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For Nic. Chesney Hawkes lied – he isn’t the one and only. You are.
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Prologue

FLORIDA, 2011

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Let’s … look man, I just wanna …’ 

 Words run together, jumbled, borderline incoherent.

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

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

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

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


Chapter One

Monday – Seven days to go

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

‘Bloody hell!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘See you later Mum.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What does she want?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where are they?’

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

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

‘Why are you here then?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Dad. They’re going to kill Dad.’


Chapter Two

Monday – Seven days to go 

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

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

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

‘Who’s they?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Have you told Mum?’ Alice asks.

‘Not yet,’ she replies.

‘But you’re going to?’

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

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

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

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

‘What did she say then?’ 

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

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

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

‘Don’t be like that,’ Fiona snaps.

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

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

‘Attorney,’ Alice interrupts.

‘Hmm?’

‘Solicitors over here, attorneys over there.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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