




[image: images]










 


 
   

A
WINDOW
BREAKS


C. M. EWAN


 


 


 


 


 


[image: image]










Contents


Sparkles in the …


1


2


3


4


5


The tree looms …
 

6


7


8


9


10


11


‘Michael, watch out.’


12


13


14


15


16


17


‘Michael, please.’


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


28


29


30


The haulage truck …


31


32


The unlit road …


33


‘Keep going.’


34


35


‘Drive.’


36


37


38


‘Don’t move and …


39


Michael runs towards …


40


41


42


43


Fiona is huddled …


44


45


46


47


Michael’s parents’ house …


48


49


50


51


Michael looks at …


52


53


54


55


56


Michael is playing …


57


58


59


60


61


62


EPILOGUE


A fortnight before …


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS







   

In memory of Colin Moore Ewan,
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Sparkles in the dark. They’re the last thing Michael remembers. The glitter-dazzle of tiny beads of windscreen glass flying towards him, stinging his face.


And before that, a weightless sensation. Like he’s an astronaut tumbling through space. Like he’s somewhere – anywhere – other than this place. This reality.


Then the jerk and bite of the seat belt. The savage, wrenching pull.


Michael can feel himself pivoting forwards into the airbag – the insides of him still accelerating – as the belt strains to pull him back, impossibly, against the forces of gravity. Back, out of this moment. Back, to the world Michael knows with absolute certainty he is leaving. Back, to a place in which nobody goes this fast, or stops this abruptly, without everything stopping with them.
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Driving scares me. I get nervous. Edgy. Itchy with guilt.


It didn’t used to be this way. I can remember singing along, carefree, to classic rock tracks on the car stereo. Holding Rachel’s hand on romantic trips away. Or my weekend Dad Taxi Service, transporting the kids in happy chaos from soft plays to birthday parties, then later to the local cinema and teenage discos.


But things change, and today, our family Volvo felt like a cage filled with my worst thoughts and fears. Thoughts about Michael. About Rachel and Holly. About what had happened to us in London and what lay ahead.


The wipers beat side to side in the drizzle. Scotland was wild and blurred. The only noise was the whine of the engine and the hiss of tyres on wet asphalt. Silence crept out of the vents like a toxin.


I squeezed the steering wheel in my hands and glanced again at Holly – that’s my thirteen-year-old daughter – in the rear-view mirror. A scorching hot needle pierced my heart. Four days since the attack and Holly looked like a grenade had gone off in her face.


Her nose was swollen and discoloured, the bridge badly bruised beneath the strips of white sticking plaster that criss-crossed it, her nostrils rimed with dried blood. The puffy skin beneath her eyes was a deep mulberry colour, fading to yellowish gooseberry at the sides.


Holly locked on to my gaze and held it with eyes like shattered marbles – trying to reassure me, I guessed – and something inside me ripped and came loose.


My daughter has gymnastics training twice a week. She plays hockey on Saturday mornings. To watch her sprint across a field of AstroTurf is to see a warrior princess intent on scalping a sworn enemy. I’d always thought of her as fearless, but here she was, staring back at me, trying to appear strong when she was so clearly hurt and upset.


My throat burned. It stung me to see Holly like this but it stung even more when she tried on a brave smile that didn’t fit her quite right, then immediately winced with pain.


I blinked and my mind flashed on the alley.


Hearing Holly’s fractured scream. Seeing the man in the hoodie lash out. Watching Holly fall backwards, knowing I couldn’t get to her in time.


My lungs cramped. My eyes felt hot and scrubbed. My fingers knotted into fists on the wheel. In all the things I do know (not a lot) and don’t know (so much) about fatherhood, one thing I can tell you is that seeing your child in danger is about as horrendous as it gets. I had no way of knowing if Holly would ever fully get over the trauma, but I already knew it was something I would never forget. 


Next to me, Rachel stared forwards with a far-off expression – the one that told me she was really looking deep inside herself. She must have felt my eyes on her because she turned to me with a vague, distracted smile.


My wife is beautiful. Always will be. But she’d lost too much weight over the past eight months and now, in the dreary, early afternoon light, she looked pale and drained, her normally lush brown hair limp and mussed. I could have kidded myself it was the 6 a.m. start, or the hours of driving the previous day, but I knew it was much more than that.


‘Did you say something?’ she asked me.


‘No. Just looking at you.’


In the past, Rachel might have played along, flirted back, but now her brittle smile only emphasized how thin and hollowed out her face had become. ‘You always were easily distracted.’


‘It helps to have something worth being distracted by.’


‘Tom.’ She shook her head, sighed. ‘Don’t, OK?’


‘Too much?’


She jutted her chin towards the world outside the windscreen. ‘I don’t like these conditions a whole lot.’


‘Early June in the Highlands. Just as well I packed my sunscreen.’


Yeah, so I was trying too hard and we both knew it. But I needed to. With the way things had gone between us lately, it was better than not trying at all.


‘Do you want me to drive?’ Rachel asked. ‘Are you tired?’


Rachel knows how I feel about driving. I know she feels the same way. So it meant a lot to me that she offered, even as I understood how relieved she was when I shook my head no.


And yes, I was tired. Tired of asking myself questions I couldn’t answer. Tired of wondering for the hundredth time what Rachel was thinking and if it had been a mistake to come all this way.


‘We could take a break?’ My wife used to be the decisive one in our relationship. Or – to get a little colloquial here – she wore the trousers in our marriage. I was always fine with that. Now, though, I couldn’t help noticing how many of her statements were framed as questions, or how often she deferred to me or Holly. ‘Holly, would you like that?’


‘Mum, I’m fine. Really.’


‘Are you sure? I can give you more codeine?’


‘When we get there, maybe. It’s not too bad at the moment.’


Rachel hummed, unconvinced, and looked off into the spiralling drizzle. She touched a finger to her neck, tracing loops over her skin.


Another flash on the alley.


The hooded man yanking hard on Rachel’s hair. The knife blade at her throat. And that disabling look Rachel had given me. Pleading. Scared. Lost.


Hot sweat broke across my shoulders and back. My hands almost slipped from the wheel. And I found myself – not for the first time – wishing I had the power or the strength of will to scrub disturbing images from my mind. 


A road sign blipped by. Our turning for the unnamed road towards Loch Lurgainn was coming up. I hit the indicator and negotiated the turn. The satnav predicted a journey time of thirty-nine minutes until we reached our destination on the west coast.


I rolled my shoulders, cracked my neck. Normally Rachel hates it when I do that, but today she didn’t say anything and the quiet between us pressed out against the windows of the car like an expanding gas. I felt a pang as I thought about reaching out to her with the words she needed to hear. But it had been too long now since I’d known what those words were. For weeks, Rachel had been telling me we needed to talk, bugging me to make the time. I’d been dodging and evading her, feeling too weak and too scared to hear what she had to say. And now, maybe, it was too late.


Behind us, Holly pulled some slack into her seat belt and leaned down to nestle her head on Buster, our chocolate Labrador. Buster is big and soppy, with a thick, lush coat and dopey brown eyes it’s impossible to resist. We brought him home from a rescue centre when the kids were small and there are still times when he acts like he’s afraid we’ll send him back. Maybe that’s why he’s the most loyal dog I’ve ever known.


A white van hummed by, flinging spray across the windscreen. In the distance, jagged peaks cut into the gloomy sky like some dystopian terrain. We passed tan and green fields scattered with sheep, swathes of dewy woodland, remote coastal lochs.


I was just reaching for the radio – anything to fill the silence – when the speakers buzzed and crackled as my mobile phone began chirping over the hands-free system. The number was unrecognized.


I pressed a button on the steering wheel, waited for the call to connect.


‘Mr Sullivan? Constable Baker. I wanted to update you on some developments.’


My heart lurched and I traded a worried look with Rachel. Should we do this on speaker?


‘It’s OK, Dad.’ Holly sat up and leaned forwards between our seats. ‘I keep telling you both I’m OK.’


Rachel hitched her shoulders and gave me a cautious, yes-no tilt of her head, like she didn’t know what was best for sure, but maybe on balance it wouldn’t be such a bad thing for Holly to hear.


I waited. The Volvo droned onwards. Finally, I cleared my throat. ‘Have you found the man who mugged us?’


‘Not yet. We’ve had some luck with CCTV. We have footage of a man who matches the description you gave us running away from the area. He’s seen carrying what could be your briefcase.’


My phone buzzed and the audio cut out for an instant. A text message had come in, but I didn’t check it right now.


‘Can you track him?’


‘We lose sight of him near Leicester Square.’


A cold stab of disappointment. I let the information sink in. It was odd picturing the man in the hoodie in such a public area. In my mind he was a figure from the shadows.


‘How is that possible?’


‘It’s not like on TV, Mr Sullivan. Footage doesn’t always link up. Some cameras we don’t have access to.’


Rachel sighed and shook her head, arching an eyebrow with a cynical look that seemed to ask me, What did you expect?


Truth is, I hadn’t expected much. Perhaps not even this call. As a family, we haven’t had the best of experiences with the police in the past – hence Rachel’s attitude. And I knew the Met were busy. I knew they had countless new incidents to deal with each day.


An idea I’d had before nagged at me again. Maybe I should ask my boss, Lionel, to pull some strings with his contacts on the force. But what were the chances of anyone catching the mugger? Maybe it would be better to put it all behind us.


I was still thinking it through when Baker resumed talking.


‘There is one thing we should have discussed, Mr Sullivan. You told me you didn’t recognize the man who attacked you.’ 


That wasn’t what I’d said. Not exactly. I’d told him I couldn’t see the man clearly because of his hooded top and the pair of tan tights he’d been wearing over his face. But it was close enough.


‘Well, what I didn’t ask was if there could be anyone you know who might want to harm you or your family.’


‘You don’t think this was random?’


‘I’m asking, do you have any enemies at all, Mr Sullivan? Does your wife?’


This was crazy. ‘No. No enemies. There’s nobody I can think of who might want to hurt me or my family. I’m just a lawyer. My wife’s a GP.’


‘Forgive me, Mr Sullivan. But there is the matter of your son.’


Suddenly, an oncoming delivery truck seemed to hurtle towards us too fast.


I veered into the side of the road. Stamped on the brakes.


My heart slammed into my throat.


‘I understand he was killed in a road traffic incident,’ Baker pressed.


The truck hammered by. I watched it wobble away in my side mirror. Our Volvo was stationary now and I didn’t make any effort to drive on.


Silence again.


Rachel gave my hand a quick squeeze and reached past me to flick on the hazard lights. The indicators flashed and clicked. She smiled weakly and leaned towards the speaker. When she spoke, I could hear the strain in her voice.


‘What does that have to do with anything?’ she asked.


‘There was another victim, Mrs Sullivan. A young woman.’


Without Holly in the car, I might have slumped forwards and banged my head against the steering wheel.


That cage I mentioned? This was the one memory in particular I’d been trying not to think about.


Eight months ago, our son, Michael, was killed driving my Audi in a wooded area several miles from our home. He was only sixteen. Not old enough to drive legally yet. He took my car joyriding. It was a wet night. The road was greasy. Michael went too fast, slewed off on a tight corner and hit a tree.


The post-mortem revealed that he died instantly. So did Fiona Connor, his girlfriend. They’d been going out just over a year.


There are still dark moments – many times each day – when the horror of what Michael did washes over me and tugs me down, like being pinned by a black wave. It was bad enough that he took my car without permission. That he drove without a licence. That he was reckless with his own life and the lives of the other motorists on the road that night.


But to kill Fiona too. To snuff out the life of a fifteen-year-old girl with a loving family and her whole future ahead of her was much worse than that. It was unforgivable.


This was where Rachel and I differed. This was the jagged fault line that ran beneath our marriage. Whenever I thought of Michael now, it was hard for me to do so without my memories being eclipsed by an overwhelming sense of shame.


Rachel, though, refused to acknowledge the bad in our son. She remained convinced that Michael had simply been unlucky when his one, singular act of teenage rebellion resulted in such total devastation. It was a view that, in my mind, went beyond maternal loyalty to an act of wilful self-delusion.


‘Mr and Mrs Sullivan?’ Baker prompted.


Somehow, I recovered the ability to speak. ‘That’s a totally separate matter. Fiona’s family know how sorry we are.’


This time, my mind flashed on Fiona’s memorial service. I remembered how Fiona’s father had spun in his pew at the front of the church when we’d tried to slip in the back. How he’d stood, red-faced and stupefied, then shouted and raged, storming down the aisle to chase us out. Rachel and I had run back to our car and locked ourselves in. Rachel hadn’t stopped shaking for hours.


Did that make him an enemy? I didn’t think so. He was just someone else who’d been wrecked by that night.


‘I’m sorry to have brought it up,’ Baker said. ‘I hope you can understand. It’s just—’


‘What else?’


‘We’ve submitted the knife for forensic analysis. With any luck, we’ll get something from that.’


Unlikely. Our attacker had been wearing gloves. The tights he’d had on over his head would have prevented him from shedding any hairs.


I supposed there were other things I should be asking Baker but I couldn’t think what those things might be. And I didn’t want to cause Rachel or Holly any more distress. 


I thanked him for the update and ended the connection.


Rachel turned to peer out her window, too late to hide the tears in her eyes. Holly laid down on Buster again and hugged him tight.


The hazard lights flashed. The wipers thumped.


In a daze, I picked up my phone and glanced at the screen. The text message was from Lionel.


Don’t let your ego get in the way of fixing things with Rachel, Tom. Listen to what she has to say to you. Your marriage is too important. Take it from someone who knows.
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We almost missed the turn-off for the lodge. Rachel was the one who spotted it. She pointed it out to me, then flattened her hand on the dash as I braked and the Volvo shimmied on loose dirt and damp.


The entrance was mundane. Just a ragged gap in a knotted hedgerow opening on to a steep rock and gravel driveway. A bleached wooden sign read: WEBSTER. PRIVATE ROAD.


I gunned the engine. The tyres slipped against the sudden loose gradient, then bit and clawed forwards, spitting soaked gravel out the back like it had been fed through a wood chipper.


At the top, we caught a glimpse of torn grey ocean beneath low grey rain clouds, then the track dipped towards a tall, ugly gate set in a shallow compression.


The gate was a surprise. It was formed of two slabs of green metal sheeting that had to be at least ten feet high. Extending from either side of it was a metal fence constructed from bevelled, green metal uprights. Lethal barbs ran along the top of the gate and the fence, splayed outwards and inwards. On the inner side of the fence, thick woodland trees pressed up against the perimeter. If I didn’t know better, I could have believed we’d arrived at a remote army barracks.


Weird.


I slowed the Volvo next to a compact video camera and an intercom fitted to a short metal pole. The forest silence had that hear-a-pin-drop clarity to it as I buzzed down my window and leaned out to talk, but before I could speak I heard a low electric buzzing, followed by a metallic clunk as the gates trembled and separated and began to swing outwards on two tight arcs.


I tried to quell a small judder of surprise. Before we’d left London the previous morning, Lionel had asked me to text him our number plate. I guess now I knew why.


Rachel frowned at me, Holly looked up from her smartphone and Buster scrambled to his feet to take a peek at where we were. I switched off the wiper blades. The drizzle was light now. Barely even a mist. 


‘So . . .’ Holly said. ‘You think Lionel needs therapy, much?’


‘Holly!’


‘What, Dad? I’m just saying, after what happened to his wife . . .’


She left the rest unsaid but we were all thinking it. The gate and the fence were clearly excessive for such a remote location but, now that my own family had come under threat, I could easily understand why Lionel would prioritize his security.


I eased off on the brake and the Volvo started forwards, then gathered momentum as the drive fell away sharply. Behind us, the gate mechanism started up again, whirring and grinding, and Rachel glanced back over her shoulder to watch as the gates shuffled closed.


‘OK?’ I asked her.


Was that a shiver? ‘I guess.’


Funny thing. Rachel was the one who’d pushed for us to come here but now I sensed some disquiet. Perhaps she was only now beginning to realize what had already occurred to me. Out here we would truly be on our own. There could be no more hiding from whatever we had to say to each other – or the awkward truths we might reveal.


The woodland trees pressed in on us, high limbs stretching out across the driveway and intertwining to partially blot out the sky. We splashed through muddy potholes and drainage gunnels. Then the slope flattened out and the track opened up into a wide gravel circle carved out between a towering ring of spruce, larch and pines.


‘Dad? Is this really it?’


Lionel had called his place a lodge and in my mind I’d pictured something rustic and modest but nicely appointed. A kind of logger’s cabin with rough-hewn planking and an open porch out front, or maybe a whitewashed croft with a thatched roof.


I couldn’t have been more wrong.


On a spit of rocky land jutting out from the coast, in a tight clearing between the pines, was one of the most stunning properties I’d ever set eyes on.


It was tall and thin with an asymmetrical pitched roof, a fieldstone base and an elaborate timber and glass structure between. The timber was arched and vaulted, curved and bent, forming a complex latticework for the tinted glazing to fill. High up at the rear, a balcony ran across most of the upper floor. I could see patio furniture up there. A gas heater under a nylon cover.


The place had the appearance of a luxury ski lodge and if it had been situated on the slopes of Val d’Isère or Gstaad it would have been seriously impressive. Out here, hidden from view and alone in the Scottish wilderness, it was jaw-dropping.


‘Holly, what do you think?’


‘Pretty cool, Dad.’


‘Rachel?’


‘Breathtaking.’


We opened our doors and stepped out onto a carpet of crushed gravel and fallen pine needles. Fragments of rain scattered on the air. The wet woodland smell was intense.


I turned a full circle, drinking it in. The trees that surrounded us were densely packed, their trunks spearing upwards like telephone poles. Beneath the lush green canopy, a carpet of mulch and lichen undulated in humps and ridges, dissolving into impenetrable black. Somewhere close by I could hear the rustle of waves striking the shore.


‘Buster!’ Holly called. ‘Come on!’


My heart contracted as I watched Buster bound out of the car and follow Holly towards the treeline. Take it from me, if anyone ever tells you dogs don’t grieve, that person is lying. Buster continued to sleep on the bottom of Michael’s bed for three months straight following his death. Rachel tells me she sometimes still finds him noodling around in there late at night, nudging the duvet as if searching for our son.


It’s no exaggeration to say that having Buster around is the main reason Holly’s been able to cope with Michael’s death. She hugs him all the time. I’ve overheard her confiding in him. And Buster, in turn, has grown ever more protective of Holly. He follows her from room to room at home. He pines for her when she’s at school. A psychologist would probably tell you that Holly leans on Buster in the way she does because she can no longer lean on Michael. I don’t know if that’s true but I do know the two of them share an unbreakable bond.


Footsteps on gravel.


A burly man was striding towards us from the front of the lodge. Buster turned and growled, then barked twice in rapid warning as Holly looked quickly down at the ground, hiding her face.


‘Hello there, Sullivans.’ His Scottish accent was as warm and smoky as good whisky. ‘I’m Brodie.’ 


He was big and tall with wide shoulders and large hands. His brown hair was tightly curled, his face dominated by a bushy hipster beard. The plaid shirt he had on over beat-up jeans and hiking boots was pulled tight across his overdeveloped pecs and biceps. It wasn’t the first time I’d set eyes on him, though we’d never spoken before. 


‘Hey, dog, how are you?’ Brodie patted his thighs and beckoned to Buster, but it was only when Holly gave Buster a nudge with her foot and told him it was OK that he jogged over to sniff Brodie and be patted and fussed. ‘Did you find the place easily enough?’


I told him we had and he straightened to lean forwards over Buster and shake my hand. His grip was fierce, his palms rough and abrasive, and I had to fight not to wince as he nearly crushed my fingers. His tough-guy act softened when he shook hands with Rachel. I noticed him give her a quick, appraising look and then glance down, as if shy. It was hardly the first time I’d seen Rachel have that kind of impact on a man, though lately it had been bothering me more than I wanted it to.


‘Hello, missy.’


Brodie waved to Holly over by the trees. She was twisted at the waist, her shoulders rounded, like she was trying to blend in with the woods. Brodie made no comment about her injuries. He didn’t stare. My guess was Lionel must have briefed him ahead of time and I was glad of it.


‘That’s Holly,’ I explained. ‘I’m Tom. My wife is Rachel.’


‘Aye, it’s good to meet you all. Holly, welcome to the most beautiful spot in all of Scotland. Help you with your bags there, Tom?’


‘That’s OK. We can manage.’


‘It’s not a problem. What I’m here for. And trust me, Lionel will check up with you on that. He hates it when I slack off.’


I knew the feeling.


Brodie snuck another quick look at Rachel, then strolled past me to open the Volvo’s boot. He tucked Holly’s holdall beneath his massive upper arm and reached in for Rachel’s suitcase, lifting it out of the car like it was filled with nothing but air.


‘You ready to see the place, Holly?’


My daughter – normally so talkative – shrugged without speaking. I felt a hollow sensation open up in my chest.


‘You’re going to love it. I promise. Want to walk with me?’


At first Holly didn’t respond. I was pretty sure she was going to shake her head no. But then she glimpsed Buster, his jaws parted in a blissed-out smile, his tail beating enthusiastically against Brodie’s leg.


‘OK,’ she said quietly.


‘Excellent. Tom, you’ll want to move your car over there.’ Brodie used the hand holding Rachel’s suitcase to point out a timber carport with a vaulted ceiling. ‘That’ll keep the pine needles and sap off it.’


The carport had spaces for two vehicles. A mud-splattered Toyota Land Cruiser was occupying the left-hand berth.


‘That’s my ride,’ Brodie explained. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll be out of here before you know it. I’m based near Lochinver.’ He turned to Rachel. ‘Ready?’


She nodded, smiling in warm encouragement, and I watched Brodie stride off with my wife, daughter and dog for company, then lunged into the boot for my own suitcase, still struggling to wrap my head around the idea of being here with my family, so far away from London. There were plenty of reasons for that, of course, but also . . . Lionel’s lodge. Until four days ago, I hadn’t known this place even existed.


The first I’d heard of it was at a glitzy charity function in a Mayfair hotel. The fundraiser was being held in aid of Justice For All, a foundation that seeks to educate and rehabilitate repeat offenders. Lionel hadn’t just hosted and bankrolled the gala; he’s also the founder and chairman of JFA. There are those who think Lionel only started JFA to burnish his political ambitions. As the CEO and owner of Webster Ventures – the UK’s leading investor in tech start-ups and specialist engineering firms – he’s a fabulously wealthy and influential man, and there’s long been talk of him one day running for mayor. I know for a fact he has several Cabinet members on speed dial. But, call me naive, I happen to believe Lionel when he tells me he started the charity because of what happened to his wife.


I never met Jennifer. She was killed nine years ago, before I knew Lionel, in a horrific attack in their main residence, close to Regent’s Park. Lionel was in Hong Kong on business at the time and the police theory was that Jennifer had disturbed a burglar. That theory was given credence when an original Degas – a bronze statue of a young ballerina – was discovered to be missing from Lionel’s study on his return from Hong Kong. The police also had a suspect. A man called Tony Bryant had served time previously for aggravated burglary. He’d been released from prison just months before the crime and his fingerprints had been discovered at the scene.


But despite this credible lead, the case against Bryant had gone nowhere fast because the police had failed to locate him or recover the missing Degas. There were rumours Bryant had escaped to Spain. Lionel’s belief – and, yes, maybe he’s a little naive too – was that if Bryant had received the right kind of support and guidance after his first conviction, then Jennifer – the great love of Lionel’s life – would still be alive today. Lionel had once told me that if Justice For All could help save just one person the heartache he himself had experienced, then it would all be worth it.


The truth? Much as I like and respect Lionel, I hadn’t wanted to be at the gala. Not because JFA isn’t a noble cause – it is – but because after what Michael had done . . . Well, let’s just say that being there made me uncomfortable. The only reason I did go was to support Rachel. Lionel had asked her to help organize the event. She was giving a speech and I was pretty sure she’d be nervous about it.


But still, when I’d got there, Rachel had barely looked at me. I’d spent the first five minutes lurking by the buffet table, watching from across the room as a handsome young guy in a tux flirted with my wife, touching her arm, making her smile. Rachel, of course, looked extra crush-my-heart stunning in an elegant black dinner dress. Her chestnut-brown hair was up. I always loved it when she wore it that way. I watched her throw back her head and laugh at something the man said, and it wounded me to think that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d made her laugh that way.


‘Just a small point,’ Lionel whispered as he sidled up to me, ‘but I hear scientists now believe it’s almost impossible to make a man’s head explode simply by glaring at him.’


As well as being my boss, Lionel’s also my friend and, it’s fair to say, my mentor. I’ve been his head of legal affairs for six years now.


‘Look at that guy,’ I said. ‘Do you think he even cares that she’s married?’


‘Do you?’


Lionel arched an eyebrow. Like the rest of him, it was immaculately groomed. His steel-grey hair was gelled into a severe side-parting, his dinner jacket expensively tailored. The banquet hall was filled with the great and good of London society, but in this crowd Lionel drew more spotlight than a movie star, and I was aware of several partygoers circling closer, trying to grab a few precious minutes with him. 


‘Hey. Low blow, Lionel.’ I folded my arms and went back to glaring. ‘Who is he?’


‘You don’t want to know.’


‘Rich?’


‘Now that you really don’t want to know.’


I stared some more at Rachel and Mr Probably-A-Dot-Com-Millionaire. Uniformed waiting staff flitted to and fro with silver platters bearing champagne. A string quartet played in one corner. Another time, I might have been impressed by it all, but tonight I had other concerns.


‘Look, Tom, why don’t you ask Rachel to go away with you for the weekend, just the two of you together? I have a lodge, in Scotland. You could use it.’


I reared back and frowned. A Scottish lodge. It didn’t sound very Lionel. A chic apartment in Paris, maybe. A brownstone in New York . . .


He smiled, as if he could read my mind. ‘Only very few people know about it. It’s where I go to recharge. Get off the grid. It’s . . . well, remote isn’t really the word. See that guy over there?’


Lionel pointed across the room to where a big man with a bushy beard and an ill-fitting tuxedo was standing awkward and alone, clutching too many canapés in one hand and tugging his shirt collar away from his throat with the other.


‘His name’s Brodie,’ Lionel explained. ‘He looks after the lodge for me. Until tonight, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him without an axe in his hand. Why don’t you do me a favour and go and ask him about the place? He could use someone to talk with and I really think it could be good for you and Rachel to spend some time there together.’


‘It’s kind of you, Lionel. But . . .’ I shrugged. Nodded at my wife. ‘I think we both know it’s not going to happen. Besides, it’s still too soon to leave Holly.’


‘Is it?’


‘You know it is.’


‘Well, perhaps we should ask her about that . . .’ He seized me by the arm and dragged me through the crowds in the direction of the bar.


‘Holly?’


‘Hey, Dad. Mum’s sitter cancelled. And Lionel’s been bugging me for, like, forever to come to this thing.’


At the mention of Rachel, I had to fight the urge to look round and find her again. Holly was perched on a stool, her bright pink smartphone in her hand. She was dressed in her school uniform – blue blazer, grey skirt, dark tights – and her frizzy brown hair was pulled into a ponytail. Like always, the smile she gave me pretty much melted my heart.


‘How’s the party?’


‘I guess it’s not totally lame.’


‘This is what I love about your kid, Tom.’ Lionel poked Holly in the side. ‘She always brings the sunshine.’


‘I suppose that’s why you’ve been hanging around our house so much lately.’ Holly rolled her eyes. ‘Seriously, Dad. Your boss is actually kind of sweet. He’s been making sure Mum and me are OK.’


‘Has he now?’


It was hard to know what to do with that information. I knew Lionel was fond of my family. There were times when I felt like he viewed us as a surrogate for the family he’d never had. And I’d lost count of the number of times he’d told me to get over myself and mend my relationship with Rachel. But still, it irritated me to think that he’d been dropping in on my wife and daughter without telling me. And I didn’t exactly appreciate Holly’s not-so-subtle reminder about how I’d let her and her mum down.


Lionel – clearly aware of how awkward this had suddenly become – began peering around the room for a distraction.


‘How is Mum?’ I asked Holly. ‘Is she stressed about her speech?’


‘Dad. Not cool.’


I held up my hands. Holly was right. One thing Rachel and I had both agreed on after I’d moved out of home was that our trial separation had to be as painless as possible for Holly. And that meant not putting her in the middle of things.


I was about to ask her about her school day instead when Lionel lunged out to grab someone standing behind me, pulling them forwards. He clapped a hand on my shoulder and spun me to face two police officers in full dress uniform.


‘Tom Sullivan,’ Lionel said. ‘Meet Assistant Commissioner Richard Weeks. And you’ll have heard of DCI Kate Ryan.’


I had. DCI Ryan had been all over the news recently, identified as the off-duty hero cop who’d stepped in when two moped thugs had almost pulled a pregnant woman under a bus as they tried to snatch her handbag. Footage of the incident had gone viral. Ryan had been lauded by celebrities and politicians alike. It was a good news story for the Met and a bunch of profile pieces had followed. Maybe I’m a cynic, but I don’t think it hurt that Ryan was statuesque, fit and toned, with very short brown hair and sharp features. I could remember that her father had been a police officer, that she enjoyed outdoor pursuits, including sailing and climbing, that she’d suffered a bad fall while rock climbing the previous year but had swiftly returned to duty and, oh yeah, that she was currently single.


Assistant Commissioner Weeks seemed keenly aware of that last factoid. He was a good fifteen years older than Ryan with a severe buzz cut, a chiselled jawline and a no-nonsense demeanour, but from the way his hand had slipped off her lower back as we were introduced I sensed there was something more than strictly professional about their relationship.


‘Mr Sullivan.’ Weeks nodded, without a great deal of interest.


‘Tom is my primary legal brain,’ Lionel explained.


‘For JFA?’


I glanced away a moment. Rachel must have moved because I couldn’t see her or the man she’d been talking with. I wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or concerned about that. 


‘I pitch in where I can,’ I mumbled.


‘Well, it’s a fine cause, Tom.’ He pumped my hand. ‘You should know that we at the Met appreciate everything JFA accomplishes.’


‘And not simply because it makes our job easier,’ Ryan added, with a wink.


She waited for the assistant commissioner to say something more, but before he could pick up on his cue the tinkling of a champagne glass cut through the noise in the room. Rachel was up on a dais. Next to her was a large colour portrait of Jennifer. For a fleeting moment our eyes locked, and Rachel gave me a fractured, almost apologetic smile. Then she hooked a strand of hair behind her ear and leaned towards a microphone.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, many of you here tonight may know that my son, Michael, was killed on the second of October last year.’


A sympathetic murmur passed through the crowd. I swallowed hard and reached out for Holly’s hand as Lionel clenched my shoulder. Far off to the side, I could see Brodie glancing over at us. I guessed Lionel had already primed him to come and talk to me about the lodge in case I didn’t follow up on his suggestion. 


‘As you can imagine,’ Rachel continued, ‘Michael’s death has been overwhelming for us as a family. And as his mum, it would be all too easy for me to believe his death was the only event of any real consequence that night. But I want to talk to you about . . .’


I tuned out. Not because I wasn’t interested, but because my wife is first and foremost a doctor and it was no surprise to me that her speech leaned heavily on statistics. Mostly they were about how many crimes had been committed on the night of Michael’s death by offenders with previous convictions. Which was sad, I knew, but in all honesty I was too busy marvelling at the way Rachel was able to keep it together while I was struggling to breathe. Michael’s death had hit her so hard. There’d been days when the grief and depression had been so bad she could barely get out of bed. And now. Well. Suffice it to say my heart swelled with a mixture of sadness and pride as she neared the end of her speech.


‘. . . There is just one final statistic I would like to tell you about,’ she said, her eyes misting up as she found me in the crowd again. ‘My wonderful son wasn’t the only one to die that October night. A young man called James Finch, a two-time former offender, took his own life on the same evening. He was twenty-eight years old. He left behind his six-year-old daughter, Phoebe, and his partner of eight years, Janine. Justice For All couldn’t help James, but with your kind generosity tonight we aim to guide other former offenders just like him towards a better life, a different future. And, speaking from the heart, I’d like to thank each and every one of you for your support.’


I wish I could tell you the story of that night ended there, on a bittersweet moment backed by the swell of applause as Rachel made her way through the crowds towards us – as we hugged and I kissed her cheek and we looked at one another for a beat too long. But instead Rachel had smiled warmly at Lionel, then reached over to Holly, teasing a strand of her hair between her fingers.


‘Big speech is over, sweetheart. And it’s a school night. Are you ready to head home now?’


Holly frowned. ‘I thought you said it wouldn’t look good for you to be the first to leave?’


‘She did.’ Lionel patted Rachel’s arm and I felt a small jolt. I don’t know what surprised me more. The casual intimacy that seemed to have grown up between my wife and Lionel, or the fact I hadn’t seen it coming. ‘And then I explained that it wouldn’t look like anything because I’ve arranged for my car to be waiting for you in the alley behind the kitchen. You can sneak out that way. No one has to know.’


At first, Holly brightened. Then a flicker of doubt crossed her face. ‘What about Dad?’


Rachel turned to me and tipped her head to one side. I could see the hurt and trepidation in her eyes. ‘What do you say, Tom? Can we give you a lift to your new place? Maybe we could even fix a time to finally have that conversation?’


Perhaps it was wanting to get Rachel away from Lionel or the guy in the tux who’d been flirting with her. Maybe it was the hopeful look on Holly’s face, or hearing Rachel talk about Michael. Whatever the reason, I said yes, fetched our coats and joined Rachel and Holly outside in the alley. 


And then had come the mugging. The dizzying rush of breathless, desperate terror. As bad as it had been, it could have been so much worse if one of the kitchen staff hadn’t stepped out through the swing door into the alley to smoke a cigarette. If they hadn’t shouted for help until more staff emerged and the mugger ran away.


Strange how life works. Because standing there now in the woodland clearing, looking at Rachel and Holly, I couldn’t help but wonder: what would have happened if I’d said no to going with them? How might things have been different for us? Would the mugger never have attacked? Held a knife to Rachel’s throat or punched Holly’s face? And – most crucial of all – would we be together at Lionel’s lodge?
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After I’d reversed our Volvo into the carport, I walked back to pick up my suitcase. 


‘Tom?’ Rachel called to me. ‘Wait until you see this.’


I lugged my suitcase over to join them and looked. And honestly? It was incredible.


Extending from the front of the lodge was a wooden deck that stretched way over the shallows of the coastal waters, framing a view out to sea that somehow tricked the eye into believing you were standing on the prow of an exclusive ocean liner.


A plastic leaf rake was propped against a railing to the far left. Judging by the mounds of fallen pine needles, twigs and other woodland debris close by, it looked as if Brodie had used it to clean the deck before our arrival. A flight of steps led directly into the water behind where the rake was resting.


I gently squeezed Holly’s shoulder – her muscles were tight as guitar strings – and together we tracked the view along the coast. The treeline hugged the water’s edge for as far as the eye could see, fringed by boulders and slivers of beach, interrupted every so often by rocky ridges and concealed inlets. The sea was an oily, mirrored grey that reflected the rain clouds overhead in much the same way as the giant wall of glass at the front of the lodge.


‘How much of this is Lionel’s land?’ Rachel asked.


‘Pretty much everything you can see and more,’ Brodie told us. ‘Nearest house is over two miles that way.’ He pointed north. ‘Nearest settlement approaching anything like a village is four miles beyond that. But save some of that view for later. The inside of this place isn’t too shabby, either.’


He moved back and slid aside a door in the glass wall with a flourish, leading us into a vast living space that extended right up to the very apex of the roof and was flooded with light. There was a double-height mezzanine at the back of the room. The floating timber staircase that connected to it was set flush against the far wall and a huge modern art canvas was hanging above it. The opposite wall was dressed in grey slate and dominated by a futuristic log burner that was suspended from the ceiling and hovered over the oak timber flooring and the cow hide rug that had been laid in front.


Either side of the log burner were two L-shaped couches with blankets draped over them. Set back a little way was a wire-framed recliner covered in animal fur that was pointed towards the view. There was a telescope, and behind that a glass dining table with seating for more than a dozen guests. Back the other way and running along beneath the high mezzanine was a top-spec kitchen with white granite countertops and brushed aluminium appliances.


‘Gee, I don’t know, Brodie.’ Rachel turned slowly. ‘I suppose this will have to do!’


I should have been happy Rachel was sounding more like herself. Since the attack on Holly she’d withdrawn from me again, to the point where it made me nervous. I knew that was why I’d been trying to force things in the car, and I couldn’t help cringing at how my attempts at humour must have come over. Perhaps Lionel was right. Perhaps what Rachel needed was some space, a change of scenery. It was a reminder that our being here wasn’t solely about Holly and the attack. Lionel had offered the lodge to me before that had happened for a reason.


I love my family. They mean everything to me. Moving out of home was the most difficult decision I’d ever made. And yes, it was selfish. I knew that. But I didn’t do it because I wanted out of my marriage. I did it because I wanted Rachel to let me back in. I don’t know. I guess I thought that by leaving I might jolt her into fighting for whatever was left of us. But now, perhaps, the mugging had jolted us both.


‘Is that by somebody we should have heard of?’ I pointed to the massive art canvas above the floating staircase. It featured a bright and colourful sphere made up of lots of multicoloured dots.


‘Damien Hirst. You’ll see some other stuff around too. Holly, want me to show you to your room?’


My daughter bit her lip and clenched her hands, looking to Rachel for help. Again, seeing her act so nervous and shy made it feel like there was a tiny chip of ice in my heart.


‘I think Holly might prefer it if you just pointed it out to her for now,’ Rachel said.


‘You could come too?’


‘I think I’m going to take a look around downstairs.’


‘Aye, no problem. Holly, I’ll carry these bags up and you can explore for yourself. Sound good?’


Holly nodded, still a little reluctantly, then lowered her hand to Buster. ‘You wait here,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be back in a minute and we’ll explore.’


Buster didn’t like it. He watched Holly climb all the way up the stairs after Brodie, then collapsed in a heap with a grumping noise.


‘Holly, you’re just along on the right here.’ Brodie set her holdall down by her feet. ‘Door is on your left. Your parents are going to be down here at the other end of the mezzanine. Did you see the big balcony when you were pulling up?’


Holly gazed at him without speaking.


‘It connects with one of the rooms down this way. I’m going to put your mum’s suitcase in there. Your dad’ll be just across the hall.’


Huh. So Brodie hadn’t just been briefed about Holly’s injuries. He also knew something about the situation between Rachel and me. I wondered how exactly Lionel had explained it. I wasn’t sure that I could.


I looked at Rachel – she had her back to me – and felt my throat begin to constrict. Our bedroom arrangements were no real surprise, especially since we’d taken separate rooms at a Travelodge near Penrith the night before, but I still wondered if she felt the same ache of regret.


Above us, Brodie walked off, leaving Holly to grip hold of the polished metal railings fronting the lofty mezzanine and look out at the view. The vaulted space seemed to swallow her.


‘Do you want me to come up with you?’ I called to her.


‘No, it’s OK.’


‘Wait until you see the swimming pool and spa,’ Brodie shouted, from somewhere out of sight on the mezzanine. ‘You’ll love it.’


That word ‘spa’ seemed to hover in the air between Rachel and me like a note struck on a tuning fork. I studied my wife in the silence that followed, aware of a tingling heat spreading up my arms. I saw no sudden tensing of her neck, back or hands. No abrupt or agitated movements. She watched Holly duck and carry her bag away along the corridor, then turned to me with a smile that was willing, if a little wistful.


‘Swimming pool?’ she asked me.


It took me a moment to gather my voice. ‘First I’ve heard of it.’


‘Isn’t this place amazing, Tom? I feel like I’ve stepped inside the pages of a glossy magazine.’


‘It is pretty plush.’


‘Plush. Come on, don’t you feel it?’ She reached out and brushed my hand with her fingers. Her eyes darted from side to side as she studied me. ‘I think this is just what Holly needed. Us too. Don’t you?’


Maybe. Maybe not. I really wished I could believe it. You have no idea how badly I wanted to tell Rachel what she wanted to hear. But right then all I could do was force a smile and nod robotically as my mind looped again on everything that had come between us and all that had led us here.
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‘Beer, Tom?’


Brodie was kneeling by the steps at the side of the deck with his shirtsleeves rolled up past his elbows, tugging on a length of fishing line knotted around a mooring post. A six-pack of ales bobbed to the surface. Brodie grabbed them and set them on the deck.


‘Beats the fridge,’ he told me. ‘These are from a local brewery. You think Rachel would like one?’


‘Later, probably. I think she just wants to spend time with Holly right now.’


And more to the point, I didn’t want him going in search of Rachel again. I’d already caught him hanging around her on too many of my trips in from the car with the rest of our gear and groceries. Rachel had been polite but firm in deflecting most of his attempts at conversation. My guess was she didn’t want me getting the hump about the attention he was paying her. I was doing my best to take it easy, but my patience was beginning to wear thin. If he didn’t leave soon, I was going to have to say something.


I caught the can of beer he tossed my way and popped the lid. Icy suds frothed over my hand and wrist. Out towards the far horizon, rainwater twisted above the turbulent sea. I couldn’t see any ships out there, which was probably a good thing. The waves were so jagged they looked like something out of one of the picture books about pirates I used to read to Michael as a kid. He’d really loved those books, though probably not as much as I’d loved reading them to him.


‘Won’t be long until that lot hits,’ Brodie said, indicating the rain clouds.


I nodded, listening to the waves gushing in under the deck and rattling back out over an unseen gravel shore. I pulled my mobile out of my pocket to check for messages and saw that I didn’t have any.


‘No signal?’ I asked Brodie.


‘Sorry, Tom. You’ll need to drive two, three miles that way.’ He pointed with his beer back the way we’d driven in. ‘But there’s Wi-Fi if you need to check emails. Code’s by the fridge. Lionel couldn’t stream movies to his home theatre without it now, could he?’


I had no idea there was a home theatre, let alone where I’d find it. I hadn’t had time yet for the tour Brodie had given Rachel and Holly.


‘How often does Lionel come up here?’ I asked, slipping my phone away.


Brodie raised his beer can to his lips, monitoring me over the rim. ‘Often enough to keep me occupied.’


‘And when he’s not here?’


He drank, swallowed, wiped the suds from his beard. ‘I manage the estate, take care of the grounds and the lodge.’


‘And the fence?’


‘Aye, that too.’


‘How far does it go on for?’


‘Like I said, Lionel has a lot of land.’


‘And it’s all fenced?’


Brodie nodded vaguely and swirled the beer in his can, glancing out to sea without saying anything more. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. Lionel has a knack for encouraging discretion in his employees. And, like Holly had said, Jennifer’s murder had made Lionel acutely aware of his own personal safety. I knew, for instance, that he hired close protection experts from time to time, especially if he was heading away on a foreign trip. He’d also put protocols in place that meant I needed two forms of ID just to get into my office.


‘Holly’s a great kid, by the way.’ Brodie toasted me with his can and swigged more beer. ‘Hope you don’t mind my saying, but I heard about what happened to you after that party in London.’


‘I guessed that you had.’


‘Holly mentioned it to me just now as well. I think she wanted to explain about, you know.’


He circled his hand in front of his face and I rocked back as a vision of Holly being punched filled my head like a vibrant red slash of paint. Her nose had been broken. After we’d arrived at the nearest hospital in a blur of blood, shouts and panic, the A&E doctor had told us it would have to be reset. I could still hear the awful crunch and Holly’s gargled scream; the thrashing of her body against the mattress. The memory made me feel ill.


‘What did she say?’ I asked Brodie, trying to keep my voice neutral.


‘That some creep tried to mug you. That he hit her before you could do anything to stop him.’


‘I guess that’s one way of looking at it.’


‘Is there another way?’


‘No, probably not.’


But it was still a difficult thing for me to accept. When you stripped everything else away – the suddenness and speed of the attack, the fact the mugger had been armed with a knife and I hadn’t been – I was still a father who’d failed to protect his daughter when it counted. Simple as that.


Brodie tapped a nail against his can of beer. ‘When I was fourteen, there was a fair near my house.’ He looked at me cagily. ‘Came every year. Nothing special, but it seemed it to me. I kept on at my parents. When could I go and join my friends, you know?’


I nodded. I knew.


‘It took most of the day but I broke them down. They finally said I could go. But I had to take my little sister, Ailish, with me. Ailish was ten. I wasn’t allowed to let her out of my sight. And guess what?’


I shrugged. ‘You were fourteen.’


‘Right. I went off with my friends. Lost track of time. Must have been an hour went by before I realized Ailish was missing. We found her an hour after that. She wouldn’t say where she’d been, or what had happened to her. But she was scared. And she was never the same again.’


I let that sink in for a moment. ‘You blame yourself.’


‘No.’ He shook his head vehemently. ‘That’s the point. I used to blame myself. But then I realized. I was just a kid. So was Ailish. The only person to blame for what happened is whoever got to her when I wasn’t there. Whatever they did.’ He shook his head, exhaling long and hard.


I nodded awkwardly. I was sorry for what had happened to Brodie’s sister and I got what he was trying to say to me, but I didn’t know if I could view the mugging like that. I wasn’t sure Rachel could, either. 


‘Were you scared?’ she’d whispered to me, once the A&E doctor had finally gone and the pain meds and the shock had tugged Holly away into sleep. I’d told her I’d been terrified. That – for those seemingly endless seconds as the man attacked us – I feared I’d lost them both.


Rachel had nodded and blinked back tears, and I’d looked up along the hospital bed, from where Rachel’s knuckles had whitened around Holly’s hand to my daughter’s ruined face. It felt like someone was cutting me on the inside, over and over. The cuts got deeper as I thought about Michael. I hadn’t protected him either, had I? And suddenly, I’d needed out of that cubicle. Needed air. I told Rachel I was going in search of a coffee machine, and that’s when I pushed aside the cubicle curtains, staggered along the hushed night-time ward and ran into Constable Baker for the first time.


He was standing outside the triage room. Square-jawed, clean shaven, pushing six foot three with a muscular physique beneath the Kevlar stab vest and police uniform he had on. In his hand was a clear plastic bag with a Stanley knife inside it.


I stared at the bag. Felt myself sway.


‘Mr Sullivan? Why don’t we sit over here?’ He guided me towards some plastic chairs set against a scuffed beige wall. ‘You recognize this knife? One of the kitchen staff saw the man who attacked you drop it at the end of the alley.’


I nodded, hunched up, my leg jiggling with nerves, then gave him my statement, telling him about the alley, the darkness, the flashes of memory I had from after the man had appeared. Baker scribbled notes, nodding all the while. I didn’t mention how terrified I’d been. I didn’t say that the fear and adrenaline were still fizzing in my veins like battery acid.


When we’d finished, we both stood and I gave him my contact details, but then I lingered, wanting to ask him something, unsure if I should. He was fully a head taller than me. Probably weighed more than fourteen stone.


‘What would you have done differently?’ I blurted out. ‘If you’d been in that alley instead of me, I mean?’


Baker frowned. ‘Nothing. Look, maybe you don’t want to hear this, but you were unlucky, Mr Sullivan. You gave that man your things as soon as he asked for them. I wouldn’t have done anything differently at all.’


I didn’t know whether he meant it or if he was simply telling me what I wanted to hear, and I was still wrestling with that conundrum when I returned to Holly’s cubicle to find Lionel talking with Rachel in hushed tones.


They stopped speaking when I entered. Lionel’s collar and bow tie were undone. One shirt tail was untucked. Standing there, looking rumpled, he seemed strangely reduced. Oddly mortal.


‘Tom.’ He embraced me – scents of sandalwood and cigars – then pushed me back to scan my face. His eyes were red-rimmed, the skin around them deeply lined, and I realized – with a start – that he’d been crying. ‘I hate that this happened to your family. I hate that I sent you into that alley.’


I told him that was nonsense. There was no way he could possibly have known what would happen. And I meant it too, because if Michael’s death had taught me anything, it was that life can throw the worst, most random experiences at you out of nowhere, for no reason whatsoever. I was pretty sure Jennifer’s death had taught him the same thing.


I went over to Holly. She was trembling in her sleep. I laid one hand on her hip, another on the crown of her head. It’s something I’ve done a lot over the years. As an infant, it had soothed her.


And that’s when Lionel started talking again about the restorative powers of his Scottish lodge. He waxed lyrical about getting back to basics, connecting with the landscape. I could tell he’d already mentioned it to Rachel. His voice grew husky as he spoke about the trauma we’d been through as a family during the past year and how, as a doctor, Rachel would understand that the best way of getting over a trauma is to rest. He said he was insisting that I took time off work. He wanted me to take Rachel and Holly away from London, to a safer place where we could heal. That his lodge would be perfect for us because—


I raised my hand and cut him off. I told him how much we appreciated his offer but that right now . . . And then my own words faded into silence as Rachel reached out to grip my hand, her face a mess of tears.


‘Please, Tom,’ she whispered. ‘I want us to try it. Please. For Holly, if not for me.’


And so now here we were. Together. Sort of.


I swirled my beer and glanced away from Brodie into the lodge. Buster was lying with his head hanging off the end of one of the modular couches, watching us. There was no sign of Rachel and Holly. The last time I’d seen them, Holly had been bugging Rachel to change into her swimsuit so they could try the pool. I guessed they must have shut Buster out. Otherwise, he would have been splashing around with them in there.


‘See this, Tom?’


Brodie stamped his heel on a puddled area of decking, then squatted, hooked his finger through an inset steel ring and heaved a concealed hatch out of the way with a fine spray of rainwater.


‘Fire pit. Already laid. The wood is good and dry. If you get a chance, you should come out and light it with Rachel and Holly. It can really be something at night.’


I nodded absently. ‘Thanks. We might just do that.’


‘If you take my advice you’ll get to it this evening. It might be a touch wet but the forecast is set to get worse the rest of the week. Out here, the storms can be wild, believe me.’ He dropped the hatch back into position and wiped his hand on the seat of his jeans. ‘Well, that’s everything, I think. I should probably get out of here, Tom. Leave you to your family time.’


Those words ‘family’ and ‘time’. These days they fitted together about as well as two shattered Lego bricks.


‘I’ll just go and say goodbye to Rachel and Holly then, shall I?’


‘No,’ I told him, a little too sharply. ‘I mean, there’s really no need. I can do it for you.’


He looked a bit offended, and I suppose he had every right to be, especially after he’d tried to connect with me about his sister, but I didn’t back down.


‘Aye, OK.’ He toed the ground with his foot. ‘Well, if there’s anything you need, Tom, my number is programmed into the landline phone in the kitchen. Just hit hash one. I’m based about a half-hour drive away. But if I don’t hear from you, I’ll be back on Saturday to see you off.’


I nodded and we shook hands again, then I watched as he strode off quickly around the side of the lodge and disappeared from view. I waited until I heard the crunch and grind of his Land Cruiser starting up and pulling away. Then I exhaled and turned to the wall of tinted glass in front of me, staring at my reflection, alone by the sea.
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