up on old times, then drop in that Dad’s on death row? What the hell is going on, Fiona?’


Dozens of questions jostle for pole position. Dad’s been in prison before, so that part doesn’t come as a shock, but death row? Only way he’s got there is murder. Murder, for Chrissake! Who has he killed to get there? Executions are years, not days in the making. How long has he been sat in a cell? Fiona’s words have tipped the world on its axis, and she opens her mouth to ask all of these questions and more, but instead she just sits there dumbstruck.


‘Dad didn’t want us to know.’ Fiona fills the silence. ‘Still doesn’t according to Mariella. He made her promise not to try and find us, but there’s only a week left. She cracked. Found me on Facebook and said she needed to speak. Said it was life and death. Guess she wasn’t kidding.’


‘And is that it?’ Alice asks. ‘She lets us know, then what? I mean Jesus, Fi, if it’s even true, then he’s literally killed someone.’


‘What do you mean if it’s true?’ Fiona snaps back, her eyes wide with surprise. ‘Who’s going to lie about something like that?’


‘They’ve both got form,’ Alice fires back. ‘Managed it well enough when they were sneaking around behind Mum’s back.’


‘For fuck’s sake Alice, our dad is going to die.’


‘He’s not been our dad for a long time.’


The coldness in her tone surprises even Alice herself, and she sees her sister wince.


‘I know he hasn’t been a great dad,’ Fiona begins, and Alice has to stifle a laugh. ‘And I’m not saying we’d ever play happy families, but he’s going to die, Alice. Surely that trumps any shit you’re still working through from your childhood?’


You. You’re still working through. Not we. Inference being that Alice is the one with the problem.


Alice swallows down a hundred snarky replies. Dad’s where all her frustration springs from, not Fiona. Well, mostly Dad. Either way, arguing with her little sister isn’t going to get her the answers she needs.


‘Have you told Mum?’ Alice asks.


‘Not yet,’ she replies.


‘But you’re going to?’


‘She’s got as much right to know as we have,’ Fiona says with a stubbornness Alice has heard a thousand times growing up.


‘I don’t know that it’s a good idea, Fi,’ Alice says, feeling what could be the faintest warning tremors of a migraine lurking. 


Fiona was only eight when their parents split. Too young to remember the half of it. He had already done a stretch inside before Fiona was born. Two years for theft. She’s also too young to remember what came after that. Alice can though. The years of late-night yelling drifting through bedroom walls. Nights when Dad wouldn’t even come home. Alice is still amazed that Mum ever found the courage to leave him. Even when she did, it was like cutting out a parasite from its host. Takes a long time for the marks to truly fade, if they ever do.


‘If I was her, I’d want to know,’ Fi says, and Alice knows that she’s going to tell Mum no matter what she says. 


‘What did she say then?’ 


Fiona exhales, long and slow, like the last puff of air from a deflating tyre. Alice waits her out while she gathers her thoughts. 


‘She said that he was arrested back in 2011 for killing a guy back in Florida, but he swears he didn’t do it.’


Alice almost laughs at this, but catches herself. ‘Oh well if he swears …’


‘Don’t be like that,’ Fiona snaps.


‘Like what?’ Alice asks. She feels twin currents of anger and nausea. Her dad. A murderer. Not only that, but choosing now, of all times, to swing a wrecking ball back into their lives.


‘This is serious, Al. They’ve got him in a place called Raiford, in Florida, and he’s getting a lethal injection next Monday. Apparently, his solicitor has washed his hands of it.’


‘Attorney,’ Alice interrupts.


‘Hmm?’


‘Solicitors over here, attorneys over there.’ 


Fi gives her an arched eyebrow at the pedantic pick-up.


‘Sorry,’ Alice says, trying to take a little of the heat out of the situation. ‘And was that it?’ she asks, seeing Fi’s nose crinkle in disapproval at how dismissive that sounded. ‘I mean, was she literally just calling to tell us? Or is this his way of trying to get us to talk to him?’


‘He doesn’t know she called,’ Fiona says. 


A silence settles over the office as the two sisters stare at each other. Fi looks like she could tear up at the drop of a hat. For Alice, the news feels more like a cold compress across her chest. Numbing. Hard to feel after all these years for a man who couldn’t feel enough towards his own family to keep them together. All the same, it’s a peculiar sensation.


‘She’d like to talk to us,’ Fi says finally. ‘Both of us.’


‘And say what?’ Alice turns her nose up at the thought.


‘She says he’s innocent. Says the police got it all wrong.’


‘And what are we supposed to do about that?’


‘I don’t know,’ Fiona spits back. ‘But are you really telling me you’re okay with knowing what’s happening and not giving a damn whether he dies or not? He was a shit dad. Is that what you want to hear? Yes, he was shit, but that doesn’t mean we should be fine if he dies.’


Fi’s getting louder now, and Alice needs to bring her back down off the boil before colleagues and clients hear every sordid detail. She leans forward, places one hand over her sister’s.


‘You’re right,’ she says. ‘I might not want anything to do with him, but I don’t want him dead either. I just don’t know what we can do for him, or her.’


Even now, she can’t bring herself to say Mariella’s name. 


‘We’re not the only ones who are going to lose him, Alice,’ Fiona says, sniffing loudly. ‘You do what you want, but I’m going to talk to her again. I think you should too, but you please yourself. You always do.’


Alice counts to five in her head. Doesn’t react to the jibe. Tries to wear the thirteen-year age gap like a big sister should. Take the moral high ground and not bite.


‘Can I think about it?’ she asks finally.


‘Don’t think about it too long,’ Fiona says as she gets up. ‘Or he’ll be gone by the time you decide.’




Chapter Three 


Monday – Seven days to go


As the door shuts behind Fiona, Alice closes her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. Dad’s face flickers into her mind. A version of him that hasn’t existed for fourteen years.


A thought hits her head on, making her eyes snap open again. She powers up her laptop, does something she swore she’d never do. Opens Google. Types his name into the search bar, along with a few other key words.


Jim Sharp. Florida. Murder. 


Unlike Fiona, she left his surname behind not long after she saw him last, switching to Mum’s maiden name instead. Logan. Her finger hovers above the mouse button, afraid of what headlines might pop up. Only for a second though, before curiosity makes her click. And what she reads sends her falling, spiralling down a rabbit hole she thought she’d left in the past. It’s all true. Her dad is a killer. Sad thing is, knowing that doesn’t make him sink any lower in her estimation. You can’t go any lower than rock bottom. 




Chapter Four 


Monday – Seven days to go


It’s all there in glorious technicolour. Every major newspaper in the state has run with it. There hasn’t been an execution in Florida since 2019, so it’s getting its fair share of tabloid inches.


His mugshot stares out at her, a world away from the face she remembers. Gone is the rakish smile. The face she sees now just looks sad, like a kicked puppy. One who has lost the will to fight back. Dirty blonde hair like flattened straw. The wear and tear around his face is more canyons than creases. He’s fifty-seven but could pass for late sixties, signature death row orange T-shirt hanging loose on his skinny frame. 


Looks can be deceiving, she reminds herself. He might look the part of a wrongly accused prisoner, but Dad has always been good at putting on the face he needs the world to see to get his own way. Ted Bundy would get his fair share of swipes right on Tinder these days, but doesn’t mean he’d make for a great first date.


She clicks on an article in the Miami Herald, and starts to read.


The man he killed was a small-time drug dealer out of Miami by the name of Manny Castillo. Popped his carotid with a single puncture wound if the prosecution is to be believed. And believed they were, by every single member of the jury. Alice flicks through half a dozen more articles, every single one of them laying it out as a slam dunk. Enough physical evidence to convict him many times over. His prints on a glass at the scene. Traces of cocaine on him that matched a batch they found at Castillo’s place. A cocktail of other drugs in his own system that no doubt fuelled what happened that night. And as if all that wasn’t enough, Jim Sharp had enough of Castillo’s blood on the shirt he was wearing when they woke him up to arrest him, to double as a Jackson Pollock painting. 


He denied it back then at trial, and at every appeal hearing in the eleven years that followed. Though what else would a man say when he’s scheduled to be put down like a mangy animal? 


Alice isn’t sure how long she sits there staring at her computer screen before there’s a knock at the door. It’s more of a token gesture from Moira, who breezes in without waiting for a reply. 


She starts rattling off the running order for Alice’s day, but stops a few seconds in, tilting her head a few degrees.


‘Everything okay?’ she asks.


Alice nods, flashing what she hopes is a convincing smile, but Moira must see straight through it.


‘Mr and Mrs Williams are due any minute. I can get Nicola or Sharon to see to them,’ she says.


‘Honestly Moira, I’m fine,’ Alice says, but the attempt to sound fine falls far short of bright and breezy.


‘Anything I can help with?’


‘Wouldn’t even know where to start if I’m honest,’ Alice says, head still on spin cycle from Fiona’s whirlwind visit.


Moira closes the door behind her, and steps closer to the desk.


‘Tell me if it’s none of my business,’ she says, ‘but speaking as a little sister myself, I know how much of a pain in the arse we can be. Truth be told, I pride myself on it. I’m sure that gap between you can feel like thirty years never mind thirteen at times. Whatever it is will pass.’


Alice wavers for a beat, determined to keep this morning’s revelation to herself, but something has taken root inside, an anger that he’s found a way, however dramatic, to work his way back into their lives. She has long since boxed up the part of her life that includes him, stashing it away in a dark corner. She was so angry at him for so many years, and pretending he doesn’t exist has been the easiest way to deal with it. 


Fiona is making a mistake if she thinks the call she got was nothing other than a ‘by the way, thought you’d like to know’. Despite what Mariella told her sister, Dad has probably put her up to it. 


Then there’s the elephant in the room. Death row is as serious as it gets. Twelve people have sat on a jury and put her dad where he is. The fact that her father has killed someone washes over her like a wave breaking, and she finds herself telling Moira what little she knows. Keeps most of the backstory of her childhood to herself, sharing just enough to underline the fact he was a shitty dad. 


Anger blooms as she talks, prickling in her flushed cheeks. But underneath it, there’s a surreal sense of pity at the thought of him sat in a tiny cell, counting down the hours. What must be going through his mind right now, knowing that he only has days left? Is he remorseful, sat there tallying up his regrets? Is she one of them?


Moira sits quietly soaking it all in, poker face giving nothing away. When Alice has finished, she leans in and takes Alice’s hand between hers. 


‘There’s no right or wrong answer here,’ she says, giving Alice’s hand a squeeze. ‘If you want to keep him in your rear-view mirror, nobody would judge you.’


‘But?’ Alice prompts.


‘But this isn’t an ordinary decision as to whether or not you let someone back in. Most families fall out. Difference here is that in seven days’ time, this is getting taken out of your hands. Now, I’m not saying you have to believe he’s innocent. You don’t even have to talk to him. But right now, at least you have the option to. After next Monday, that’s off the table. Whether you’re okay with that,’ she shrugs, ‘only you can decide.’


‘Fourteen years,’ Alice says, as much to herself as Moira. ‘I don’t even know who he is any more.’


‘Neither does Fiona,’ Moira says. ‘And maybe her spectacles are more rose-tinted than yours could ever be. But grief is a fickle thing. Lost my Nan in my early twenties. Cantankerous old bat of a woman. Still cried at her funeral. I’m not saying you’ll shed a tear for him, but everyone takes losing a parent in their own way. Might be that Fiona came here first instead of your mum’s because she doesn’t know how she feels, and needs her big sister in her corner.’


Had she been so busy surrounding herself with enough flashes of failed fatherhood that she failed to see the real reason Fiona came here instead of heading to Whitley Bay to see Mum?


‘You think I should do the call with Fiona?’


‘I think whatever you end up doing, it’ll be the right decision,’ Moira says, and stands up. 


‘Guess I just need to decide what the hell that’s going to be then,’ says Alice, followed by a ‘thank you’.


As silence settles back over her office she wonders what it must be like being cooped up in a cell, knowing that in seven days, you’ll cease to exist. He ceased to exist for her a long time ago already. Will she feel differently about him after this? Will she feel anything? She’ll find out soon this time next week.




Chapter Five 


Monday – Seven days to go


‘Thanks, Fi,’ Alice says, hands curling around the coffee cup that Fiona offers. ‘Sorry if my reaction wasn’t what you were expecting. It’s just more … complicated for me.’


‘Sorry if I ambushed you.’ Fiona returns the olive branch. ‘But there wasn’t exactly a subtle way to break that kind of news, you know?’


Something hard digs into Alice’s backside as she sinks into the sofa. She reaches behind her and pulls out a plastic toy soldier.


‘Sorry,’ Fiona says, leaning forward to take it. ‘Jake’s obsessed by them. Little buggers get everywhere.’


There’s the briefest of pauses, where Alice pretends they’re just two sisters, catching up. Nothing more serious to pick apart than Trevor’s efforts to get back in the good books, or Alice’s disastrous foray into the world of online dating. 


They have flashes of that, but their parents’ choices that left them an ocean apart, have put paid to any chance of anything closer than what they have. The combination of a thirteen-year age gap, and the willingness to ignore a herd of elephants in whatever room they happen to be in for Mum’s sake, makes for what can be an awkward coexistence at times.


‘I googled him Fi,’ Alice says, diving headfirst back into this morning’s maelstrom. ‘What they say he did, it sounds pretty brutal.’


‘I googled too,’ says Fiona. ‘He says he didn’t do it though. You hear about these miscarriages of justice all the time. I watched that thing on Netflix last month about the Central Park Five. I know he’s no angel, but …’


‘The stories I read,’ Alice cuts in, ‘they found his DNA at the scene, Fi. Dad even had the guy’s blood on him.’


‘If he says he’s innocent, I believe him,’ she says, practically pouting.


‘Because he’s never lied about anything before,’ Alice says with a roll of her eyes.


‘You’re not exactly perfect on that front,’ her sister snaps back. ‘Doesn’t mean I’d believe you’d kill someone.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Like you don’t know?’


‘Jesus, Fiona, I didn’t come here to fight,’ Alice says, forcing down her impulse to lash back. ‘You turn up and lay that on me first thing in the morning … It’s just a lot to take in, you know?’


Fiona’s glare could sour milk, but she only holds it a second longer. She lets out a loud sigh, shoulders sagging.


‘I just … it freaked me out when she called. You know how much I hate surprises, even the good ones, and this …’ she pauses, searching for the right words. ‘This is a pretty shitty surprise. All these years, the times I tried to reach out to him, I thought he was ignoring us. But he was in prison that whole time.’


They have phones in prison, Alice thinks. This is typical Fiona. Even now, her image of Dad is like one of those photos with the background blurred out. Just the central image in full focus. Fiona’s is of a dad Alice wishes they both had, but he was never cut from that cloth. 


‘I don’t know if I can talk to her,’ Alice says, staring out through Fiona’s living room window, wishing she wasn’t cooped up inside. What she’d give to lace up her trainers and clear her head with a five-miler along the coast.


‘Up to you. I am though,’ says Fiona with a shrug. ‘I don’t want to wake up next week and hate myself for being too stubborn.’


The veiled jab in Alice’s direction doesn’t go 
unnoticed. 


‘I’d just rather speak to her with my big sister there beside me,’ Fiona adds, slipping in a sucker punch that Alice, for all the layers she’s insulated herself with, still feels digging in right under her heart.


How would it feel to have a conversation with the woman jointly responsible for breaking her family apart? To watch her tears spill out as she talks about the unfairness of it all? Alice feels her hackles rising until she sees the look on Fiona’s face. It’s as if all the usual brashness and bravado has been stripped away, paring her back to the eight-year-old girl who had blamed everyone but her dad for the break-up, and the move back to Whitley Bay that followed a few years later.


So many times since she left New York to come home, Alice has beaten herself up for not finding a way to reconnect better with her little sister. She’d been twenty-three and starting her dream job as a criminal attorney in Manhattan. Fiona had only been ten, and not able to process why her big sister didn’t want to make the move back across the Atlantic with them when their mother decided to return to the UK. Is it really worth adding another black mark against her name just to stay principled? There must be something of her indecision in her expression, and the hope that sparks in Fiona’s eyes is the clincher.


‘Fine, you win. If you want to speak to her, I’ll be there with you. Can’t promise I’ll say much, but I’ll be there.’


Fiona practically drops her own cup on the coffee table and launches into a hug that takes Alice by surprise. She flinches a touch as her sister’s arms wrap around her, but only for a split second before returning the squeeze.


‘Let me know when, and I’ll be here.’ 


They keep the hug going for a five count, until Fiona pulls away, dragging a palm down her cheek, trying and failing to catch the stray tear before Alice can see it.


‘Thanks Al,’ she says folding her arms across her chest.


‘I’d better get back to work,’ says Alice. ‘Call me when you work out a time with her.’


‘Oh.’ Fiona looks a little sheepish. ‘I’ve kind of already done that. I’m FaceTiming her at two. You can just work from here while you wait if you like?’


‘Jesus.’ Alice exhales, ‘You don’t mess about, do you?’


‘No point in faffing around with the time he has left,’ Fiona says, uncrossing her legs, and standing up. She points to Alice’s drink. ‘Top-up?’


Alice feels a sensation in her stomach like she’s just crested the first hill on a rollercoaster. No getting off the ride now.




Chapter Six


Monday – Seven days to go


Alice’s eyes flick between the iPad on Fiona’s kitchen table, and the clock on the far wall. The speed the last thirty seconds tick off, she’s seen paint dry faster. 


‘Thank you for doing this,’ Fiona says, reaching out to tap the screen.


‘You said that already,’ Alice replies with a nervous smile, like she’s fixing bayonets to receive an enemy charge.


A melody warbles from the speaker as they wait for the call to be accepted. Alice has only actually seen Mariella Serrano in the flesh once. That was all it took to bust up a nineteen-year marriage. She’d been the one to see her dad’s hands all over another woman. It was Alice that told their mum. Alice that Fiona had blamed for the carnage that followed. 


She’s spent the last couple of hours trying her best to work from Fiona’s living room, but all the while imagining how this call will go. How it will feel. The cocktail of emotion from earlier was confusing enough; now that it’s here, there’s a nervous ache in her gut, like she’s shrugging off a punch from hours back. What would they be doing if he was in a UK prison? Could she bring herself to see him in person? She’s still focussing on that, hating the jangling nerves, when the call connects.


The face that snaps into view looks every bit as uncomfortable as her own. Wide-eyed, chewing on her bottom lip, the dark mane of hair Alice remembers now streaked with grey. The shadows under her eyes speak of sleeplessness. Big brown eyes like pools of infinite sadness. The room behind Mariella is a drab grey. Sums up the mood of the day, Alice thinks to herself.


She can’t help but glance at the smaller window overlaid, containing her and her sister. Polar opposites looks-wise. Fiona has their mum’s high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes, framed by hair black enough to pass for tar. Whereas every time Alice looks in the mirror, she sees echoes of her dad’s rounder face, the same ski-slope of a nose, and hair the colour of hay. Wishes they’d inherited the other way around.


‘Hi,’ says Fiona, holding up a hand like she’s the new kid at school greeting the class. ’I’m Fiona, and this is Alice.’


Alice finds herself mimicking her sister’s gesture on autopilot. 


‘Thank you so much for agreeing to speak,’ Mariella says softly. ‘I know this must have come as quite a shock.’


Alice catches the nervous laugh before it gets out. Instead what escapes sounds more like some kind of weird tic. ‘That’s one way to put it,’ she says. 


So much for her plan of letting Fiona do the talking.


‘I know what you must think of me. The way things happened with your father and me. I just want you to know, he has never stopped loving you girls.’


Alice grits her teeth but says nothing. 


‘How is he?’ Fiona asks.


Mariella shakes her head. ‘Not good.’


‘How often do you get to see him?’


‘I’ve been staying with family, up here near Raiford. They’re gonna let me see him every day for an hour bet­ween now and …’ her voice trails off. ‘Now and Monday.’


Alice wishes for Fiona’s sake that she had the patience to do a softer version of this chat, but she has no desire to sit here and make small talk with the woman, no matter how tragic the circumstances. 


‘What happened to his attorney?’ she asks. ‘Why did they walk?’


The directness of the question seems to snap a little life into Mariella. She blinks and sits up a little.


‘They had an argument. Jim, your dad, he wouldn’t tell me what about. That was last Thursday, and the lawyer quit on Friday. Said there was nothing else he could do. Said it’s a fight we can’t win.’


‘And you think he’s wrong?’ Alice asks.


Mariella shakes her head slowly from side to side. ‘About winning? I’m not stupid. I know the odds are stacked against us, but I can’t give up on him. I know he wouldn’t if it was me in there.’


Ironic, thinks Alice. He gave up on her and Fiona easily enough. 


‘If he didn’t do this,’ Fiona chirps up, ‘then who does he think did?’


‘I’ve asked him that a hundred times,’ she says. ‘He’d had a few drinks after work. Says he can barely remember a thing from that night.’


Alice remembers only too well what her dad’s version of a few is. This is starting to feel like a mistake. A waste of time. She isn’t here for herself though, she reminds herself. This is the only chance to give Fiona closure on where their dad has been all these years.


‘What kind of defence did his lawyer run with at the trial?’ Alice asks. ‘If Dad can’t remember anything, how does he know what he did or didn’t do?’


Mariella glances at her watch. ‘He’ll explain far better than I can,’ she says, and her words send something clicking into place deep in Alice’s subconscious. It’s like her body realises what’s about to happen before her brain catches up.


‘Wait,’ she says, her frown carving furrows in her forehead. ‘Where are you calling from?’


Mariella’s smile is somewhere between confused and nervous. ‘The visitors’ centre at Raiford. Your dad should be here any minute.’




Chapter Seven 


Monday – Seven days to go


Alice whips her head round to look at her sister, but instead of shock, she sees sheepishness. She knew. She was expecting this. Alice opens her mouth to speak, when she hears a tinny buzzing sound through a speaker. Somewhere off screen, a door clicks open.


Alice’s cheeks flush like she’s stepped into a sauna. This isn’t happening. Can’t be happening. There’s a squishy feeling in the pit of her stomach, like worms wriggling in a bucket.


She instinctively goes to rise, but feels Fiona’s fingers dig into her thigh. 


‘Please.’


Fiona’s whisper is borderline begging.


On-screen, Mariella shuffles over to one side, pulling across a chair, legs scraping like nails on a blackboard. Gives Alice goosebumps even from four thousand miles away.


And then he’s there on screen. He stands, paused for a moment, and she wonders if the connection has dropped. Looks like he’s staring directly into her eyes. She wonders if he even recognises them after fourteen years. Only stays frozen that way for long enough for him to process what he’s seeing, and it’s clear this is as much a surprise for him as it is her.


‘Hey Dad,’ Fiona says, and Alice knows without even turning that her sister is a heartbeat away from a flood of tears that could float an ark.


‘Fiona?’ he says softly, looking from the screen to Mariella and back again, then, ‘Alice?’


Some things don’t change. His voice is soft, whistling the second syllable of her name in an accent that’s a mash-up of South Florida, with a little Georgia thrown in around the edges.


Last time they spoke it was Alice that had the most to say, more shouting than talking. Tearing a strip off him for the situation he had put her in, having to tell Mum what she saw. She remembers the look in her mum’s eyes that day, like someone had snuffed out a light. Right now, there’s none of that heat. It’s like her brain has slipped into neutral.


‘I told you I didn’t want this for them,’ he says to ­Mariella, with a hard edge to his voice. ‘I caused these girls enough pain over the years. This shouldn’t be how they remember me.’


Alice can’t help the corners of her mouth turning down at that one. As if the memories they have of him are precious enough to safeguard. The fun-time dad that used to take them to the beach and the fair has long since been buried under layers of disappointment.


‘It’s too much, Jim,’ Mariella says. ‘I carried this on my own for too long, and they have a right to know.’


‘That wasn’t your story to tell, honey,’ he says, but there’s no venom in his voice. He’s just staring at them, eyes flitting back and forth like flies looking for a place to land. ‘But maybe this way I get a chance to apologise before it’s too late.’


As if a few platitudes will gloss over the cracks. Alice’s lips press together into a tight line, but everything she’s harboured towards him these past fourteen years, longer in fact, seems just out of reach. All the anger, the resentment, the pure bloody frustration that he couldn’t have put them first when it mattered.


Maybe it’s got something to do with the sad figure he cuts as he slides into the seat beside Mariella. Like a boxer slumping onto his stool, but all she feels in this moment is pity. That passes the instant he slips an arm around Mariella’s shoulder. Alice sucks in what feels like her first good lungful of air since the call began, and tries her best to press the emotional reset button.


‘I’m sorry you girls have to see me like this,’ he says. ‘This isn’t the kinda family reunion I’d have chosen.’


It’s his lame attempt at humour that makes her snap. 


‘You think that’s what this is, Dad?’ she says, with just a hint of emphasis on the last word, so it slips out sarcastically. ‘You had fourteen years to choose a better one.’


‘And I’ve been in here for eleven of ’em,’ he says.


‘Stop,’ Fiona snaps. ‘Just stop. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you he would be here, Al, but I didn’t think you’d have stayed, and I need you.’ She reaches across and grabs Alice’s hand, squeezes it tight, like she’ll fall if she lets go. ‘I need you here now, and I’m going to need you when …’


She leaves the sentence hanging, as if it’s bad manners to bring up someone’s execution date.


‘She’s right about one thing though, Dad,’ Fiona says. ‘You should have told us sooner. We could have helped.’


‘Don’t see how, pumpkin,’ he says, the pet name slicing through a decade and a half of absenteeism. ‘They got me pretty good.’


‘We could have found you a better lawyer,’ Fiona ventures.


Jim Sharp shakes his head. ‘It weren’t the lawyer that put me here.’


No, thinks Alice. That was all you. Stabbing a man in the neck.


‘Let’s just say once the police had me, they didn’t look too hard for anyone else. I’ve been sat here waiting for the needle ever since.’


‘And that’s what happened, is it?’ Alice asks, sounding more cross-examining lawyer than daughter. ‘Someone else killed him?’


‘As God is my witness,’ Sharp says, raising a hand like he’s swearing on a stack of bibles.


‘From what I read, the prosecution case was pretty tight,’ Alice says.


She almost adds that she’s seen plenty of long sentences handed down in cases with far more doubt, but he already looks whipped. He nods, a single slow movement, gaze drifting, thousand-yard stare fixing on the desk in front of him. 


‘I don’t blame them you know, those people on the jury.’


His voice is quiet and his eyes flutter, lost in one of a thousand bad memories. 


‘They just done what they thought was right. Damn, the evidence they had against me, even I might have voted to convict.’


The laugh that comes out is high-pitched, nervous. Like a guy trying to break the ice on a date. She waits him out. Lets the silence grow, swelling around them, squeezing until it wrings the words out.


‘I didn’t do it,’ he says, emerging from behind the bank of foggy memories. There’s a hint of steel in his voice now. ‘I didn’t kill that man, but I suppose you get that a lot in your line of work. Assuming you’re still a lawyer that is?’ 


‘Occupational hazard,’ she nods in agreement.


‘I mean, I never even met him for Chrissake, why would I kill a man I don’t know?’ 


Alice wants to tell him that he wouldn’t be the first, and wonders, for his sake, if there’s more to his story than a ‘you gotta believe me’.


Instead she goes with, ‘I read in the papers that you don’t remember what happened that night.’


‘What do you remember, Dad?’ Fiona butts in, acting like a buffer to stop them squaring off.


He walks her through it as if it happened in a parallel universe, to another version of him. One who made better choices perhaps. The night it happened comes back to him now like a series of stills, he says. Snapshots of one bad decision after another. 


‘Work and me, I mean real work, we ain’t never got on so well,’ he says with a sheepish shrug. ‘But I was trying to make a go of it all the same.’


‘Car wouldn’t start, so I needed a little something to unwind while I waited for the tow truck. Ended up at a bar, and one drink turned into five or six. Then this guy comes and sits next to me at the bar.’


He looks off camera, frowning as if he’s trying and failing to visualise the scene in the bar eleven years ago.


‘We started shooting the breeze about being underpaid and overworked. He bought me a couple more beers, and I …’ he breaks off, face puzzled as he draws a blank. ‘After that, next thing I remember is waking up on the floor, hearing someone hammering on a door. Barely opened my eyes when they came steaming in, pointing guns at me like I was in any fit state to do anything but lie there.’ 


The detached way he’s described it at times makes it sound like it happened to someone else. An out-of-body experience that, from the way he’s talking, isn’t over yet.


‘The police never found the guy from the bar.’ 
Mariella steps into the silence he leaves behind. ‘They say they looked, but …’ She throws her hands up in exasperation. 


‘Is there nothing you can remember about him?’ Fiona asks.


Sharp shakes his head. ‘Not a thing.’ His face screws up, voice rising, somewhere between anger and frustration, like his brain is a frozen computer that refuses to reboot. He breathes in deep. In through the nose, cheeks puffing as he exhales, coming back down, emotion leaching back out. ‘I’ve not always made good choices. You girls of all people know that. Bad might even outweigh the good if I reckoned up. Me and the booze ain’t a good mix. Never were. But there ain’t no amount of liquor could make me do what they say I did to that man.’


‘Tell them about Grant McKenzie as well,’ Mariella says.


It’s a name Alice recognises from the articles she’s read.


‘The homeless guy you said was on the street that night?’ 


Jim Sharp nods slowly. ‘Disappeared before I went to trial.’


Alice decides it’s time for some tough love. The kind she’d give if she was advising on the case. 


‘Even if they’d found him again to testify, that kind of statement doesn’t sit well with juries. I read a quote from the bar owner, saying McKenzie always had a bottle within reach. Would have been too easy to pick apart on the stand. Too vague.’


For vague, read the worse-than-hazy recollection of a man who had already been a half-bottle of whiskey deep that night, not to mention the hundred that had probably come before it.


‘But he saw your father leave.’ Mariella leans towards the camera, eyes shining with a mix of anger and tears. ‘He saw the other man too, the one from the bar.’


‘He saw a man he thinks might have been Dad,’ Alice corrects her, ‘then disappeared himself. Never testified in the trial. From what I read, the police did an appeal at the time for other witnesses, but nobody came forward, and that was almost a decade ago, Mariella. Memories fade fast.’


‘What about hiring a private investigator to find both of them?’ Fiona asks, getting animated now, going into solution mode, leaning forward in her seat like the time that’s passed has been forgotten and forgiven.


‘We had a guy take a look before it went to trial,’ Sharp says. ‘But these guys cost money, and I ain’t had a whole lot of that in a while.’


‘Is that what this is?’ Alice asks, things snapping into focus. ‘You’re here cap in hand?’ She knows how harsh that sounds given his circumstances, but she can’t help but give free rein to every ounce of anger inside.


Sharp turns to look at Mariella, then back to Alice, his face creased in confusion.


‘What? No. I didn’t even know I’d have a chance to talk to you girls, much less asking for any help. You ask me, I don’t deserve either.’


Part of Alice wishes he’d put up more of a fight. She’s not used to this version of him, all apologies and admissions. It’s throwing her off balance.


‘From what I read, it wasn’t just booze you had that night,’ she says, even as she feels her need to lash out dialling back a notch. The articles I’ve looked at from back then say you had fentanyl plus a few other bits and pieces in your blood as well.’ 


Statement of fact, not a question, but he picks it up as if it is.


‘Never done drugs in my life,’ he says firmly, as if the lab reports are in dispute.


‘Then how do you explain what they found?’


‘I can’t,’ he says, very matter of fact. 


‘Police also found three grams of cocaine in your pants pocket that came from a stash Manny Castillo had at his place. How else could that have gotten there if you didn’t know him?’


‘I don’t know,’ he says again, sounding frustrated now. ‘Never touched that stuff in my life. I’m a drunk. Was a drunk,’ he corrects himself, ‘not a drug addict.’


‘Reports say that it was a drug deal gone wrong,’ she continues. ‘That you’d had an argument, didn’t want to pay, weren’t happy with the product, something along those lines. Just because you can’t remember, doesn’t mean it couldn’t have happened.’


‘He’s not on bloody trial now you know?’ Fiona interrupts. ‘Why are you being like this?’


‘That’s all right, honey,’ Sharp says. ‘She’s got every right to be angry with me, me not being around to raise the pair of you.’ He looks back at Alice. ‘Amazes me they think I’d be able to see straight, let alone cut a man’s throat,’ he adds, and somewhere in Alice’s head a cog turns. 


From what little she’s had a chance to read of Manny ­Castillo, he was a nasty piece of work. Stood trial for murdering his girlfriend three months before he died, but managed to walk thanks to a screw-up with the forensics. The mugshot she’d seen online had showed a man much younger and fitter than her dad. Castillo had been twenty-nine, and the very definition of the wrong side of the street. Had enough of a reputation that he should have been able to handle a drunk like her dad without breaking sweat. 


‘And how did you get home?’ she asks, picturing the state his clothes would be in. Hard to blend in if you look like you work in an abattoir. 


‘I already told you,’ he says, a frustrated zing in his words. ‘I don’t remember a damn thing! Car was in the shop so I figured the guy from the bar helped me out.’
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