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AUTHOR’S NOTE

	 

	Dear reader,

	 

	Before you lies Serenity, the second installment in the String Theory series. While the first book was a completely standalone story, this book brings the worlds of String Theory and the Manhunt series together.

	Merging these two worlds creates a unique dynamic; a universe where lives are intensely intertwined with the past.

	 

	Have you read the previous books? If so, you will encounter familiar faces and recognize their history. Is Serenity your first introduction to these characters? Then a very warm welcome to you.
 

	On the next page, you will find a character list. Look at this purely as a handy cheat sheet for the broader background. Don’t let the length intimidate you: by no means is everyone playing an active part this time around!
We wish you a wonderful time with Serenity.

	 

	Sophie Ester & Carolyn Nicholas 

	 


THE PEOPLE IN THIS UNIVERSE

	 

	The lives of the characters in the Manhunt series, and this spin-off, are inextricably linked. To keep the mutual relationships and shared history clear, an overview of the complete cast is provided below.
By no means does everyone mentioned here play an active role in the events of Serenity.
They are included to clarify the context of the larger story.
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	Sometimes the hardest thing and

	the right thing are the same…

	 

	Becky J. Miller

	 

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	The massive house breathes a silence that Josephine still hasn’t gotten used to. Sometimes, out of habit, she’ll brew two cups of coffee, only to let one go cold on the kitchen counter. Ron had been living on borrowed time - ‘bonus time’, as he liked to call it – but, when his clock finally stopped, Josephine was left behind in a vacuum. Her children, Tess and Tim, have already charted their own courses. With Tess’ upcoming move to Sydney, Josephine feels the walls closing in. She needs to get away. A change of pace, a new horizon.

	 

	Sydney beckons, not just as her daughter’s new home, but also as the place where her friends, Caz and Netta, spend part of the year. It’s a city of glitz and glamour, the city where Vincent - Caz’s cousin - packs stadiums with the raw rock sounds of Greencard.

	 

	But, behind the spotlight of Vincent’s success, hides a dark past that never truly settled. It all started with an arrest that looked like a heroic act, but turned out to be the opening move in a deadly game of chess. The father of the family, a police officer, did his duty. The price he and his wife paid was their lives.
 

	Robert Dayle claimed responsibility for the attack. But, John and Betty Vanhoven’s brutal assassination was no where near enough to satisfy Dayle’s obsessive need for revenge. Instead, his name flowed like poison through the family tree with a ruthlessness that turned even being associated with the family into a death sentence.

	 

	Holly, Steven’s daughter, carries the scars of that sentence with her every single day. Along with Vincent, she is one of the few survivors of a childhood that didn’t revolve around puppies and unicorns, but around surviving a harsh and cruel world. She’s been blessed with a new family and an inheritance that made her extremely wealthy but, that wealth is a golden cage. Holly fights every day to stay ‘normal’, knowing damn well that no bank account can fill the void of what she lost along the way.
 

	Some losses are priceless.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Serenity is not freedom from the storm, but peace amid the storm…

	 

	S. A. Jefferson-Wright

	 


CHAPTER 1 – A NEW STEP

	JOSEPHINE

	 

	 

	It’s wild how a single, summer storm can lay bare eighty years of family history in one fell swoop. What started as a beautiful summer morning turned into severe weather by that afternoon. The rain lashed down and the wind was wild. The news called it a ‘full-blown summer storm’, with all the chaos that comes with it. Our garden wasn’t spared. My husband, Ron, and I just stared in shock at the massive chestnut tree that had crushed our garden shed. It turned out that the demise of the shed was just the beginning.

	 

	To be fair, that shed had seen better days. It was only a matter of time before we’d have torn it down ourselves, but the storm did the heavy lifting for us. The enormous crash marked the end of both the tree and the shed, but marked the beginning of a real surprise. Beneath the floorboards, we found a hole. A ‘hole’ that would turn out to be so much more.

	Several years ago, our son and daughter, Tim and Tess, discovered a hidden room beneath our house, packed with antiques, silver, paintings and mementos of my mother, their Grandma Louise. We thought we’d found the treasure, that we had unraveled the house’s secret and the quirks of our home ended there. But, after that tree came down, it became a completely different story. Beneath the shed, we discovered a hole, two tunnels and an underground hiding place that used the old chestnut tree as its entrance.

	 

	This was no playground for children. We uncovered what had truly happened in our house and garden eighty years ago. My beloved husband lived to see all of that unfold. Only a short time later, he passed away.  He had a heart condition and, while his passing was sudden, it was not completely unexpected. 

	 

	And now, almost nine weeks later, I am sitting on the patio, in the exact spot where Ron and I always sat together. The chair next to me is empty. Ever since he passed, the house sometimes feels more like a museum of memories than a home. The silence here can be unforgiving, especially in those moments when I can still hear his voice in my head, grumbling about the mess in the garden or the heat of the day.

	 

	 I hear the familiar sound of tires crunching on the gravel driveway. Too fast, of course - some things never change, I laugh to myself. I open the front door expecting Tim but I am surprised to see Netta and Caz standing there. The knot in my stomach instantly loosens. They’re here, even though they only got back to the Netherlands yesterday.

	 

	I am so incredibly grateful for these two. During the darkest months after Ron’s passing, they were the ones who didn’t ask what they could do, but were simply there. Even when they weren’t physically present, when they were at their second home in Sydney, they were never more than a phone call or FaceTime away.

	Netta, with her down-to-earth, country wisdom and her uncanny ability to know exactly when I need a listening ear or a tough-love conversation. And Caz, whose writer’s mind and endless imagination can bring color back to even the grayest days.

	 

	It’s amazing how life turns out. My daughter, Tess, and their son, Bob, brought about our reunion and renewed a friendship that has grown to become my lifeline. As we sit here over coffee now - not iced coffee this time, but the comforting warmth of a regular mug - we don’t just talk about missing Ron. We talk about what the three of us will be doing in just a few weeks: celebrating Christmas on the other side of the world. And my next adventure, getting to know a young family who might be moving in with me for a year.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 2 - PREPARATIONS

	 

	I kick off my shoes and walk outside barefoot. It’s just past midnight and the temperature is still lovely. Setting my wine glass on the small table, I sit down on the bench in front of the new garden shed.

	Oh, Ron, you would have loved today. Tess’s friend’s wedding was beautiful. The atmosphere was warm and easygoing but, God, I missed you…

	 

	It was during the wedding dinner that I made my decision. Tess and Bob need to know what I’m doing. I’m going to tell them that I’m taking the leap and going to Sydney with Caz and Netta. I just can’t bear the thought of spending this first Christmas alone in this massive house. And I’m going to open our home to guests. Not just to help them out, but to break this deafening silence.

	 

	From here, I can see the light burning in Tess’s old bedroom. Nothing like the present I decide. I steel myself, then call up to them to ask if they can come down and join me. Then I head inside to grab a bottle of wine.

	I had been worried for a moment, especially when Tess looked at me in shock. But, because I stayed calm, the reality sank in, and she sees me for who I am: an independent woman who doesn’t need her hand held anymore. We’d hugged, cried and laughed. We’d jokingly made plans for what’s going in the suitcases. And, now I’m sitting alone again, wiping the tears from my cheeks. Tears of happiness, of relief. They’re happy for me. To be honest, I hadn’t expected anything else.

	I’m not tired yet, unlike the young couple. Clearly, something is going on upstairs. Bob just let out a shout of joy and there’s a lot of laughing. Sounds likes they’ve made a decision about their own future. I suspect Tess gave in; that she and Bob are taking the leap to Sydney too. If so, I’d be happy for them. I would definitely miss them but, my girl needs to let me go. She has to accept that I can handle things on my own. And, that I’m going to do what I want. Without her needing to stand right beside me.

	 

	I take a sip of my wine and grab my phone. I scroll to WhatsApp and type a message to Netta and Caz.

	 

	The decision has been made. I just told them we’re going to Sydney together, and the kids think it’s wonderful.

	 

	Less than a minute later, a heart appears under my message.

	 

	We expected nothing less. I’ll send you a few links for hotels near us tomorrow. Have fun browsing and getting excited! Goodnight!

	 

	Netta doesn’t waste any time. She wants nothing more than for me to do exactly what they do: live in Sydney for part of the year and here in the Netherlands for the other part. As Caz says: the best of both worlds. And he’s absolutely right. That way, I get to celebrate summer twice a year. Who wouldn’t want that? Whether it’s financially feasible is something we’ll discuss once the three of us are at their place.

	 

	Holly and her family staying here won’t be free, Caz made sure to emphasize that. And, his cousin Vincent mentioned that one hand washes the other: I provide living space for his niece, and he’ll make sure I have a great place to stay over there. Except for this first time, because I don’t want to take advantage of his hospitality right away. Besides, I don’t even know if I’ll like traveling yet. We’re going to test it out. No rushed decisions.

	 

	I finish my glass and put the dishes we used into the dishwasher. Then, using the app, I turn off all the lights downstairs and head upstairs. Whether I’ll actually be able to get any sleep is the question, but it doesn’t matter. I have plenty of wonderful things to think about.

	 

	The weeks that follow fly by, packed with preparations. Because, I was right - I’m not the only one going Down Under. Tess and Bob are going to do a ‘trial run’ for a few months at Vincent’s. That means they need to find a place to live and Tess is already looking for a job. She’s going to work in healthcare, just like she does now, that much is certain. But the details are still up in the air. She’ll undoubtedly get some help with that. What comes as a relief to me, is that Bob can start working right away. He’s going to work as security for the band. It’s a serious gig and something they both thought through carefully because the band doesn’t just play in Sydney; they tour worldwide. Bob will be traveling with them and Tess will be all by herself on the other side of the world.

	“It would be amazing if you were with me then,” she confided to me last week. “Not that I can’t manage on my own but, it’s still exciting. If you’re there too, even if it’s just for a few weeks, it would just feel nice. Familiar. For you too, of course, because then you get one-on-one time with your favorite daughter.”

	I can still see the smirk she gave me. Confident, but I could see in her eyes that she wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as she was making it out to be. Her eyes didn’t sparkle - something they always do when Tess is completely all in on something. That’s a piece she still needs to figure out for herself. As her mother, I can’t help her with that. I can only offer advice and, believe me, I do plenty of that. And vice versa.

	 

	A phone call snaps me out of my thoughts and I look at my cell phone to see who’s calling. “Speak of the devil,” Ron would have said when I see it’s Tess.

	“Hey sweetie, what’s up?” I start the conversation.

	“The word is out!” She sounds so happy. “Edward reacted so well. He’s happy for me… though he’ll miss me… you know how it is. Anyway, I’m getting a great letter of recommendation… in English too! He promised me it’ll open doors over there. A real feather in my cap, he called it. He wants someone else to be just as happy with me as he is. I could hardly stop myself from blushing. That man is truly a sweetheart! But, the other reason I’m calling, is to ask if you want to come to The Hague with me this weekend. I have an appointment at the embassy on Friday to apply for my visa and I also want to stop by Uncle Oz and Mathilde’s. I’ll be in the area, so I don’t want to skip a visit. After all, it’s been a few weeks since we saw them. Might as well do it while we still can!”

	“Oh sweetie, what a huge step you’ve taken! How wonderful that your boss reacted that way. That’s already a huge plus. And, I don’t even have to think about your offer. Of course! Sounds like fun. Have you booked a hotel yet? Do you want to take the train or drive? I’m brave enough to drive in The Hague, you know. Though, I do think taking the train will be cheaper. Parking there is quite pricey,” I rattle off eagerly, the excitement bubbling inside me.

	 

	We chat a bit more and decide we’ll take the train and bring no more than the absolute essentials. I chuckle; Tess and packing light do not go together.

	“You’ve already applied for your visa, right?” Tess asks. I can tell she thinks I haven’t done it yet, but I assure her that everything is ready for the trip in a few weeks. I can barely stop myself from telling her that my suitcase is already waiting and that I’ve even packed a few things in it. It’s just some clothes I washed that will stay in there until next year, because it’s getting a bit too chilly for them here anyway. Netta warned me about the heat over there and told me to be prepared. No problem. I can do that!

	“Summer clothes, open-toed shoes and a cardigan for if it gets a bit cool, but I don’t think you’ll need it,” was her advice. So, I’ve dutifully stuck to that.

	 

	The idea that something fun is on the horizon helps me through the days. Because, besides the good things in life, the thought of Ron plays a part in everything I do and plan. How many times a day do I wonder how he would have handled this, how he would have said it? Sometimes I hear his voice in the quiet house, hear his footsteps on the stairs. That, too, is part of the process called grief. My brain may have accepted that Ron is gone, but my heart isn’t ready yet. Take this morning, for instance. I was standing in front of the closet in one of the upstairs bedrooms; a room we use to store seasonal items, like winter clothes in the summer and vice versa. This room still has an old-fashioned wardrobe on one side. The kind of model that takes up the entire wall, made of mahogany that is still incredibly beautiful. Ron had remodeled this wardrobe, building in a large shelving unit and an equally large section for hanging clothes.

	Last night, after yet another night of staring at the ceiling, I made my decision: that wardrobe needs to be cleared out. Regardless of whether the young family comes to live with me or not, I need to make space. I have three bedrooms they can use and, if this is going to work, I need to get moving. Sorting, rearranging, you name it. Even if things don’t work out between us, this is an excellent distraction. It has to happen sooner or later anyway. I am not the type of person to keep things just because they belonged to Ron. Admittedly, I did hang his favorite shirt in my own closet. And his pajamas lay under his pillow for a while. But, I don’t want to fool myself: Ron lives on in my heart, not in a wardrobe or in our bed. There are photos of him in the living room and the bedroom. And, okay, his aftershave is still in the bathroom and, sometimes - no, we were talking about being honest, so… every morning and every night… I still take a quick sniff. But, the clothes have to go. For now, they’re going to the attic; that’s the deal my head has made with my heart. Next year we’ll see and they will go to the Salvation Army clothing drive. The attic is a good middle ground. Ron would definitely agree with that. With the clothing drive part, that is. He would laugh at me for the ‘middle ground’. 

	 

	It takes me two full days to empty and clean everything out, but the result is worth it: the rooms I had in mind for the young family are cleared, and all the items that are still ‘worth keeping’ are stored away in the attic.

	The process of letting go - both literally and figuratively - exhausted me, mentally and physically. Every single time, I held a piece of clothing attached to a memory. The first three moving boxes contained plenty of tears along with the clothes. After that, it got easier. A little bit, anyway. Putting the boxes in the attic, turning around and walking away, felt heartbreaking. Like I had to let him go all over again. I think I must have gone through a whole box of tissues. Needless to say, I am quite tired as I sit on the train this Friday morning. In about twenty minutes, Tess will join me and, thankfully, the worst of the rush hour is over, so we can sit next to each other. I managed to score a spot for the two of us, and I don’t expect anyone to take that seat before she boards.

	I text her which train car I’m in and, the moment I hit send, a message comes in. I see an unfamiliar string of numbers: +61 491 570 156. Below it, the notification: The sender is not in your contacts. By now, I know +61 is Australia. So, I send a waving hand emoji and instantly get a reply.

	 

	Hello, Josephine! This is Holly. I hope you don’t mind me messaging you out of the blue. We are so looking forward to meeting you and hopefully getting along. It would be amazing to spend our year with you in the Netherlands. Mick is already practicing his ‘Thank you’ in Dutch! See you very soon!

	 

	I read the message at least ten times and, when Tess boards and sits down next to me, I can’t help but smile. I am feeling so happy; happy to be with Tess and happy because of the lovely upbeat tone of the message. It opens my heart even wider for the special guests I get to host for a year. It’s going to be okay; I know it already. I can hardly wait to meet them. All the pressure and exhaustion from what I did regarding Ron’s things suddenly lifts from my shoulders. For the first time in days, I take a deep breath, all the way down into my stomach and feel the tension in my shoulders slowly dissolve. We’re going to make it a beautiful weekend; you can count on that.

	 


CHAPTER 3 – FRUSTRATION

	HOLLY

	 

	 

	Uncle Vincent was away from home for weeks. He’d gone to America to see someone, a former colleague of his father, looking for answers about his past. When he came home, he was like a man obsessed; starting to write new songs, recording and acting like the world would end if he didn’t. His single-mindedness to not only release an album in such a short amount of time and his not-to-be-questioned control of the songs caused concern amongst his family and band mates. The ‘order’ that a concert would be arranged and would be performed at a particular venue on a particular date at a particular time caused its own chaos within the normally well-oiled machinery of the Greencard group. But, true to Vincent’s character, the album was completed and the concert was performed. Both a huge success. Then came his ‘accident’ and my world shifted on its axis once more.

	 

	I remember it vividly. Everything suddenly changed and that change can be traced back to that single moment.

	To say I was ‘angry’ doesn’t even come close to how I actually felt. It was like being sucked into a whirlpool of disbelief, bewilderment, rage and panic. Every single one of the elements that had poisoned my life way too many times before.

	Disbelief, because I couldn’t fathom what possessed him to do it, no matter what excuse he threw out.

	Bewilderment, because he did the exact thing he swore to me he’d never do again. I didn’t even realize something was wrong. The armor he’d built around himself was completely invisible to me. Sure, I didn’t see him every day, but still… I should have known. He had promised me.

	 

	Rage, because without an apology, without even cluing me in, he wanted to leave me behind. To just abandon me. 

	And panic, because I couldn’t handle the thought of being left all alone.

	 

	He and I; for the longest time, that was all my world revolved around. He was my rock, the only thing left of a fairy-tale world that turned out to be made of glass. Everything shattered in one fell swoop and he and I were the only ones left to tell the tale.

	 

	Sebastian, Mick and I were there for the final concert he played with the band. And, trust me, I know he had pulled off the impossible. I’ve been running with the ‘inner circle’ of a world-famous band for so many years that I know exactly how much time it takes to get something off the ground. What also hurts is, I’m don’t just ‘run’ with the group, I work in the studio for part of each month. It’s clear now that he must have gone out of his way to avoid me.

	I still remember exactly what the vibe was like from the moment Joey, Peter and he got back from Miami. Something happened in the studio and none of us could put a finger on it. Nobody knew what was going on except Uncle Vincent, who’d suddenly started working like his life depended on it. He logged crazy hours, practically lived in the studio and suddenly had time for absolutely nothing else. Just like that, recording sessions were booked and, before we knew it, the album he insisted on making was made. And, incredibly, bizarrely, he’d somehow managed to book the concert; not just a concert, the concert. Between Christmas and New Year’s… on a Saturday… at the Accor Arena. Impossible, but he pulled it off. He had people flying into Sydney from all over the world, invited the uncles from Oakley House and everybody showed up.

	Then, something happened that he had no control over, but it completely broke him. A man he used to know from back in the day was at the concert; a fragile, old man who used to work with my grandfather. Sadly, he passed away during the show. 

	I know Uncle Vincent had a massive respect for that man, that he still remembered him well from his childhood when they lived in San Francisco. He had only just tracked him down after all these years and, now, the moment he was with us, he was suddenly gone. Uncle Vincent didn’t find out until after the concert, when he went to ask the man for his reaction. Alex, Lee, Peter… they’d kept it from him so the show could go on as planned, without anyone knowing what was happening backstage. The fact that he wasn’t there for the man’s final breath deeply shook Uncle Vincent. He was clearly emotionally unstable from everything they’d been through on that trip, and he took the death hard; so hard it almost cost him his life. Completely out of his mind, and with way more drinks in him than he should have had, he drove to his favorite surf spot: Bondi Beach. And that’s where things almost went sideways. He didn’t have the strength to stay on his board and he nearly drowned.

	 

	That’s the story the outside world was fed. But, I know better. After all, it couldn’t be kept from me. I’m an adult; I’m married and I have a son. They still desperately want to see me as a little kid, but those days are long gone.

	So, I was told what actually happened. The story the public swallowed hook, line and sinker - the tale about the alcohol and the current - had been accepted as the absolute truth. But, the reality was far more bitter; he didn’t want to be saved. He had chosen the waves on purpose. Until, miraculously, he heard my father’s voice. My deceased father, urging him to fight. Pushing him not to lose heart, but to keep going. To prove that he wouldn’t get his way. The one who ruined our lives. Giving up would mean letting him win. Then everyone - except me - would be gone.
A thought that terrified me to my very core.

	
   Now, he’s asked me to come see him because he has something to tell me. It’s finally time, he added. Will this be the unveiling of the big secret they’ve all been keeping from me? Our motto is to always be honest with one another, even when honesty is brutal and painful, but that’s just the bitter pill we have to swallow. Yet what’s happening here, is a far cry from honesty. They have been deliberately leaving me in the dark, withholding the truth. I know they all know. Vincent and Alice, Peter, Kelly, Alex, Martin and the band. Lee… they all know something and are hiding it from me. Because some things are better left unknown… according to this little group.

	To me, that is a far cry from being honest. But, now that he’s finally ready to talk, it actually gives me the creeps. What does he know now that makes this necessary? Why all of a sudden? What is he going to tell me about what happened… what is his massive secret? What could he possibly tell me that I haven’t already found out for myself?
He said I could bring Sebastian. That made me raise an eyebrow. Nice try, Uncle Vincent… You know damn well Seb can’t just walk away from work during the day.

	Ever since that ‘accident’ at Bondi Beach, everything has changed. It hit too close to home; that day, snapped something inside of him. Inside everyone, really. Whenever someone struggled in the water, he saw Uncle Vincent. It made him realize, all over again, that life can be over in a split second. Of course, he knows what happened to my family, but that had always felt a bit too detached. Maybe because he never knew them. But, Uncle Vincent is his hero and his hero had danced with death. A total no-go. That’s why he traded the beach for a desk job, where he’s now starting at the bottom of the ladder. No preferential treatment, no ‘nepotism’ because of his connection to Greencard; he has to grind hard to get back to his old level. It’s been a rough road, especially for him. The freedom he felt from spending all day on the beach, the only freedom he knew, vanished. His passion for surfing and swimming - gone. His dream of doing what he loved so much was only allowed to last for five years. Now, he’s returned to his old field: cybersecurity. Though it takes some getting used to, waking up early and wearing a suit to the office every now and then, the work is starting to hook him again. The years of studying he did for this are finally paying off. He has a natural knack for it and notices that, despite the massive shift, he’s slowly starting to genuinely enjoy what he does. We’re in this together so, taking a day off for some vague conversation is simply out of the question. Vincent knows that damn well. Lee and Alex do too. I kept my mouth shut, but the irritation was bubbling just beneath the surface.

	 

	Besides, I’m stuck with Mick. Because he’s being homeschooled for safety reasons, I can’t just leave him by himself. The agreement with his teacher is crystal clear: either I’m there, or Seb is. I can drop him off with Maaike and Doreen after school so he can play with Mats and Tore, but this whole request rubs me the wrong way. Why do I have to drive forty minutes to the studio for news he apparently can’t deliver to our house? Why isn’t Mick allowed to be there, but Seb is? And, above all: what is this massive secret they’ve been ‘protecting’ me from this entire time?

	 

	But, anything is better than the looks I get every now and then. Sympathetic, pitiful. I’d love to hear what he has to say. I don’t get worked up that easily anymore - after all, I’ve been through enough.
My entire family was murdered on the orders of a maniac. How much crazier can it possibly get?

	 


CHAPTER 4 - EVERYTHING IS STILL FINE, RIGHT?

	Waiting at the ramp meters near the Sydney Harbour Bridge, I realise that my hands are cramping from holding the steering wheel so tightly. The closer I get to the studio, the more absurd I find it that I have to come out here. There is something major behind this ridiculous idea of Uncle Vincent’s. This goes way beyond just filling me in on their trip. My thoughts are racing; I’ve already imagined dozens of scenarios and, not a single one justifies the fact that I have to go all the way to them. So, what is going on? And above all: why all the drama?

	 

	I thought we were past this phase of secrets after all these years. Just act normal, that’s crazy enough. For example, take Lee and the insane reasons he came into the whole scene. The fact that he became a permanent part of our clan was hard enough for Uncle Vincent to accept in the beginning, but it’s just been the norm for years now. Now this comes up, and it completely clashes with the laid-back personality he usually has.

	 

	I impatiently shift into first gear as the line of traffic slowly begins to move. The busy Central Business District is a nightmare to navigate at this hour. Normally, I drive this route at least twice a week during quieter times but, today every single red light seems to fuel my annoyance.

	As I weave through the bumper-to-bumper traffic, the approaching studio forces me to rehash the history I’ve been carrying around for nearly thirty years. Well, twenty-eight years, four months, seventeen days and eleven hours to be exact. Usually, I manage to push that dark chapter away: the massacre when I was only seven and lost almost my entire family in a single blow. Back then, my parents, uncles and aunts thought they had found a safe haven in Sydney, far away from danger. But, history never completely lets you go. Sometimes the fear is suddenly there again, cold and suffocating. And the photo wall at the studio - the tribute to the band Watership that was wiped out back then - confronts me daily and is about to slap me in the face all over again. It drains my energy. Energy that I would much rather invest in my family.

	Why couldn’t he just share this news at his own house? That would have saved me at least a half-hour drive. But no, I absolutely had to come to the studio, where Lee and Caz are standing by as well. Well, fantastic. It better be spectacular, otherwise he can forget about it. We’ve had quite enough of his bizarre behavior lately. Seb even mentioned it the other day, after we had dinner at their place. 

	That restlessness started the moment Lee, Caz and he got back from their trip to Port St. Lucie to see a man who, apparently, had more information about our past. Uncle Vincent was very tight-lipped about it back then, so Seb and I only got the broad strokes. But, I know there’s more. It did strike us that not only Uncle Vincent was starting to act strangely, but Caz and Lee had also developed an air about them that was ‘different’. So, what other skeletons are about to come out of the closet? Do I even have the time or the desire for this? Or the patience? It happened in the past and we can’t change that. So, what do you want?

	 

	A loud knock on my car window startles me, making me nearly jump out of my seat. When I look up, I see cameras flashing. Press. Paparazzi, to be exact. The regular press usually isn’t so bad, but this… these people are rats. Bottom-feeders of the lowest order. And, I’ve been spotted, damn it. Sure… let’s just add that to the pile today.

	My first reaction is far from charming; I flip them off, hit the gas and shoot forward the second I see it’s safe to change lanes to get away from them. Once I’m away from those prying eyes, I scream out loud from pure frustration. Strangely enough, it helps. I actually have to laugh at myself. Why am I getting so worked up?

	 

	Honestly, what’s happening here is almost sweet: Uncle Vincent is so terrified of how I might react that he wants me close to him. Deep down, I suspect what he is going to say. The ‘secret’ he thinks I don’t know… that the person responsible for the shooting is actually family and the real culprit is my grandfather, who wasn’t above having an affair. Look, I don’t work as Uncle Vincent’s private secretary for nothing. I see things pass by that might not be meant for my eyes. But, that’s the risk of having a private secretary - c’est moi - you let go of a piece of your private life. He set it up that way back then because, alongside Alice and Kelly, I am the closest to him. Apparently, though, it didn’t cross his mind that this also allows me to open everything, to look at everything stored in the cloud regarding the band. Uncle Vincent isn’t very strict about keeping business and private life separate, which is exactly what Kelly and I try to organize.

	The idea that he’s making me come to the studio for this, probably sweating bullets right now over how I’ll take it, is hilarious in its own way. Let him sweat: this should have been out in the open much sooner. I should have known the moment they got back from America. Not weeks later. But, oh well, let them sweat a little. Let this be the moment he realizes his ‘little niece’ is thirty-seven now and can actually be taken seriously.

	 

	A little later, I turn into the street and open the parking lot gate with my remote. I open my car door and immediately feel the heat hit my face. It’s hot, right before Christmas. And, inside, they’ll be feeling it even worse. I smooth my expression into a neutral mask and try to look as unsuspecting as possible as I open the studio door. Kelly sees me, and I can tell she’s startled. She flushes and quickly looks away, only to compose herself immediately.

	“Holly, you’re here already. Let me announce you,” she says, her voice actually sounding nervous.

	“Announce me?” I ask, surprised. “Why would you do that? I know the way and they know I’m coming, so don’t bother.” Without waiting for her answer, I walk right past her toward Uncle Vincent’s office. Along the way, I figure out my strategy; I’ll teach them a lesson.

	 

	As I pass the recording room, I hear Josh and Uncle Joey working on something. I stick my head around the door and wave.

	“Hey, girl,” comes the reply from the studio and Uncle Joey goes right back to rehearsing his piece. Apparently, he isn’t needed for ‘the talk’. Well, he’s going to get an earful later, I chuckle to myself. 

	A few steps further, I’m standing in front of Uncle Vincent’s office door and I knock politely before stepping inside.

	Uncle Vincent stands up the moment I walk in. He exchanges a look with Lee and Caz that is almost painful to watch; a mixture of pity and pure nerves.

	“Holly, thanks for coming, sweetheart,” he says. His voice is soft, as if he’s trying to protect me. “Have a seat. Do you want some water? Or coffee?”

	“I don’t need anything, Uncle Vincent,” I say coolly. I remain standing, look at each of them nonchalantly and say, “You wanted to speak with me. Here I am.”

	Caz clears his throat and looks down at his hands. Lee stares at Vincent to see if he can bail him out and I see his jaw tightly clenched. He can’t do a thing for Uncle Vincent; he has to dig himself out of this one. My gaze shifts to him and I see nothing left of that confident man he usually is, the rockstar performing in front of thousands of people. Standing before him now, he seems insecure.

	“It’s about the trip to Port St. Lucie,” he begins. He walks over to his desk and nervously taps his fingers on the surface. “Some information came to light there that… well, that has quite an impact on how we view the past; your grandfather. A few months ago, in San Francisco, … even more came out. Now that I’m working on the biography, you need to know…”
   He looks at me, waiting for my reaction. He is waiting for the shock, for the confusion. I just look back at him calmly.
  “We wanted to protect you, Holly,” Lee chimes in, standing up and turning toward me. “Some things are better left hidden. Or at least kept quiet until we find a solution.”
   I let out a short, dry laugh. “A solution? How were you planning to pull that off? By telling my deceased grandfather he shouldn’t have cheated? Or by fighting the news that that ‘bastard’ Robert Dayle was actually your half-brother? That there was even another son, some guy named Nick? From New York… who is no longer alive. I even know when and how he died. And, what about the others? Everything can be found online but, you should have been the one to tell me. Why wasn’t I allowed to know?” I look Uncle Vincent straight in the eye.
  The silence that follows is deafening. Uncle Vincent sinks back against his desk. Caz looks stunned, confused, his mouth literally hanging open.
  “How…?” Uncle Vincent stammers. He walks back to the large table we are sitting at and slowly sinks back into his chair. “How on earth do you know that?”
  I shift around so I can look all three of them straight in the eye, leaning my hands on the edge of the table. “Never underestimate the capabilities of your private secretary, Uncle. Your cloud security might look phenomenal to the outside world, but you’re sloppy. Everything I want to know is just sitting there for the taking. Seb isn't hard enough on you, I’m afraid he sometimes still gives into the whole ‘Well, he’s the boss’ thing too much and he’s just not hard enough on you. And, I’ll be sure to tell him that tonight when I tell him about what’s happened today. Finding the entire file was child's play for me. The fact that I had to find out who my real family is through a digital file, just because you all thought I was too fragile for the truth… that is what I hold against you.”

	 “Holly, we wanted to tell you,” Lee tries, but I have this man in my grip too. The strong bodyguard doesn’t know how to react.
   “When were you planning to do that?” I ask deadly calm, not allowing any emotion through. “In another thirty years? I’m not seven anymore. I’m thirty-seven. I’m the one who manages your calendar, pays your bills and cleans up your mess. I belong to this story just as much as the uncles and aunts… my nephews and nieces. My parents and Ian… The fact that I had to find out on my own…” And, then, I feel the lump in my throat, now that I’ve mentioned my father. Damn it… I don’t want to get emotional. I take a deep breath, swallow the lump and compose myself. “The fact that I had to find out on my own, that is what I blame you for. Not the secret itself, but the fact that you thought I was too fragile to hear the truth. Apparently, Bernadette’s existence wasn’t shocking enough, but Lewis Parker and Nick Carpenter being your half-brothers… I wasn’t allowed to know that? Come on…”
  Vincent stares at me as if he’s seeing me as a grown woman for the very first time. The defeat is written all over his face. He slowly stands back up and walks around the table toward me.
  It’s quiet for a moment and then he takes my hands and looks me straight in the eye. “You are completely right. You should have known, immediately. From me. I can make up all kinds of excuses, but I was wrong. I deserve you throwing this in my face. I apologize that you’ve been carrying this around without us talking about it. We should have done that right away. But, that didn’t happen. I didn’t dare tell you because… well… Holly, you are the only thing I have left from the old days, back when we were still a whole family. It felt like a massive stain. Bernadette, that felt different. Her mother had no idea. But, those other two… I couldn’t do it and I should have told you. There is no excuse for that, I can’t make it right anymore. But, I want to talk to you, tell you how everything fits together. In my own words, supplemented by Caz and Lee. They were there.”

	I nod, settle back and cross my legs. “All right. I’m listening,” I say. I’ve got them, these men. This will teach them. I’m certain they’ll never do anything like this again without thinking of me. Score one for me, I think with a chuckle.

	“Everything between us is still good, right?” Uncle Vincent asks hesitantly, and I nod. Of course it’s good. We’re family, we’re allowed to clash every now and then. But, the way we treat each other, that’s how my grandfather should have done it. That’s what my half-cousin, Lewis Harper - because that was Robert Dayle’s real name - should have experienced. Then he probably never would have gone so far off the rails. Then our lives would have looked so completely different. But it’s just a wise lesson for those of us who are still here. One that I am taking very much to heart.
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