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About the Book


The addictive new thriller from Karen Hamilton, Sunday Times bestselling author of THE PERFECT GIRLFRIEND.


Charlotte and Sam were partners. In life, and in crime. They never stole from anyone who couldn’t afford it. Wealthy clients, luxury cruise ships. It was easy money, and harmless. At least, that’s what Charlotte told herself, until the world caved in on her.


But now, years after she tried to put that past life behind her, it comes rushing back when her estranged ex-husband Sam suddenly goes missing – and someone threatens to expose what they did.


Desperate to escape whoever is tormenting her, Charlotte takes a job as events planner for an engagement party onboard a superyacht in the Caribbean. For a while, her plan seems to have worked, nothing but open ocean and clear skies ahead. Until it becomes clear that she’s no longer a thousand miles away from harm.


Because whoever is behind it all is onboard too. And now there’s nowhere left to run. 
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ONE


Then


Eighteen Months Ago


Barbados


A tip-off. That could be the only explanation. 


Dreaded realisation filtered through the rows of passengers and crew in the cruise terminal via mutters about delays intermingled with curiosity and general resignation at the inevitable hold-up. Sickening dread roiled deep in my gut. Surreptitiously, I glanced back at the queue snaking behind me. Still no sign of Sam. Where was he? 


The person in front of me took a step forward, pushing his rucksack with a foot. Reluctantly, I followed. 


Sam had only darted back to the ship to pick up his watch, carelessly left beside the basin in his cabin. It should have taken him fifteen minutes – twenty max. He had insisted that I save our place in the queue to save time. Our flight to freedom was less than four hours away. 


I messaged him.


Where the hell are you? Hurry up! I am nearly at the front of the queue.


Well, not quite, but it was true enough. 


No reply.


Indecision kept me rooted to the spot. Sam would be annoyed if I lost our place. It would break one of our rules about blending in. Then again, neither of us was thinking straight. Our nerves were frayed. We were both tense after a wakeful night dissecting what had gone wrong, each of us blaming the other. But he left me with no choice. We always disembarked together. We had each other’s backs. Rule Number One. 


I tried to calm my fears. The upheaval wasn’t necessarily anything to do with us. I was too quick to jump to worst-case scenarios, usually after my conscience had given me a good poke. Sam and I excelled at slipping beneath the radar, despite his popularity. 


In the corner of the vast, high-ceilinged building, portable air-conditioning units blasted out woefully inadequate cool air. My heart pounded so hard it almost hurt. Sweat slid down my spine. I stepped out of line and walked back in the direction of the ship. James, head of the ship’s security team, was standing by the exit. Relief. He would know where Sam was.


Strangely, James didn’t acknowledge or return my greeting. His manner was uncharacteristically off. No, he said. I couldn’t go back on board.


‘But Sam should have been back by now,’ I said. ‘He only went for something he’d forgotten.’


James shrugged. 


‘Just wait for him in line. He’ll show up. There’s nowhere else for him to go. This is the only exit.’


‘What’s going on?’ I said, trying to cajole James into thawing his attitude. 


I opted for a friendly, neutral tone. And why not? We were colleagues, after all. Friends, companions. Equals, really. 


‘There are searches, from time to time.’


‘Not that I’ve ever seen,’ I said. ‘I hope it doesn’t hold us up. What is it? Drugs? Weapons?’


I smiled, safe in the knowledge that I was carrying neither. 


‘Get back in the line,’ said James. ‘Wait for Sam there.’


I had no choice. As I turned, I saw Sam up ahead. He must have joined a different line. His bag was already being searched. How the hell had we missed each other? Why hadn’t he called me? Why did he go through without me? 


There was nothing I could do but rejoin the queue and watch. I couldn’t read the expression of the person searching his bag but their body language appeared at ease. Jolly, even. Everything felt off, badly wrong. Fragments of our heated conversation last night started piecing together. Just wait until I get hold of Sam, I thought. I would kill him for breaking our rules and putting me through all this extra stress.


I watched as Sam exited into the outside world. I could imagine the sun brushing his face as he inhaled the warmth of the Caribbean air. I distracted myself by dissecting the type of people they were pulling over. Lone travellers. Fresh, bubbling red rage at Sam rose. I called him. Straight to voicemail.


I was now among the stragglers, recognising some of the faces. God, this was torture. I fought the urge to push to the front, explain about Sam and ask to be whisked through so that I could catch up with him, find out what the hell he was playing at. Breathe, breathe, breathe, I repeated over and over in my mind. I can do this. It’s all about playing the game.


A calmness descended over me as I was beckoned forward. One step after another, a neutral expression on my face. I could see the sun through the glass doors. No sign of Sam in the crowds beyond. I focused on the large brandy or whisky I was going to order on the flight. I thought about the type of movie I would watch; a comedy or something light and easy to absorb. Or maybe I wouldn’t bother with any distractions at all. I could use the time to think. 


Half a metre, then another. The man in front was pulled over to my right, with a brusque wave. A harmless-looking elderly couple were also summoned. Not me. Not yet. I was so nearly there. Please, God. I know I’ve made mistakes. I know I’ve made bad choices, but just let me keep walking and I will make amends. 


‘Ms?’


Shit.


‘Yes?’


‘Can you come over this way, please, and place your bags on the table?’


I smiled. ‘Yes, of course.’ 


Everything turned numb, as though this was happening to someone else. Invincibility was Sam’s superpower, not mine. 


Victimless. That is what Sam and I had always said about the people we befriended. Relax, I told myself. They won’t find anything. I’d triple-checked, hadn’t I?


My bag felt unusually heavy as I lifted it up. It was still covered in hotel, airline and cruise stickers. Funny, the inconsequential things I focused on. Sam often told me to scrape them off. ‘Bland and anonymous is always best. The smallest of details can offer up rich clues to the wrong people.’ He would know.


‘Open your bags, please.’


‘Sure.’


My mouth was dry. I rotated the combination on my lock: one, eight, eight, my birth date and month, a small act of rebellion when it came to Sam’s insistence never to do the obvious. It clicked open. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to lift the lid, to display my personal belongings ready for public inspection. It was humiliating. 


The officer lost patience and did it for me. Time slowed as he unzipped the bag. Nestling on top of my favourite red blouse was something that, although familiar, didn’t belong to me. 


Blind panic.


‘That’s not mine.’ I reached to grab it, to remove the emerald necklace from its nest among my possessions. Someone had put it there. 


‘Stand back, please.’


I felt the fresh horror rise inside me as two other customs officers walked over and peered at the necklace. 


‘I said it’s not mine. Someone has been in my bag.’


Stony faces, bland expressions, dismissive words. 


I tried again. 


‘You need to go through the CCTV, check who entered our cabin. Someone planted this.’ 


I looked from face to face.


Still nothing. 


I should’ve kept quiet. They’d already decided that I was guilty. A thief. Someone without rights. 


Anger replaced fear as my privacy was violated. My swimwear, toiletries, underwear, shoes, travel guides, my Spanish language course books, my costume jewellery, my every-bloody-thing was removed and examined by careless, rubber-gloved hands. 


A glimmer of hope ignited when their search concluded. All they had found was something that was such an obvious plant. The necklace rested on the side of the counter, taunting me. Not for the first time, either. Magpie-like, the moment I had first spotted the emerald and diamond choker with a teardrop pendant, I longed to own it. Green was most definitely the colour of envy. 


‘Come with us, please.’ 


I was shown to an interview room. I could hear a baby crying outside. Alone, without my belongings, I had time to piece things together. Grim reality, like a blast of icy water. I had been sacrificed, thrown under the bus. Sam knew. He’d been tipped off. Instead of saving the two of us, he’d chosen to save himself. ‘For better, for worse,’ clearly no longer applied. It was a final act of cruelty. A brutal end, regardless of how rocky our marriage had been. All that mattered was himself.


Time spooled and distorted. I sat, trying to appear nonchalant, yet as outraged as an innocent could be, robbed of their freedom. I felt watched. The heat stifled me. I wanted to plunge into a cold pool, swim below the surface, somehow wash away the dirty feelings that threatened to swallow me whole.


Anger took over as I sat there. I wasn’t taking the rap – no way. As two police officers walked into the room, I was prepared to embrace my inner canary. Whatever it took. But it became clear I wouldn’t need to sing that day. 


I was free to go. It had all been a terrible mistake. Huge apologies. Strange, but true. My belongings – even the necklace – were returned. 


Outside, despite the heat of the midday sun, I wanted to run. I had gotten away with it. I was free. Except, I wasn’t.


I didn’t like the person I had become – hadn’t for a long time. Something needed to change. Sam’s customary reassurances that ‘all would be well’ had been my elixir. It smoothed away fears and doubts, the ones my conscience tried in vain to shove to the forefront of my mind during the darkest hours. The sudden and horrible unravelling of our gilded situation was the result of arrogance. His and mine. 


But for now, I had to put myself first. I walked towards the shade and sat on a bench beneath a palm tree. I had less than two hours to catch my flight, but I could still make it. I sent Sam a message:


Call me. Asap.


Nothing. 


I hailed a cab to take me from the cruise terminal to the airport, deciding to make one detour to a friend’s house en route. I wanted to hide my pot of gold somewhere safe. 


As we drew into the airport, fear took hold again. What if I was making a mistake? In a daze, I checked in. The airline staff wouldn’t tell me if Sam had checked in too. I called him again even though I knew, deep down, that there wouldn’t be an answer. As I placed my bag down to go through the X-ray machine, I heard my phone beep. I had to wait more painful minutes while my bag passed through the checks before I could snatch up my phone and read it. Sam!


One word:


Sorry. 


What the hell was he doing? 


Sam’s empty plane seat taunted me all the way to London as I planned the things I was going to say and do when I next saw him. Because I would see him again. He wasn’t the only piece of unfinished business, because there was someone else I needed to track down too. The real owner of the necklace and the catalyst behind our downfall and the death of our marriage. 










TWO


Now


Eighteen Months Later


I know what you both did.


I drop my phone and it clatters onto the pavement, narrowly escaping a puddle. I pick it up and wipe off the rain with my coat sleeve to clear the screen. Smudges distort the original message, so it reads:


. . . what you . . . did.


I cry out loud as someone grabs my hair, before I realise that I’m part of an accident. Just a totally unnecessarily large blue-and-white-striped golfing umbrella. For God’s sake! Why do people carry those? The person responsible doesn’t even offer the briefest of apologies and continues on their oblivious-to-other-pedestrians way. 


I am on my way to work, while most people are on their way home. I envy them. I take a deep, calming breath and compose myself. Business is slow. My events and travel-planning business is still in its infancy – six months. I specialise in genuinely tailoring requirements to my clients’ needs. Tailoring is not a meaningless ‘sell’ word to me, but a vital necessity so that clients can trust me. My speciality of late – not through choice – has been European destinations or seaside-town hen dos. I hate them. Too much naïve hope in the myth of wedded bliss. I recently updated my website to make it more alluring. I placed more focus on the type of work I wish to attract: bespoke holidays, in the UK or abroad, murder mystery events in atmospheric castles, or racing-car driving. Reinvention is an essential skill. 


Enough day-dreaming for now, I need to be switched-on, pleasant. Still. My first instinct, however perversely, is an overwhelming desire to speak to Sam. The drizzle eases. Evening sun breaks through the clouds. I remove my jacket hood but I can’t stop shivering. I cross the road and walk, leaving Windsor Castle and the town centre behind me, putting one foot in front of the other. I stop in the middle of the sloping bridge that leads to Eton. I lean against the rail and stare into the water. I realise I am scared. I need to think things through. Recent downpours have filled the Thames, the tide rushing below. I find it as mesmerising as flames. 


Something is missing from my straight and narrow life, however much I fill it with different men, the gym, friends, or whatever else I can to distract my mind from the mundanity of my new world. I used to live to work. Now, it is the total opposite. 


The problem is, I tasted the forbidden. I took great, big, greedy bites and it was delicious. Knowledge doesn’t fade, sadly. Sam and I will be forever intertwined. 


For worse. Obviously, not better. 


I just know that whoever is behind the threat is in the revenge is a dish best served cold camp. In this case, eighteen months of chilled silence, an intangible Sword of Damocles hanging above my new life. I like to think it is because I have been super-discreet online and tried not to use obvious identifying features. Yet, I suspect the truth is that my tormentor wants me to suffer to the maximum. I already have a suspect. I knew her well. I have tried time after time to contact Alexandra Armstrong but she lives behind a shield of staff and I am persona non grata. 


The first time I saw her, she stood out. The cruise waiting lounge was crowded but she strode through the room like she owned it. 


She wanted to be noticed, dressed in an elegant, cobalt-blue trouser suit and clutching a vanity case that gently swung as she walked. Behind her, a porter pushed a large trolley bursting with a steamer trunk, hatboxes and matching suitcases. 


Staff hovered around her. I wanted to age like her. To be wealthy enough not to care, to travel the world alone, do as I saw fit. 


A call comes in. Flora Miles; my client. Crap. I’m late. 


‘Where are you?’ she says. ‘I’m at the party boat but there’s no sign of you.’ 


‘Almost there,’ I say. True enough. 


Weird as this sounds, I sometimes imagine the words ‘truthfully’ or ‘untruthfully’ being automatically placed at the end of my sentences, like a comic strip. True or Untrue. No middle ground. 


I mute my phone notifications, determined to focus on work for the next few hours. I retrace my steps, then stop. I hesitate. I don’t need to look out for security cameras or CCTV. I’m not doing anything wrong. It’s a hard habit to break, but I hate the thought of being watched, regardless. I take a deep breath. Damn Sam. Damn Alexandra. At times, I have been able to kid myself that I am protected in my new, safe, quiet life. My dreams are of financial security, maybe even another great love affair, an all-encompassing one that will make what I had with Sam fade into nothingness. I walk to the river’s edge. 


‘The Host’, as I think of Flora, is standing near the boat, talking to one of the staff. I feel a pang of guilt at my lack of professionalism. She looks anxious and uncomfortable in her smart two-piece skirt suit with high stilettos. This evening is a big deal for her. A local business owner, she wants to impress and thank her most loyal customers. 


‘Charlotte, I am so pleased to see you,’ she says, turning as I approach. ‘There’s a problem with one of the fridges. The champagne isn’t chilled.’ 


‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort it. Sorry I’m a little late, I got held up by another client.’ Untrue, obviously. ‘Go and take a seat on board,’ I say. ‘Relax. There’s loads of time.’


She doesn’t take my advice, but hovers, alternating between tapping on her phone and looking past me to see if there are any early party arrivals. 


I introduce myself to one of the waiting staff. I know most of the other crew and get confirmation of the warm champagne. I call a nearby pub – I’m friends with the manager – and arrange for emergency buckets of ice to be delivered. The Host looks impressed. I’m pleased. Wish fulfilment is my talent. 


Once all the guests have arrived we pull away from the small dock, heading for Royal Windsor Racecourse. I feel instantly at home on the water. Sam felt the same. It was to our advantage. The cruise guests we befriended weren’t on their home turf so it added a layer of vulnerability, which Sam was all too happy to exploit. Everyone is happily sipping chilled champagne and nibbling on quail’s egg and smoked salmon canapes. Ed Sheeran is playing in the background. Swans glide nearby as if they own the river. I detest them. Their outward grace is pure illusion. I hate the way that they watch me with their predatory eyes whenever I pass by the river’s edge. 


I focus on the guests again so that I am not tempted to look at my phone. I am surrounded by the various interpretations of ‘smart casual’: ripped jeans, jumpsuits, shirts and ties, long and short dresses. I am wearing my typical work uniform, which is a black skirt and top that I dress up or down, depending on requirements. Bland, yet real, pearls adorn my right wrist. If anyone were to study me closely, they may see the slight, circular ridge of an anklet, with a slim, silver mermaid dangling, barely visible through the stocking on my left leg. I wear it as a physical reminder of a trap – just in case I’m tempted to respond to Sam’s pleas for my help. He ghosted me on and off for over a year while lying low in Mexico (allegedly) and now he’s bombarding me with calls. He can wait until I’m ready. A gust of wind brushes my arm and I shiver. 


Thinking about it, in Sam’s last message, he sounded agitated. ‘I’m being threatened, Lola. It’s serious.’ It was infuriating that he still used his nickname for me. He had no right. Just as he had no right to contact me because he was supposedly in trouble. However, now that I’ve received a threatening message too, it has muddied the waters. ‘Two heads are better than one,’ his message said. ‘I’ve got a plan. It could save us both.’ Perhaps I should stop reacting out of pique. Yet, it’s hard because as much as I don’t trust Sam – for all I know the message could be one of his scams to stop me from demanding my share of our money back – I need other things from him too. A divorce, for one. Sam still holds all the cards. 


‘Enjoying the trip so far?’ I say, approaching a huddle of guests standing near me. 


‘Yes, wonderful.’


‘Super.’


Satisfied that all seems well – for now – I focus on the Thames. Every now and then, I take a small sip of white wine. I would rather have a Coke – I need to stay fully alert – but it is all about blending in. Soft drinks sometimes make other people feel uncomfortable, suspicious that I am listening in to their alcohol-fuelled conversations. Once upon a time, they would have been right.


Tonight, though, I’m not interested in mining their chit-chat for gold. My mind is in overdrive. My problems – past miscalculations – just won’t die. That message on my phone. 


I know what you both did.


I used to have the Midas touch, so it’s disconcerting, this sense of not being in control. Goosebumps prick my arms; I wish I had worn long sleeves. My sixth sense has me on high alert, feeling shivery with anxious anticipation because the threat has heightened my ever-present fear of exposure, my past actions held up for public dissection. Greed was my vice. Still is. I work hard to suppress it. Avarice. Now, there is a nicer word. I take a large sip of wine, grateful for it, after all.


We dock at the island, a short amble from the racecourse. I hear the sound of the crowds in the near distance. As we disembark onto the private jetty, I hand out betting guides to those who want them and the enclosure passes.


‘You’re welcome,’ I reply to all the polite thank yous. 


Everyone follows me towards the hospitality entrance. Once inside, it has a great view of the track and the winning post on the figure-of-eight course. Regardless of my viewpoint I can never watch, anyway. I worry too much about the horses’ welfare. Sam took me to the races a few times but I hated seeing the horses whipped and pushed beyond their limits. 


The guests huddle near the bar and I order several bottles of champagne, as instructed by Flora.


Those who don’t want to bet online hand me cash to place bets on their behalf so they don’t have to queue. As I stand with hundreds of pounds in my hand, temptation pulls as I think of my increasing credit-card and new business debts. I have borrowed too much on the never-never after some creative accounting and using my sister as a reluctant guarantor. I am a changed woman, I remind myself. Don’t give in. It’s hard though because what is small change to some, is riches to others. Me. 


Excitement builds as the ground thunders like an earth tremor. Guests, buoyed up with champagne and the thrill of a win, lean forward and yell. 


‘Come on, Star!’


‘Move, Luna! I think she’s going to make it!’


‘Yes!’


‘Come on, Magic/Duke/Misty/Stormy . . .’


A man behind me in the queue passes on some tips. The temptation is building. I could place my own bets with all the cash. As long as I don’t lose it all, no one will check. The guests are not proper gamblers, they’re out on a free jolly. If I bet on the favourite to win I’m probably doing everyone a favour. At least four of them picked horses simply because they liked their names; Sam would say they don’t deserve to win. My heart rate picks up and the dormant, yet bittersweet and addictive taste of danger returns. I get to the front of the line.


I mustn’t do it. It’s a slippery slope. I swore to myself that I was going to change, that I wasn’t going to be weak. The man behind the counter at the bookmakers is staring at me. Heat rises in my cheeks. 


I distract myself, looking down at the list of requests on my phone and working my way through them with a curious mix of relief, pride and frustration. 


‘Each way on Gold Charm, please.’


‘Midnight to win.’


Job done. I need a drink. 


As I stand at the champagne bar, I get another strong sense of being watched. Yesterday, I thought I saw Sam in the cereal aisle of a supermarket. Doppelgangers, in my opinion, are reminders of unfinished business. I look around and although nearly everyone is facing the track, I don’t like the sense of the many hidden eyes behind their binoculars. It feels eerie. Paranoia is just the worst feeling. My mind, light-house like, seeks to unmask Whoever It Is so that I can turn them into an unthreatening person. Alexandra would hire someone to do her dirty work, wouldn’t she? Sam, on the other hand, would not. 


I take out my phone again and re-read the message.


I know what you both did. You must return what you stole, plus blood money. I won’t stay silent. 


The demand makes it sound as though Sam and I were gangsters, for God’s sake. Blood money! I’m not a murderer. Whoever It Is doesn’t have a clue what they’re talking about or they would be more specific. I put my phone back in my bag. Directly in front of me is a couple with their arms wrapped around each other, indifferent to the racing. The woman is wearing a distinctive, pale pink Versace dress and heels. She looks happy and carefree and I am briefly envious. As if she senses me staring at her, she looks around. We exchange brief smiles. To my right is a man with a copy of the Racing Post, oblivious. To my left, a cluster of female friends. They show zero interest in me. 


I feel sick at the thought of everything I have worked so hard to rebuild from the ashes of my wrongs being snatched away. I can’t let that happen – not on the back of a text message. I have played over and over in my mind the memories of the day it all unravelled. Now, I often obsess about what it would feel like to be arrested in a crowded place. I have practised my expressions in the mirror. I would appear astonished, yet dignified. I would be politely cooperative and plant the necessary seeds of doubt. I’ll never give in to fear again. I message Sam. 


I’ll call you later tonight.


I can’t resist typing Charlotte at the end to make the point that I am no longer Lola. 


If he’s lying, if he’s making these threats up to scare me into forgetting what he did, or if he’s spinning some elaborate yarn as to why I may never see my money again, he’s in for a fight. It’s time for us to meet face to face. I can’t ignore him any more. Sam’s messages said that he’s no longer in Mexico, he’s now in Wales. Let’s see if he’s telling the truth. 


I keep checking but he doesn’t respond. 


The penultimate race of seven is announced. People move forward. Someone bumps into me, knocking my glass of champagne to the ground. Flora kindly offers to find me another, but I decline. It’s not her job to look after me.


Despite the group’s haphazard approach to betting, there are surprisingly more gains than losses. I collect their winnings, commiserate with those who lost, all the while feeling huge relief that I didn’t give in to my old ways. 


On the return boat trip, lights reflect and shimmer on the water. Planes, prevalent throughout the day, are noticeably absent when Heathrow quietens for the night. Most of the guests are merry or high on the excitement of their evening’s winnings. 


‘Beginner’s luck,’ says someone in response to another’s success.


I take out my phone. Seven missed calls since I last checked, back at the racetrack. What the hell? I scroll. Sam. No voicemails. I find a quiet corner to the rear of the boat and call him back. No reply. I don’t leave a message. I then check through his old messages to see if I missed anything. 


Keep safe. Bon voyage.


I obviously didn’t read the last one properly. I want to throw up over the side of the boat. Bon voyage was our code word: the shit’s hit the fan. Sam is truly in danger. I start to type back. 


Where are you? Answer me! Now!


Nothing. I wait, shivering in the early-autumn evening chill. After several minutes, my phone is still silent. As I slide it back into my bag, I feel something hard, sharp and metallic wrapped in fine paper. I almost slide it out but I realise from the shape that, oh my God, it’s a knife! Bloody hell. I look around as though someone on board can tell. They are all drinking and singing, dissecting their evening. I push the blade to one side and feel around the bottom of my bag gingerly. There is nothing else. As I discreetly remove the paper from around the blade I see it has a typed note on the other side: Watch Your Back! Then I realise that it is not a knife but a multi-tool, the type Sam favoured. Concealed inside its handle is a memory stick. 


I look over the edge of the boat and back at the receding lights of the racecourse grounds. But I know that it’s fruitless. There is no one there. More disturbingly, Sam would never have relinquished control of his secrets to me unless he absolutely had to. 










THREE


Then


Four Years Ago


The Caribbean


The stranger beside me pointed at the necklace. 


‘It would suit you.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ 


I’d wanted to window-shop in peace. I was half-embarrassed at being caught out in a daydream of obvious longing, half-annoyed at being interrupted by a salesperson. My glance had been caught by a pendant, a silver mermaid, elegantly displayed on black velvet surrounded by shells and petals. 


I turned to walk away. The stranger followed and fell into step alongside me. So, not a salesperson after all. I hesitated near the edge of the waterfront in the welcome shade of an almond tree, unsure in which direction to turn in order to shake him off. It was my first visit to Bequia, a small, absolute hidden gem of an island. 


‘I’m sorry, that came out totally wrong. Feel free to give me a slap.’ He grinned. ‘The truth is that I noticed you on board The Wanderlust last night and in my mind, I felt as if I already knew you.’


I looked up at the man to ask him to leave me alone, but it was only then that I properly took note of him. He was clean-shaven and had a wide, friendly smile that showed off his perfect white teeth and dark, kind eyes that crinkled slightly as he smiled. His pale green T-shirt was immaculate, not a single crease. He looked as if he’d just stepped off a photo shoot.


‘What do you mean?’ 


‘Let me start again.’ He held out a hand. ‘Hi, I’m Sam.’


‘Charlotte.’ We shook. 


‘Apologies if this sounds a bit . . . stalkerish, but I also noticed that you were travelling with friends.’


My travelling companions on the ten-day cruise stopping at Aruba, St Lucia and Barbados were not exactly my cup of tea. Then again, I am sure I wasn’t theirs. There was Alistair, who hated it if people shortened his name to Al (fair enough), Felicity, Graham, then there was Jayne ‘with a y’. We were all travel consultants for various companies and that was pretty much where the similarities ended. 


‘Kind of,’ I said.


Despite Sam’s clumsy introduction, I was intrigued by him. I had a whole day to fill on my own. The others had gone snorkelling but I had opted for solitude on the truly beautiful island. According to my guidebook, Bequia translated to ‘island of the clouds’. 


‘Who are you on holiday with?’ I asked. 


‘I’m not. I work in the casino. You should come along tonight. Win a fortune,’ he said with that smile again. ‘Bring your kind-of friends.’ 


Gambling wasn’t my thing, but I didn’t say that. 


‘Perhaps. Thanks.’ I smiled back. ‘They’re travel industry colleagues. We all work for various holiday companies, and they’re nice enough but . . .’


‘I understand. I feel the same about a lot of my work colleagues.’ He broke off. ‘It makes sense to me now. You didn’t look as if you were having the time of your life. Listen. There’s a wonderful place nearby which serves a lobster salad and a rum punch to die for,’ Sam said. ‘If you’re interested?’


I wasn’t sure if he was offering an invitation for me to join him or if he was suggesting I should go alone. I looked around to buy time, as if mulling his suggestion over. Port Elizabeth was a small waterfront town, with views over the bay. In the distance our vast cruise ship dominated the scene. The sky was pretty much cloudless and the sea glistened. I was in paradise. With this man who, although forward and overly confident, came across as . . . lonely. Something I understood. 


I hadn’t been looking to meet anyone on that cruise. Long-term, I would have liked a relationship, sure – but the demographic of the cruise’s passengers meant that romance had never crossed my mind. I lacked the patience to fall for a much older man. I ate too quickly, walked too fast. I’d stop and smell the roses when I’d finally made it – whatever ‘it’ was. 


‘I’ve never been here before,’ I said. ‘I’m happy for you to show me all the best places to recommend to future passengers and holiday-makers.’


Damn. I sounded tense. 


‘Excellent,’ he said. He pointed towards the seafront. ‘It’s a little along the way to the right. I know the owners . . .’


I fell naturally into step beside him. We passed a market selling brightly coloured fruit and vegetables – plantains, yams, okra, mangoes, grapefruit, guavas. Alone among the fresh produce stalls was one selling models of sailboats. It took time to get to the restaurant because Sam seemed to know so many people. We were greeted with hellos and long-time no sees and knowing looks were surreptitiously cast in my direction. The strange thing is, I didn’t mind. 


I don’t remember much about the restaurant because I barely ate, despite Sam being right about the lobster salad. I was too mesmerised by the stories of his travels, his freedom.


‘What about you?’ he asked after a while. ‘You haven’t told me much.’


‘There’s nothing much to tell.’ True. 


So far, I had dabbled at life: waitressing, bar work, cleaning, housekeeping, receptionist, customer service agent, retail assistant, au pair; now a travel agent. None of these jobs paid well enough, but they’d given me an insight into human nature, both good and bad.


‘I’m an old black-and-white movie fan.’


‘Which are your favourite ones?’ Sam asked.


Easy. ‘A Streetcar Named Desire, Casablanca, Sunset Boulevard, to name a few.’


‘Excellent choices. I like your style. Why do you prefer them to contemporary movies?’


I mulled it over.


‘Escapism, I think. The past feels like a safer place, full of glamour and places to hide.’


‘Places to hide?’ 


I blushed. ‘That came out wrong! I meant, anonymity. No work emails, no phones, no internet, no social media. The past feels like it was cloaked in anonymity, the ability to re-invent oneself. I love the desperately sad, yet passionate, love stories and secret affairs.’ 


I stopped, feeling self-conscious at my revelation. I’d never told anyone before how, when I was absorbed in a movie – especially when I was a teenager – I felt safe. It blocked out the sadness, gave me hope for a future where I too would lead a life full of burning passion and enchantment.


‘I love that! It’s so true. Tell me more,’ he said.


‘Like what?’


‘Like . . . where did you grow up?’


His eyes didn’t dart downwards to his phone, he didn’t look past me, he ignored the sounds of excited children coming from the beach and the small band playing guitars in the corner of the open-air café. Encouraged by his genuine interest, I continued.


‘My father died when I was nine.’ Out of nowhere, a lump formed in my throat. I took a large sip of my rum punch and quickly skimmed through the rest of the details. I edited them as I spoke, trying not to make it sound too sad. ‘A heart attack. Stress induced. Not the official diagnosis but the one my entire family believed to be true. My mum, and then later my older sister, worked multiple jobs to keep the money coming in. My mum passed away when I was nineteen.’


He reached over and took my hand. I could have gone on but no one tells the absolute truth about their history when they are trying to impress someone. Because that’s definitely what I wanted to do: impress him. 


My openness seemed to touch him because he told me a bit more about his background.


‘My mother died when I was six. So, I do understand what it feels like. My dad did his best but I know he struggled. I would have loved a sibling.’


I felt a pang of guilt. My sister Louise and I were not the best of friends. 


Sam and I gently squeezed hands over the table. I had never felt so seen, so understood, so full of desire and so sure that our meeting was meant to be. Maybe my myriad of jobs and situations was all part of some great, unseen plan to lead me to this point. There was a shift in energy, as if we both wanted to banish past sadness and root ourselves in the wonder of now.


‘I adore the sea,’ he said. ‘It’s the only place I feel at home.’


‘Same,’ I said, marvelling at how much we had in common. ‘I love inhaling the salty tang in the air, the vastness when looking out at the horizon, the sound of the waves. It’s soothing.’


We walked back to the ship together. We passed by an assortment of wooden signs nailed to a tree: New York 1788 miles. London 3323 miles. Toronto 2104 miles. Berlin 5579 miles. Happiness is right here. So true. By the time we arrived back on board The Wanderlust, I’d agreed to go to the casino after dinner that evening. 


Sam was working at the blackjack table. He didn’t notice me enter, so for a while I was able to discreetly observe him at work. The first thing I noticed was that passengers were drawn to his table. The other tables weren’t nearly as busy. Sam’s smile was infectious. I saw people tilt their heads back and laugh, even when they had been on a losing streak. Eventually, he spotted me standing by the slot machines and beckoned me over. 


Someone stood up to offer me their place at the table.


‘I’m done,’ the man said. ‘Let’s hope you have better luck.’


I could feel everyone’s eyes upon me as I placed my chips down. It was as if they sensed that Sam had picked me out as someone special, which then elevated me in their eyes too. It was exhilarating. I felt alive.


Sam dealt me my cards. A queen and a three. My next card was a nine, which tipped me over. 


I won, I lost. I lost, I won. I won. Time really did appear to stand still as I focused on assessing how much to gamble, whether to accept another card or stand. I could barely breathe. The tantalising hope of winning was intoxicating. Not just the winning, which felt like free money, but the thrill of anticipation. The encouragement from the people crowded around me, congratulating me when I won and commiserating when I lost, was electrifying. Sam’s smile encouraged me further. I was centre stage even when I eventually had to make way for other players. Turned out gambling was my thing after all. 


Under Sam’s guidance, I was introduced to poker, to roulette, to the dream of winning. My mind ran away with me, imagining placing higher bets, winning a fortune, buying a house, paying off my car loan, money for five-star holidays . . . and then I lost. And lost again. They weren’t large amounts – of course not, I couldn’t afford it – but it was still deflating. Caught up in the moment, I’d so believed I was in with a chance of winning big. 


Sam was in demand. A woman with a large bag of chips was holding him captive at the roulette table. I slipped away, out onto the deck. The short time I had spent with him had opened my eyes to what was lacking in my life. I realised I wanted to stay out at sea, experience new adventures.


I joined my colleagues in the palm-tree bar and drank cocktails named Coconut Clouds and Dark and Stormy. We played drinking games and ordered late-night burgers and chips to soak up the alcohol. As we all said goodnight by the lifts, I felt empty. However, back in my cabin, along with the chocolate on my pillow there was also an envelope on my bed, propped up against a towel-art bear. 


At first, I assumed it would be a receipt for my day’s overspending. But the package bulged slightly. I ripped it and inside was something wrapped in powder-blue tissue paper. I unwrapped it. Nestling in the cloud of paper was the silver mermaid pendant and a note: 


Your winnings. 










FOUR


Now


All around me is normality. Guests disembark from the boat, thank me and their host, then head in the direction of the train station. I feel dizzy, sea-sick, even. My mind is a maelstrom of thoughts and fears. 


‘You are a natural at making people feel at ease,’ Flora says as we both walk up the slope leading away from the river.


She gives me an awkward drunken hug by way of a goodbye, along with a generous cash tip. I am pleased. (For the tip, not the hug.)


I give a modest smile. ‘Thank you. It’s my job.’ True. ‘I pride myself on repeat business and referrals, rather than puffed-up advertising.’


Untrue. I do whatever it takes and works best in the circumstances. 


One more hug from The Host and I am released. I am free. For now. Because the event is local to me, a luxurious rarity, I can walk home. One of my closest old school friends, Lewis, lets me use his spare room until I can decide where I want to put down more permanent roots. Thing is, I shouldn’t walk home alone, not after what’s happened. And yet . . . sometimes, in a perverse, twisted kind of a way, I half-like placing myself in danger. I see it as giving the universe (or whoever/whatever) a chance to strike me down. If I was caught off-guard it could potentially be one bash over the head with my tormentor’s weapon of choice. One stab, maybe. Then the game would be over. Mini punishments such as these (like also not allowing myself to smoke at the moment) are to give karma a helping hand so it doesn’t need to concern itself with conjuring up some terrible fate from its own imagination. All of this seemed to work.


Until today. 


I hesitate before I cross the road and walk up the hill, keeping Windsor Castle to my left, because there is an alternative route. It would take me along the river, then beneath a small underpass. But tonight, I have managed to stay safe, despite Sam getting close enough to plant a cryptic note and a memory stick on me. I shouldn’t tempt fate any more than I already have. It’s surreal to think that I didn’t sense him, or even smell his favourite aftershave. He was ghost-like while using his pick-pocketing skills in reverse.


I focus on the rhythmic echo of my heels on the paving stones. I like the sound, but it draws too much attention to my lone walking. I stop, lean against a wall, unzip my bag and change into flat boots. No one else walks by. I am alone. 


I pass an antique shop, then the theatre, and keep making my way up the hill. All is quiet, which is usual for a weeknight. The windows in the outer castle brick walls are mostly unlit. The arrow slits always give me the creeps, even in daylight. As I walk past my favourite Thai restaurant, the entrance door opens and two couples emerge, laughing before they walk down the hill, away from me. Yet, I’m aware of a single set of footsteps close behind me that pierce my arrogance. I stiffen, shove my right hand deep into my bag and grip the handle of Sam’s gift. 


The spearpoint blade is sharp enough to use as a weapon.


The footsteps stop. I watch as a gentle breeze nudges a chocolate wrapper, lifting it off the pavement then discarding it. Trying not to make it too obvious, I up my pace. My own steps echo in time to: Blood money, blood money, blood money.


The footsteps get closer. I swing round. 


‘Sam?’ 


I call out just as the short, slight physique of someone wearing a woolly hat pulled down low speeds past, almost as if he or she had been debating how to overtake me without causing alarm, yet still messed up. Sam was considerate. If he saw anyone walking alone in a deserted spot at night, he would cross the road so as not to scare them. Or so he said. 


The mound of a homeless person in the navy thermal sleeping bag I bought him gives me comfort. He is not in his usual doorway. I wonder why? I pause beside him. It is reassuring to see someone familiar. 


‘Grant?’ I say. Loud enough to wake, but not so much as to frighten.


He doesn’t reply. 


As I lean over to ensure that he is all right, the sound of his gentle snoring reassures me. On second thoughts, I leave him be. He has had a pretty shitty life; sleep hopefully brings him brief, yet blessed, respite. 


I walk past the tourist shops, their windows filled with the faces of the monarchy, soldiers in their distinctive uniforms, the castle and other related images on tea towels, posters, magnets and masks. Turning right, I run through a familiar short alleyway that leads away from the main shopping area and onto Lewis’s road. It starts to rain. 


His house is a two-bedroomed end-of-terrace. We didn’t plan to become housemates; didn’t want to risk our friendship. But a week before I arrived back in England, his lodger moved out. So we fell into it. Sam had all but emptied our joint bank account after our abrupt break-up, and although we own a joint property – what was supposed to be our dream home near a Devon beach – my hands have been tied by Sam’s absence. Practically speaking, I am in limbo, unable to sell the place and move on. Until recently, Sam got away with a lot. 


Any potential new boyfriends are suspicious of what’s going on between Lewis and me. Women ask him the same questions. Have we ever . . . you know . . . nudge, nudge . . .? But the truthful answer is no. Lewis and I have been friends since the first week of secondary school when we couldn’t find our first-ever French class in time for the lesson. Neither of us wanted to make an entrance, or have to apologise in front of our classmates. We hid in an empty Art and Textiles room until it was over. We bonded, surrounded by pictures of landscapes, fruit and the faceless dummies used for fashion design. By the time we emerged, we were friends. 


There is a Victorian-style lamp post on the pavement outside his house that reminds me of Narnia. I love it, even if cost-cutting measures mean it’s switched off during the loneliest hours of the night. Now, as the Narnia lamp comes into view, casting a pool of light across the pavement, my heart rate picks up at the sight of a lone figure standing beneath it, rain drizzling over them. 


‘Sam?’


I run towards the figure but when he turns round, it’s Lewis. Wishful thinking. The build-up of anger I feel towards Sam is ready to burst. 


‘I’ve been looking out for you,’ he says. ‘I was worried. Why aren’t you answering your phone?’


I take it out and see two missed calls from Lewis. They must’ve got lost among the many from Sam.


‘Sorry. Busy evening. I was distracted. What’s up? Why are you waiting out here for me?’


I can’t tell him about Sam and the mystery gift. Lewis believes that Sam led me astray. He doesn’t know even a quarter of what went on and I love his faith and loyalty in me. 


‘I’ll tell you inside.’


This doesn’t sound good. 


As soon as he shuts the front door behind him, I turn to him. ‘Just spit it out. You’re scaring me.’


I’ve had enough bad surprises for one day.


‘This came in the post.’ He hands me a newspaper cutting. I unfold the sheet of paper. It is a black-and-white photograph of me and Sam, on our wedding day. I am wearing a new, long, indigo dress and strappy heels. I had worn a bracelet dotted with dainty sapphire seashells he had given me as an engagement gift. Sam had a thing about discretion when it came to certain gifts, which I appreciated. The bracelet was my ‘something blue’, earrings my ‘something old’. They were given to me by my mother, one of the last few items she was never forced to sell. The earrings had been passed down to her by my grandmother, who had received them from my grandfather for their golden wedding anniversary. I’d kept the bracelet in my clutch bag and after the formalities I draped it around my wrist. I could no longer resist showing it off. I loved it. 
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