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You don’t always get to choose your final words.


Sometimes, you don’t know it’s the end. When it’s all over and there’s no chance for a last goodbye.


They hit the water and the force knocked Laurie forwards and into the dashboard. Her head spun, as water began pooling around her feet instantly. She looked over to the driver’s side and saw David was out cold. Blood dripping down his face.


She tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t move. The window was open, the river rushing in. Her vision blurred. She turned around slowly but couldn’t see a thing. Only darkness. Shadows. Ghosts.


She couldn’t see her children. Her two boys, sitting in the back.


She wanted to see them. One last time.


Her last thoughts, as unconsciousness took her, were of her family.


At least they were all together.


She couldn’t even say sorry.


And as the water filled her lungs and she couldn’t breathe any longer, she thought of nothing but the fact she had failed them all.


Anthony was up there somewhere, she knew. Watching them die.


He had won.


She had always been his.












TWENTY FIVE YEARS LATER


He was a long way from what had once been home.


Wallace, Idaho.


The centre of the universe.


Parker Rogers had been there, back in 2004, when the manhole cover over at the intersection between 6th Street and Bank had been unveiled. The mayor had decided that, because it couldn’t be disproven, he could declare the town of Wallace the centre of the universe and that was that.


Probabilism. Greek philosophy. A thought experiment that Parker had tried to explain in the local bar a few times, to ever-decreasing interest from the other drinkers.


He was eating yet another TV dinner, sitting at the kitchen table with Elvis playing on the stereo. ‘An American Trilogy’, the live version. Where you could hear all the emotion pouring from him.


It was a recording of the 1973 Honolulu concert – Aloha from Hawaii indeed. He could close his eyes and see the man himself performing. Sweat dripping from his face, like tears cascading down his cheeks. The leis around his white, rhinestone-dappled suit.


He preferred the later years – the Vegas period, when the jumpsuits began to look a little tighter and the King’s face was red and mottled. In the Eighties, Parker could probably have passed for Fifties-era Elvis. Now, forty years later, he was almost sixty, and closing in on the three hundred and fifty pounds that the King apparently weighed at his death.


There was always talk that he had faked it – Parker had even seen a video recently, of some pastor out in Arkansas, singing in a bar. Older guy, white hair and white beard. The voice had been similar enough for him to pause. Wonder for a few brief moments if all those conspiracy theories had been right.


Wallace was a small town. An old mining community. Good, stubborn people. Friendly, even accepting of a fool like him. It had taken a couple of decades, but they had finally stopped calling him the new boy in town a few years back.


Back in the Seventies, they tried to build the I-90 through the town, but the villagers fought back. Had the downtown area listed on the National Register of Historic Places. It meant that every building is now on that list, so they can’t be touched. The freeway ended up skirting around the town.


That’s the type of people they were in Wallace, Idaho. Tough. Uncompromising.


Loyal.


Parker sat down on the couch but didn’t turn on the TV. Instead, he stared at a picture of himself on a local news website. A mugshot, to be precise.


Thought about how much time he had left.


Tom wouldn’t get there in time.


Twenty-five years he’d managed to stay under the radar. Made something of a life for himself. Yeah, he’d never had kids, or a woman who stayed longer than the run of a failed sitcom, but that didn’t matter much to Parker. He had a good job working at an auto repair shop in town, a roof over his head, and all the TV dinners he could eat.


Oh, and a regular seat at Alby’s bar, which had landed his mugshot in the local news.


Tom would be too late to help him.


It didn’t matter. At least Laurie wasn’t around to see him now. He just wished he had been there for her when it mattered most. Then, this whole mess might not have happened.


He hadn’t seen her in twenty-five years. And wouldn’t see her again.


He remembered how scared Laurie had been when she’d come back in ’95. She’d tried to hide it, but Parker had known she was thinking about him.


The bogeyman.


And he had caught her.


Elvis’s backing singers were harmonising away, as lights flashed across the front of the house. A car pulled up onto the driveway and shut off its engine.


Parker reached slowly to his waistband and made his way over to the door.


He could see a shadow fall across the stoop.


They had come for him.


If it had been ten, twenty years earlier, he might have had a better chance. It didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do everything he could to save his own life.


As the King built to a crescendo, his voice filling the kitchen-diner and escaping into the hallway, Parker Rogers took out his gun, flicked off the safety, and levelled it at the front door. Placed his back to the wall and kept his focus straight ahead. Two hands on his gun, waiting for a clear shot.


There was a soft knock at the door. Parker didn’t move.


‘Parker?’


He didn’t recognise the voice, but he knew who had sent them.


He stepped to the side and crouched down. The shadow moved and another knock on the door came.


‘Open up, Parker, we need to talk.’


Parker was a breath away from squeezing the trigger when he felt something hard and metallic at the back of his head.


‘Don’t move,’ a man said from behind him. ‘Drop it, or they’ll be scraping your brains out of the wood panelling for the next thirty years.’


The music grew louder. Filling Parker’s ears, until they felt they would burst. Fear crawled up inside him and consumed his body.


He knew in that moment that he would do anything not to die that night.


Joe Carson felt the bone snap beneath his grip and smiled.


Hunter was standing close by, keeping his gaze on the way Carson was manipulating the wrist under his grip. He was younger than Carson – thirty years at least. Still, he seemed eager to learn. They hadn’t worked together all that long, but the way his young eyes darted over the skin and bones of the poor guy in the chair told Carson he might stick around a while.


Carson moved to the other side of the chair, giving the older man a brief moment of respite. He shook with pain, tears turning red as they rolled down his cheeks. Blood seeped slowly from his nose, his body jerking with shock waves. Carson took hold of his right wrist, feeling his way to his target.


Hunter shook his head slowly, as fire danced in his eyes, watching Carson move carefully along the man’s hand and arm. Stared in fascination, delicate thunder emanating from his body. Carson wondered if the younger man would be able to learn this graceful sort of technique. He didn’t look the type – all muscle-bound, with biceps bigger than some people’s waistlines. Hands built for power rather than precision. He was an overbearing presence in the room. Even at full height, Carson was still a fair few inches below Hunter. Less stocky too. It mattered little to him. He never compared himself to other men. It was a waste of his time.


‘Nice place to settle down, Parker.’


He flicked his own wrist and another bone snapped. The gag across Parker’s mouth muffled the scream that followed.


‘Now, Parker,’ said Carson politely, letting go of his arm and squatting down in front of the older man. His eyes screamed in agony; reddened, filmy. ‘We’ve been here before. Over twenty years ago, would you believe it? Time goes by so quick. You gained a hundred pounds and I lost half my hair. Ain’t life a bitch. Last time we spoke, I let you live. This time, unless you tell me what I need to know, that ain’t going to happen.’


Parker stared back at him, pleading soundlessly. He neither nodded nor shook his head.


Hunter was standing directly behind the chair now. He loomed over them, blocking out the soft shards of light escaping into the room from the hallway beyond him.


‘Parker, I’m going to remove the gag now,’ Carson said, standing up slowly. ‘You’re going to tell me what I need to know and then this will be over. Do you understand?’


Parker’s arms and legs were tied to the chair. He couldn’t move far, even if he wanted to. He could move his head but seemed to have frozen. Whether out of fear or something else, Carson wasn’t sure.


Carson reached down and tore away the tape covering Parker’s mouth. ‘Where is she?’


Parker gasped for air for a few seconds, before looking up at his captor. ‘Like I said twenty-five years ago, I don’t know where she is.’


Carson thought he saw the ghost of a smile play across his lips. He looked past Parker at Hunter and shrugged.


Sometimes, you can’t make them do the right thing.


He pulled out his gun – a black STI 2011, single-action, low recoil – and gripped it firmly. Levelled it between Parker Rogers’s eyes and waited.


‘Last chance,’ Carson said. ‘Tell us, or your brains will be splattered across your nice tiled floor.’


‘She’s dead.’


‘We both know that’s not true.’


‘Of course it is,’ Parker replied, red spittle flying from his mouth. His gums were bleeding, mouth filled with blood. ‘Your boss needs to accept it and give up.’


Carson shook his head. ‘You’re going to die for nothing. We know she’s alive.’


‘She’s not,’ Parker said, his pleas falling on deaf ears. ‘It’s over. There’s no one left. You have to believe me.’


Carson didn’t believe him. That was the problem. He placed his gun against Parker’s forehead and pushed a little. Let him see how close he was to squeezing that trigger. ‘Five … four … three … two …’


‘Wait, please,’ Parker said, his voice strained. It seemed to take every last ounce of effort not to betray her. ‘You should see David.’


Carson cocked his head. ‘Who?’


‘David Cooper.’


‘What about him?’


‘I know where he is. Maybe you can see for yourself that she’s not alive. Because if she was, she’d be with him, wouldn’t she? If you’re going to kill me, then it’ll be for nothing. Because that’s it. That’s all there is. Just listen to me …’


Parker continued talking, but Carson waved away his gabbling. ‘Where?’


‘He’s back in England,’ Parker said, his voice suddenly quiet. Almost a whisper. ‘A village called Firwood.’


‘And that’s all you know? Really? That David Cooper lives alone in a village called Firwood?’


Parker agreed and dropped his head. Carson thought it over and decided he was telling the truth. It was all they were going to get.


‘See. That wasn’t all that hard, was it?’ Carson said. He smiled, then squeezed the trigger.


Parker Rogers jerked back violently, but he was dead before the chair righted itself.












CHAPTER 1


Sometimes, you just know. Sitting in that bar in the centre of London, I could feel that certainty. This was the beginning of something.


Outside, the usual bustle of activity lived on, but inside, it was calmer, filled with the clink of glasses and hushed conversation.


I looked across the table as Rachel placed an elaborate glass of gin and tonic in front of her.


It was our third date. I already knew it was going somewhere – and this time I wanted it to.


‘How’s work then?’ she asked, catching my eye and not letting go.


Rachel. Thirty-three years old – only a year younger than me. No children and lived alone. Dark brown hair and worked in the city.


That was all I’d known about her before we’d met for the first time a few weeks earlier. Now, I knew she worked in finance – whatever that might mean – and was an Arsenal supporter. The game was playing silently on a television above the bar, but she didn’t glance at it more than a couple of times.


‘Work is work, you know,’ I replied, my hand resting against my glass of IPA. ‘It’s really not as intriguing as I made it sound. Yeah, it’s a charity thing, but I’m at head office, reporting statistics, press releases, that sort of thing. That’s my day, basically. Glorified admin.’


‘Still sounds more interesting than finance to me, Sam,’ Rachel said, giving me a smile that seemed to flash with electricity. ‘Worthy, at least.’


Rachel glanced up at the screen for a second or two, before turning back to her drink. I felt the back of my neck, the heat from where the barber had razored it clean earlier that day warming my hand. I could smell the aftershave I’d squirted onto my wrist before leaving work an hour or so earlier.


‘Let me ask you this – Arsenal. Why?’


She laughed and the sound of it cut through the air between us like it was silk. ‘Well, they used to be good, you know? And you don’t even follow football.’


I held my hands up in defeat. ‘You’ve got me there. I just don’t get it. It’s, like, never finished. There’s no end to football, right? It just goes on and on, every year.’


She laughed again and I swigged down some of my drink.


I’d been on a fair few dates where silence seemed to be the only thing we had in common. This was easier.


This was something.


Sometimes you just know.


Or hope you do, anyway.


My phone buzzed quietly against my leg, but I ignored it. Whatever it was could wait. Instead, we continued talking – no awkward silences, or breaks in the conversation. It was easy. Swapping stories, well-worn tales of our childhoods.


We made each other laugh.


I was in the middle of another story when my phone buzzed again. I stopped mid-sentence, but then continued. ‘So, I’m reading the instructions on the packet.’


‘You’re how old?’


‘About eleven or twelve,’ I said, taking a sip of my drink. ‘I’m reading the instructions, right, and it says boil milk.’


‘You wanted to eat just custard?’


‘Yeah,’ I said, like it was obvious. ‘I wanted custard and the packet was right there in the cupboard. I read the instructions, and they said to boil milk and add the contents of the packet. So, I thought logically about it.’


‘Logically?’ Rachel asked, raising her eyebrows.


‘Yes. And where do you boil things? In a kettle. So, I measured out the milk, poured it into the kettle, and switched it on. Waited for it to boil and then poured it into a bowl and added the packet contents.’


‘Oh my God …’


‘I looked inside the kettle and realised I’d made a mistake.’


‘Logic has left the building at this point.’


‘It didn’t even taste that nice,’ I said, smiling as Rachel burst out laughing. ‘I was disappointed beyond belief. Anyway, I learned my lesson about reading instructions after that; I swear.’


‘Well, I hope you cook better now.’


I caught her eye and we both knew.


‘What did your mum say? I bet she went mad?’


I shook my head, a split second of guilt coming and going in an instant. ‘No, no, it was just me and my dad by then.’


She flung a hand to her mouth. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry. I didn’t remember how old you were.’


I waved away the apology. ‘It’s fine, honestly.’


‘Your dad then?’


I remembered my dad’s face. The blank look he’d given me, that said everything that was needed. ‘He wasn’t too happy, but it was easier to just buy a new one rather than talk to me.’


‘You didn’t get on?’


I shook my head. Thought about explaining the situation and then decided against it. ‘Something like that.’


We continued exchanging stories about our childhoods. She came from a large family, who all seemed to have individual quirks. She finished another story and then asked, ‘What about other family? Aunts, uncles, cousins?’


I shook my head. ‘No, no other family. It was just me and my dad after Mum died. And where I grew up, Firwood – let’s just say, I didn’t fit in. I have a good group of friends now. They’re as good as family.’


‘And even better, you get to choose this one, rather than be lumbered with them by accident of birth.’


I chuckled softly. ‘You’re right.’


Other dates had zeroed in about that, wanting to know how I couldn’t have any kind of family at all, but Rachel seemed to just accept it. Not push back and want to know details. It was better. Maybe, at some point, we’d talk about it, but there was no pressure.


I felt my phone vibrate again in my pocket. I continued to ignore the interruption, as I listened to Rachel talk.


An hour passed in the blink of an eye. The sky outside changed from an almost indigo-tinged blue to black. The bar filled around us, but I barely noticed until Rachel excused herself to use the bathroom. As I waited for her, I pulled out my phone.


Five missed calls and a voicemail. I checked the number and felt my heart slow. A hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach suddenly appeared like a chasm of darkness. I recognised the area code instantly.


It was from home.


Two hundred miles away. It should have been far enough.


I gritted my teeth at the thought of thinking of somewhere as ‘home’ even though it was two hundred miles away and almost two decades into my past and I spoke to no one connected to the place. It had been over sixteen years since I’d left the village where I’d grown up – or been dragged up, as I’d like to imagine. Sixteen years since I’d left and never returned.


The walls seemed to close in around me, as I felt beads of sweat form on my forehead.


I locked my phone again and shoved it into my pocket, as if it were about to burn its imprint into the palm of my hand. Tried to ignore the feeling inside me, as my stomach churned.


When Rachel returned, I gave her a tight smile and said, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


In an empty corridor by the toilets, I pulled my phone out and tried to catch my breath as my finger hovered over the redial button.


Suddenly, it vibrated and I almost dropped it to the floor in surprise. I swiped a shaking finger across the screen.


‘Hello?’ I said, expecting to hear his voice for the first time in almost twenty years.


‘Hello? Is that Sam Cooper?’


It was a woman’s voice. Someone official, I guessed. I wondered if I should simply lie and end the call. Only, I recognised the tone of someone with bad news. ‘Yes, it is.’


‘This is Isabelle Levy, I’m calling from Firwood Community Hospital.’


‘Okay. How can I help you?’


‘Your father, David Cooper …’


As Isabelle spoke, I thought about how long I’d been waiting for this phone call. As if I’d known at some point it would come. Isabelle continued to talk, as my thoughts and memories ran into each other.


‘You should come as soon as you’re able to,’ I heard Isabelle say and I realised I was holding the phone too tightly in my hand. I breathed deeply and massaged my temple with my free hand.


‘Is he …’


A cough and shuffle from the other end of the phone. I didn’t hear her answer. Instead, I screwed my eyes shut and imagined going back. Travelling those two hundred miles and returning to that place. Seeing those buildings, those people again.


There was only a black hole, dragging me into somewhere I didn’t want to go.










CHAPTER 2


I walked to the nearest tube station with Rachel, apologising the whole time. She was understanding, which only made it more difficult to leave her.


‘Look,’ I said, as we reached the station and I pulled her aside from the people almost running inside. ‘I didn’t want tonight to end this way.’


‘It’s not your fault,’ she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Look, are you sure you want to go alone?’


I nodded. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ll call you, okay?’


She took a second and then smiled at me. Made as if to leave, then hesitated. By the time she had turned around, I was already kissing her.


Moment saved.


‘You best had,’ she said into my ear, once it was over. Then, she was gone. A blur amongst the crowd of people pushing their way through barriers.


I was on the train in minutes and not long afterwards I was making my way out of Coulsden Town station, walking the short journey back to my flat to pick up my car.


A two-and-a-half-hour journey down the M3 and A303. Past Basingstoke, past Salisbury. Across the bottom of the country and through the countryside. Straight into old England and the villages people in London always talked about wanting to retire to. Or the concept of them, anyway. A few days without a restaurant that opened past eight p.m. and a coffee place on every corner, and they would come running home.


I wouldn’t remember any of the journey a few hours later.


A calmness began to wash over me as I saw signs for places I knew – Ilchester, Martock, Tintinhull – and the road became the only thing I could see, the dream gradually turning into reality.


In the light of day, I would have seen fields of green, broken only by the grey of the A-road. The occasional village encroaching on the space. At this time of night, there were only walls of black, surrounding me.


I’d left the looming buildings and endless faces in the streets behind me. Replaced by manicured shrubbery on small roundabouts. Small cottage-style houses, desperately trying to hang on-to their past.


It was getting on for midnight when I arrived in Firwood. The roads were deathly quiet – not that they would have been much busier earlier in the day. The village was small, built around the large church in the middle. Narrow streets running off the roundabout that bordered it. Community noticeboards, phone boxes turned into libraries by locals. Clean, conservative, contained.


Claustrophobic.


In a fading streetlight, I saw an older man stagger towards home from the local pub. Red-nosed and smiling to himself. He barely looked towards my car, as I drove past slowly.


The quintessential little England village. With all the dreariness and mundanity that went along with it. Manicured lawns, muted colours, anything but multicultural.


It was much as I remembered it, often in dreams that ended in nightmarish childhood memories.


My phone continued to bark instructions at me. I reached over and switched it off.


I didn’t need it any more.


The hospital came into view and I turned off the road. I parked up and made my way to the main entrance and stopped outside. Smelled the sickly aroma of cigarettes and anxiety as I moved towards the automatic doors.


Inside, I could have been in any hospital in the country. The same smells, the same faces, the same workers. It was quiet though – not the late-night carnage of a Friday night in a big city A&E. This was a place of hushed voices and perfected caring looks.


I approached the front desk and the woman sitting behind it looked up at me, tilting her head to one side as if she recognised me. It was possible, but she was a stranger to me.


‘I’m here to see David Cooper. Someone called me.’


‘Okay and you are …?’


‘I’m his son. Sam Cooper. I’ve just come from London.’


‘Ah, that’s why you’re here so late,’ she replied, tapping away at the computer in front of her and then rifling through folders in a tray to her side. I was taken aback by her tone for a second, then remembered that was normal for this place. Forthright was part of the local motto, it had always seemed to me.


‘If you take a seat, someone will come and see you as soon as possible.’


I thanked her and moved to the small seating area. I looked at the walls and read the posters. They listed various diseases, cancers, disorders, that I possibly had or could have soon. I took my phone out and scrolled through social media for a few minutes, before all I was seeing was a blur.


‘Sam Cooper?’


I looked up and saw a nurse waiting for me. At first, I didn’t think I could stand up; my legs felt like jelly. But suddenly I was on my feet and following her as she spoke to me. I didn’t hear a word of it. I don’t think I breathed during the short walk.


The nurse stood to one side and allowed me to enter the room alone.


Then, he was there, in front of me, lying on a bed. Not moving. His face was much older since I’d last seen him. His hair had thinned and greyed. The skin on his hands was pale and loose.


I ignored the parts of him that didn’t fit. The flashes of colour on his skin. The white patches covering open wounds beneath.


‘I’ll come back to you shortly.’


I nodded towards the voice but kept my eyes on the man in the bed.


My father.


I felt my hands clench into fists, nails digging into my palms.


The machine next to him wheezed and released.


‘Hello, Dad,’ I said finally, and waited for him to open his eyes. Nothing happened.


I moved closer until my face was only a few inches from his. Anyone glancing our way would think I was embracing him.


I swallowed and felt suddenly calm. As if I had been waiting for this moment without knowing.


‘I’m here, Dad. I’ve come to watch you die.’


Jackson was drinking coffee. He was sitting in what the Brits called a ‘canteen’ but was pretty much a diner that had maybe seen some bad times. In the middle of a hospital, of all places. There was grease hanging in the atmosphere and an air of disappointment that seemed to settle over every patron.


He was trying not to think of the old man lying at the bottom of the stairs. The sound of police sirens. The quickening of his heartbeat, as he realised what had happened.


Jackson knew the old man was going to die. Maybe not at that moment, but soon.


He was broken. Beyond repair. Somewhere above him, in a hospital bed, waiting for the doctors to finally give up on him.


Jackson missed the gun he would normally carry back home. If things went wrong, it was comforting to know you had an equaliser. A Glock in your hand always went some way to making a situation better.


David Cooper had looked older than Jackson had been expecting. Life had really done a number on him. But then, he had watched the old man being asked to leave the local bar on two separate occasions in the few days he’d spent watching him.


Jackson sat and drank his vending-machine coffee and hoped he wasn’t being too conspicuous.


Not that it mattered. He wouldn’t be there much longer.


That was now the plan.


He could almost hear God laughing.


There was a sense of failure. As if he had messed up and this was only the beginning.


David Cooper was going to die.


And it was his fault that it was for nothing.


He took out his cell phone – a burner he had picked up at the nearest store that sold them when he’d arrived. Followed the instructions and called the number. Cleared his throat, hoping that the anger that was burning inside him could be contained.


‘You didn’t tell me he had a son … Sam Cooper … He arrived an hour ago … The old guy probably won’t make it … I want the whole story, now, or I walk away.’


Jackson listened to the end of the call and then pocketed the cell before the anger swelled again.


Sam Cooper.


Jackson drained the last of the dishwater coffee and thought about what little he knew. And how it changed everything.










CHAPTER 3


Anthony Sullivan was standing on the balcony outside his home office, staring out across the grounds that surrounded his estate. Six acres, wrapping around the white monolith he called home.


The sweetgum and ginkgo trees stood at the perimeter of all he could see. Their yellow and red leaves wouldn’t return for a few months yet, but he always looked forward to the fall, when they would explode with colour.


It wasn’t the most expensive piece of real estate in Greenwich, Connecticut, but it was close. An architectural delight, was what the agent had said when he’d bought it decades earlier. He cared little for that. To him, it was a stamp on the world. A marker for what he had achieved.


Standing there, drinking coffee, he should have been happy. Relaxed.


His hair may have been thinning a little now. His waistline expanding every year. It didn’t seem to matter how often he spent time in his squash court, or the home gym, age was beginning to take over. Still, he knew other men in their late fifties would kill for his physique. His dark hair, greying only a little at the temples. His ability to still move with grace and speed, even with his frame being a few inches over six foot.


It didn’t change the fact that Anthony Sullivan was tired.


Not from working. The business mostly took care of itself these days. It was an aching tired, that you feel in your bones every minute of the day. A headache that never really passes. A weak feeling in your muscles, that can never be stretched out.


Anthony placed the coffee down and felt the silver of the pendant that hung around his neck. Ran his fingers over the words that were engraved there. The split in the metal heart, the other half of it still missing.


His cell phone rang, and he let go of the necklace.


‘Go ahead,’ he said, taking another sip of coffee. It tasted bitter and rich. ‘What have you got for me?’


‘A dead end.’


Anthony sighed and resisted the urge to throw his cup into the courtyard below him. ‘Anything else we can do to crank up the pressure a little, perhaps? I want this deal over the line within the month.’


‘Possibly. We have footage of him with a young woman. I’m talking Epstein-young. He’ll crack quickly, but we’d be showing our hand.’


‘Okay, I’ll think it over,’ Anthony said, feeling his jaw tense, his teeth scraping against each other. ‘We’ll discuss it further in person.’


Anthony ended the call, pocketed the cell phone and gripped the balcony stone with both hands. Saw the scars on his knuckles from his younger years and wished he could be back there. Then. When his bulky frame was enough to quieten even the loudest room. When a look was enough to suggest he should get what he wanted. When a word was enough for him to win every time.


He took a cigarette from a box he kept in his jacket pocket. Considered it in the low sun. He had once liked a cigarette after a successful business meeting. Once a deal had been done.


Now, he only ever associated smoking with death.


He was getting older and more aware of the passage of time than ever. And the passage of smoke into his lungs, that would inevitably end with him coughing his guts up into a gutter.


It had been a long time since he’d had to perform his own violence, but it still gave him a certain sense of satisfaction that it had been carried out.


After Parker Rogers had been killed, he’d lit a cigarette and watched it burn in an ashtray.


That was a week ago, and now, he was waiting for a call from England.


He stuck a cigarette into the corner of his mouth and didn’t light it. Let it dangle there like he was Sammy Farha.


The air turned colder, the sky seeming to darken around him. As if it sensed his mood.


He felt he had been one step closer to finding her. For the first time in decades, he really believed he could.


Anthony tore the unlit cigarette from his lips and let it fall into the empty ashtray on the table at his side.


‘Zoran,’ Anthony said, knowing the man would be close by. He appeared in the doorway leading back inside. He was taller than Anthony – taller than most people. A little under seven feet, he guessed, and as pale as the moon on a cloudless night. He had a quiet sense of death that seemed to seep from his soul. ‘Cancel whoever I’m supposed to see this afternoon.’


Zoran left with an almost imperceptible nod. Anthony checked the time on his Breitling watch and calculated five hours ahead. It would be late in the UK.


He took out a separate cell phone. One that couldn’t be connected to him in any way, and dialled the only number that was stored on it.


It was answered on the second ring.


‘It’s me,’ Anthony said, waiting for a code to be recited back to him. He was nothing if not security conscious.


‘He’s still alive, barely. Cops showed up. We had to leave him.’


‘No sign of her?’


‘I wish I had better news.’


‘What else can you tell me?’


‘His son is here,’ Joe Carson said, his tone steady and unfazed. He hadn’t blinked when Anthony had sent him to the UK. Simply did as he was instructed. ‘I thought he was dead?’


Anthony felt his heart slow. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Sam Cooper.’


‘Sam …’ Anthony said, quietly to himself. ‘That was the oldest. They survived that crash.’


‘I guess so.’


‘How did they get away?’


‘I wish I could tell you,’ Carson said. ‘We talked to all of them, back in ’95. The mom, the brother … they all told us the same thing. There was a funeral. The local press did a story. There was nothing more we could have done.’


Anthony sighed and tried to quell the anger rising inside him. ‘They all lied to us. They were all supposed to be dead. Instead, David manages to escape with at least one of his sons without us knowing. How does this happen?’


‘I don’t know, boss.’


‘Someone didn’t do their job properly. Find out who.’


‘I will,’ Carson said. ‘What about this Sam? Should he be dealt with?’


Anthony closed his eyes. His heart rate returned to normal. ‘I guess he needs to be questioned just like his old man. Only this time, make sure he ends up like his uncle. Not in some hospital.’


When Laurie’s brother, Parker, had told them David was alive, Anthony hadn’t believed it. Now, there was at least one son on the scene.


It was all stacking up. He was closer to finding Laurie than ever before.


‘I’ll talk to him,’ Carson said, calm, cool. As if this was nothing. ‘I’ll make sure to find out what he knows.’


‘Yes, you should.’


And that’s how easy it was for Anthony to kill someone from four thousand miles away.


‘Make sure he can’t answer anyone else’s questions. I want you to get every detail from him and end it. And see if you can find the other kid. If all three are around, she’ll be close by. You understand?’


‘I understand. I’ll make sure the job is finished.’


Anthony ended the call and looked out across the courtyard below. Past the swimming pool, the trees. Until the ground faded in the distance and he could imagine her somewhere out there. Staring back towards him.


He had waited a long time. The trail had been cold for almost twenty-five years.


Now, as he closed his eyes and lifted his head towards the sky, he could feel the heat.










1982


He was waiting for her at midnight. Leaning against the hood of his Ford Mustang, arms crossed over his chest. Anthony kept the car looking pristine, despite it being over twenty years old. With every mile he covered, the engine died a little more, but Laurie thought he would keep driving it until it fell to pieces. It was a part of him.


He was never late.


He was smirking her way, as she climbed out of the bedroom window and dropped down to the ground with a soft thump. Even from a distance, she could see the fire in his eyes. Lust, love, anger; bleeding from his stare, as he drank her in.


She’d let her hair hang loose the way he liked it, and her dress, which matched the electric blue of his car, was one she knew he approved of as well. It clung to her body as if it were a second skin. Her feet were bare, her white pumps hanging in her hand.


Even now, after dating for over two years, he could scare her with his intensity.


It had always been the same. The fearful excitement that would drive through her eighteen-year-old body was something she couldn’t explain. She felt the frisson of apprehension and desire coursing through her veins, as she counted down the minutes before he would arrive.


They met at this time a few times a week. Usually, they would spend an hour or so together. They would drive over to Riverfront Park, make out a little, fool around some, then he would drive her home.


That night, it was different. She would be out longer.


Thursday night, late October. She had lain in her bed, listening to Dad laugh along to Cheers, before the volume was turned down so he could watch Hill Street Blues as her mom read.


It didn’t matter that she was a senior now and that she would be off to college in a matter of months. She still had to sneak out of the house at midnight to see him.


She could almost feel a curtain twitching. Only it wouldn’t be her, parents watching her. It would be Tom Miller looking down at them.


‘Sappy,’ Tom had said, a year or so earlier. His nickname for her, making her smile. ‘I don’t trust him. He’s no good.’


She hadn’t listened then and he’d never brought the subject up again, even though she knew he wanted to.


Anthony saw her coming and his smirk fell a little. There was a ferocity of longing in his eyes that threatened to bring the fear more to the fore than the desire. Then he was opening the door for her and that feeling dissipated some.


Anthony climbed in, lit a cigarette and pulled away from the curb. They sat in silence as they drove west towards the coast. She stole glances, seeing his features in the darkness beside her. Her friends all talked about him. How lucky she was to be with someone as attractive as him. As if that was all that mattered. If she squinted a little, he looked like John Travolta. If she tried harder, he looked like the devil. They didn’t see that – they concentrated on his looks, without seeing the coldness behind them.


When they had first met, he had taken her breath away. Movie star looks, only with the ability to make you feel as if you were the only person that mattered to him. She had known from the start that she was in trouble.


‘You sure you’re not going to get caught?’ Anthony said, as they were leaving Middletown. Merging onto the I-91, the roads almost empty in the moonlight. ‘We’ve never been gone this long before.’


‘They won’t notice me gone,’ Laurie replied, her hands clasped together in her lap. Her stomach fluttered with a million butterflies taking flight inside. ‘Easier to wake the dead than my parents. I’m more worried about falling asleep in school tomorrow. Math class is going to be a bitch.’


Anthony snickered at that. He was a few years older than her; high school a fading memory for him. He had bigger plans than a good education. He was always going to follow in his father’s footsteps. She couldn’t imagine him in a classroom anyway. The image didn’t fit in her mind.


‘We’ll be there before one thirty, I bet. Maybe sooner. Once we get away towards the coast, there’ll be nothing on the roads.’


That meant he would be driving fast, Laurie thought. Even this old car still had some go about it.


‘I didn’t bring a jacket,’ she said, hands reaching up and holding herself. ‘The heater still not working?’


He sighed to himself and reached back past her. It took everything she had not to jump in fright from his sudden movement.


He didn’t like it when she showed the fear.


‘Here,’ he said, dropping a blanket in her lap. ‘I took this from Maria’s closet. She won’t mind.’


Laurie pulled it around her. She knew if Maria could see her wrapped in it, she wouldn’t be happy. Something inside her liked that idea, that small act of defiance. The material scratched at her, but at least she didn’t feel as cold any more.


They drove on, the radio playing quietly as they went. Anthony cracked a few gags – she laughed and tried to mean it. Sometimes she did.


‘I set him straight,’ Anthony said, finishing yet another story of problems at work. ‘Soon, they’ll not even need me to do that. They’ll just do what I say first time. It’s taking them a little too long to get used to the fact that I’m the boss now. And that I’m going to be making them a lot of money for a long time.’


Laurie murmured agreement. She knew he didn’t need her to say anything. She was there to listen and be impressed. And she was. Anthony was so different to every boy she knew – none of them knew what they wanted to do in life. Vague ideas of college, of frat parties and spring breaks. They couldn’t afford more than a few dollars for a date, while Anthony was already making more money than she could imagine.


‘I’m twenty-one years old and already rich. I’m only going to get richer. The business was fine when Dad was running it, but I’ve made it bigger. I’m willing to do what he couldn’t.’


His parents had died almost a year ago. He took over his father’s construction business and had excelled instantly, he’d told her. He knew how to make things happen. Seemed to be good at it.


Anthony knew what he wanted, how he was going to get it, and that was why Laurie was sitting in the passenger seat of his car.


She wanted to be along for the ride.


She smiled as the coastline came into view, the breaks in the trees giving her sights of the dark water and the moonlight shining on its dull surface. There was beauty there, if you looked hard enough for it.


They passed Bridgeport, Fairfield, and Stamford in a blur. Anthony drove faster, the car rumbling in protest. She grasped hold of the door at one point, Anthony turning towards her and sniggering.


‘You’re not going anywhere,’ he said, patting her on the elbow, as he lifted his foot a little. ‘You’re safe with me.’


Then, he floored it again, as the radio played on.


The light dimmed further as they left the freeway, onto the smaller streets of Greenwich. Trees lined the roads – their yellowed leaves drifting from the branches, landing on the ground in front of them. They were shadows in the night, floating to their death.


‘Not far now.’


Anthony’s voice had become softer, quieter. He took an exit, and the woods became thicker around them. The Mustang protested on the soft ground beneath them, but he coaxed it along. The headlights cut a path through the forest, disturbing the darkness as it went on.


They came to a stop a few minutes later. Laurie shivered, bringing the blanket tighter around herself.


‘Are you ready?’ Anthony said, turning to her. He was nothing but a silhouette in the black sky now. He smiled, but his teeth didn’t shine in the moonlight. They merged in the darkness and became nothing.


He got out of the car to open her door. For a second, she wished he would stay out in the woods and never emerge. He reached out, opened the door wide and stepped back.


Laurie hesitated, then stepped out. She could feel the wind swirling around them and the sound of cicadas. The smell of earth. It surrounded her and crept over her skin.


A fleeting thought came to her then. If he killed her here, she would never be found. She would become nothing but a memory. Her parents wouldn’t even know where to begin looking for her. She dismissed it quickly.


He wouldn’t hurt her like that.


‘Come on,’ Anthony said, taking hold of her arm. She could hear the excitement in his voice, almost a whisper.


She felt the weight of his arm, the power in his shoulders, as he draped himself around her. The air was thick with ice. She shivered against the cold and he held onto her tighter.


‘Here,’ Anthony said, moving a few branches aside and bringing them to a stop. ‘Can you see it?’


Laurie peered into the distance. There was a pinprick of light a few hundred yards away. The outline of a building, she thought. ‘What is it?’


‘That’s where I’m going to live one day,’ Anthony said, as if it could become true simply by saying it aloud. ‘Where we will live someday. We’ve been going steady for almost three years now. That means we’re in it for life, you understand?


‘We’ll have kids and grandchildren in this place. We’ll grow old here.’


Laurie looked into the distance and saw the size of the house. The way it jutted from the ground as a white monolith. The grandeur of it made her feel something inside that she didn’t expect.


Desire. Want. Need.


A longing for the life she knew Anthony could provide her. That he would provide.


‘A Christmas tree during the holidays, bigger than you’ve ever seen, Laurie,’ Anthony said, excitement dripping from his tone. ‘Gold bathroom, a bed that you can get lost in. The parties we’ll hold, with all important people. We’ll be one of them. We’ll have everything.’


She would never have to leave. Everything would be there for her.


It was both heaven and hell. A prison she wouldn’t want to escape from.


‘We belong together. You know that, right? I’m going to take care of you. You’ll be mine forever.’


In the moonlight, with his arms around her, he looked like everything she had ever wanted. She was his.


She gave herself to him under the stars.


And for a moment, she wasn’t afraid of him any more.


She was afraid of herself. Of what she was going to do, of what she was going to let happen.


She saw the pendant around his neck, his bare chest, the goosebumps on his flesh. The silver broken heart on its chain, swinging.


Glinting in the moonlight. She concentrated on that and tried not to think of what might happen if she made a different choice.


If she decided she didn’t want this any more.


If she broke his heart.










CHAPTER 4


I pulled up a chair and sat down next to my father.


A machine was measuring his vitals constantly. Wires going in, going out. His skin broken. Dried blood on his wrist. Machinery that was the difference between life and death. Keeping breath in his wasted body. The sound grated at the back of my mind. A rattle and hum of parts that swished together into a cacophony of sound. It scratched its fingernails down the chalkboard of my consciousness and wouldn’t stop.


He hadn’t heard me when I’d told him why I was here.


I wished he had. I wished they were the last words he would ever hear.


I watched the slow rise and fall of his chest. He looked diminished somehow. By time, distance.


By life.


A memory came to me of sitting on the arm of Dad’s chair. In the house we lived in before the move to Firwood. Before my mum died. Me, sitting in the crook of his arm, my head on his chest. Feeling him breathe slowly, my head rising with each inhalation. Watching his favourite sitcoms – Fawlty Towers, Only Fools and Horses, Blackadder. The feeling of the vibrations running through his body as he laughed uncontrollably.


I remembered feeling safe.


The swell of happiness inside me dissipated as the memory faded.


I stood up and left the room. Outside, the air felt cleaner. Easier to breathe. I glanced up the corridor and saw the nurse who had shown me into the room where my father was. She spotted me and came over.


‘I wanted to give you a chance to see him first,’ she said. ‘Are you okay? Do you need anything?’


I shook my head. ‘What happened to him?’


She looked at me with the tired eyes of someone at the end of her shift but reached out and touched my shoulder. ‘It must have been a shock to be told over the phone. We didn’t have anyone else to contact.’


‘How bad is it?’


‘He’s not in any pain at the moment. We’re keeping him under sedation to help him rest. He’s comfortable. There’s a risk he may have a bleed on the brain, so we’re waiting for scan results. He may need surgery, if he makes it through the night.’


I tried to understand. ‘A bleed on the brain?’


She nodded. ‘It can happen in situations like this. There’s a constable on the way to have a chat with you about what happened.’


I shook my head in a daze. ‘This isn’t some kind of illness then?’


‘Not quite, no, but you should speak to the constable when he gets here.’ She looked back towards the room. ‘Poor man. I tell you, these kinds of attacks never used to happen in Firwood. Things are changing so quickly. On top of this, any infection right now is tough for him to deal with, especially at this stage of his cancer.’


‘Cancer?’


‘You know about his diagnosis?’


‘Yes,’ I lied, ‘although I didn’t know to what extent it had got.’


‘Parents sometimes don’t want to tell their children the whole truth,’ she said kindly, giving me another pat on my arm. ‘No matter how old they are. To protect them.’


I bit on my lower lip to stop myself from saying the first thought that came to mind.


‘Bladder cancer is treatable if caught early enough, but sadly your father ignored the symptoms until it became a little late. After the surgery to remove it, he’s had some issues with his stoma. This time, his infection has been left untreated longer than we would have liked.’


‘Is he … is he going to recover?’


‘We’ll know more in a few hours,’ the nurse said finally, another reassuring pat on the shoulder. ‘You just spend some time with him.’


I made my way back to my father’s room, processing what I’d just learned.


Cancer.


I’d always thought that’s how I would see him finally. In some hospice, receiving palliative care. I hadn’t imagined those last moments too much. Whether there would be any meaningful reunion. I’d always seen it in the distance as one last task to take care of, before I could close the chapter on that part of my life.


I re-entered his room and stood watching over him for a few moments before someone cleared their throat behind me.


‘Mind if I come in?’


I turned to see a police officer in uniform standing in the doorway and instantly felt my heart start beating guiltily. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I still felt like one errant word would have me in handcuffs before I could correct it.


The plight of the innocent man.


‘I’m PC Hale,’ he said, extending a hand. He had a firm grip that he released quickly. ‘Have you been here long?’


‘An hour or so,’ I replied, yet it already felt a lot longer. I wasn’t sure if it was his uniform making him look sturdier, but it looked like it would take a lot to push him down. His hair was cropped short and I could see the red of a shaving rash on his neck, poking above his collar.


‘And you’re his son?’


I nodded. ‘Sam Cooper. I drove over from London as soon as I was called.’


He thought for a second, then took out a notepad and wrote something down.


‘What happened?’ I said, folding my arms across my chest. ‘The nurse said it was some kind of attack, maybe?’


‘It looks as if he may have disturbed someone burgling his house.’


‘During the day?’


PC Hale shrugged, unfazed. ‘A neighbour heard the commotion and called us. We arrived and it seems as though we just missed whoever it was. The house is in a right state. We found your father in the hallway. It looks as though he took a fall down the stairs, probably in the struggle.’


‘Was anything taken?’


‘We were hoping you would be able to help with that.’


I shook my head. ‘I haven’t been in the house for almost twenty years. I wouldn’t know what he had and didn’t have.’


He eyed me for a second, then made another note. I felt like I should explain myself, then closed my mouth before I said something I couldn’t take back.


‘Do you have any reason to think this may not have been a random attack?’


I thought about all the people my father may have upset over the years, especially since I hadn’t been around. The drunken fights he may have had, late-night gambling sessions that could have prompted debts he couldn’t pay.


‘Not that I’m aware of, sorry,’ I said finally. ‘We haven’t really been in touch lately.’


‘I see.’


‘I could head over there,’ I said, hoping he would tell me I couldn’t. ‘Just to check things over.’


‘I’ll take you when you’re ready,’ Hale replied, then snapped his notepad shut. ‘I’ll be at the front desk.’


He turned and left me alone in the room. I looked back at my father, staring at his covered stomach. I imagined the scars of surgery underneath. I couldn’t imagine how he might have felt living without his bladder. He would have hated it. The powerlessness of it.


The anger began to leave me, as I thought of the man he’d once been. I’d worshipped him at one point. Loved him unconditionally. Before everything changed. Before he pushed me away.


Before I became the focus for his pain. His grief.


I felt an uncomfortable mix of loss and pity.


‘I’ll come back,’ I whispered, reaching a hand out towards his. I let it hang in the air and then took it back.
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