





[image: ]











B.M. (Ber) Carroll was born in Blarney, Ireland, and is one of six children. Ber moved to Sydney in 1995 with her boyfriend, Rob, who is now her husband of twenty years. She spent her early career working in finance but resigned when she realised that she couldn’t hold down a demanding job, be mum to two young children and write books to contractual deadlines. Ber’s kids are young adults now and their escapades provide great writing material. There is also PJ, the family dog, who thinks Ber’s world revolves around him. Despite all the distractions, Ber is the author of twelve novels. Her last five novels have been written under B.M. Carroll to reflect that her writing has become darker and more twisted (which is also a reflection of her state of mind!). You Had It Coming was shortlisted for the 2022 Ned Kelly Award for Best Crime Fiction and the 2022 Davitt Award for Best Adult Crime Novel.









PREVIOUS BOOKS BY B.M. CARROLL


The Missing Pieces of Sophie McCarthy


Who We Were


You Had It Coming


The Other Side of Her











[image: ]













[image: ]




First published by Affirm Press in 2024


Bunurong/Boon Wurrung Country


28 Thistlethwaite Street


South Melbourne VIC 3205


affirmpress.com.au


Text copyright © B.M. Carroll, 2024


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior written permission from the publisher.


Affirm Press is located on the unceded land of the Bunurong/Boon Wurrung peoples of the Kulin Nation. Affirm Press pays respect to their Elders past and present.




[image: ]




ISBN: 9781923022126 (paperback)


Cover design by Luke Causby/Blue Cork © Affirm Press


Typeset in Garamond Premier Pro by J&M Typesetting









For Rob, Conor and Ashling









THE DAY OF THE CONCERT


All across the city people are getting ready: humming snatches of lyrics in the shower; deciding on clothes to withstand the storm that’s forecast for later; conducting last-minute checks for phone, wallet, keys, tickets. 


I am one of them, my differences undetectable from the outside. Instead of anticipation, my stomach churns with a mix of guilt, nerves and fear. ‘Fix You’ is looping round in my head: those haunting lines about trying your best but not succeeding. I’ve tried my best, I really have. Now a steadying breath and a final pep talk: it will be over soon, don’t be weak, there is no other choice. 


Phone, wallet, keys, ticket: ready. Outside the afternoon heat is intense, the sun searing from an eerily deep blue sky. A group of forty-somethings passes on the footpath, mums and dads overheating in jeans and sneakers. Across the street, a jumble of women in their twenties, with their glossy hair and tanned legs. Young, old, in-between: the more people converging on the stadium the better.


There is no such thing as safety in numbers. Not tonight.









Rachel


The plan was to leave home at four, reaching the city around five. Rachel had booked an inexpensive restaurant in Surry Hills, leaving plenty of time for the walk to Allianz Stadium and all the queues. The first support band was due on stage at seven thirty and the kids wanted to secure a good spot on the field. Now, Rachel was wondering if they should forget the meal. Allow Sean one less hour on his own, one less hour in which to get up to no good. 


‘We just have to trust that he’ll behave himself,’ Rory said firmly. ‘We’ve all been looking forward to this – it’s our reward for a shitty year.’ 


‘A shitty year’ was a colossal understatement. 


‘I’ll put the hard word on him before we leave,’ her husband promised, then shook his head in annoyance. ‘Fuck’s sake, it’s like having another kid in the house.’


Another kid would be nowhere near as much trouble.


The problem was that Sean was too used to being told off by Rory; you could practically see his eyes glazing over as he tuned out. The brothers were five years apart in age, a hundred years in maturity. A warning from Rachel was more likely to hit home.


‘No, I’ll talk to him,’ she sighed.


A pause before Rory nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something else, but closed his mouth, swallowing back the words. 


He disappeared into the ensuite, and within moments Rachel could hear the hiss of running water. She sat on the bed and tried to regain her enthusiasm for the evening ahead. Her brother-in-law was only one of her problems. She was still rattled after the confrontation with Nico this morning. The shock of seeing him there, in the supermarket carpark. The realisation that he had tailed her all the way from home. She desperately wanted to confide in someone, seek advice on what best to do. Hold her nerve or go to the police? 


The other looming problem was yesterday’s conversation with Dr Petrakis. There was an anomaly in her recent blood results: her platelets, to be more precise. Apparently, it could mean something or nothing. For the sake of tonight, Rachel decided, it meant nothing. 


She braced herself before going downstairs. She found Sean in the living room, legs apart as he slouched on the couch. Even the manner in which he sat was uncouth, and deeply irritating. He was staring at his phone with the intensity of a teenager.


The last thing she wanted to do right now was deliver a ‘please be good’ lecture to an adult. ‘Hey, Sean. I’m putting the kettle on. Want a cuppa?’


She always tried to be pleasant, outwardly kind and patient, even when she was screaming inside.


~


‘Where’s Emmet?’ Bridie asked, from the kitchen doorway. ‘Is he ready?’


Rachel, sipping her tea and recovering from the awkward conversation with Sean, inwardly gasped at her daughter’s appearance. The dramatic eye make-up. Her barely-there top, which revealed the shape of her breasts and her flat stomach. With the make-up and clothes, her fifteen-year-old girl could pass for twenty. 


‘He went to the park to catch up with the boys,’ she replied, masking her reaction. ‘We’re meeting him at the station.’


‘Oh. Are the boys catching the same train as us?’


‘Possibly,’ Rachel said, watching her closely. ‘Are you okay with that?’


‘Course I am. It’s ancient history, Mum.’


Ancient history? A couple of months, if that. But Rachel believed in second chances, and Emmet was becoming isolated without his friend group. She wasn’t thrilled about him hanging out in the park – she’d put money on the fact that there was alcohol involved – but he could have some leeway given this morning’s disappointment.


‘Bridie, you’ve got goosepimples on your arms. There’s a cold change forecast for later. I’m not sure about that skimpy top.’


November in Sydney was a smorgasbord of extremes: intense heat, dramatic storms and the occasional plunge into wintery conditions to keep everyone on their toes.


‘I’m bringing a jumper, Mum.’


‘Which one?’


‘My black hoodie.’ 


‘I’ll grab one for Emmet, too,’ Rachel decided.


She gulped the last of her tea, rinsed the cup out and ran upstairs to her son’s bedroom. She was pleased to see that his bed was roughly made, and there were no clothes on the floor. The only mess was contained to his desk, a jumble of art supplies and loose sheets of drawing paper. In many respects, Emmet defied the stereotype of a teenage boy. 


Rachel chose a jumper from the wardrobe, and came face to face with Rory as she re-emerged onto the landing. Her husband was wearing a blue linen shirt and navy jeans: his good clothes. His curly dark hair was damp from the shower, his tanned face showing an underlying haggardness from the strain of the last 
year.


‘All good with Sean?’


‘Yeah. I asked him nicely not to burn the house down and not to invite anyone around.’


Rory grimaced and shook his head. ‘Christ, Rach. How has it come to this?’


Her husband’s vitality was being sapped by his brother’s inability to conduct a self-sufficient adult life. Her own vitality was just as depleted, if not more so. They used to see themselves as indestructible. Rachel and Rory. Rory and Rachel. R & R, as their friends and family often called them.


Christ, Rach. How has it come to this?


Later that night she would realise that Rory’s question encompassed much more than the problems with his brother.


~


Cronulla Station was a ten-minute downhill walk. Clouds were rolling in from the ocean and the temperature had already dropped a few degrees. It was still on the hot side, though. Perspiration prickled along Rachel’s scalp and underarms. She already wanted to rip off her headscarf.


She’d booked the concert tickets back in May, on the day she finished the chemotherapy phase of her treatment. The chemicals had been swirling in her bloodstream, all their nasty side effects in full flow: nausea, fatigue and a pervasive sense of dread that seemed to have taken root at a cellular level and divided and multiplied alongside the cancer. On coming home from the hospital, she’d had to compose herself before opening the front door. A pause before forcing her shoulders up and back, and pinning a smile in place: her family needed to believe it was almost over – only four weeks of radiation therapy left to endure – even more than she did. 


Rory had put a lasagne in the oven and an expensive bottle of champagne on ice. For once, Emmet had not been closed off in his bedroom and he’d given her a one-armed hug: a lavish display of affection, in his terms. Bridie had decorated the table with flowers and candles, and something about the table setting – maybe the memory of Bridie when she was little and obsessed with tea parties – immediately threatened Rachel’s show of positivity. Her family gathered around her, and she accepted their kisses and affirmations and a token glass of the champagne. Then they sat down together and ate – or, in Rachel’s case, tried to eat. She broke off tiny morsels with her fork, placed them in her mouth, waited for the food to dissolve before attempting to swallow.


‘Coldplay tickets went on sale this afternoon,’ Rory said, in between oversized mouthfuls. ‘Forgot to set a reminder on my phone. Sorry, love. Probably too late now.’


Rachel shrugged. ‘Never mind. Bet they sold out within minutes.’


She and Rory had talked about the concert, how it would give them something tangible to look forward to. Not to mention a trip down memory lane: those songs had been the soundtrack to their courtship. But tens of thousands of others were Coldplay fans too, people undistracted by serious illness, incapacitating side effects and the sheer effort of faking that everything was okay. Fans who would’ve waited, fingers poised over keyboards and phone screens, for the tickets to go on sale.


By some extraordinary miracle, when Rachel eventually logged on to the ticketing website after dinner, there was a handful of available tickets: two platinum seats at an eye-watering cost, and a few general admission at a more reasonable price. 


Then the kids surprised her by saying they wanted to come, too. What was this? A genuine love of Coldplay that had gone unprofessed? More likely the manifestation of their insecurity, and the naive belief that the future could be guaranteed by the act of booking distant events. If only.


‘Don’t look so shocked, Mum,’ Bridie said. ‘You’ve subjected us to your music for years … some of it resonated, that’s all.’


‘Yeah, she means we were brainwashed,’ Emmet added drily. ‘We can take the field tickets, Mum. We’re old enough.’


Rory met her eyes from across the room. Splitting up wasn’t ideal, but she doubted she’d have the stamina to stand in the field for the duration. And the kids would prefer the atmosphere in the mosh pit; seats were for oldies. 


A timer on the booking screen warned that she had two minutes and thirty seconds remaining to complete the transaction.


‘How much are the platinum ones, Rach?’ Rory asked.


‘Three hundred and fifty.’ She winced. After extended leave from work to accommodate surgery, chemo and radiation, their finances were as depleted as her energy levels. On the other hand, if the last six months had taught them anything, it was that life was for living.


Rory seemed to have come to the same conclusion. ‘Just do it. We’ll work out the money later.’


At the time, those tickets had felt like a stake in the future. Now here she was, slap-bang in a future that was nothing like she’d imagined. Worried about her pathology results and what they signified. Worried about leaving her chronically unreliable brother-in-law alone in their house. Worried about Nico and what he might do next. 


Don’t worry so much. Enjoy this night, this special time with your husband and kids. Forget Sean. Forget Nico. Forget about your stupid platelets.









Emmet


One positive thing he could say about the boys was that they never overanalysed or delved too deeply into things.


Danny punched him on the arm. ‘Sullivaaaaan … Where the fuck have you been?’


Alex shoved a beer in his face. ‘Five bucks. Mates’ rates.’


‘Looking sharp, Sullivan,’ Fitz drawled. ‘Might hook up with some MILFs tonight.’ 


Fitz had scored last-minute tickets through his uncle, who couldn’t attend for some reason. Danny had declared his disinterest and the extra ticket had been sold, uncontested, to Alex. Now Danny was hiding his regret with scathing remarks.


‘Yeah, get ready to be the youngest there. Coldplay are totally past it.’


‘Coldplay are classic,’ Alex insisted. ‘You’re missing out, bro.’


Emmet took a long glug of beer and allowed the bickering and chatter to wash over him. He’d missed his friends these last few months. He’d missed the banter, the company, the security they offered. But he’d changed too much to just slot back in. Yeah, he was here, talking to them and all, but he didn’t quite fit. And he hadn’t entirely forgiven them either, if he were honest.


‘That’s a sick tattoo,’ Fitz said, his eyes focusing in on Emmet’s arm.


Danny, tactile as ever, pulled up the sleeve of Emmet’s T-shirt for closer examination. ‘Sick,’ he agreed.


The tattoo, a Celtic braid-like pattern encircling his upper arm, was only a week old. Emmet took an even longer glug of beer, feigning nonchalance. The alcohol and peer approval oozed into his bloodstream, diluting the self-hatred and unlocking his voice. 


‘Yeah, Courtney did it for me. She’s a complete bitch but really good at her job, you know? She scowled the whole time she was doing it. Half expected her to stab the needle in my eye.’


As they all laughed, it occurred to Emmet that his fractious relationship with Courtney put him on another level. Courtney was a surly work colleague, which was a completely different species to a surly schoolkid. He suddenly felt older and more worldly than the boys. And they seemed to be hanging on his every word, which was both weird and validating.


He opened a second beer, then blurted out that he’d failed his driving test that morning. ‘Yeah, I had a female assessor. She was like a statue in the passenger seat, barely saying a word, other than telling me what turn to take. The less she said, the more freaked out I got.’ Laughing about it felt a little better. At the time he’d felt like crying. ‘Afterwards she said I failed for lots of small reasons … What the fuck?’


He decided not to tell the boys that he’d seen Kiara Singh at the test centre. Fitz would say something lewd or derogatory and he didn’t want to go there. Maybe, when he was drunk and feeling courageous enough, he’d shoot Kiara a message and ask how her test had gone.


He guzzled a third beer, then a fourth. The park was full of kids with bikes and balls: standard Saturday afternoon activities. Fitz went to return a stray football and air-kicked, which they all found uproariously funny. A mother gave them a long suspicious stare, before steering her toddler in another direction. Emmet gazed at the clouds scudding across the sky. The world was moving, always moving: there was profound meaning in that, but he couldn’t quite pin it down.


He was scuttered, a term his dad often used when referring to Sean. His uncle had turned up with two mangy rucksacks on Wednesday night, evicted from his lodgings. It was plain to see that Sean was barely holding it together. Last night he fell up the stairs on his way to bed, swearing and then laughing hysterically. Sean’s Irish accent was stronger than Rory’s, almost incoherent when he was drunk. 


Jayzus. The steps came up to meet me. BANG! I’m okay. I’m okay. Don’t worry a bit. My head is as hard as stone. Ha ha.


The night before, he’d accidentally left the grill on and nearly started a house fire. 


Sorry. Christ, Emmet, can you turn off that smoke alarm? It’s splitting my head open. Stop glaring at me, Rach. I didn’t do it on purpose.


Money was always a problem with Sean. People who owed him money. People he owed money to. 


Just need a few weeks to get meself sorted out. Find a housemate who isn’t going to fuckin’ fleece me. I’m shit sick of renting.


Emmet’s parents were afraid that he’d turn out like his uncle: a comprehensive failure. He was beginning to realise that some people – for some grossly unfair reason – attracted failure. That sometimes you failed even when you were trying hard not to. He could understand why his parents were worried about him, he really could, because everything he touched seemed to go to shit.


His eyes began to droop. A combination of alcohol, too much sun and all the energy he’d used up hating himself.


Danny thumped his arm. ‘Sullivaaan … wake up, you stupid fucker.’


Emmet looked at Danny blearily. His friend was pressing another beer into his hand; he grasped it, raised it to his lips, glugged it, all on reflex. Alex turned up the music on his phone, and they all began to shout-sing the lyrics. Nobody said it was easy: too fucking true. Emmet found a second wind, singing louder than the others, even though he couldn’t sing for shit. 


They weren’t so bad, the boys. They were all he had. He felt older than them, wiser, but also inferior in all the same old ways. 


Again, there was profound meaning in that, but he was fucked if he could analyse it any further.









Rory


‘Where is he?’ Bridie asked, flicking her hair over her shoulder, her eyes, with their spiky mascara-coated lashes, darting around in search of her brother.


The train station was as busy as Rory had ever seen it. Concert crowd mingling with beach crowd. A group of tipsy women in their twenties who were shrieking with laughter; an older couple with matching short silver hair; a man with a black cap and dark clothes, who seemed to be staring in their direction. For a moment, Rory thought the man was eyeing up Bridie, but then his gaze veered to Rachel. Harmless people-watching or something more sinister? 


‘Be patient, Bridie,’ Rachel said. ‘It’s only just quarter past.’


As they stood there waiting, Rory became aware of the thump of his heart, and a rising sense of dread and disorientation. This sultry version of his teenage daughter; his wife, who he didn’t know anymore; the pressing, unpredictable crowd. He focused on Rachel’s face, the crease above her nose that appeared whenever she was worried, the headscarf that was causing perspiration to bead on her skin. She didn’t even notice that he was staring. She was jumpy, constantly looking around her. Yes, they were expecting Emmet any minute, but she’d been like this on the walk down the hill, looking over her shoulder, as though expecting someone to materialise out of nowhere.


To be fair, Rory was jumpy and watchful, too. It had just occurred to him that the noisy, heaving crowd provided the perfect camouflage. Was it possible they were being followed? Should he have confided in Rachel about the trouble he’d got himself into? He clenched his hands before jamming them into his pockets. So many secrets for a couple who had once told each other everything. So many lies for two people who claimed to value the truth. 


‘Here he is,’ Rachel said, and Rory followed the direction of his wife’s gaze.


Their gangly son was half-running, half-walking, flanked by Alex and Fitz. The boys were laughing about something, their grins visible from a mile off. Rory was relieved to see Emmet so obviously happy. After the driving test this morning, there’d been every chance he’d refuse to go to the concert and spiral into self-loathing. Emmet took failure badly, always had. As a child, he would berate himself endlessly if he broke a toy or dropped his Lego or did poorly in a spelling test. But here he was, on time and in good spirits, hopefully not entirely due to alcohol. 


‘Hey, guys, Fitz and Alex are going to catch the train with us. Okay?’


Rory looked at Rachel. Youth and hormones had led to some highly inappropriate remarks about Bridie a few weeks ago. Emmet was really asking if they were comfortable with Fitz being accepted back into the fold. 


‘Of course,’ Bridie interjected, before either Rory or Rachel could answer. Her cheeks were noticeably pink. Her eyelashes, with their layers of mascara, were actually fluttering.


God almighty. Both boys were moderately good-looking but too old for Bridie. Rory had known Fitz since he was a skinny, scabby-kneed ten-year-old. He was prepared to forgive him for making those lewd comments, but that didn’t mean Bridie should: he expected his daughter to have higher standards than that.


Rachel had also registered Bridie’s flirtatious manner. She sucked in a deep breath, obviously trying to regain her equilibrium. 


‘Okay, we’re all here. We’re on time. We’re going to have a fabulous night.’ There was more determination in Rachel’s voice than excitement.


~


Rachel was quiet on the train, eyes glued to her phone. She’d wanted this family outing, but wasn’t fully present. Rory could hardly criticise. His thoughts were veering all over the place, unable to stick to the here and now. He needed to go somewhere quiet, somewhere he could think, figure out what the hell to do. Yet here he was: on a crowded, noisy train on his way to an ear-blasting concert. He told himself there would be time to think afterwards. 


Enjoy this. Nothing might be the same tomorrow.


The kids were sitting across the aisle, a couple of rows back. Rory checked on them intermittently, glancing over his shoulder. 


‘Emmet looks like he’s fighting sleep,’ he murmured, somewhat unnecessarily: the noise in the carriage ensured he couldn’t be overheard.


Rachel looked up from her phone. ‘That doesn’t surprise me. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out what they were up to at the park.’


Their son was three months shy of eighteen. They were entering a new phase with him, a phase where they would need to loosen the reins a little. In a few months Emmet would be able to go to pubs legally; there would be no need to drink in parks, with all the inherent risks. But pubs and clubs were risky places, too. Being exposed to drinking culture, bar fights and, inevitably, drugs. 


This line of thought led automatically to Sean, who might already be up to God knows what. Helping himself to cash from the kids’ bedrooms to fund a visit to the bottle shop. Inviting his deadbeat friends around to enjoy the free house. Rory had spoken to his mother and Fiona, his oldest sibling, looking for advice. Everyone back in Ireland was genuinely concerned, but the truth was unavoidable. While Sean lived in this country, it was ultimately Rory’s responsibility to house him, finance him, help him back on his feet.


Suddenly, quite desperately, Rory wanted to apply the brakes. Keep Emmet at the age he was now. Bridie, too. Keep them away from alcohol, drugs, bad relationships. Protect their innocence, their future happiness. More than anything, keep them safe.


Rachel put her phone down and reached for his hand, her slim fingers interlacing with his. Once again, he found himself studying his wife, taking in her features afresh. Her liquid brown eyes. Her clear pale skin, which the kids had inherited. He’d first set eyes on her in P.J. O’Brien’s, a popular Irish pub in the city centre. He’d only been in the country a couple of weeks; she was a regular, along with her friend, Amy. Rachel had an understated girl-next-door prettiness; Amy was blonde, more vivacious in looks and personality. Just thinking about Amy made him feel a rush of emotions he didn’t want to be feeling while holding his wife’s hand.


His eyes zoned in on the people in the overfull carriage, many of whom were standing. The same group of shrieking women from the platform, who were going to either burn out early or last long into the night. The man he’d noticed earlier, with the dark clothes and the cap low on his head. At least he thought it was the same man: around the carriage there were plenty of others wearing caps and dark clothes. Was it just his imagination or was the man sneaking glances in their direction? Maybe it was Rachel’s headscarf. People stared without intending to.


Rachel was still holding his hand, which was both reassuring and confounding.


Standing at the top of the carriage was a bald man in his fifties with heavily tattooed arms and an intimidating stance. He looked like a hit man, Rory thought. Sitting directly across the aisle, an androgynous individual wore an oversized jumper that had to be unbearable in the heat. Suspicious, perhaps.


Rory didn’t exactly know what or whom he was looking for. All he knew was that the danger felt real and very immediate.









Bridie


‘Wake up, idiot,’ Bridie hissed, giving Emmet a discreet nudge.


Her brother straightened, tried to blink away the desire to sleep. They were facing Alex and Fitz in a seat of four. Their parents were further up, across the aisle, hopefully unaware that Emmet was struggling to keep his eyes open. 


‘Here, have some of my water.’ She passed him her bottle.


‘Thanks,’ he mumbled and took several long gulps. ‘Damn, I’m so thirsty.’


‘That’s because alcohol is a diuretic and dehydrates you.’ Bridie heard her sanctimonious tone and immediately apologised. ‘Sorry, I sound like Miss Wallace.’ Miss Wallace was one of the PE teachers at school, whose remit included alcohol, drug and road safety. 


Alex, who was diagonally across from her, didn’t look very alert either. Glazed eyes, head lolling to one side. Fitz was the only one of the three who seemed to be able to handle his drink. His face was slightly flushed but his brown eyes were watchful, bouncing from Emmet to Bridie.


Her phone buzzed. Another text from Amy, her godmother; she had already sent several this afternoon. 


You guys on your way? Send me a pic. 


Bridie had already sent a photo, from her bedroom as she was getting ready. Amy could be a bit intense, treating her like the daughter she’d never had. Bridie nudged Emmet awake again, and took a selfie of them both.


Amy’s reply came instantly. Ooh lovely. Where’s Mum and Dad? 


One of Amy’s earlier messages had implied that Bridie’s parents were having a difficult time. Bridie had assumed it was because of Uncle Sean coming to stay. Now, she began to second-guess herself, which was one of her specialities along with visualising worst-case scenarios. Was something more serious going on with Mum and Dad? Mum’s cancer returning? Or divorce? At school she regularly heard about parents splitting up. It was nearly always out of the blue.


They’re sitting a few rows ahead. The train is packed, she eventually typed, shaking off the negative thoughts.


Emmet guzzled some more water and promptly closed his eyes: it was impossible to keep him awake. Her phoned buzzed yet again. 


Fitzboy_Fit: Want a drink from my water bottle?


Bridie looked up from her phone, startled, thrilled. Fitz was staring at her in an open challenge. Emmet and Alex were oblivious, in la-la land.


BridieSull: Your water bottle doesn’t have water in it, does it?


Fitzboy_Fit: Nope.


BridieSull: What’s in it? Vodka? Bourbon? Some deadly mix?


If there was one thing she had learned from those PE lessons, it was to at least determine what it was you were drinking.


Fitzboy_Fit: Vodka with a minuscule dash of lemonade.


Bridie thought about it for a few moments, weighed up the risks and benefits. Risks: getting caught, the vodka making her feel sick. Benefits? Well, she had Fitz’s full attention for however long this went on. She was going to have her first drink at some point, so why not now? And, frankly, she was sick of being a good girl.


She nodded, and he reached across to hand her the bottle. Their fingers brushed and Bridie felt the response reverberating through her whole body. After double-checking that both Emmet and Alex were still asleep and her parents were not looking her way, she put the bottle to her lips, sipping cautiously. The vodka was both strong and surprisingly tasteless: it left a feeling of heat in her throat, and a sense of recklessness deep in the pit of her stomach.


Smiling, she passed the bottle back to Fitz. He swigged, then his gaze immediately dropped to her mouth. She knew what he was thinking: that his lips had been where hers were only moments before. Another response jolted through her body.


Bridie imagined what her friend Lily would say if she were here. The old Lily would be aghast: underage drinking, flirting with an older boy, taking crazy risks in a public place, with her parents just metres away. But the new Lily had leapfrogged past these milestones: the alcohol experimentation, relationships with boys, and other activities that Bridie could only guess at.


Fitz passed the bottle back and she took another, bigger, sip. They locked eyes for what felt like a long time. He really had the most gorgeous brown eyes, which were somehow both warm and daring. If she were describing him in a narrative, she would call his hair dirty blond, and she would portray the crisp clean look of his white cotton T-shirt, and his grey jeans with rips in the knees.


Bridie took two more sips from the bottle before returning it with a decisive shake of her head. She wasn’t stupid. Each sip was probably close to a standard drink; she’d been paying attention in those PE lessons. Besides, she wanted Fitz to see that she had a backbone, that she was mature enough to say no when she wanted to, that she could be his equal. 


Emmet rallied as the train neared Central Station; Alex was still dead to the world. Her brother sat up straighter in his seat, looked around him with hooded eyes. 


‘You okay?’ she asked.


‘Yeah. All good.’


The atmosphere in the carriage was electric. Everyone seemed drunk, from either excitement or alcohol or – like her – a cocktail of both. She and Fitz continued to steal glances and smiles as the train sucked in even more passengers at Sydenham and Redfern stations. 


Fitz tugged Alex’s arm. ‘We’re here. Wakey-wakey.’ 


Bridie shared one last smile with him as they stood up from their seats. He was standing behind her as they pushed through the aisle. His hand briefly touched her hip before she stepped onto the platform: the touch felt like a promise. 


Hordes of people streamed from the platform towards the exit. Adrenaline and alcohol pulsed through Bridie as she was carried along by the fast pace of the crowd. She could see her dad’s broad shoulders up in front and she kept him firmly in sight.


On reaching the street outside, they stopped and waited until everyone had caught up.


Mum turned to Fitz and Alex. ‘Sorry, boys. Our booking at the restaurant is for four people. I doubt they’ll be able to squeeze you in.’


‘No worries,’ Fitz replied. Alex was still out of it, staring into the far distance. ‘Hey, Sullivan, we’ll see if we can find you later.’


Even though Fitz’s eyes were trained on Emmet, Bridie knew he was speaking to her. He was going to find her at the concert, and something was finally going to happen between them. Something that would obliterate the pain and loneliness of the last few months.









Rachel


Dinner was at a small Thai place in Surry Hills. It was heaving with people, many wearing Coldplay T-shirts, but the service was fast, and the food fresh and delicious. Pity that Rachel didn’t seem capable of appreciating it.


She picked at her red curry, trying to contain an undeniable, horribly familiar wave of nausea. Was her body trying to tell her something? Maybe it knew what those abnormal pathology results signified and was preparing her for what lay ahead. She was booked in for more tests next week. She’d tell Rory and the kids then, if there was anything to tell. Please God let there not be.


She turned her gaze from her plate to her children. Emmet and Bridie startled her these days. Who were these grown-up people? What had happened to her babies? Emmet was a young version of his father, with the same unruly hair and lanky physique. It sounded overly dramatic, but she’d worried about her son from the moment he was born, ten days after his due date, a squalling newborn seemingly resentful of entering the world. Bridie had been placid and content, a completely different baby. 


‘Little Miss Happy,’ Rory nicknamed her when she was a few months old and obsessed with clapping her hands, cackling with delight every time her pudgy palms connected. 


Bridie’s sunniness had been dimmed by teenage hormones, but she remained much more communicative than her brother; for this reason, Rachel never felt the need to worry about her the way she did about Emmet. Until the last few months, that is, when forced to confront the terrifying possibility of her daughter being left motherless.


Rachel stared at Bridie across the table, seeing her anew. The skimpy top, soft white cleavage, dramatic make-up. The fluttering eyelashes at Cronulla Station! Did Bridie have feelings for Fitz or Alex? It was common for girls to practise their flirtation skills with their brothers’ friends. And with their friends’ brothers, for that matter: Rachel’s crush on Amy’s brother had spanned the full three years of their university degree. 


A man in his thirties squeezed past their table on his way out of the restaurant. Rachel witnessed firsthand how his gaze doubled back on Bridie, homing in on her barely concealed breasts. Drawing a sharp breath, she glanced at her husband, to see if he had noticed: luckily Rory was too absorbed in his food.


Should Rachel have said something to Bridie before they left the house? Insisted that she change into another top? She wanted her daughter to be able to wear whatever she chose to wear … but not at the expense of being perved at by men twice her age. Men who didn’t know that the outwardly grown-up young woman was still essentially a kid, a kid who loved books, puppies and plaiting her hair. Being the mother of a teenage girl was so complicated.


Rachel’s gaze veered back to her son; being Emmet’s mother was complicated, too, but in a completely different way. While Bridie was a little too innocent and trusting for her age, her brother was too cynical and withdrawn. All Rachel knew was that she loved them both so very much. Sometimes it felt that her love was too potent, too extreme; sometimes it felt like it wasn’t nearly enough.


Once they reached the stadium, she and Rory would be taking up their platinum seats in the stands, and the kids would be joining the swarms on the field. Emmet and Bridie were old enough to be on their own, weren’t they? This was a new phase in their family life, a phase where they did things differently, more adventurously. Because there were too many reasons to say no to things, too many reasons to let life pass you by. When something like cancer rattled your whole existence, it made you realise that those reasons were nothing more than lame excuses.


‘Anyone want the rest of my curry?’ she asked.


Rory and Emmet divvied it up between them, and Emmet also inhaled the remains of Bridie’s fried rice. The more food he consumed, the better: soakage for the alcohol.


‘You alright, Bridie?’ Rachel asked. Her daughter was looking slightly glassy-eyed, presumably due to the packed, airless restaurant.


‘Yeah. Just excited.’ She smiled sweetly.


‘Are we all done? Does anyone need the bathroom?’


Both kids burst into hysterical laughter, Bridie choking on her water, spraying it in Rory’s face, which made everyone laugh all the harder. 


‘Mum, we’re teens, not toddlers,’ Emmet pointed out while Bridie and Rory used napkins to dab away the water. ‘Let’s go.’


As they stepped into the fresh air and filtered evening light, Rachel was reminded of her other worries, which had somewhat receded. She had to trust that Sean would respect their home and not exploit their absence. And she had to hope that today had been a bad day for Nico, a humiliating experience that he would have no desire to repeat. Neither man represented the worst-case scenario right now.


The worst case was cancer cells reproducing in her breast or some other part of her body. By extension, the devastating possibility of leaving her beautiful, unique, complicated children without a mother.


Tears suddenly welled up in her eyes. She loved her family, the four of them together like this, laughing, making memories. What she couldn’t fathom was that she’d risked everything, and might still lose everything, as a result of her own unforgiveable actions.









Emmet


The light rail that passed along the route to the stadium was packed to capacity: walking was the only option. Emmet and Bridie automatically fell into step, their pace dictated by the crowd.


‘Feeling okay now?’ Bridie asked quietly.


‘Yeah. Thanks for watching out for me on the train.’


‘How many drinks did you have?’


‘Too many.’


Emmet wondered if his parents suspected anything, and decided that he didn’t care if they did. In a few months he could get twice as drunk and it would be perfectly legal. He wished he hadn’t had that last drink, though; wished he’d been able to retain the buzz and avoid the sleepiness. Rather annoyingly, Fitz had proved that he was the best at holding his drink: something he would boast about as soon as he got the chance.


‘Should we try to meet up with the boys before we go inside?’ Bridie asked, glancing down at her phone as she walked, her thumb tapping her screen.


He thought about it, didn’t answer straight away. He realised that he didn’t mind doing his own thing for the rest of the evening. Maybe that was the secret to keeping the friendship intact. Not seeing the boys for extended periods. Not giving them the chance to annoy him, to make him hate them again.


‘Nah. Let’s keep it to you and me.’


She laughed in a grown-up way. ‘Appreciate the brotherly love and all, but won’t we have more fun in a group?’


He looked more closely at her. She was trying to sound casual, yet her animated expression and bright eyes were the very opposite. 


‘Nah. Harder to keep track of four in the crowd – it’s going to be insane in there … I want to get as close to the stage as I can. Way easier with just the two of us … Anyway, as Mum keeps saying, this is a family night out!’


Bridie’s face fell, and his suspicions were heightened. It was obvious that his sister wanted to hang out with Fitz and Alex. Emmet catalogued her make-up, the effort she had taken with her appearance, how carefully mature she’d acted on the train. Fucking hell. Which of his friends was piquing her interest? Girls weren’t usually interested in Alex because they sensed his disinterest in them. Emmet wasn’t sure if Alex was asexual, secretly gay, or simply a late bloomer. Unlike most people in their cohort – many of whom were openly gay, lesbian, bi, pan, non-binary, et cetera – Alex never spoke about his sexuality. Fitz was the polar opposite, obsessed with girls to the point of being weird. Interestingly, his overenthusiasm seemed to be as much a turn-off as Alex’s indifference. Surely Bridie would be more discerning than to set her sights on Fitz. She knew all too well what a sexist bastard he was. Not to mention the two-year age difference; the irony being that Bridie was more mature in many ways. 


‘Look, I could be getting this wrong, but don’t even think about crushing on Fitz or Alex, okay? Especially not Fitz.’


‘It’s my business who I like and don’t like,’ Bridie retorted, flicking her hair over her shoulder. 


‘Well, it’s my business if it’s one of my friends, and someone I know to be of questionable moral character.’


‘Oh my God, now you’re the one sounding like Miss Wallace.’ Bridie shoved him, he shoved her back, and they both laughed to reduce the awkwardness.


His sister was a good kid. Perceptive, kind, smart. In a few years she would graduate from school with a brilliant HSC. Her career would be something involving science or maths, and she would be both popular and respected in her workplace. She would have strong friendships, a husband who was an all-round ‘good bloke’, and a couple of adorable kids. She couldn’t see any of it yet, but Emmet could, clear as day.


Bridie was everything that he wasn’t. 


The inadequacies that the alcohol had kept at bay were bidding for centre stage again. The driving assessor’s pitying expression. Courtney’s perpetual scorn at work. Every less-than-average exam paper at school. You have failed for many, many reasons.


He could hear the thump of music beckoning in the distance, the preconcert DJ revving up the atmosphere as the crowds took their place. He picked up speed, Bridie half-jogging to keep up, their parents somewhere behind. 


He wanted to get to the stadium as quickly as possible. He wanted to be swallowed by the crowd, to cease existing in his own right.


He wanted the music to take him out of himself, out of his life.









Bridie


The walk was only fifteen minutes. They crossed a long wide footbridge that saw them safely over the busy arterial road and various sporting fields. The stadium loomed in the distance, the sky a combination of dark and light above the curve of its exterior. Bridie glanced up at the indigo-coloured clouds and witnessed the first flash of lightning. The crowd reacted as one, making a collective ‘ooh’ sound, followed by a ripple of ‘we’re in for it now’ laughter.


‘Damn, we’re going to get wet.’ She sighed. So much for her efforts to look older and more sophisticated.


‘Who cares?’ Emmet barely combed his hair on the best of days, and didn’t have to worry about such things as mascara streaks. Of course, he had no inkling that she and Fitz were texting plans to meet up, or of her intentions when they did. She would make the first move, if necessary. She’d read online that boys were grateful when girls took control. 


The footbridge circled down and released them onto the walkway opposite the Sydney Cricket Ground. Some mounted police were watching the crowd from a height; their horses had gleaming coats and dark expressive eyes.


Bridie’s phone screen lit up at the same time as the sky. A message from AJ, a friend from book club.


Managed to get a ticket on the official resale site. Leaving home now. Should be there in about an hour. Can’t wait to see you.


AJ had been trying to snag a ticket for ages, and now – at the last minute – he’d apparently succeeded. Bridie couldn’t believe it. After zero romantic relationships to date, all of a sudden there were two strong prospects. Which made things complicated – and thrilling. What would she do? See things through with Fitz? Or check out the vibe with AJ before making a decision? Was she drunk enough to kiss both boys? She must be drunk to even consider it.


Bridie’s phone buzzed again. Just a message from Dad.


Wait for us at the sandstone monument near the base of the bridge.


They were almost past the monument. Bridie grabbed Emmet’s arm and pulled him to the side, onto the grass.


‘What the hell?’


‘Sorry. Mum and Dad want us to wait here.’


The monument was old, the sandstone inscribed with someone’s name and the year: 1888. A small outdoor gym was close by, tucked behind the opening of the footbridge. The DJ’s voice projected from inside the stadium. ‘Sydney, are you having fun?’


Yes, Bridie was having fun. After months and months of misery, she felt alive, desired – important. She also felt reckless in an out-of-body way. Hooray for vodka.


Mum and Dad emerged from the crowd, looking breathless and flustered. Dad ushered them all further to the side, while Mum glanced worriedly at the 
sky.


‘I was hoping the storm would miss us,’ she said sadly.


‘You and Dad will be nice and dry in the stands,’ Emmet retorted. ‘I don’t care about getting wet. I just want to get inside. Can we go?’


‘Hold up.’ Dad held Emmet’s arm. ‘This spot is where we’ll meet after the concert. Bridie, Emmet, you’ll enter at a different gate to us, and God knows where you’ll exit … depends on where they’ll channel you. Just be aware it could be on the opposite side, and you might lose each other in the push of the crowd. Make sure you come down the steps at the front of the stadium and that should point you in roughly the right direction.’


‘Yeah, got it,’ Emmet said impatiently.


The first drops of rain speckled Bridie’s forearms. She was not ordinarily vain, but who wanted to look like a wreck for their first kiss?


‘Bridie, are you listening? Do you know exactly where you are? Do you understand you might have to walk in a bit of a circle to get to the front of the stadium? It’ll be harder to see in the dark, and the crowd will be much denser than this. Use the stadium steps, the footbridge and the lake to orient yourself. Follow pedestrian directions to Central Station until you come past this point. Got it?’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, Dad.’


Mum handed them a print-out of their tickets, a frown marring her face. ‘Why does this suddenly seem like a bad idea? Maybe you should come with me, Bridie, and the boys go together?’


‘No, Mum, no way. Stop worrying, okay? I’ve got my phone, I know where we’re meeting up – thanks, Dad – and I’m perfectly capable in the unlikely event that Emmet and I get separated.’ Bridie was astonished at how firm her voice sounded, how authoritative, how unlike her usual voice.


‘Yeah. She’s right. We’re fine. Can we go now?’ Emmet was straining to get inside, to find a good spot before the first support band came on stage, to enjoy the full experience.


Bridie wanted to be inside the stadium, too. A different, more daring version of herself was waiting in there; she wanted to step into that girl’s shoes for the night.


‘Chill, Mum.’ She gave her mother a hug, to seal the deal. ‘We’re not idiots. Nobody’s getting lost, okay?’









Rory


They walked the kids to their gate. A quick hug and repeated instructions before finding their own gate.


‘This feels weird,’ Rachel said, looking back over her shoulder.


Rory agreed. They needed the kids to fill the silence between them, to smooth over the undercurrents of distrust and hurt. 


The air vibrated from the thrum of disco music, suggesting that the volume would be unbearably loud once they got inside.


‘Emmet seems to have recuperated,’ he said, as the queue jostled forward.


‘The food and the walk would have helped,’ she replied. ‘Just hope he keeps a careful eye on Bridie.’


‘Bridie seemed confident that she could take care of herself,’ he continued, amazed that he could chat as though nothing were wrong between them. 


‘I know. She’s trying so hard to look grown-up tonight. Oh God, I hope they’ll be okay.’ Rachel gave another quick glance over her shoulder, even though the kids were long gone. ‘There are so many people.’


For an intense moment, Rory wished Amy hadn’t told him anything, wished that he was oblivious, that they could enjoy this as a special night out without encumbrance. 


The turnstile was just a couple of metres away when the sky lit up. A deafening crack of thunder followed seconds later. On cue, the rain intensified. 


Rachel frowned. ‘Oh shit, here we go. Hope the kids have the sense to take cover.’


Wishful thinking. The kids would have neither the sense nor the patience.


‘A bit of rain won’t do them any harm. They’ll be fine.’


His shirt was damp on entering the venue. Rachel wiped the moisture from her face and grinned.


‘Well, that cooled me down.’


They took the escalator to the stands, queued at the nearest bar for drinks and shuffled into their seats, which had an excellent head-on view of the stage. Arcs of multicoloured light illuminated the rain as it pelted down on the half-filled field.


Rachel pulled a face. ‘I feel so guilty. The kids are going to get drowned.’


‘All part of the experience,’ he countered. ‘Anyway, the rain is warm, they won’t get cold, not really.’


Was this how they were going to get through the next few hours, politely talking about the weather, constantly wondering how the kids were faring? 


Rachel touched her plastic cup of white wine against his plastic cup of beer. ‘Cheers. We made it.’


She was obviously talking about much more than the concert. She meant that they’d made it through a really difficult year; they’d made it through her illness; they’d made it through Emmet’s bombshell announcement. But they hadn’t made it, had they? Not if what Amy said was true. 


‘Cheers,’ he replied hollowly.


She huddled closer to him, one hand outstretched, holding her phone. ‘Smile,’ she instructed, and he complied, his grimace captured for eternity. 


She showed him the photo. ‘I’ll send it to the kids. If one of them answers, we’ll know they’re alive.’


Not a bad strategy, Rory conceded, although part of him hoped the kids were living in the moment instead of constantly checking their phones.


‘Send it to Sean, too,’ he suggested. ‘If he responds, we can assume that the house hasn’t burned down.’


Rory had cornered his brother before leaving home, begging him not to drink while they were gone. ‘Just one night. That’s all I’m asking.’


‘Rachel’s already given me orders,’ Sean had exclaimed, instantly aggrieved. ‘Neither of you trust me.’


‘No, we don’t,’ Rory admitted sadly.


Would Sean do as he’d asked? Could he even abstain for one night? From what he’d seen so far, Rory doubted it. But he had to ask: it wasn’t just the risk of Sean forgetting to turn off an appliance or falling and hurting himself. What if he was too smashed to react to a danger beyond himself? A rock through the front window, or a firebomb, or whatever gangs used these days to intimidate people? If Sean had been the kind of brother Rory could confide in, he would have told him about these other risks, the terrifyingly real dangers that even his wife knew nothing about.


‘Done,’ Rachel said, and slid her phone into her back pocket. ‘Oh my God, look at that lightning.’


An announcement came over the speakers: the support band would be delayed by thirty minutes, to give the storm time to pass over. The crowd chanted their disapproval. 


‘Looks like we’re here for the long haul,’ Rachel said, and slid her arm through his. ‘At least we’re relatively close to the bar.’


Rory gulped his beer, disco music roaring in his head, his heart constricting with pain. What was her agenda with these sudden shows of affection? Holding his hand on the train, cuddling into him now, resting her head on his shoulder as though nothing had happened.


He wanted to extract himself from her touch, push her away, ask her what the fuck she was doing. But this wasn’t the time or place for an ugly confrontation. There were people all around them, including security guards sniffing out even the slightest altercation. They were a long way from home, with nowhere to go to lick their wounds. And they’d spent so much money on the tickets, he felt sick at the thought of ruining the night. He needed to suck it up, wait for a better time. If he decided to say anything at all.


Rachel burrowed closer. Every muscle tensed in protest. 


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


Her brown eyes looked into his, probing, provoking, and even though it was the wrong place, the wrong time, he found that he couldn’t pretend for a moment longer.


‘You know what’s wrong, Rach … I just want to know his name.’









FOUR MONTHS BEFORE 









Rachel


Rachel turned onto her back and slowly opened her eyes. The light in the room was hazy and she could tell it was about 7 am without having to check the clock. Everything was in muted shades of brown. Even if she were to sweep back the curtains and invite in the cold morning light, the colours wouldn’t change by much. Why did hotel rooms, even expensive ones like this, have to be so bland?


She stretched, her arms extending over her head, her toes curling into the cotton sheets. She luxuriated in the warm sheets, in the peace, in her aloneness. Her boss, Charlotte, had been tentative when she’d asked if Rachel could attend the three-day conference in Melbourne, and surprised when she jumped at the opportunity. Rachel wanted to step things up at work, to prove that she was well on the road to recovery and willing to take on more challenging projects. Time away from home was another drawcard. Time away from Rory, specifically. Time to get her head straight.


Her mobile began to ring, shattering the peace. It thrummed against the bedside unit, demanding attention. She knew, without looking, that it would be Rory. Checking in with her as he drove to work. Playing the loving husband. She reached across and turned it off. The room was restored to silence. Bridie and Emmet should be out of bed by now, in the process of getting ready for school. She needed to get out of bed, too, or she’d end up late. She swung her legs to the side, and padded to the oversized bathroom: large beige marble tiles on the floors and walls, and a double basin with an enormous mirror. The room had no natural light, the inset lights giving everything, including her reflection, a yellowish hue.


She showered, gently massaging a tiny amount of shampoo into her scalp. Some hair was starting to grow, just a prickle under her fingertips for now. She’d been warned the regrowth might be a different colour, if not entirely grey. If it was grey, she’d already decided to dye it electric blue or purple. All her life she’d been a brunette. All her life she’d played it safe, even with her hair. The time for playing it safe was over.


With a towel wrapped around her torso, she faced a full reckoning in the mirror. Her skin had lost its glow and her face had thinned, as had the rest of her body. She had no eyebrows or eyelashes, no pubic or underarm hair, not even any hair in her nostrils, which meant that her nose was perpetually running. Underneath the towel, the long thin scar from her lumpectomy, her right breast now a different shape and size to her left. And that was just the outside. Inside she was a hot mess: fearful, determined, conflicted. One minute yearning to do something crazy, the next clinging to the familiar for all it was worth. 


She dabbed some primer on her face before applying a light layer of foundation. Neutral-coloured eyeshadow; a dark-brown pencil to draw some brows and give the illusion of eyelashes; finally, a generous application of rose-coloured lip gloss. Already she looked like someone different. 


This is a crossroads, she told her reflection. You need to be brave.


It was July, nine months since her diagnosis, five weeks since finishing radiation, the last phase of her treatment. Next month was her forty-second birthday. A call to arms. 


She put on her new wig: honey blonde, drastically different from her natural colour, her first act of defiance.


The problem was, ‘being brave’ required money that she didn’t have.


Not to mention wrecking the lives of her husband and children.


~


She paused on entering the breakfast room. Pinned to her breast was her name tag: Rachel Sullivan, Marketing Manager GME Software. The room was half-full. A quick sweep failed to produce a familiar face. 


She joined the line for the egg chef, who was putting on a remarkable performance: flamboyantly cracking eggs, flipping omelettes in the air, pirouetting between the poaching pot, the frying pan and multiple customers.


‘I would be very, very bad at this job,’ the man in front said, turning around. ‘I’d get all the orders mixed up and there would be – literally – egg all over the place.’


His hands gestured to emphasise the word ‘literally’. He had an accent, his speech noticeably disjointed. He was tall enough to warrant a tilt of her head. Dark close-cut hair, hazel eyes, tanned skin. She glanced at his name tag: Nico Theroux, Consumer Brand Manager Harris Food.


‘Good thing you stuck to marketing, then, Nico.’ She smiled and offered her hand. ‘Me too. I was a terrible waitress in my day. Could barely manage to deliver a cup of coffee without spilling it … Is that a French accent?’


His hand felt smooth, warm, like his smile. ‘Yes. Yes. Montpellier. But I have lived here twenty-two years. I am half Aussie by now.’ More gesturing with his hands.


‘Are you based here in Melbourne?’ she asked. For these events, a large proportion of the delegates were local.


‘No. I flew down from Sydney.’


‘Me too. What part?’


‘Coogee.’


‘I live in Cronulla.’


They reached the top of the line surprisingly quickly – the chef was fast as well as flamboyant. Nico ordered an omelette and Rachel ordered poached eggs, medium. It seemed natural to chat while they waited, and natural to sit together once their orders were ready.


‘Nico Theroux, tell me what brought you to Australia,’ she said.


He told her about a backpacking trip when he was in his early twenties. He told her about an Aussie girl, a long relationship, a wedding, a child, and a shock diagnosis.


‘The fairytale ended with a funeral,’ he murmured. ‘Two years ago, now.’


Rachel reached across the table and covered his soft, well-manicured hand with her own. ‘I’m so sorry, Nico.’ Then she confessed that she had firsthand experience of what it felt like to get a cancer diagnosis. ‘I finished treatment five weeks ago. I’m only just back to work.’


Their eyes locked, the bustle of the breakfast room receding into the background. She saw the golden flecks and sadness in his eyes. She guessed that he saw the fear and defiance in hers.


Rachel would think back to this moment over and over again. The mutual understanding of the difficulties they’d each experienced. The easy conversation that escalated from small talk to the most honest exchange she’d had in years. The instant attraction: from the moment he’d opened his mouth she’d registered a frisson of excitement.
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