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  Chapter one
Chapter 1


The cool night air brushed against my face as I walked briskly towards the boat club, the echoes of the mysterious stranger's warning ringing in my ears. Barnesfield's quiet streets seemed to hold their breath as I passed, the flickering street lamps casting long shadows that danced silently beside me. 
I'd left the hotel with a sense of purpose that bordered on desperation. If the boat club was where I could start to unravel the tangle of Lisa's past, then I wouldn't waste another moment. The stranger's parting words had ignited a fire within me; a fire fueled by frustration and a fierce need to protect the life Lisa and I had built together.
As I approached the boat club, the structure loomed large against the backdrop of the inky sky, its outline intermittently illuminated by the moonlight that peeked through racing clouds. The place held a different atmosphere at night—less the vibrant social hub I had seen it as before, and more a silent, brooding building that represented what Barnesfield was, a place of secrets and memories.
Pushing open the heavy wooden door, the familiar scent of polished wood and lingering traces of the day's festivities met my senses. The club was nearly deserted, save for a lone bartender methodically wiping down glasses behind the bar. His back was turned to me, but he must have heard the door creak because he paused and looked up.
"Evening," I called out, my voice echoing slightly in the spacious room.
The bartender, a middle-aged man with a gruff exterior, nodded once before turning back to his task. "What can I get you?" His voice was weary sounding. Perhaps it had been a long day for him.
"I'll take a beer," I said casually, nodding towards the selection of bottled brands chilling behind him, and took a seat at the bar. "Actually, make it the local ale if you've got one. Heard it's pretty good."
As he fetched the beer, I took in the familiar yet distant surroundings of the boat club, thinking of the last chaotic event here. "You know, I was here the other night for a wedding—quite the evening. And now I've ended up staying in town a bit longer than expected," I continued, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible.
The bartender placed the ale before me, his movements measured, his face giving nothing away. "Is that so? I feel sorry for you. There's not many worse places to be stuck than Barnesfield"
"Yeah," I laughed softly, taking a sip of the beer. "Seems like it. You know, my wife used to work here, at the boat club, years ago. Lisa," I added, observing him for any sign of recognition. "Lisa Moffatt. Apparently, she was a bit of a wild one in her younger days. Before she met me."
The bartender paused, the cloth in his hand stopping mid-wipe on a glass. "Lisa, huh?" His voice was neutral, but his eyes narrowed just a fraction. "Can't say I remember her much. A lot of young kids come and go through here. What brings up the interest in the old times?"
"Just trying to get a feel for the place, really," I explained, maintaining a light tone. "I've heard different stories about the old days, and with being unexpectedly in town, thought I'd see where she spent her teenage tears. You must have seen all sorts coming through."
There was a brief moment of silence, the distant sound of water washing against the docks outside filling the space between us. The bartender resumed his task, but his actions were slower now, more deliberate. "Yeah, this place has its fair share of stories. Some best left alone, but don't all places?" he said, finally meeting my gaze with a look that suggested he knew more than he was willing to say outright. "I can't say I remember your Lisa, but I know of her. Wayne Moffatt's daughter, right?"
"That's right," I continued. "She's in town, at her father's right now, while I'm in here killing time. She told me some stories about when she worked here, that's all."
"You'd be better talking to Tony," the bartender indicated with a hand towards the back of the building, where two guys were pumping coins into an arcade machine. "He's worked here longer than me, plus I'm not one much for talking. Especially about other people, you know?"
I nodded, understanding the unspoken warning in his words. "Got you," I replied, taking another pull of my beer. "Just passing time and catching vibes of the town, that's all. No harm meant."
"Good to hear," he said, though the guarded look didn't leave his eyes. "Enjoy your drink. If you need another, just wave me over."
As the bartender returned to his glasses, I made my way over to the back of the room where the two guys were intently focused on the machine. The game was loud, punctuated with digital sound effects that seemed too enthusiastic for the slow-paced evening.
"Mind if I have a go on this one?" I asked, nodding towards a second machine next to the one they were playing. One of the men, a short but burly figure with sandy hair, glanced up and shrugged, stepping aside to make room.
I slipped a coin into the slot, using the distraction of the game to ease into conversation. "You were serving on the bar, the other night, if I remember right. I'm James," I introduced myself casually, keeping my tone light.
"Yeah?" the other, taller man replied with a nod, his hands busy on the controls. He glanced at me after a moment, recognition flickering across his features. "Oh, sure. You were with Erica. I remember. Lisa's friend, right?"
He'd forgotten I'd mentioned being her husband. "Me and Lisa are close, that's right."
As the game progressed, his companion lost interest and wandered off, leaving Tony and me alone. After a moment, he chuckled, a bit too loudly, perhaps spurred by the drink that he'd obviously downed. He swayed as he turned to look at me, his game finished. "Lisa, yeah. She made a mark on this place. I heard she's back in town?" His tone was curious but not cautious.
"She's visiting her father," I replied, nudging the conversation along. "She told me some wild stories about her younger days. Said she used to work here. I think she even mentioned you."
"She did?" Tony laughed, scrubbing at his dark hair for a moment before pushing another coin into the slot and then grinning as he blasted an alien on the screen. "Lisa had just broken up with her boyfriend, Dean, when she came to work here. They'd been together since school, a couple of years, I think. But she didn't mope around long after him. I told her to have some fun. Enjoy being single. And she did, that’s for sure."
I leaned against the machine as my game ended, pretending to be absorbed in watching him play. So she came to work here after splitting with Dean. The first piece of the puzzle fell into place. "She mentioned that. Breaking up with him. She even said you two were an item for a bit."
"An item?" Tony snorted, his green eyes still on the screen, his handsome face lit up by the bright colours. "Nah, we weren’t like that. We just... had fun, you know? Casual stuff. We were both free agents, enjoying the ride." His casual dismissal of any serious attachment seemed genuine.
"She told me she lost her virginity behind the boat club. With Dean, right? I heard that was a popular spot," I ventured, testing his reaction. "Along with the toilets."
Tony’s laughter was loud and unguarded. "You could say that. That spot outside saw more action than this arcade on a Friday night. Lisa was adventurous. Great in bed, always up for a laugh and something wild. We did it in the toilets. On the bar after closing time. I even fucked her on that pool table over there."
He waved in the general direction of a lonely pool table in the corner, the green cloth lit by the solitary light hanging above it.
The openness with which Tony spoke, the ease of his reminiscence about Lisa's less guarded days, was a stark contrast to the calculated responses I'd gotten from others. It was refreshing yet unsettling.
"Sounds like she really lived it up," I commented, a forced smile on my face as I processed his words.
"Oh, she did. But don't get me wrong, James. It was all in good fun. Nothing serious. Just young people blowing off steam," Tony added quickly, possibly sensing my mixed feelings. "I wasn't the only one. She had plenty of guys wanting to fuck her around that time. She was a good-looking girl. I don't know how many of them she had but if the rumours are true it was a lot. I saw her take plenty of guys round the back, or into one of the boats on the dock. Good times."
"Right," I nodded. "She told me the same."
"Dean didn't like it, but, I mean, it was his fault for breaking up with her," he added, his words slurring slightly. "He found out about her and the professor. I'd have dumped her too for cheating on me like that."
"Me too," I replied sagely.
"She calmed down though." He turned to face me, 'Game Over' flashing on the screen again. "Settled down when she met Richard. He was good for her. Nice guy. I thought she was going to end up with him or Erica. They had a thing, you know?"
"Lisa and Erica?" I raised my eyebrows, although that only confirmed my earlier suspicions. And who the hell was Richard? That was a name I hadn't heard before.
Tony blinked as if realising how much he'd said. He took one last drink of his beer, slamming it down on the table nearby so hard that it slopped over the rim and onto the wooden surface. "Anyway, I better go. My wife will be wondering where I am."
"Thanks for the chat," I replied and then he walked unsteadily away, leaving me with the details he'd provided churning in my mind. The image of Lisa, young and carefree, having sex with the bartender on the pool table, juxtaposed sharply with the woman I knew. I tried hard not to think about it, or about her and Erica as I stepped out into the cool night, the salty air mingling with my thoughts. It sounded like Lisa had been much more promiscuous during her youth than she'd told me. I was only now beginning to understand that, but Tony's candidness had provided a new piece of the puzzle, a timeline of sorts, that framed those wild times between her relationships with Dean and Richard, whoever he was.
A short walk later, the warmth of the hotel lobby embraced me, casting away the sharp edge of the seaside breeze as I stepped inside. I was still in the lobby, pondering whether to have another drink at the hotel bar or head back to the room when I saw Lisa walking through the door. Her face was flush from the cold, her eyes bright with an emotion I couldn't quite read.
"Hey," I greeted her, trying to keep my voice casual despite the tumult of thoughts racing through my mind. "How did it go with your dad?"
"Dad was fine," she smiled, then her expression darkened. "But I don't like Della and I think the feeling is mutual."
"What makes you say that?" I asked, then gestured towards the bar. "Do you want a nightcap before we head upstairs?"
"Nah," she shook her head, her auburn hair bouncing on her shoulders. "I'm tired and still reeling from the fact that I'm going to have a new sibling."
"Ah," I nodded, taking her hand as we headed towards the elevators. "I should have mentioned that. I'm sorry. Della told everyone at the family dinner earlier."
"Yeah, they said, and yes, you should have warned me."
We reached our room, where Lisa immediately headed towards the bed and flopped onto it dramatically. "So, what did you do?"
"I just went for a walk," I shrugged, switching on the TV and settling in the chair next to the bed, trying to act casual. "And had a drink at the boat club."
Lisa's eyes sparkled with a mix of surprise and curiosity, pushing herself up onto her elbow and gazing at me. "The boat club, huh? After what I told you?"
"I ran into Tony, actually. He was wasting all his money on the slot machines and we got talking. He thought you were just my friend and not my wife, so he didn't hold back."
"Oh, shit." Lisa closed her eyes for a moment, screwing them up tight before looking at me warily. "And…?"
"He mentioned you and Dean breaking up, then how you got a bit wild afterward… until you met Richard."
"Richard?" Lisa paused, her expression softening. "His name is Rich. No one calls him Richard, but, yeah, he was a nice guy. We were together for a couple of years, like with Dean. It just... didn't work out." She shrugged, a small smile playing on her lips. "Then I moved to London not long after we split."
"You've never mentioned him
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