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PROLOGUE: THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

SHE OPENED HER EYES. A biting wind blew frigid snowflakes onto her face. She blinked, eyes stinging, and forced herself to focus. Slowly, she realised the windscreen of the car wasn’t where it should be. Tiny shards of glass lay scattered across her lap, twinkling on top of her silky white dress. A snapped tree branch hung suspended between her and the driver, reaching through the broken windscreen, the ragged pale edge sharp as a knife. She let out a long, shivering breath.
It was her wedding day.
She brushed the glass from her dress and unclipped her seatbelt. Pain radiated from her ribs. After spiralling off the icy road, the car had run into a field and hit a huge, bent oak. She remembered how the seatbelt had jammed into her chest, the way it squeezed the breath from her lungs when the car collided. Gently, she pressed a hand against her throbbing ribs and winced. Bruised or broken? She wasn’t sure.
A moan came from the driver’s seat, and she turned her head sharply towards the sound. The man lifted his face from the steering wheel and groaned in pain. The sight made her stomach flip. Blood dribbled down his lips and chin, gushing from the place his nose used to be. You could hardly call it a nose now. A mishappen lump would be more accurate. His mouth opened, and gurgling red saliva trickled down his bottom lip.
“Help me.”
She stared at him, eyes wide, unblinking, unmoved and numb inside. He raised a hand and reached for her, his fingers trembling and bloodied. Her gaze moved to the battered car door next to the man: they’d hit the tree trunk at an odd angle. The front chassis had crumpled in, trapping his legs. A long, thin shard of metal protruded from his stomach.
“Please.”
Instead of wondering if this man would live, she wondered if he would die.
His hand dropped to the seat, and his head tilted back. She made a decision about what to do next, and once she’d reached that decision, she felt lighter.
At first, he smiled, his lips twitching the tiniest amount, as she reached over the branch towards him. But then something changed. Perhaps he noticed the glint of grim determination in her eyes, or perhaps he was close to death already. Either way, she was grateful when he closed his eyes and let out a soft, resigned sigh. She pressed her hand over his mouth and that squashed lump of a nose, pushing down hard. As she’d expected, he was too weak to fight her. When his head shifted from side to side, she easily overpowered him, and soon, he was still. To be sure, she waited for twenty, thirty seconds. Then she tipped his head back to make it seem as though he’d choked on his own blood. She wiped red-stained hands on his jacket, then removed it from his body. She wrapped it around her shoulders for warmth before checking his pulse.
He was dead.
She opened the car door and searched the area for a phone. Annoyingly, wedding dresses rarely come with pockets, and her phone was in an impractically small, pearl-lined clutch bag with her almost-mother-in-law. But his phone… She remembered it flying from the vehicle. It had to be here. Somewhere.
Out in the open, the bare skin around her collar bone itched from the freezing cold. Her high-heeled shoes were closed at the toe, but still she gasped when her feet hit snow. She huddled with the jacket around her shoulders, checking in front of the car for sight of his phone. Finally, she found it, tossed ten feet away, the screen smashed. It was in bad shape, but still responsive to her touch. But before she tried dialling 999, she noticed the unopened text message bubble, and tested whether she could pull down the notification to read it. She could. It said: I’M GOING TO KILL YOUR BITCH FIANCE from an anonymous number.
Disgusted, she cleared the message and tapped in 999. There was a bar of signal, one bar… The phone rang. She brought tears to her eyes and trembled in the freezing cold. Her voice caught as the tears fell, and she explained what happened to the operator. They’d been on the road, searching for an elderly wedding guest who’d wandered off in the snow. They’d lost control and hit a tree. The driver hadn’t made it. She was fine, but the snow…
“Where are you?” the operator asked.
“I don’t know the road name. About five miles outside Rookthwaite. The snow is coming down fast. I can hardly see the road. And I’m so cold.”
“Can you stay in the car?”
“No, the windscreen is smashed. I’ll freeze.”
“We’ll get someone to you as soon as we can, but this storm is causing problems. We need to contact Search and Rescue,” the operator said. “It’s going to take time. Can you get somewhere warm?”
She remembered seeing a leaflet on top of the cupholders in the car. She hurried back to the vehicle and grabbed it. She’d seen these pamphlets all around the hotel and they had a map inside. The wedding planner had talked a lot about an old cabin for hunters and hikers, tucked away somewhere nearby.
“There’s a bothy,” she said. “I don’t think it’s far from here. I have a map. If I can follow it in this storm.”
“Okay,” the operator said. “You need to stay warm and keep your phone on.”
She hung up, pulled the jacket around her throat, and started walking through the bleached gloom.



PROLOGUE: COLLEEN




CHRISTMAS DAY

COLLEEN PACED BACK and forth inside the hotel foyer; a mobile phone gripped between her fingers. She checked the screen for the fifth time. No signal. She tried walking up the main staircase, even though she knew it was fruitless.
At least the backup generator worked, otherwise the entire building would be plunged into darkness. They had three wedding parties staying in the hotel, the worst snowstorm in thirty years, no phone signal—not even the landlines, and half the guests were out searching for a missing elderly woman.
Oh, and it was Christmas Day.
Not in twenty years of wedding planning—twelve serving Wilder House—had so many elements collapsed into disaster. They’d successfully managed to run three weddings on the same day several times over the last twelve years, staggering the times slightly and encouraging brides to choose certain menu items to help the kitchen. Attempting three on Christmas Day might have been somewhat ambitious, but it rarely snowed so heavily in December here in the Lake District. Colleen shivered. Don’t say the heating is packing up. That’d be the final nail.
“Excuse me.”
Colleen leaned over the banister to see a tall, tanned man staring at her. His eyes were wide, a cascade of silver hair trembling above his shirt collar. “Can you tell me what is going on please?”
“Right away, Mr Rodriguez.” She hustled her fifty-year-old body down the stairs, almost tripping on the red carpet beneath her feet. Mr Rodriguez was the father of one of the grooms, a handsome man around her age with a heavy Spanish accent. He’d been charm personified at first, until they’d lost his mother. “The storm seems to have brought the telephone wires down somewhere. I’m not getting a signal in the house at all. But most of the staff are out searching for your mother. We’re going to find her soon, I promise.”
“It’s cold out there,” he said. “She’ll freeze to death. Isn’t there more you can do?”
“I’ll certainly try—”
“Hello? Colleen?”
Colleen spun on her heel to face Adrianna, one of the brides. Her wedding dress trailed along the tiles as her shoes clicked by. She’d bundled most of the lacy material into her arms, but it tumbled from her grip bit by bit with each step.
“My fiancée, Claire, is missing,” Adrianna said breathlessly.
“Right—” Colleen started, a sinking feeling hitting the pit of her stomach.
“It’s urgent,” Adrianna insisted. “She’s in danger.”
Colleen’s mouth flapped open and closed in shock. “What do you—”
“Half the guests are missing at this point,” Mr Rodriguez interrupted. “My son, his fiancée… In the other wedding party too, I’ve not seen the groom, or his fiancée. Do you know where anyone is? Do you know what is happening out there? My mother could be hurt. How could you allow an old lady to wander off like that? How could you?”
As Colleen watched Mr Rodriguez jab his finger at her, Adrianna stormed away, presumably to find her fiancée, Claire. Never before had Colleen wanted to run away and hide as much as she did now. He was right. There were three brides and three grooms unaccounted for. As far as she knew, they were all searching for the confused eighty-six-year-old, Dolores Rodriguez, who had wandered off into the snow. But now she worried about further possibilities. What was this about Claire Rivers being in danger?
Slowly, she backed away from the angry man, and shook her head. “I’m going to try the phone in my office. We need the police here.” She swallowed thickly. And in her office, she had a bottle of gin hidden in her filing cabinet. The phone wouldn’t work, but a stiff drink might at least pull her together again.
The Father of the Groom stood there dumbfounded as she walked away, passing many of the bewildered guests hanging around the foyer. She made sure not to make eye contact with any of them. Perhaps they ought to do a headcount. She kept a guestlist in her office, that way she could narrow down whoever was missing. How had it all gone so wrong? She reached her office, threw herself inside and slammed the door shut, the blissful silence washing over her. All she needed now, was someone to die, and then everything that could go wrong, had gone wrong.



PART ONE



FOUR WEEKS BEFORE THE WEDDING





CHAPTER 1




MILA

SHE GAZED at her beautiful fiancé, a man with a sculpted face and body, and she smiled as he talked. The people around the bar table were enraptured by his words, reacting to his sparkling eyes, the way he waved his hands, the sharp line of his jaw, the deep brown of his eyes, and the boyish mop of wavy hair. They laughed and smiled at the right moments, leaning into him when his voice quietened, swelling and ebbing, swelling and ebbing.
“It changed me.” Rafael dropped his gaze to the table, long eyelashes brushing delicate skin. And then he lifted his chin to reveal the watery shine of emotion in his eyes. “On a level so deep, I didn’t know it existed. I’m a pretty ordinary guy, you know? Always have been.” He squeezed Mila’s knee and she moved her body towards him in response. She trailed a finger around her wine glass, lazily, sensually. “I wanted a beautiful woman to share my life with, a good job, kids, you know? But since the accident, I see the world through a new lens. I want the same things, of course, but I was so afraid before. I’m not now. I’m fearless. We went skydiving last month.” There was a collective gasp. Mila fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Cave diving. Bungee jumping. You name it. There’s nothing to fear about death. Nothing. I saw it.”
“You saw the light at the end of the tunnel?” asked Felicia, the wife of Peter, one of Rafael’s best friends. They were all the same, these wives. Caramel hair, luminous skin, expensive lip fillers. Their faces merged.
“I saw it.” Rafael’s eyes glazed over. Mila had witnessed this particular expression before, many times, whenever he recounted this story. Dozens of times, in fact. And surely Peter had heard the tale, too. “I don’t remember being in the car, but it was upside down and I was hanging there, suspended. In the hospital, I heard voices, all around me. Doctors, nurses, panicking, trying to keep me alive. All of the voices faded into nothing. The hospital lights drifted softly away. I walked through darkness, a lost child in a tunnel, scared and alone. Until the light came on, right at the end of this long tunnel, and there was my grandfather, waiting for me. Young, handsome, in his wedding suit. He waved and called to me in Spanish.” He whispered nietastro and Mila saw Felicia shiver through her halter neck dress.
The pretty caramel-haired woman bit her lower lip, obviously aroused. “Did you walk towards the light?”
Rafael shook his head. “Not when I heard the second voice.”
“Who was that?” Felicia asked.
“I didn’t know it then, but I do now. It was Mila.” Rafael turned his gaze to her, and Mila filled up with a warmth she hoped glowed out of her.
“But I thought you two met after the accident?” she asked again.
“We did,” Rafael continued. “Six months after I learned to walk again, I met Mila, and it was love at first sight. The promise of her, of my future wife, is what brought me back from death that day. Mila saved my life, without even knowing it.”
Felicia clapped her hands together and then pulled them into her chest. “Oh, that’s beautiful. Isn’t that beautiful, Peter?”
“Yeah.” Peter shot Rafael a look like, what the fuck did you do to my wife, as he nodded.
The men in Rafael’s friendship group had a similar homogeneous aspect to them. Shirts open at the collar, sometimes with a sports jacket, almost always with jeans, and hair parted neatly at the side. They smelled like Paco Rabanne or Chanel Bleu, and kept their stubble to a designer length.
“Let’s get a round in, shall we?” Peter suggested. “Then we can toast the happy couple. Not long until the wedding now.”
Rafael grinned and pulled Mila closer. He planted a kiss on her head, and she stroked his leg affectionately. “Tequila shots? On me?”
“Now we’re talking.” Peter rubbed his hands together.
Rafael and Peter left Mila alone with Felicia, who started talking about her nine-month-old baby, Oscar, the most adorable and sweet baby ever, apparently. But the longer Felicia spoke, the more Mila saw the cracks, like the hint of blue shadows beneath caked on concealer, the grit of her teeth as her smile froze, and the high-pitched, unnatural laugh.
“He’s a cutie, my Oscar,” she said. “Sleeps all night. No complaints.”
Mila sipped her wine. She knew Felicia was lying and that seemed strange to her. Why would admitting that parenting was difficult be something to lie about? Mila lied all the time, but at least she had her reasons for it. Saving face and pretending to be the perfect mother seemed asinine to her.
“Anyway,” Felicia said, glancing over her shoulder to see if the menfolk were coming back. They weren’t. In fact, they hadn’t even ordered the drinks yet. Peter was acting out some sort of football move with a beer mat. “Enough about me. How’s the wedding planning?”
Mila shrugged. “Oh, it’s fine. To be honest, I’ve hired a company and delegated it all out. I mean, who cares about seat covers and centrepieces?”
“Oh. Well, I suppose that’s one way to—”
“I don’t want to be one of those stressed out, complaining brides, you know? Who needs that shit?”
“What about the dress?” Felicia asked.
Mila gulped her wine now. Bored. Restless. “Rafael’s mum is picking it out for me.”
At that, Felicia appeared both horrified and somewhat gleeful. Her wide eyes and shocked mouth turned shiny and smiley. Then she composed herself and all emotion vanished from her expression. “Is that… Is it some sort of Spanish custom?”
“Not that I know of,” Mila said. “But I wanted her to feel involved. And she has good taste, so. I let her measure me and she’s going to bring it on the day—”
“The day of the wedding?”
“Yeah, basically.”
“Wow. Hats off to you. I’m not sure I would’ve trusted my mother-in-law like that.”
“It’s just a dress. By the way, I love your lipstick. What shade is it?”
Felicia pulled a silver tube from her clutch bag. “Sugar Plum. It’s my favourite. They actually don’t make this shade anymore and this is my last one. It’s the same shade my mum wore. Every morning, she’d sit at her dressing table and apply this lipstick. It’s one of my fondest memories of her.”
“Oh,” Mila said, placing a hand over her heart, “I’m so sorry, did your mum pass away?”
Felicia nodded. “Two years ago. Breast cancer.” She turned the lipstick over in her hands, once, twice, and then replaced it in her clutch.
“It must be hard being a new mum without your own around.”
“It is.” For once, her voice carried a genuine tone, rich with sadness, barely audible above the jazz music filtering through the trendy bar. And then she changed again. “At least it would be if Oscar wasn’t so perfect. And I guess soon you and Rafael will have your own!”
Mila grinned. “I can’t wait to have kids. I love hearing about other people’s babies. Can’t get enough of it.” She stopped herself from continuing, sensing the sarcasm lacing her tone. Keep it in check.
“And I’m sure the wedding will be beautiful,” Felicia said. “Honestly, Mila. I’m so excited to have an event to anticipate. And on Christmas Day. So romantic.”
“Thank you for coming,” Mila replied, her smile stuck to her face. “It’s a lot to ask of people, to come on Christmas Day. Especially with a young baby at home.” In fact, one of the reasons she’d chosen Christmas Day was in hope they’d be able to keep the guest list small. Unfortunately, a lot of friends found it to be even more romantic and alluring. “It’s going to be an amazing day. We’ve picked this gorgeous, isolated mansion out in the Lakes. There’ll be Christmas pudding on the menu. Turkey, of course.” Mila drained her glass. Her stomach was in knots. It tightened and tightened the more she thought about the wedding.
“I can’t wait, Mila. You make the most gorgeous couple.”
“We do, don’t we?”
Mila crossed one leg over the other and eyeballed her fiancé at the bar. He noticed her, turned and blew a kiss. At least she could say he loved her more than anything.



CHAPTER 2




LUCY

LUCY PULLED her woollen cardigan over her shoulders, watching the winter sky darken to a charcoal grey. She sat at the dining room table trying to work, distracted by the chilly breeze filtering in from the outside door. It slammed shut, closing off the wind, and she heard her fiancé, Harry, huffing and puffing while he removed his shoes in the hallway. He walked into the room and tossed a letter onto the table with a sigh. Lucy took in the sight of him, the messenger bag slung across his chest, coat still on. No doubt, his boots were strewn across the entry corridor, too. She didn’t want to ask about the letter, even though she had to. She sipped her tea and braced herself.
“Is everything okay, hun?”
Henry shimmied out of his bag strap and coat, dumping the bag on the floor and throwing the coat on the back of a chair. “Three guesses.”
Lucy’s lips tightened. She knew it had to do with Henry’s son, Jacob. It certainly wasn’t his university job, or the wedding—which Lucy was up to her eyeballs with—no, it had to be Jacob because nothing else in their life managed to inspire Henry to make that face. The dog chewing a thistle face, the slapped arse, or staring into the wind too long face. And she knew what was about to come next.
“Is he in trouble at school again?” Lucy tapped the handle of her mug, suddenly full of nervous energy.
“It seems he wrote an essay that got everyone in a tizzy. Most likely a lot of fuss about nothing.” Henry lowered himself into the chair across the table from Lucy. “I have a lecture first thing tomorrow and the headteacher wants to have a meeting.”
“I work, too, you know,” Lucy said. She wanted to point out that Jacob wasn’t even her son, but she knew that was cruel. In four weeks, Jacob would be her son, sort of. He’d be her stepson, at least. “I might work from home but—”
“Please, Lucy,” he said, exhaustion in his voice. He was fifteen years older than her, but she mostly didn’t notice. Then every so often it hit her, like now. “I have a ton of research to do and postgraduates to meet.”
His eyes bounced around the room, failing to hold her gaze. A tell-tale sign that Henry held something back.
“There’s… more…” he said. “The essay… It’s about you.”
And there it was. “Me?”
Henry lowered his head so the bald spot at his crown peeked through the dark silver hairs. “You should read it before you go. You’ll need to be prepared. And… well, it’s best you talk to the teacher yourself because of the subject matter.”
Lucy felt her face growing hot. She didn’t like the way he phrased that: because of the subject matter. She let go of the mug, no longer craving its warmth, instead longing for something cool. “Henry, tell me. What did he write in the essay?”
Henry pushed the envelope across the table with a fingernail. Then he stood up and started moving around the kitchen, turning on the oven, pulling vegetables out from the fridge, humming a tune as he worked. Lucy tore open the envelope and removed two sheets of paper. She shuddered. At fifteen years old, Jacob could rival a caveman for least number of words spoken per day. In the darkest depths of Lucy’s truth, she couldn’t stand the boy, and she knew he hated her, too. For one thing, she was thirty, and he hated how young she was in comparison to his father. For another, Jacob had the kind of small, glinting eyes that unnerved a person, brought out goosebumps along their arms. He didn’t make eye contact often, but when he did, it left Lucy rubbing her flesh and reaching for her comfiest, warmest cardigan.
She unfolded the letter.
Dear Mr Farrah,
It is with regret that I must inform you of Jacob’s suspension. This is due to the essay I enclose. I believe Jacob wrote this about his stepmother and it is deeply inappropriate. Jacob, and his class, had been asked to write about a historical villain in a modern context. However, as you can see, he did not do that, and instead wrote some extremely troubling things. Perhaps you should read it for yourself.
Jacob will need to come in for a meeting first thing tomorrow morning with a guardian in attendance.
And so it continued.
Lucy frowned. It did not sound good at all. A villain. Where even was Jacob? School finished over an hour ago. Henry wasn’t the most hands-on dad. Maybe he’d let Jacob go to a friend’s house to play computer games. At least she wouldn’t have to see Jacob’s expression as she read the essay.
Taking a deep breath, she opened the second piece of paper.
A Villain For Today by Jacob Farrah
I’ll give you one.
Her name is Lucy, and she lives in my house. She sleeps in my dad’s bed where my mum used to be, and she takes my dad’s money. That’s why she’s here, for the money. She’s a whore. She sleeps with my dad because she knows he’ll pay for her clothes and fancy hairdresser.
Lucy sucked in a sharp breath at the word whore. Her throat went dry and she swallowed hard before continuing on.
She’s a vampire. She sucks the fun out of the room, bleeding us dry with that shrill fucking voice. Nagging all day and moaning under my dad all night. A nasty, skanky, vampire.
If there was any justice in this world, which there isn’t because my mum is dead and Lucy is alive, someone would slap the smug smile off her ugly face. Maybe I’ll do it one day. I dream about it. I dream about a lot of things. Slapping Lucy’s face, pushing her down, ramming my fist into her nose.
She deserves it.
My mum dies and she’s who my dad picks? He’s too good for her. He’s smart. She’s stupid. She has a crappy admin job. She doesn’t do anything worthwhile. All she does is talk about her wedding all day.
So, there’s your villain. She’s not Genghis Khan, but the world would be better off without her. Sometimes being a vacuous, pathetic woman is all the evil you need.
Lucy’s fingers trembled as she placed the paper back onto the table. The hot feeling that had rushed over her skin faded away as quickly as it’d come. Now she was cold all over, her face bloodless. A sharp pain hit the back of her nose as tears threatened, but she felt too shocked to even cry. Those words. Those hateful words. The rage made her breath catch and her heart beat harder. She glanced over at her fiancé hoping he’d come to her for support. He purposefully ignored her. Was he avoiding having to comfort her? He didn’t even seem to notice her.
There were four more weeks before Lucy’s wedding and she not only needed to fill the shoes of a dead wife and mother, but her stepson fantasised about hurting her, and her fiancé wanted to turn a blind eye.
“Have you read this?” she asked, her voice shaking.
“Yes.” He opened a bag of carrots and pulled one from the wrapper.
“And you’re okay with what he said?”
“No,” Henry said. “I’m not.”
“You called it a fuss over nothing.”
He sighed. “Lucy, don’t do this. Don’t work yourself up. I know my son. He’s still grieving, you know that.”
“This… this is a threat to me. What if he hurt me?”
Henry turned to her, finally. “He’s a teenage boy. He’s angry, sad and acting up. This is all for attention and not in the slightest bit real. He doesn’t hate you; he hates the situation. Everything will work out in time, I promise.”
“Henry…” she began, but she didn’t know what to say. Instead, she shook her head and swallowed, fighting tears back.
Henry took a few steps towards the table and sighed. “It’s a phase. It’ll pass. Go with him to the school tomorrow and him sitting with you seeing what he’s done will make it all sink in.”
“I think he should be disciplined by you,” Lucy said. “It would mean more.”
“And he will be.” The kettle boiled and Henry turned away, back to his cooking.
Lucy glanced down at the note one more time, rereading the final line: Sometimes being a vacuous, pathetic woman is all you the evil you need. He hated her, not the situation, her.
The door opened and her spine straightened. She folded the letter into three equal sections and waited for Jacob to walk in. He was tall and broad for a teenage boy. But he hadn’t filled out yet. His shoulders had that angular appearance of a boy who would one day be a powerful presence. Right now, he was only halfway there, but even that intimidated her.
“Jacob, come here please,” Henry said, pouring boiling water into a saucepan. “You owe Lucy an apology.”
He appeared in the doorway and Lucy’s muscles tightened. She couldn’t look at him, instead she stared at the folded paper in front of her.
“What’s that?” Jacob said, pretending he hadn’t heard his father.
Out of the corner of her eye, Lucy saw his dirty blond hair fall across his eyes.
Henry turned to his son. “Apologise to Lucy for the essay.”
“Sorry,” Jacob muttered.
Henry sighed. “You’re going with Lucy to see the headteacher tomorrow.”
“Fine.”
“I expect a better apology then.” Henry used his teacher voice, but even to Lucy’s ears it sounded half-hearted.
Jacob shrugged his wide shoulders and turned away from them, casting a glance in Lucy’s direction before he left. She lifted her eyes and met his. Dark as the sky outside, and just as empty.



CHAPTER 3




CLAIRE

SHE WOKE FEVERISHLY, her legs restless; ready to run. She tossed the duvet back and placed the soles of her feet on the white floorboards. The cold wood grounded her, hauling her away from that terrible place: the nightmare that had plagued her since the trial.
Claire’s instinct was to race to the shower and immerse herself in hot water, but she forced herself to be still. Gradually, her heartbeat settled, and her jumbled thoughts calmed. She turned and gazed at the bed, where Adrianna lay tangled up in the duvet, one arm hanging low to the ground, curls spread across both pillows. It made her chuckle. Adrianna was the biggest duvet hog ever. She’d sprawl out like a starfish for most of the night. Claire was the exact opposite, curled up in the foetal position for the full seven hours.
She made her way through to the en suite. It still felt fancy to have one. Since uni, she’d mostly shared London flats with mates, working crappy part time admin jobs to fund her librarianship degree. But now they lived in Manchester, and she had a steady job at the university for the first time in her life, while Adrianna worked her arse off in HR. Adrianna’s job basically paid for their new-build in the suburbs.
But despite everything good going on in her life, the dreams wouldn’t go away. Her life would be perfect without them. But everything had a flaw, didn’t it? There was always a catch. A fly in the ointment.
After her shower, Claire made toast and tea before checking her messages, browsing social media and so on. It was her Sunday morning ritual while Adrianna—the night owl—slept in.
The wedding planner had sent her even more photos of the beautiful library inside Wilder House. Her heart soared with joy, and she saved them to her phone to show Adrianna later. The library had been the selling point of Wilder House, considering they were both massive book nerds. There’d been many long discussions about whether to transform the space into a Winterfell dining hall or both dress as Belle or have a Pride and Prejudice themed wedding with Regency gowns and tea and cake for the wedding breakfast. In the end, they’d decided to keep it simple. To stick to books in general. Planning the decorations became the best part. Paper hearts hanging from the beams. Small stacks of their favourite books as centrepieces. Library cards instead of place names. She grinned and bit into her toast and jam, browsing Pinterest.
When the email notification popped up on the screen, she opened it without hesitation.
She hadn’t noticed the sender’s details, she saw the jpg attachment and assumed Adrianna had sent her more wedding inspo. But when the picture loaded, her nerves lit up like an electrical circuit. She jolted, dropped her toast and phone at the same time and shoved her chair back. She closed her eyes, hoping to wash the spectacle away, but it burned on her eyelids, a distasteful afterimage.
It was awful. Gory. Violent. A woman’s body broken and slashed, blood splattered across the walls and ceiling. And it wasn’t the first time she’d seen it. She had that image seared into her mind already. The dingy room. The bright flash highlighting the pale skin of the victim. She dreamt about it every night. And now, someone had sent it to her. Who?
Three months ago, Claire received a letter informing her she’d been called up for jury duty. Before the trial began, she’d cracked jokes with Adrianna about dealing with petty criminals. A shoplifter perhaps. Maybe a drug dealer if the case was spicier. Instead, she’d found herself sitting in on a murder trial with crime scene pictures so gruesome, she’d almost fainted in court. It’d been a difficult case, not just because of the horrific crime, but because the defence had spun a tale of an innocent man caught up in a relationship with the victim. He claimed Kevin Botham, who already had a history of violence, had been framed for a crime he didn’t commit. They explained away all the circumstantial, and even physical evidence during the trial. Some of the other jury members were even swayed by it before they eventually came to the guilty verdict.
But she’d never been convinced by the defence. Claire looked into Kevin Botham’s cold eyes every day in court. She’d listened to every expert explaining DNA evidence and seen every bit of CCTV footage. She knew she’d put the right man in prison.
“Claire?”
She hadn’t even noticed Adrianna enter the room, and now she raised her eyes to see her fiancée standing in the doorway, dark eyebrows bunched together. “Are you all right?”
“I don’t get it,” Claire said, still in shock. “How does he know my email address?”
“What are you talking about?”
Claire pointed at her phone, aware her own ambiguity must be confusing for Adrianna, but not quite able to form the words to explain. “Someone sent it to me.”
Adrianna picked up the phone and tapped in Claire’s passcode. They both knew each other’s passwords for most things. It was how they were, sharing and open with one another, and yet, Claire had mostly kept the nightmares to herself. Why was that?
“Jesus. Is that… is that one of the crime scene photos? From the trial.”
Claire nodded her head. “Who sent it to me?”
“It came from a weird email address. You should hide at ymail dot com.”
The blood drained from Claire’s face.
“Does that mean something to you?” Adrianna asked.
“The murderer, Kevin Botham. He said that in court. He got angry at the verdict, turned to us all on the jury and whispered it. You should hide.”
“You never told me that.” Adrianna stared at the picture on the phone. “God, that’s awful. This is…” She shook her head as though there were no words to explain what it was.
“It’s a threat,” Claire said. A headache blossomed so suddenly it made her woozy. “Isn’t it?”
Adrianna placed the phone down on the dining room table and stepped away from it as though it was radioactive. “I think we need to call the police.”
A wave of nausea threatened Claire’s breakfast. “Okay. Yeah.”
Adrianna took her phone out of her jeans pocket, leaving the picture visible on Claire’s screen. There it was, her nightmare. Perhaps they’d been preparing her for this moment. All this time, she’d known something bad was going to happen. Her mind turned back to the trial. She’d had to travel to London for the case at the Old Bailey. But the crimes had been committed in Macclesfield, not that far from Manchester. Simon Botham, Kevin’s brother, still lived there for all she knew, which was too close for comfort.
She’d noticed him in the gallery. He had the same ice-blue eyes as his brother. Rage-filled, dragged away from court twice for causing a disruption. Every night she dreamt about him and Kevin killing women, chasing their victim through dark streets, blood covering their wild faces. In fact, all throughout the trial she’d wondered whether Simon Botham was as bad as his brother. And now she had this threat sent directly to her. The picture had to come from Simon Botham. It had to be him. He was coming for her.



CHAPTER 4




THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

SOMEWHERE ALONG THE ROAD, her veil caught the wind and ripped from her curly, bridal hair. She didn’t bother to stop and pick it up. She let it lay on top of the snow. Perhaps it would freeze until it went stiff. Forever curved slightly like a lacey conch shell.
Every step on her numb feet made her feel like she was dragging two steaks through cold sand. Her hair, face and clothes grew sodden from the falling snow. And yet, it all paled in comparison to the prickling sensation that someone followed her.
She checked over her shoulder every few seconds, frowning to herself, confused by her own instincts. Why did she feel as though she was being watched? She hadn’t seen anyone, but then she wouldn’t in these conditions. Not unless they were right in front of her. Following the map proved virtually impossible as she traversed the countryside.
She reminded herself that humans have good instincts when it comes to being stalked. The prickling sensation at the nape of the neck, signifying a predator in one’s blind spot. The blurred face in the corner of one’s eye. Catching a spectator eerily watching. She couldn’t ignore that sensation, no matter how dubious it seemed.
Because of the seemingly infinite grey gloom, she almost stumbled right into the bothy. But she’d made it. Somehow, she’d followed the right path despite the weather, and now she had a place to wait out the snowstorm.
She shed her shoes and sodden jacket as soon as she stepped into the tiny space. Rubbing her arms, she searched the room. There was a fireplace, thank the lord for that, and a pile of blankets stacked up by a small sofa. She pulled a blanket over her shoulders. Even the wool felt cold to touch, but she knew it would soon warm up.
She found kindling and immediately got to work building a fire. It wasn’t something she’d done often, and she first piled the sticks high, then changed her mind and removed a couple before taking the lighter to the paper. When the fire came to life, she lifted her hands and let out a laugh.
Was it done?
Everything?
Was it over?
She sat by the fire for a short time. Then, when it was roaring, she threw on a log. Embers spat out of the flames with a crack, hitting the floor besides her knees. She pulled herself back, placed the guard over the fireplace, and sank into the sofa. Now she was tucked away inside the bothy, that sense of being watched gradually faded away. A figment of her imagination, nothing more, nothing less. Of course, she would be on edge after surviving a car crash and… Well, perhaps she wouldn’t think about what she’d done. At least, not yet.
The bothy was cute. There were wooden bunk beds on the far wall and a tiny sink. She spotted a lantern on a shelf and wondered if it was gas. She pulled herself onto her tired feet and rummaged through the cupboards, checking for anything useful. She grabbed a few granola bars and came across a pair of men’s trousers, clean socks and a thick jumper.
“Boots,” she whispered. “Please let there be boots.”
Her prayers were answered inside the next cupboard. Three pairs of Wellington boots stood upright next to a cleaning brush and a large pair of hiking boots. She lifted each pair, chose the smallest, tipped them upside down to check for spiders, and carried everything back over to the fire. She peeled the damp wedding dress from her body. While partially naked, she checked herself over. Her ribs were bruised. She noted the blossom of blue working its way down her body, marking the seatbelt placement. But she was lucky. No broken bones. A few small cuts from the shattered windshield and that was it. Walking hadn’t aggravated her injuries too much. On the hike here, she’d grown used to the aches and pains until she hadn’t even felt them.
Satisfied, she pulled on the clothes. Everything was too big. The trousers barely stayed on her hips. The boots were about a size too big, but wearable. She went back to the storage cupboard and searched through for a belt, or even some string. Eventually, she found a roll of garden twine along with a pair of scissors. It was good enough. She threaded it through the belt loops and tied it tight. She decided to keep hold of the scissors and took them over to the sofa where she sat and ate the granola bars.
Finally, some warmth in her bones. She stared at the wedding dress on the stone floor and felt nothing. She should’ve felt something, but she didn’t. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a second. And then she heard a footstep.
The snow continued to blow around the bothy, and she knew that what she’d heard had not been the crunch of snow, it had been the scuff of a boot on stone. The path. Someone followed her footsteps along the stone path outside the door.
She leapt to her feet, pocketed the scissors and the last granola bar and stared at the door. Who was outside? Moving quickly but silently, she snatched the jacket from the floor and searched the pockets for the phone. The text message, she thought. The threat. Whoever sent it must be unstable, and not someone she wanted to meet.
Could it be the man who’d shown up unwanted at her wedding? Adrenaline coursed through her, sending her into flight or fight. There was no lock on the bothy door, and she didn’t have much time. She hurried over to the window on the other side of the room, yanked it up as quietly as she could, and climbed back into the freezing cold. Luckily her trousers stayed up. She pulled the jacket over her thick jumper for extra warmth, and then she ran into the blizzard.
Nestled in a valley, it was easy to find a vantage point. Once halfway up the hill, she found a broad tree to crouch behind. With her breath rasping from her lungs, she inched herself around the tree until she saw the bothy below.
She saw a man’s face at the window.
She saw him lift a long, thin object.
A gun.



CHAPTER 5




MILA

RAFAEL PACED the length of the living room. Mila stirred her tea, watching him from the kitchen, listening to him sigh and speak in Spanish. He stopped, shrugged his shoulders, lifted his arms and then carried on pacing, his voice raising. That was her in-laws on the other end of the line, wanting her to sign a pre-nup to make sure she wouldn’t get her gold-digging mitts on the family money.
She was not going to sign that pre-nup.
Hell no.
“Babe.” Rafael wandered back into the kitchen as Mila reapplied her Sugar Plum lipstick. “That was Dad. He wants us to join them for dinner next week. Is that okay?”
“Sure.” She planted a kiss on his cheek, then smiled and wiped away the residue lipstick. But as she pulled back, he wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned in for a long kiss on the mouth.
“Fucking work,” he murmured into her ear, voice husky and low. “If I didn’t have a meeting with my father, I’d put you over this table right here, right now.”
“Hmm,” she said. “Your father and doing me on the table in one sentence. You know how to get a girl hot and bothered, Raf.” She winked at him and walked over to the sink.
He wandered over to her, encased her with his arms and leaned into her, pressing his face against her glossy dark hair. “But seriously, I cannot wait for you to be my wife. I can’t wait, Mila. You’re my world, you know that.”
She leaned into him, pressing her body into the spaces she knew to press. He groaned. “But…”
“No buts.”
“Yes, there is, and it begins with the letter P.”
He sighed. “Life would be a lot easier for us both if you’d sign it.”
“Nope.”
“Babe.”
She turned to face him. “I’ve told you how I feel about pre-nups. Either you trust me, or you don’t. And no, I’m not going to walk out of this marriage with nothing if you feel like shagging your secretary or—”
He retracted, his face bright red and puffed out. “You ask me to trust you and then you paint me like that?”
“No, Raf, that’s not what I mean. I don’t think you’ll have an affair, but at the same time, think about what you’re asking me to do. You want me to have no protection. Look, I’m a traditional girl—”
He snorted, but he was half laughing. “Traditional? You? Come on!”
“I am, I swear.” She laughed along with him until they kissed again. She pulled away first. Always her first. She knew how to keep him wanting more. “I believe that a wife and a husband should share their lives, including their money. You know if the tables were turned, I’d share everything with you. Anyway. Go. We’ll talk about it later.”
He planted a kiss on her forehead and rushed out of the house with a jacket flung over one arm and his briefcase in the other hand. Mila rinsed her mug, then reached into the back of the kitchen cupboard with all the pots and pans that Rafael never used, and took out a half-eaten box of chocolates.
Since her engagement with Rafael, she’d quit her estate agent job and become a full-time housewife. Only Raf had a cleaner, and she always bought easy to cook meals, so there wasn’t much to do in the daytime. Sometimes she watched TV. Sometimes she watched porn. Sometimes she ate chocolates and read a book.
Today, she checked her emails while wandering into the lounge carrying her chocolates and coffee balanced in one hand. Wedding spam. More wedding spam. Did she want a Vinylux or Shellac manicure? Lavender or lilies? She sat down on the sofa and fired off quick answers to them all before finishing the rest of her chocolates. Only then did she notice the anonymous email.
Pay £10,000 or I release the photos.
She almost ignored it and kept scrolling, but she noticed that the email had attachments with documents saved in her name. She froze. The documents were not saved as Mila Davidson, they were saved as her old name. Her real name. She tapped the screen.
Would your fiancé Rafael like to know who you used to be? Perhaps I’ll tell him unless you pay me.
Mila opened the attachments and almost laughed. The pictures were of her, nude, from a long time ago. She remembered taking them in her old bedroom when she was eighteen. Mila had learned early that beauty was a commodity. She learned that from music videos and GQ magazine.
Even back then it wasn’t hard to find lonely men who wanted to talk to a beautiful young girl, who would pay good money for a few photographs and a chat. There was no OnlyFans back then, but she’d still found men with deep pockets. Still, she’d done what she needed to do to get out of that miserable home and she wasn’t ashamed of it. Perhaps she could spin this as revenge porn. Rafael would remain sympathetic to her, especially if she cried and told him how embarrassed she was. Perhaps she could get away with saying she was under eighteen, too. It was risky, though. Would the police find a timestamp? With her not signing the pre-nup, and Rafael’s parents hating her, the last thing she needed was him finding out what she used to do.
And there was the other problem of them knowing her real name, a name she needed to keep away from Rafael and his family, at all costs.
She bit her lip and took a moment to think. She remembered the men she’d sent photos to. Did she still have their email addresses? Some would be anonymous. Others had been less cautious. But what she needed to know was whether they had more photos of her, and if they had proof of her real name.
She cleared her throat and replied back: Nice try. I’m not paying you a penny. But I know who you are and you’ll regret this.
Mila knew how to bluff; she’d done it her entire life. She knew how to lie and how to coast through problems that would break other people. It took a good ten minutes for the response to come through, and by that time her body thrummed with excitement.
Tick tock, Millie. Wait until your fiancé finds out you’re nothing but a slut, and a liar.
Her fingers itched to reply right away, but she knew better. She turned hot rage into ice. It was time to get to work. She wouldn’t waste energy on anger or fear what might come next. She needed to think this through.
First of all, this person called her Millie. That was interesting. She’d legally changed both her first and last name, choosing Mila because it sounded far more interesting than Millie, and it wasn’t too much of a change. Millie could be explained to Rafael, but her real surname could not. So, the first thing she needed to do was check which name she’d used to send the photos because she couldn’t remember. Then she needed to check on the email addresses of the men she’d sent them too. And for that, she needed her old login details.
Mila set her laptop to one side and took a moment to compose herself. She was about to go back in time, and that wouldn’t be easy.
Another message came through. You have one day.
She replied, Don’t be so ridiculous.
I’ll be in touch. In my own time.



CHAPTER 6




LUCY

SHE FIDDLED with her bracelet as Mrs Novak spoke in a calm but stern tone. Lucy’s mind kept drifting away, as though it was on a tide. She saw her sanity floating out to sea until she forced herself back to the room.
“And Mr Farrah is taking the appropriate actions, I hope?” Mrs Novak asked.
“Yes,” Lucy said. “He’s asked Jacob to apologise.”
“Well, I’m afraid we need to see some improvement in your attitude, Jacob, before you come back to school. I want to know you’re taking this seriously. I want to be sure you’re going to try. We’ve made allowances for you during the past year. I know you were a bright boy before your mum passed away. And I know how hard it has been for you since then.” The blond-haired teacher turned her shiny, intelligent eyes to Lucy. “I’ve suggested counselling to Mr Farrah but neither he, nor Jacob, are keen to take it up.”
Jacob, who’d sat sullenly for several minutes with his arms folded, finally spoke. “I don’t need counselling.”
“Your behaviour suggests otherwise,” Mrs Novak said.
He rolled his eyes, and the headteacher’s lips thinned.
“I’ll mention it to Mr Farrah,” Lucy said, sensing the necessity to step in. She felt guilty. The headteacher at St Martin’s Prep School was a reasonable woman. Lucy had met her three times now and always found her fair and calm. In fact, she’d often coveted Mrs Novak’s ability to lead a conversation. She had a voice laced with the depth of authority that Lucy often fantasised about. Instead, her own voice more often than not sounded like a question, as though she didn’t know if her own opinions were real.
“Jacob, I’ve given you a lot of advice over this last year, and you’ve never taken it. But I urge you to now before you go down a path I’d never want to see you take. Go to counselling. Talk through your grief. Whatever you try to hide will only end up controlling you.”
Lucy turned to Jacob in the hope of seeing some of it sink in, but he remained in his usual defensive posture, with his arms folded and his head bent low. He hadn’t even looked at his teacher. Lucy thanked Mrs Novak and walked out of the room, aware of Jacob behind her. They spent the car journey home in silence. As soon as they both walked in the front door, Jacob went upstairs. Lucy felt like she could breathe for the first time that day.
    
She spent a week on tenterhooks, wishing she could sleep with one eye open. Jacob, who she now thought of as a heavy, shadowy presence in her life, spent most of his time in his room playing computer games at full volume. Henry spent all of his time at the university, despite the undergraduates now being at home for Christmas, so that meant Lucy worked on her laptop on the kitchen table while her teenage stepson quietly seethed in his room. What kind of games did he play? Were they violent? They sounded violent. The shuddering gun blasts filtered down through the ceiling. What if those violent games contributed to his aggression?
They rarely spoke to each other. Before, she’d call upstairs or send him a text message when she made a cup of tea to see if he’d like one, too. But not now. She didn’t want to look at him, let alone speak to him. Every lunch time, she grabbed her handbag and went for a long walk to the nearest sandwich shop. Her days had a rhythm to them. She spoke to clients on the phone, apologised for the excessive noise in the background, agonised over the wedding decorations and DJ playlist for the reception, then ran out of the house every time she heard plodding footsteps coming down the stairs.
And Henry? Had any of it worried him? Scared him? They’d talked about it once, the night after she’d taken Jacob to see Mrs Novak.
Henry had removed his glasses and placed them down on the coffee table before leaning back on the sofa. “I’ll talk to him,” he’d said. “He can’t keep treating you like this, it isn’t fair.”
Lucy had been somewhat relieved, because his tone remained sombre, but at the same time, she didn’t feel as though he understood. She’d moved closer to him on the sofa and twisted her body so they were face to face. She needed to make him see. “I’m scared of him, Henry. There is hatred inside him I don’t understand. And now I’ll be alone with him in the house while he’s suspended. Can’t you work from home for a bit?”
“No,” he said. “I have too many meetings right now. Look, he’s fifteen. He’s a kid. He’s not going to do you any harm.”
“Fifteen-year-old boys can be violent.”
“He’s my son!” Henry had risen to his feet, pushing his hands into his pockets as he strode around the lounge. “Sorry, it’s just… I know my son. I know what’s in his heart. He’s a good boy. He is. I raised him from a baby. I saw his face light up when he opened his Christmas presents. I saw him nurse a blackbird back to health after a cat mauled it.”
Lucy knew how much Jacob meant to him. She’d stood and embraced Henry and told him that everything would be okay, but at the same time, she’d thought to herself that he was blind to the person Jacob was becoming. He didn’t want to see.
She walked. The bite of the wind caught her nose, her cheeks. She imagined her face turning red, her Rudolph nose leading the way. They’d chosen a December wedding because it was cheaper, and then it had felt so romantic to get married on Christmas day. But with all this drama regarding Jacob she felt… Perhaps she wouldn’t call it cold feet. No, she would. She was getting cold feet. It felt awful to admit it, but she was. Her feet were completely freezing.
Henry had proposed to her in June during a weekend trip to Paris. They’d spent most of their trip eating pastries, sightseeing and walking. Lucy had never considered herself to be particularly cultured, she was never an academic student. Her grades were mediocre, and she’d gone to college, not university. Now she worked for a recruiter which mostly consisted of phone calls and arranging job interviews. But Henry, well… Henry knew history and art and literature and when he gave her a tour of the Louvre, she was fascinated by him. He was larger than life to her. Later, as the sun set, as they drank red wine and shared a dessert in a gorgeous street side café, he’d taken her hand and asked her to marry him.
How could she refuse?
Back in the Manchester sandwich shop, escaping the biting winter wind, Lucy ordered a hot roast pork sandwich on white bread with all the trimmings. Then she pointed at the fattest chocolate brownie and added it to her order. Four months ago, she’d been dieting, using intermittent fasting, which Deepa, her old school friend, swore by. But now, she was officially off the barrel.
She had her reasons for the diet that went beyond her wedding dress fitting well. For a while now, they’d been trying for a baby. Henry was on-board, though not quite as enthusiastic as Lucy, and they’d done whatever they could to get pregnant. With Lucy’s endometriosis to consider, she’d decided to lose a few pounds and see if it helped. Doctors always recommended weight loss first. She hated it though and had, on more than one occasion, wondered if these male GPs actually knew what they were talking about.
She walked through to a small park at the end of the street and sat down on a bench overlooking the city. A December view in this spot was either clear blue stretching for miles, or a foggy grey blocking out the tenements. Today it was clear blue. The kind of pastel colour an artist would use. She devoured the sandwich, fully aware of her own stress eating. And then she leaned back and crossed one ankle over the other, enjoying the solitude.
“Lucy.”
Shocked, she turned her head. Jacob walked towards her; his hands shoved down into the pockets of his jeans.
She recoiled. “How did you know…? Have you been following me?”
He sat down on the bench next to her and stooped over. “Yeah.”
“Why?” She inched away from him; her hands clasped tightly together.
“I wanted to say sorry about the essay.”
“Oh.” She wiped some breadcrumbs from her lips and forced a smile. “Thank you for saying that. I really appreciate it.”
“I’m going to do better now.” He lowered his eyes. “I promise.”
She never thought she’d be moved by him, but she was. Perhaps he wanted to open up to her. To be vulnerable. She even considered taking his hand in hers, but she merely flexed her fingers instead. “We’ll both do better.”
“It’s nice here,” he said. “Peaceful.”
Lucy nodded.
“Not many people around either. Do you come here a lot?”
“I come here for lunch every now and then.”
He glanced at the paper wrapper from her sandwich. “Thought you were on a diet for the wedding.”
She winked. “Don’t tell your dad.”
“I won’t,” he said. And with that, he stood up and left.
Lucy stared at him walking away, wondering if she’d imagined the entire conversation. Was that it? Had their relationship finally turned a corner?
Later that day, Jacob sat with them at the dinner table and smiled through the entire meal. Lucy had made lasagne with veggies and he complimented her cooking. Henry grinned from ear to ear, listening to Jacob’s stories about how he and Lucy had made up.
“We had lunch together,” Jacob said.
“Oh, that’s wonderful.” Henry reached over and took her hand.
All Lucy could do was nod. Lunch? She supposed at a stretch you could call it a lunch. But what was Jacob playing at?
He stabbed a broccoli floret with his fork. “We’re mates now.”
“Brilliant. And you’re back to school next week. We can put this behind us now, can’t we, Lucy?”
She smiled. “Of course.”
But inside, her stomach churned. Jacob continued smiling at her while he chewed his broccoli. She felt like his eyes penetrated her soul. He was playing a game, getting his father onside. She wasn’t hungry anymore, but she couldn’t stand giving him the satisfaction of seeing it. She forced several more bites of lasagne down.
“We’re going to be a proper family,” Henry said, completely oblivious to the tension.



CHAPTER 7




CLAIRE

PC RAJ DEOL, still in his hi-vis jacket, placed a cup of tea next to his helmet, resting on the kitchen table. “Lovely brew.” He grinned, smoothing the lined paper of his notebook. “Right, so you were on the jury for a murder trial?”
Claire nodded her head. “Kevin Botham. He raped and murdered a woman.”
Raj whistled in a sharp breath through his teeth. “Nasty one, that. Can I see the images from the email?”
She turned the laptop screen to allow him to see the photographs in all their glory. He winced and shook his head. “Terrible.”
“Do you think it’s a threat?” she asked. She felt Adrianna’s eyes drop to where she’d worried the sleeve of her top. There were frayed threads where she’d pulled at the edges with her fingernails. She shot Adrianna a guilty smile and covered the sleeve with her hand.
“There’s threatening language in there,” the PC said. “But that doesn’t mean they’re going to do anything more than send this nasty email. Okay? We take harassment seriously, but often these things don’t escalate.”
Claire nodded. She wanted to feel relieved, but she didn’t. All she saw was the bruised, battered and mutilated body of Kevin’s victim. Someone wants to do this to me. It was the intrusive thought she couldn’t shut up. She was sure that the arrival of this email, this nasty, horrific email, meant someone out there wanted to rape and murder her. And then it would be her crime scene photograph used at a trial. She raised a trembling hand to her throat and let out a shuddering breath.
“What we’re going to do is see if we can trace the IP address of this email and find out who sent it.”
“Oh,” Adrianna said. “I tried that. They used a redirection service.”
Raj winked. “Let us have another go and see what we can find out. Okay?”
He left with the laptop tucked under his arm, dropping off his contact details at the door. Claire felt her lungs deflate and her shoulders slump as Adrianna turned the lock and placed the chain across the door. Flinging one arm across Claire’s shoulder, they embraced, breathing in each other’s warmth.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” Claire said.
“It’s going to be okay.”
“Is it?”
“Yes! Listen to me. We’re too strong to let this sick fuck get to us. Besides, maybe the copper was right. Maybe this person has had their vile fun and now they’re going to slink off into whatever gross little hole they crawled out of and leave us alone.”
“I bloody hope so.” She pulled herself out of Adrianna’s embrace. “All this because I agreed to do jury duty. Jesus.”
    
Back at work the next day, Claire busied herself with one of her favourite jobs, returning books and journals to the library shelves. Any work that kept her hands active while her mind wandered tended to be her favourite, and Nate, the senior librarian let her put her headphones in and tune out. Cardi B rapped in her ears as she placed academic journals back on their shelves.
Being back at work allowed a sense of normality to gently settle over her life. She’d already begun to believe Adrianna was right, that whoever sent her the photograph, whether it was Kevin’s brother, Simon, or some other cretin, had decided to leave her alone. But that didn’t stop the intrusive thoughts as she worked.
In Kevin Botham’s case, he’d stalked his victim for two weeks before he attacked her. He’d broken into her apartment and stolen her underwear. He’d taken jewellery from her bedroom and given it to his wife as a present. He’d followed her down the street, always watching her, lingering a few feet behind. At night, she screamed as she watched the dream version of herself walking down a dark road without any clue she was being stalked. Kevin Botham reached out, his fingers grazing her dark hair. But now his face morphed into Simon Botham’s.
She turned the volume up, blocking out the memory of Kevin Botham’s sharp, angular face transforming into the softer features of his brother’s. It took a while, but soon she’d lost herself in the music and in her tasks. The music pumped loud, the library faded away, and so did the students. But when someone tapped on her shoulder, she screamed.
Blushing, Claire watched as the students in the entire lower floor of the library lifted their heads and turned to stare at her. The tiny red-haired girl who’d tapped on her shoulder stared at her with wide eyes, stunned. Claire removed her earphones and cringed.
“Sorry, I… I just wanted to know if I could take that…” The girl pointed to a psychology journal Claire was in the middle of replacing.
“Oh, yeah. Sure.” She handed the journal over and tried, or rather failed, to hide her embarrassment. She wasn’t sure how loudly she’d screamed, but based on the reaction of the library, it’d been somewhere in the region of piercing.
She worked quickly then, with the volume turned down so as not to allow herself to be surprised again. But for the rest of the working day, she trembled, aware that even if the harassment was over, her anxiety wasn’t. And that day, leaving the university, waving bye to Nate and the others, she still trembled.
The bus was busy, and she didn’t want anyone sneaking up on her from behind, so she sat one a sideways facing seat near the driver. Her thoughts reeled. A whirligig that never fell, constantly spinning and spinning. Her attempt to go back to normal hadn’t worked.
And then she wondered—what about the others? There were eleven other members of the jury, what if Simon had harassed them too? She had to consider that. If he hadn’t sent the pictures to anyone else, well, then she had a target on her back, because she’d been the one to turn the others on to a guilty plea.
During the long hours of discussion, they’d gone over the evidence several times. Kevin Botham and his brother both had criminal histories—from shoplifting to drug dealing to assault. They lived near the victim and the defence had claimed Kevin robbed the victim’s house after a date with her and that was how his wife ended up with the necklace, not because he stalked and murdered her. According to them, Kevin was having an affair with the woman, not stalking her, but there hadn’t been any real evidence of that. No photographs, no friends or family who recognised Kevin and saw him with the victim. And yet, the suggestion had seemed enough for the other jurors to doubt his guilt. It was Claire who’d talked them around.
If Simon Botham knew that, then he must’ve known someone on the jury.
Who in that room had contact with the Bothams? Who could be working with them? Unless it was the paranoia taking hold of her. Claire chewed on her thumbnail. Now she’d had the thought she had to decide what to do with it. She needed to be sure she wasn’t the only juror targeted.



CHAPTER 8




COLLEEN




CHRISTMAS DAY

SHE PLACED the bottle back in her bottom filing cabinet drawer and ate a mint. How much had she had to drink today? Enough to put her over the limit if she was breathalysed? Still, she wouldn’t be driving anywhere this Christmas, not with the storm spitting snow outside. But she did need to pull herself together, and fast. Three wedding parties waited for her to sort out the mess. And here she was, hiding away in her office, downing gin by the shot.
There was a knock at the door. She pulled herself out of the chair and limped over to the door. Her knee was playing up again with the freezing cold weather.
She opened the door and faced Adrianna, the bride from the Rivers-Williams party.
“Look, we need to find Claire. She’s… vulnerable.” Adrianna strode into the small room, still dragging her heavy wedding dress around.
Another part of Colleen shrivelled up and died. The day was a complete and utter disaster.
“What do you mean?”
“She has some mental health issues,” Adrianna said. “Her panic attacks can be extremely debilitating.” A sheen of tears spread across Adrianna’s eyes. “And I can’t find her anywhere. And, well, someone has been harassing her. Maybe they came to the wedding, I don’t know. We’ve both been stalked for weeks.”
“Stalked?” Colleen lifted a hand to her chest where the warmth of the gin had settled. Her heart kept beating too fast. She took a deep breath. Now it made more sense. Claire Rivers had asked her to check the names of their guests before letting them into the venue. It’d struck her as a little paranoid at the time. “Okay, I’ll come and help you. I’m sorry, most of the staff are out searching for Mrs Rodriguez, so I don’t know if I can get a search party together.” Colleen bit her lip as they made their way into the corridor. She was about to lock her office, when she hurried inside and grabbed a slim ring binder. The guest lists. “I need to do a headcount of all the guests we have here, too.”
“Please hurry. I have family members searching rooms, but we don’t understand where she could have gone.”
“Are you sure she’s still in the hotel? Did she go out with the others to search for Mrs Rodriguez?”
“I don’t know.” Tears finally fell from Adrianna’s eyes and Colleen leaned across to rub her shoulders.
“Don’t worry, we’ll find her. We’ll find everyone.”
“I hope so.”
Once she reached the foyer, she grabbed one of the catering waitresses, Nina, a slim girl with mousy hair, who tended to put the guests at ease with her unassuming presence. “I need your help, hun. We’ve got a lot of people missing right now. So, I need you to ask every single guest here for their name and place a tick next to their name on the sheet.” She thrust the ring binder into the teenager’s hands. “This is a list of the guests not coming because of the weather.” She placed the sheet on top.
Nina’s eyebrows bunched together. “Every single guest?”
Colleen nodded. “Yes, all of them. And I’ll be back in around thirty minutes to see how you’re getting on.” She turned to Adrianna. “All right. Let’s try the bedrooms first. It’s a big old house, she might have lost her way.”
Adrianna gazed sadly at her gown. “I should get changed. I don’t think anyone is getting married today.”
“I think you might be right about that,” Colleen said grimly. “What a terrible day. I feel awful about Mrs Rodriguez. And now a missing bride. And the storm.”
“Also, my phone signal is patchy,” Adrianna added. “Do you have a landline in the hotel.”
“We do,” she said. “But the wires are down, I think. It happens sometimes during storms. If you get a signal, perhaps it’s time to call the police. I don’t get any signal on my phone in the hotel.”
“All right,” Adrianna said. “I’ll try in the foyer.”
To Colleen’s relief, Adrianna managed to get a signal and call the police once there and Colleen explained how the hotel was cut off and guests were missing. But she knew they’d take a while to get to the hotel given that the roads were inaccessible. Then they walked upstairs, knocking on guest doors, checking the cleaning cupboards. Most guests were in the foyer and all the cupboards were locked. Then they made their way to the ballroom, which would have been the venue for the Rodriguez wedding, the conservatory, which was where the Farrah’s ceremony was due to take place, then lastly, the library, where Claire and Adrianna were supposed to be getting married in thirty minutes.
“She’s not here.” Adrianna placed her hands on her hips and sighed.
“Come on,” Colleen said gently. “We’ll try the kitchen, the restaurant and the other bar.”
Adrianna’s dress swished and swooshed as she walked. They’d covered so much ground, Colleen’s knee throbbed. She noticed the light film of sweat across Adrianna’s forehead.
“What were you saying about harassment?” Colleen asked.
“Claire was a juror on a murder trial a few months ago. Since then, she’s been stalked by someone. Possibly the criminal’s brother.” Her chin wobbled. Colleen noticed that whatever had happened before the wedding exhausted the poor girl. “We had this horrible fight last night. Said some awful things.” She wiped away a few tears. “I told her I didn’t want to do it, that I wanted to go home.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll find her.” Colleen did her best to inject some positivity into her tone. “But it looks like she’s not in the restaurant.” She glanced around the mostly empty room. There was a man sitting alone at one of the tables, his back to them. He shouldn’t really be there with the restaurant closed, but Colleen decided not to mention it. The foyer was crowded enough already.
They turned around and made their way back, popping into the kitchen and bar on the way. Still, no Claire.
“Do you think she went outside?” Colleen asked.
“Maybe she tried to leave. After what I said I can’t blame her. What if… What if she’s hurt or…?”
“You don’t know that. Try not to let your thoughts run amok. I know it’s easy to do and I’d be the same. It’s a lot easier standing here and telling you to be calm but—”
Nina ran over. “Mrs Rodriguez… They’ve found her.”
Colleen clutched her chest. “Oh, thank God. Is she okay?”
“She’s fine, just shaken up. I’ve got that list for you.”
“Brilliant, thanks darling.” Before going back to the foyer to check up on Mrs Rodriguez, she stopped and gave the guest list a quick once over. “That can’t be right.”
“What’s wrong?” The waitress frowned.
“There are three brides and two grooms still missing?”
“That’s right. Lucy Greyson, Henry Farrah, Claire Rivers, Mila Davidson and Rafael Rodriguez.”
“And what about these names with two ticks next to them?”
“Well,” she said. “That’s the strangest thing. At least two of the guests gave me a name that already had a tick next to the name. And it’s the same pen, so I guess I ticked them the first time.”
“So, some of the guests lied about their own name?” Colleen asked. Next to her she heard Adrianna breathe sharply through her teeth.
“I… I guess so,” Nina replied.
“Do you remember what they looked like?”
“Well, one of the men was on his own in the restaurant—”
Before Nina could finish her sentence, both Colleen and Adrianna turned around and started walking back the way they came.



CHAPTER 9




MILA

SHE’D NEVER HAD A FAMILY, at least that was what Mila told herself. Long ago, there’d been parents living in the same house as her, but she wouldn’t say they’d raised her. No, she wouldn’t give them that satisfaction. They hadn’t clothed or fed her; they were generally too high for that. There had, however, been Christopher.
Eleven years older, he’d made sure she ate, went to school and had the books she needed. When her parents were passed out on the sofa, he stole money from their mother’s wallet and bought food. He worked three jobs from the age of sixteen, all to help Mila.
But then he moved out when Mila was thirteen, and that was when she had to learn how to survive alone. She’d never blamed him for leaving. Misery filled that house, from the foundations to the tip of the unusable chimney. She knew he deserved more than what they had. But she was thirteen, with two negligent parents, and only the money Christopher had left her.
As a skinny, scrap of a thing at thirteen years old, she started stealing. Shoplifting mostly, and usually food. As she got older, she stole makeup, and clothes, and even became popular at school because she learned how to apply lipstick before the other girls.
It wasn’t long before she noticed something. Eyes. People staring at her, all men. When she rolled up her skirt and undid a button on her school blouse, those eyes became hungrier.
Christopher bought her a cheap laptop for school and the next thing Mila learned was how men behave online. Her parents couldn’t be bothered to make her experience online a safe one. There were no blocks or passwords on her laptop. When Mila turned eighteen, she started selling images of her body to thirsty men with deep pockets. Which meant that she had no idea who could be blackmailing her now. There were too many choices.
Firstly, she logged into her old email address and went back to that dark time. Would any of the names jump out? She started copying and pasting contacts into a spreadsheet that she could refer back to with evidence. Then she searched for them on Google, Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. Two had died, one by suicide, the other of cancer. Three gave the outward appearance of wealth and she couldn’t imagine them needing to blackmail her. Which left two names she felt comfortable checking first. But both of them had their social media pages set to private. She stared at their smiling profile pictures and wondered what to do next.
She decided to check LinkedIn for their professional profiles and smiled to herself when it turned out to be a genius move. These kinds of men couldn’t help but brag about their accomplishments. All she had to do was create a fake profile using a stock image and find out where these men worked and what they did.
First up, Roger Smythson, a fifty-five-year-old middle manager at a university. He hadn’t had a promotion for over a decade, which was interesting. No pay rise, Roger? She knew the education sector had been hit hard in the financial crisis of 2008, resulting in pay freezes for several years. Perhaps Roger felt disenfranchised with his choices and sick of not getting anywhere in life. Perhaps he went through his inbox and found Mila’s photos. Perhaps he did a bit of digging and realised she was engaged to a rich man. It was possible. She wrote down his work email and made a note of the department’s address.
The second man, Dominic Harding, had his own accounting firm. But when Mila clicked through to the organisation, she saw the limited scope of the three-person company. She opened his website to find an old WordPress blog that hadn’t been updated for years. His smiling, round face popped up on the screen and she thought of him red and sweaty, staring at her naked pictures. It didn’t make her feel ashamed, or disgusted. Instead, she decided those past mistakes gave her power now. She hoped they did. The alternative wasn’t worth considering. There was no way the Dominic Hardings of the world could take power from her. No. She owned it. Now she had to figure out how to use it.
These two mediocre men seemed like the obvious candidates, and now she needed to squash them before either of them squashed her. She chewed on the inside of her cheek, mulling things over.
Back when Mila was thirteen years old and her brother, Christopher, had moved out of the home, she’d learned the hard way that self-preservation took precedence in life. And somehow, from all of the shit she’d first been buried in, she sprouted like a fresh, spring flower. With Rafael, she’d built a new life, one that gave her options, freedoms. And one with a purpose. She would not give that up, no matter how many pink-faced idiots tried to blackmail her.
    
Mila waited in a coffee shop opposite the law department at Leeds University. She had on a white shirt, a tartan wraparound mini-skirt, opaque tights, and high heels. This wasn’t about going incognito, it was about standing out, and resembling the grown-up version of the girl who’d once sent pictures of her teenage body to middle-aged men. She’d plaited her hair and put on blush-pink lipstick. She’d considered white tennis shoes and bunches, but she couldn’t be obvious. And she wasn’t sure if Roger still liked his girls young, so she’d made her school uniform reference subtle.
She’d been travelling to and from Leeds for a few days now—she told Rafael she had meetings with a caterer to discuss the wedding food. Instead, she waited outside Roger’s university department. On the first day, Mila—camping out in her car with an iced yum yum from Greggs—saw him go into the coffee shop and order a sandwich for lunch. On the second day, he’d done the same thing. Now she waited, sipping on a Frappuccino. Freezing cold December rain dampened the paving slabs outside, but she’d felt the need to cool herself down.
She checked her phone. 12:20p.m. Yesterday, he came to the coffee shop at 12:05. Five minutes to walk from the law department to here, she assumed. And now he was late. What if he had a meeting? Or he’d decided to eat lunch at his desk?
And then her spine straightened. She saw him across the street. He wore trousers too small for him, the waistband cutting into the flesh beneath his paunch. He had on a tie and wore sensible clunky shoes. He huddled against the rain. He hadn’t bothered with an umbrella. She tried to think back to being just eighteen, tender beneath the tough exterior she presented to the world. She thought of his emails. Had he been kind? Had his kindness been nothing but manipulation? Some of the men attempted to sweet talk her into meeting them. Perhaps Roger was one of them.
He walked in and clocked her right away. She watched, lazily poking at her straw with her tongue. His cheeks flushed. From fear, or sexual attraction? She searched his face for signs of recognition, but she didn’t see any. Instead, Roger licked his lips and walked stiffly over to the counter. Mila stood up and followed, standing close to Roger’s back. She noticed the barest hint of perspiration at the nape of his neck.
“Oh no!” she said loudly.
A moment hung in the air. Then Roger turned, not all the way, but enough to glance at her.
“I’m so sorry,” Mila said in her sweetest voice. “I’ve left my debit card at home, and I don’t have enough for a coffee. Could I be awful and borrow 20p?” Let the man be a white knight. Let him come to her rescue.
“Sure,” he said, digging a handful of change from his pocket. She made sure to touch his fingers as she took the 20p coin from him.
“I swear, I don’t normally do this. I’m so embarrassed!” she said. “But I have an hour to kill before a job interview and I can’t do it without another cup.”
He laughed nervously. “It’s only 20p.”
“Hey, why don’t you join me?”
“Really?” His eyes lit up. Speckled blue and bloodshot.
“Totally. I could do with some decent conversation. I’m so nervous.”
“Okay, I will.”
They ordered their drinks and carried them over to Mila’s table. Her heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t decided how to play it. She had an ace up her sleeve, as she often liked to have, but would she use it, or would she feel out the situation and trust her instincts? As they sat down, she gazed up at Roger in an attempt to suss out the man he was now compared to back then. Then again, there was little coming back from being an adult man who bought nudes from a eighteen-year-old girl.
“I’m Roger,” he said.
“Millie,” she replied, hoping he remembered her name. Back then she’d used the email address Millieminx@ymail.com. Ringing any bells, Rog? she wondered, gazing into his blue eyes.
“Where’s your job interview?”
“At the university. It’s in admin.”
“I work in the law department. Maybe I can give you some pointers.”
“Oh wow, that’s so kind!”
For ten minutes, she let him go off about “talking yourself up and yet coming across as humble”. He asked where she’d worked, and she made up lies on the spot. Like how she worked at a dentist surgery until the dentist backed her into a corner and hit on her. She made herself seem like the perfect delicate flower who needed protection. Roger’s eyes drifted to the top button of her shirt.
His panini arrived and the smell turned her stomach. Pre-made sandwiches had a unique scent: too-sweet bread and plastic cheese.
“Are you married, Roger?” she asked.
“Divorced,” he said.
Mila glanced at his wedding ring. Liar.
“Do you have kids?”
“No, sadly not.”
Liar. She’d seen a picture of a teenage girl on his Facebook profile header. The whole family posed outside a hotel resort with the sun going down behind them. And on his wife’s profile page, she’d seen a photo of red roses with the caption: from my lovely hubby on our anniversary. That had been last month.
“Did you want kids?”
“Yes,” he said. “Of course.”
“A girl?”
He smiled. “Or a boy. I’m not picky.”
“Too old though now, I guess.”
Roger’s face turned bright vermillion.
“Does it even still work?” Mila gestured to his crotch beneath the table.
“Excuse me—”
“It’s not you, is it?” she said, staring at him.
After listening to him witter on about job interviews, she was pretty certain he wasn’t the man blackmailing her. Roger couldn’t be this good at acting. He had no idea what was going on.
“What isn’t me?” he asked, his eyes flitting around the café, probably worried someone heard the comment about his dick not working.
“Roger Smythson, fifty-five years old. You used to have the email address rogerrabbitroger@unet.com and you paid me through PayPal mostly. That was back when it first started, I guess. Or at least when it first became popular. You liked me to pose with a stuffed rabbit between my legs.”
Roger’s red face turned white.
“Ah, now you recognise me. Now you remember the name Millie, don’t you?” She sighed. “I don’t think you’re the man blackmailing me but by some slim chance this is all an act, I want you to know something. I still have those emails, Roger. I have screenshots of the PayPal transactions with your name on them. You were younger then, it’s true, but still way, way too old to be into teenage girls. So, if you do decide to share those photos with anyone else, I’ll send all of the evidence to your wife, your daughter and your boss. Is that clear?”
He nodded his head.
“Thanks for the 20p, Rog.” She stood up and walked out of the coffee shop.



CHAPTER 10




LUCY

SHE BALANCED her iPhone between her jaw and shoulder, explaining to the wedding planner, Colleen, that her great aunt would need wheelchair access to the venue, and her cousin had a gluten allergy. And while she did that, talking a mile a minute, trying to say everything she needed to say, she stirred the Arrabiata sauce for the pasta.
Henry had invited some of his post-graduate students to their home for dinner. But he’d sprung this information on Lucy last minute. So, spicy tomato sauce, chicken breast and spaghetti it was.
“Thanks, Coll,” she said, wooden spoon turning clockwise through the food. “I think that’s everything I need to tell you about the guests. I’ll get that centrepiece order over to you tomorrow.”
She hung up, wiped sweat from her forehead and wondered if she had time to change before Henry’s students arrived. He hadn’t even told her their names, so she presumed she hadn’t met them before. Henry liked to single out the most talented to mentor. A generous side to him she loved. The problem was, Lucy didn’t get as much of Henry’s undivided attention as she used to. She hated to admit it, but the attention he’d lavished on her was one of the reasons she’d fallen in love with him in the first place.
They’d met online, surprisingly, through a dating app. Henry, still tender after the sudden death of his first wife, her fragile after leaving an abusive boyfriend. She liked to think they’d healed together, in different ways. And while Lucy recognised Henry never quite left the teacher in him at the door, and he liked being the elder, the person with wisdom and experience, she also knew she gave him the ingenue willingly, and sometimes even played up to her role.
“Want a hand?”
Jacob had appeared in the doorway as if by magic. How did he manage to walk around the house so quietly? He slouched, with his hands pushed deep into the pockets of his baggy jeans. He lifted his head, flicking a lock of hair from his eyes.
“Sure.” Lucy placed the wooden spoon down on a chopping board and beckoned him over. The sight of her soon-to-be-stepson always made her muscles clench, but she was determined to try and move forward if he too was genuine in mending the rift between them. “Stir this for me while I get changed. I won’t be a minute.”
As Lucy turned around to leave, she heard Jacob say, “Reckon he’s fucking this one?”
The blood drained from her face. Slowly, she spun back to face him. “What?”
“Dad. Reckon he’s fucking his student?”
Her jaw dropped and she froze, reaching for an appropriate response and failing to find the words. She shook her head slightly and Jacob started to laugh.
“God, you should see your face,” he said.
“What?”
He laughed again, a horrible, emotionless and mocking laugh, all the time stirring the sauce. “I’m messing with you, Lucy. Dad wouldn’t cheat on you. He loves you. Doesn’t he?”
She shook her head again, trying to force herself to stand up tall against the teenage boy. Why was it so hard? Why was she so intimidated by him? “Of course, he wouldn’t. Jacob you can’t… It wasn’t funny. Don’t speak to me like that. You need to treat me with respect. Okay?”
“Sure, mum,” he said, with his eyes on the saucepan in front of him. Lucy noticed his lips twitching at the corners, a smile emerging because he couldn’t hold it in.
Her legs wobbled as she walked away. She gripped hold of the banister for dear life as she staggered up the stairs. So much for him putting their feud in the past and moving on. Unless he didn’t even realise how awful he was being. She couldn’t tell. Once in the bedroom, she pulled on a mid-length blue dress and spritzed floral perfume on her wrists. In a daze, she made her way back to the kitchen, thanked Jacob for his help, grated parmesan and threw together a side salad. She’d already baked brownies for dessert. It was basic, but they were students. They didn’t care about gourmet food. Or so she hoped.
To Lucy’s surprise, Henry arrived home with Sunil, Henry’s longest mentee and a twenty-something she’d met several times already. A few of her clenched muscles relaxed. But then, in walked a raven-haired young woman with a gorgeous, olive complexion and hazel eyes. She was petite, no taller than five foot two, in wide-legged jeans and a crop top revealing two inches of toned abs.
Henry kissed her on the cheek and raised his eyebrows at the food. “Pasta, how apt. Sofia is Italian.”
Lucy gazed over at the beautiful young woman in her kitchen. “Oh, goodness. It’s quite cobbled together, you’ll have to excuse it not being authentic.”
She smiled genuinely. “It smells amazing. Please don’t worry.”
“Have you lived in the UK a long time?” Lucy asked.
“About six years,” she said, flicking her hair over her shoulder.
Henry poured drinks and led the guests through to the dining room while Lucy took garlic bread out of the oven, mortified that she was about to serve reheated, shop bought garlic bread to an Italian girl. As she carried everything through, she noticed Jacob at the table, sitting quietly. It almost made her smirk. When confronted with strangers, all of Jacob’s bravado disappeared. He melted back into an awkward teenage boy with nothing to say. And for once, she let herself revel in his discomfort.
She took her seat next to Henry, opposite Sunil, and gestured for everyone to tuck in.
“How’s the wedding planning going, Lucy?” Sunil asked, grabbing a forkful of spaghetti.
“It’s unbelievable how much there is to organise,” she said. “I keep waking up in the night thinking about seat coverings and centrepieces.”
“What in the world are seat coverings?” Sunil asked.
She smiled, enjoying being part of the conversation for a change. Inevitably, these dinners usually drifted towards university talk that excluded her. “Well, they’re these lacy slips that go over the chairs to make them prettier.” She sipped her wine. “I’m sure you’ll find out all about this stuff in the not-too-distant future. Are you still seeing that nice girl I met at the department party?”
Sunil glanced down at his hands before he answered. “No, sadly not. She took a job in New York.”
Mortified, Lucy placed a hand on her chest. “God, sorry! I had no idea. You couldn’t do long distance?”
Sunil shrugged. “I’m an all or nothing kind of guy.”
Soon after, Henry steered the conversation towards departmental funding for postgraduates and Lucy’s mind drifted back to her wedding to-do list. Her eyes glanced across at Jacob, still sitting quietly on the other side of the table, stirring his pasta without eating much of it. He’d, once again, showed her his cruel side earlier in the day, but when it came down to it, Jacob was nothing more than an emotionally stunted teenager grieving the death of his mother. And should she forgive him for that? Should she let these things go? The answer was complex, and not one she’d find at a dinner party after a glass or two of wine.
While the others carried on chatting, Lucy cleared away the dinner plates, taking Jacob’s leftovers with her, and brought out the brownies and ice cream. Sofia gushed over how lovely the brownie was, but took two bites before she pushed her dessert away. Sunil topped up her wine a few times and a warm flush bloomed across her cheeks. Every now and then, Sunil tried to bring Lucy into the conversation, asking what she thought about an author they were teaching at the university, or if she’d read any of the books they discussed. It was kind, but at times it did little more than remind her how she didn’t fit into Henry’s work life, and instead, she poured herself tall glasses of wine, glugging down so much Pinot Grigio that her legs wobbled when she stood to clear the bowls.
“Here, let me help you clean up.” Sunil stacked the bowls and helped her carry them into the kitchen.
Lucy glanced through to the dining room to see Sofia and Henry leaning closer to talk, engrossed in their conversation. Perhaps it was the wine, but a red hot flash of anger surged through her body. She slammed the bowls down on the kitchen counter.
“Am I mad?” she blurted out. “Am I out of my mind?”
Sunil, halfway through rinsing cutlery, frowned. “Not that I’ve noticed. You okay?”
“Why do I feel like there’s something going on between Sofia and Henry?”
Sunil dumped the cutlery on the counter and tilted his head, like he was sizing her up, trying to figure her out. Then he reached out and clutched her forearm. “Luce, come on. Why would he cheat on you? You’re awesome.”
Lucy burned, from her forehead to her toes. She especially burned where he touched her arm and it was wrong, but she was drunk and Sunil had kind, brown eyes, and her fiancé had barely spoken to her all night.
Sunil took a step closer and lowered his voice. “You are, you know. You’re lovely. Gorgeous. Ten times more than Sofia. And you’re an amazing cook, unbelievably kind. Warm…” He squeezed her arm.
She could not pull her gaze from his. She knew she should, she heard all the warning bells, but she was magnetised. Her heartbeat slowed, and time froze, and she still stared at the young man in front of her. And then she noticed the space between them shortening. The air seemed thick. He leaned towards her, lips parted, and warning bells screamed in her mind. Their lips touched briefly. She tasted sweetness, felt the soft heat of his body against hers. Then, her heart jump started. She woke up, reaching out to place a gentle hand on Sunil’s chest. He stopped immediately and leaned away. His hand fell from her forearm.
“Sorry.” It was all he said. He turned from her and walked out of the kitchen, bumping his hip on a kitchen chair as he left.
Lucy propped herself up against the kitchen counter, waiting for her pulse to settle. She pressed her hands against her mouth hoping to wipe it all away.
Movement on the other side of the room caught her attention and when she lifted her head, she saw Jacob had slipped around the edge of the door and rested there. He stood in the exact same position he had earlier. He didn’t say a word, but a sardonic smile spread across his lips.
A second. That was how long it took for Lucy’s blood to switch from boiling hot, to freezing cold. One second, seeing that devious grin on Jacob’s face.



CHAPTER 11




CLAIRE

WITH THREE WEEKS TO go before the wedding, she and Adrianna had the finishing touches left, like making the last of the bunting, stocking up on jam jars for tiny flower displays, making book-themed place settings and party favours. Now, more than ever, she should feel the nerves tickling her stomach. Terror was not part of the plan. Instead of dealing with seating arrangements and Adrianna’s flaky father—there was some concern he might not come—Claire had the presence of Simon Botham always at the back of her mind. She stared at her wedding dress, trying to visualise herself in it. Hair curled, cheeks pink. She felt nothing but dread when days ago, she’d been elated.
Her body jolted when the front door slammed shut, but she let out a shuddering breath of relief when Adrianna called up the stairs. Then she realised Adrianna couldn’t see her wedding dress before the big day, so she sprang to her feet and shoved the silk and lace dress back into its breathable garment bag.
“Hey, hun, so I found that card you… Holy shit. You peeked, didn’t you?”
Claire turned to her fiancée, mock horror on her face. “I did not!”
“You did!”
“I was looking at mine.”
Adrianna took a few steps closer to the wardrobe and examined the label on the bag. “All right, I believe you.” She grinned.
Claire put one hand on her hip. “Hold on a minute. You seriously thought I’d cheat and peep at your dress? You have such a low opinion of me, huh?” She pointed, teasing.
“Hell yes, I think the woman who tore apart our bedroom searching for birthday presents would sneak a peek.”
“It was one time! One!” She wrapped her arms around Adrianna’s neck and melted into a kiss. “Wait, what were you saying when you came in?”
“Oh!” Adrianna pulled out of the embrace, grabbing her handbag from the bed. “Oh yeah, I picked up that birthday card for your nan. It’s in here somewhere.” Adrianna rummaged through her backpack, pulling out a hairbrush and wallet. Babe, oh my god! You shouldn’t have. What is this? When did you put it in my bag?”
Claire felt a punch in her gut as Adrianna pulled a black velvet box from her bag.
“Jewellery? Jesus, and I didn’t get you anything. Is it for the wedding? To go with my dress?”
“No,” Claire whispered. “No, don’t… don’t open it.”
But it was too late, the box lid lifted with a creak to reveal a heart-shaped locket on a simple gold chain.
“I… I didn’t put that in there, Ade.”
Claire found it difficult to watch Adrianna’s face light up. It hurt to admit to the reality, that someone else put that necklace in Adrianna’s bag. Slowly, Claire saw the realisation hit her fiancée. She saw her smile turn tight and disappear altogether. She saw the colour fade from her cheeks.
“Don’t be silly,” Adrianna said quietly. “Who else…?”
Claire didn’t need to answer that question, they both knew it was the same person who’d sent her the crime scene photos. “We’d better call the police.”
As Adrianna picked up her phone, Claire found herself drawn to the velvet box, now on top of the bed. She reached for it, curiosity getting the better of her. Gently, she prised the golden locket from the inlay card and pressed her thumbnail into the clasp. It popped open to reveal two photographs. On the left side, someone had printed out her Facebook profile picture and placed it inside the locket. Her and Adrianna on a hike, hair messy, wide grins taking up most of their faces, eyes almost shut as they squinted into the wind.
The other side of the locket made Claire want to retch. She recognised the bruised, broken face of Kevin’s victim and her fingers trembled. She tossed the necklace onto the bed, disgusted with the second picture, and pulled the card out of the box. Now that she knew it wasn’t filled with anthrax powder or some other toxic substance, she decided to check every millimetre. She needed to know why she was being targeted. Did Kevin’s brother know she’d been the first on the jury to argue his guilt? And if so, how?
A small card fell out of the box and she held her breath. This was it. This was the moment. She turned it over to find a message printed on the card: Happy wedding day.
“PC Deol is coming over.” Adrianna picked up the card and turned it over. “Happy wedding day? Fuck.” She tossed it back onto the bed with an expression of disgust. “I can’t believe someone put this in my bag. They physically touched my bag and…” Her hand flew up to her mouth.
There was a sour taste in Claire’s mouth. The entire room had a bitter smell to it, as though their fears seeped through their pores. “Where did you go today? Write it down. Especially every time you left your bag unattended.”
“I didn’t,” she said. “But I bumped into someone. A woman. We were both going around a corner in the city centre and walked straight into each other. Do you think she put the box in my bag?”
Claire stared at her trembling hands for a moment. A woman? That didn’t feel right. Unless the woman had been paid to plant the necklace. “Tell me exactly what happened. Were there people around?”
“Yeah, it was busy. I was walking along the pavement and I turned the corner to go towards the train station. I think I was reading my phone at the time. I didn’t see her at all, and we completely bumped into each other. It wasn’t like we knocked shoulders, I actually staggered back and dropped my phone.” Adrianna put her hands on her hips and stared out of the window for a moment as though remembering another detail. “I put my bag on the floor because she dropped some books and I helped her pick them up.”
“Was the bag in your eyeline? Or was it behind you?”
“Behind me.”
“So, I guess either the woman is involved and bumped into you on purpose, or the man stalking us took advantage of your collision on the street.” Claire grabbed her phone and pulled up a Google image of Simon Botham from the trial. “Did you see him while you were walking?”
Adrianna shook her head, eyes glassy with fresh tears. “No, I didn’t. Jesus, Claire, this is scary. It’s so… so…”
Claire jumped to her feet and encased Adrianna with her arms. “I know. I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” Wiping tears from Adrianna’s face, she couldn’t stop thinking about how close someone she loved had been to him. She was convinced he’d followed her.
“When will it stop?” Adrianna asked in a small voice.
Then a realisation hit Claire. “They’ll get him on CCTV. He messed up. Or they messed up, if the woman was with him. There’s no way you can walk through Manchester without getting caught on camera.”
Adrianna nodded her head, some colour returning to her cheeks. “I hope you’re right.”
“Aren’t I always?”
Adrianna let out a small laugh. “God, that reminds me. Nigel, at work, asked me if we’d both be ‘Mrs Always Right’ after the wedding.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and laughed again.
“That’s because he’s a dick.”
Claire smiled to herself, almost relieved to have a microaggression to joke about. She picked up the necklace and they went downstairs to make tea and wait for the police. With the comforting heat from mugs of mint tea between them, Adrianna wrote down everything she remembered about the incident. From her path towards the train station, to the timing of the event, to a detailed description of the woman who almost knocked her to the ground. And when PC Deol came, they explained everything and handed it over for him to take back to the police station.
Adrianna squeezed Claire’s hand and offered her a weak smile. “They’re taking this seriously. That’s good.”
“I know. It’s just scary.” After the constable left, they’d checked every lock in the house. They even checked the footage from their doorbell camera for suspicious activity but didn’t find anything. She felt completely exhausted from it all. And yet, she stayed up later than Adrianna, her laptop balanced on the arm of the sofa. She typed in the name of every juror she remembered, jotting down as much information as she could. She did the same for Kevin and his brother Simon, searching for some sort of commonality. The wide faces of Kevin and Simon Botham made her skin crawl, and she pulled a shawl over her shoulder. Someone was helping them, but who?



CHAPTER 12




THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

SHE WAITED there for about thirty seconds, maybe a touch more, watching the man walk over to the window with the shotgun. She’d seen her fiancé walking around the hotel grounds with a similar gun slung over one arm during the clay pigeon shoot. The man had stolen a gun from the armoury somehow. Now he hunted her.
He wore a suit so he was a wedding guest. He had a slim build and she put his height at around 5 foot 10, though it was tricky to ascertain as she was higher up a hill. She couldn’t see his face; it was obscured by a baseball cap, and he didn’t tend to raise his head. Why would someone wear a baseball cap with a wedding suit? He’d clearly added it on purpose with the hope he wouldn’t be recognised.
Why are you out here with that gun? she thought to herself. She watched him walk over to the window and peer out. She turned herself away and tucked her body behind the tree, pressing herself against the rough bark. Shit, shit, shit, shit. Did he see her? The only weapon she had was a pair of scissors. Not much use against a shotgun.
She didn’t dare glance back at the bothy, outside she ran in what she hoped was a straight line up the hill, trying to keep herself out of his line of sight. But it was slow going. She felt like she was running through quicksand, the snow sucking her feet into the soft ground. At least her footprints would be covered fairly quickly, though she was pretty sure he’d see at least some of them.
Damn it, she shouldn’t have lingered. Damn her curiosity. She’d wanted to know who was following her. She’d had her suspicions, obviously, but stopping to try to confirm them had only put her in greater danger and now she had to get away.
The hill seemed infinite. Despite the freezing cold, sweat trickled down her temples and she longed to stop and catch her breath. Come on, come on, come on. With each step, she urged herself forward. Today wasn’t the day she died. No. Today was many things, but it was not the day she died.
The man could be close, but she didn’t want to waste time checking back. If she did that, she’d die. If only she’d lived by this philosophy before today. She’d looked back too often, allowing the past to consume her at times.
At the crest of the hill, she almost collapsed to her knees. Somehow, she stayed standing, gasping in the freezing cold air. One, two gulps of air and she set off again, this time running down the other side of the hill away from him.
Visibility was terrible and she stumbled and flailed as the snow crunched beneath her feet. But at least gravity was on her side as she careened down the slope. Her stalker would need to be more careful while holding the gun, but she could sprint with abandon. Legs flying, arms held out for balance, she tumbled on, building momentum. But the low-lying snow clouds blocked out her view, and when the barbed wire fence loomed up from nowhere, she almost screamed. Now she leaned back, digging her heels into the uneven ground to slow herself. A scream rose up from her chest and tangled in her throat. Of all the ways to die, snarled in barbed wire was not a good one.
Today is not the day I die. She let herself fall back, still sliding, but now her full body dragging through the thick, cold blanket of snow. She threw out one arm and finally, finally, slowed down. Her heart hammered as she hit the wire. It happened in slow motion, the pocket of her jacket snagging on a sharp point. Shaking, she tore the fabric away and cast an anxious glance behind her. There was no way her pursuer could know where she was now. But at the same time, she didn’t know where he was. At any moment, she could take a step through the thick fog and come face to face with the barrel of the gun.
She started walking. There was nothing else for it. Her clothes were damp from the fall and she shivered, yet her blood still ran hot from the run and the adrenaline. Her hair was sodden, and the pins the hairdresser used to keep her curls tightly wound dug hard into her scalp. She thought about ripping them out, but then those wet tendrils would fall about her face and so she decided against it. She didn’t bear any resemblance to a bride now. Mascara ran down her face. Lipstick had smudged to her cheeks, bleeding around her mouth. She was lucky not to have lost a Wellington boot and not to have the scissors sticking in her leg after that fall. When she checked her pockets, she discovered they were gone anyway. Lost in the fall, leaving her with no weapon.
Forcing herself to pick up speed, she followed the barbed wire fence, hoping to discover some sort of shelter. Another bothy? It seemed unlikely. An animal shelter, perhaps. Even a nook between rocks, or a large, felled tree. The snow covered everything. Every muscle in her body pulled tight and adrenaline surged through her. She felt as though she was being watched, but there was no way to know.



CHAPTER 13




MILA

SHE COULDN’T STOP REPLAYING the mental image of Roger Smythson sitting at the wobbly table under a bright overhead light. She smiled to herself as she recalled the moment all the blood drained from his face. The moment he realised exactly who she was. And it made dinner with her in-laws infinitely more bearable.
The Rodriguez family home felt more like a hotel than a house. The high ceilings and abundance of white, almost hospital-like, but the stylish version. Trendy art adorned the walls, curated by a professional, not chosen out of love. Every family photograph had an air of performance. The family smiled out from the silver frames, faces in perfect focus with neutral backdrops like an editorial shoot. It was a place for José to impress—and intimidate—his business acquaintances. They hosted parties in the summer, networked their way into business deals, and had to schedule their son into a typical Sunday dinner.
R&R insurance covered high-profile businesses and relied on big clients. To give José credit where it was due, he’d built the company up from nothing and was clearly good at what he did. Sometimes Mila pitied José for not having a son with those same business aptitudes. Rafael had devoted most of his adult life to partying and travelling. He spent more time putting toxic powder up his nose than he did learning the ropes at R&R. But lately, a lot of that had changed, and it annoyed Mila that she didn’t get some credit for it. She’d given him the support he needed to sort his life out after his car crash. She’d encouraged him to work in the family business and learn from his father.
Halfway through the delicious, braised rabbit, Rafael’s father started speaking Spanish to his son. And from the furtive glances Rafael sent her way, Mila knew he’d asked about the pre-nup again. She sighed and sipped her Rioja.
“I know what you’re talking about,” Mila said. “And no, I haven’t signed it.”
Ana María and José turned their gaze to her. Two sets of eyes narrowing in anger. She faux-grimaced, and took another sip of wine. At the head of the table, Rafael’s grandmother, Dolores, sat silently, her lips pursed tightly. There were no allies here. Rafael was an only child and whenever Mila came to visit, she felt the weight of the older generations bearing down on her.
Rafael laughed. “Mila is still thinking things over. She’ll come around to our way of doing things soon.”
“No, I won’t, Raf. This is important to me.” She turned her attention back to his parents. “I’m so sorry, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but if you still believe me to be a gold digger after all this time, then we shouldn’t be getting married at all.”
“I quite agree,” José said.
Mila forced tears into her eyes. “It’s just so insulting that you think I’d ever, ever hurt your son. He means more to me than anyone else in the world. Are you trying to hurt my feelings? I came into this family with my heart open and every time, you slam the door on me.”
“We’re trying to protect our family,” José said. “This romance has progressed quickly, and we have to be sure. My father worked harder than anyone to pull us out of poverty. The family business is everything. Rafael means everything to us. If you cared for him at all, you’d sign the pre-nup.”
“He means everything to me, too. And if any of you cared even a tiny bit for me, you wouldn’t ask.” Mila wiped tears from her eyes and stood. Her gazed trailed across to Ana María who always remained in stoic silence every time the conversation took this turn. “Perhaps I should go. I can get a taxi, Raf—”
“No, we’re not going. We’re going to sort out this issue once and for all,” Rafael said.
“How?” Mila opened her arms to show how impossible it all was. She realised she could have ignored José’s switch to Spanish, finished the meal and carried on. But by not speaking, she lost her fiancé. Dysfunctional families swallowed their grievances to keep the peace. Dysfunctional relationships simmered and brewed until they ended. No, if Mila was going to get what she wanted, she had to address the issue. She had to face it head on. She had to argue until she was blue in the face.
But her main problem sat across the table from her, still silent, with gently folded arms resting on the tabletop. Ana María. She held all the power and now she stood from the table, collecting the plates despite the fact that no one had finished their meal.
“Let me help you with that, Ana,” Mila said, smiling. She picked up her own plate along with Rafael’s and took them to the kitchen. While scraping leftovers into the bin, she dared to speak to the matriarch. “I’m so sorry about my outburst. I’m a guest in your house and it was rude of me to lose my temper.”
The woman said nothing. She turned on a tap and rinsed cutlery.
Mila walked through to the dining room and picked up the serving bowls still overflowing with food. Silently, she removed Tupperware boxes from the kitchen cupboards and portioned the rest of the food into them. Ana María watched her, head slightly tilted, eyes ever so slightly squinting, lips pursed.
“Would you like to talk about it?” Mila asked. “I’m not one for holding back. I think it might be one of the things Raf loves about me.”
“You know nothing about Rafael,” Ana María said.
“Well, I disagree with that. I know our relationship has been fairly short, but I met Raf at a difficult time in his life, and I believe that bonded us more intensely than a regular relationship.”
“Intense.” She let out a laugh. “The brightest flames burn the fastest.”
Mila sighed and stopped what she was doing. “I’m asking for the benefit of the doubt.”
Ana María turned to face her properly then, no longer rinsing the dishes at the sink. She wiped her wet hands on a tea towel. “He’s not the man you think he is. You know Rafael after the accident. You don’t know how much his personality changed. His whole personality changed. He’s not the man he was before.”
“I… I don’t know what you mean.”
“Rafael was not the beacon of light he is now. He was the opposite. He was dark. My son had a mean streak, a… a ruthlessness. He crushed enemies of this family like they were bugs, and he didn’t put up with women like you.” She raised two pointed eyebrows. “You are not like us. I know hardly anything about you, but what I do know is that you have not invited a single family member to your wedding, and that speaks louder than anything you shout at our table.”
Mila, without meaning to, closed her hands into two tight fists. She quietly steadied her breathing. “I know that Rafael is tough in business. I’m not an innocent little fool, Ana María. And Raf hasn’t changed as much as you think he has. Oh, sure, he has changed and part of that’s because of me, because I’m good for him. You’re welcome, by the way. But rest assured I can go toe to toe with your son. I’m more than a match for him. As for my family, unless you’d like booze-soaked, drug addled dirt-poor trash rubbing shoulders with the Harvey Nichols and brunch crowd you know, you’ll more than likely appreciate the fact, I didn’t invite them. Not everyone grows up with a support system. Some of us have to find our own, and mine is sitting in that room talking to your husband.”
Ana María threw the tea towel down on the kitchen counter. Every inch of that woman’s frame appeared as taut as a rubber band about to snap. Mila stopped herself from smiling.
“I’m not going anywhere, and I’m also not going to sign anything that puts me at a disadvantage. So do the right thing. Give us your blessing and let’s be done with this.”
Ana María took a step closer to Mila and lifted her hand as though she was going to slap the side of Mila’s face. Then her hand lowered. “I will find out who you are and what you want. And if I find out you intend to destroy my family, I’ll have you murdered.”
“You’ll find nothing because there’s nothing to find. The sooner you accept that and welcome me into this family, the sooner you’ll have your son back.” She shrugged. “Maybe even grandchildren.” Mila folded her arms across her chest and walked out of the room.



CHAPTER 14




LUCY

LESS THAN THREE weeks to the wedding and Lucy could think of nothing but Jacob’s grinning face in the kitchen doorway. Almost a week on and they’d barely spoken. He never mentioned what he saw between her and Sunil, and she certainly didn’t bring it up with him. But every family dinner, every evening in front of the television, simmered with tension. The air vibrated between them. It shocked Lucy that Henry never noticed it. He carried on as normal.
That weekend, Lucy and Henry took a drive out to Castle Howard and wandered amongst the perfectly manicured gardens. When he held her hand, a slight electric shock fizzled up her arm.
“I wanted to thank you,” Henry said. “For putting up with Jacob. I know he’s not the easiest teenager to deal with. And I know I didn’t handle the essay well. I suppose I’ve allowed myself to get lost in work.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and sighed. “This is difficult for me, you know.”
“He’s a complicated boy.” Lucy squeezed Henry’s hand. “It’d be difficult for any parent.”
Henry avoided her eye contact by staring out at the view. “That’s true. But I actually meant the wedding. Sorry, maybe I shouldn’t be saying this.” He ran a hand through his hair and gazed up at the building to their right. Then he steadied his breath and continued. “I feel guilty for moving on. Lucy, I want to get married. Truly, I do. But part of me still feels like I shouldn’t be doing it. That I should stay in some perpetual state of mourning or something. Which isn’t fair to you. None of this is fair to you, but I thought you should know that’s why I’ve been a bit… distant.”
Lucy let out a long, slow breath and a weight lifted from her chest. “You’ve no idea how relieved that makes me feel. I thought you were having second thoughts. I even…” She shook her head. “Never mind.”
“What?”
“Oh, it’s nothing. Jacob kept teasing me about you cheating with that Italian student. I didn’t believe him. Well… it gave me pause. It made me worry, I suppose.”
Henry laughed. “Goodness. I feel guilty enough getting married, I certainly wouldn’t add an affair into the mix. I’ll talk to Jacob. He can be cruel, I know that.”
They rounded a corner and walked towards a long stretch of lawn flanked by privet hedges. Lucy leaned into her fiancé, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I never knew Sue, but from what you’ve told me, I don’t think she’d want you to worry. I think she’d want you to be happy.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” he said, though there was an edge to his voice. A slight hesitation. “Come on, let’s get a coffee.”
They put away thoughts of the wedding, and thoughts of Jacob. Lucy lived in the moment for an hour. And then Henry went to the toilet, and she pulled her phone out of her bag. It’d been on silent so she and Henry could spend quality time together. Now she found several text messages all from a number not saved in her phone.
Lucy, it’s Sunil. I was hoping we could meet and talk about what happened at the dinner party. You can call me on this number. Or text me.
Followed by:
I just wanted to say that I meant every word. You are amazing. And I’m sorry if I’m coming on a bit strong, but I hate to see the way Henry ignores you all the time. You deserve better.
She could barely breathe as she kept on reading.
He’s not right for you. I’ve seen the way he excludes you from conversations. I’ve seen him flirt with the female students on campus. Henry isn’t the man you think he is. He’s not a good person. Please text me back, I need to talk to you. There’s so much more I want to say, but I can’t say it like this.
Lucy placed a hand on her chest, feeling the rhythmic thump of her heart. She bit her lip, thoughts flashing through her mind. Should she respond, or ignore him? She was in a state of shock. Sunil never struck her as someone who would ever harass a woman, and yet here he was sending her multiple, intense text messages. Even claiming that Henry wasn’t a good person.
She didn’t believe that. Did she? She didn’t believe that her own fiancé could be a bad person? Her stomach squirmed with nerves. She thought back to the dinner party when Sunil admitted he was an all or nothing person. Perhaps their brief kiss had ignited something in him, especially if he was still hurt from his break-up. Eventually, she couldn’t help herself, her fingers moved as though they had a will of their own.
I’m not sure that’d be a good idea, Sunil. I love Henry. I know he can at times leave me out of the conversation, but you don’t know anything about our relationship. And how did you get my number? This is such an invasion of privacy and not at all appropriate! I don’t think you should contact me again.
She dropped the phone into her bag before Henry returned.
“Everything all right?” he asked, taking his seat.
“Fine,” she said, convinced he could see the lie on her face.
They finished their coffee and cake without saying much to each other. She could hardly concentrate on anything he said to her. The words in Sunil’s text messages whirled around her mind. Why would he say that about Henry flirting with his students? Lucy knew that Henry became much more confident when he was in his professor mode, but she still couldn’t imagine him flirting.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked again. “You’re so quiet all of a sudden.”
“Actually, I have a bit of a stomach ache. Could we go?”
“Of course.” He called the waitress over to get the bill and they stood to leave.
A sense of sadness washed over her. For the first time in weeks, she’d felt close to Henry, and lighter. But the text messages had ruined it all. She suspected she’d been pulled into the middle of something dark with a momentum she might not be able to stop. She wasn’t lying about the stomach ache, it felt as though her intestines had tied themselves into knots.
Lucy didn’t dare check her phone for the entire drive home. As soon as they arrived back, and Henry went into his study to grade papers, she grabbed her phone from her bag. She found another message.
I can’t do that, Lucy. I like you too much. I need to tell you what’s going on. It’s about Sue.
She collapsed onto their living room sofa with the phone in her hands. Pale-faced, she read the message three or four times, the words blurring. What the hell did Sunil mean about Henry’s first wife? She closed her eyes and let the phone drop to her lap. And then she heard movement, felt the air change, and opened her eyes to see Jacob grab the phone before she could snatch it back.
“What’s going on?” he said with a grin. “You seem pale, Lucy.”
“Give me that back right now.”
She saw him try to unlock the screen, but he didn’t know her passcode. He frowned and she raised her eyebrows with satisfaction. “Give it back, Jacob.”
With a grunt, he tossed the phone, slinging it so hard it slapped hard against her ribs. “Must be something juicy on there for you to act like that. Messages with lover boy?” He dropped down into a leather armchair across the room, crossing his ankles and sinking down low. “I always thought the old man would be the one to screw around, but I was wrong. It’s you. Miss goody two-shoes has a toy boy. What is he, four, five years older than me?”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Lucy said, desperately trying to keep her voice calm despite feeling close to tears. “There’s nothing going on between me and Sunil.”
Jacob leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. He angled his face up, giving his sneer an even more cartoonish appearance. “I should’ve seen it. I should’ve known. You’ll be hitting on me next, Luce.”
She stood up to leave the room, sickened by him, and in a state of disbelief that it was even happening.
“Is he good? Or do you have to teach him the moves. What would you teach me? A lot, I bet. You know enough to keep my dad happy at least.”
She heard him laugh as she walked out. And then the tears came. She clamped a hand to her mouth and hurried out of the room, hesitating outside Henry’s study. She could explain it to him, couldn’t she? Sunil’s sudden infatuation. But what would Jacob say? How would he twist the truth into something more salacious? What had he seen?
She carried on to the bedroom and crumpled onto the bed. After a good cry, she lifted herself up, wiped the tears from her cheeks and made a decision. She fired off a text.
Okay, I want to know what’s going on. I’ll meet you. The Costa on Leopold Street, 11am tomorrow.



CHAPTER 15




CLAIRE

OVER THE LAST FEW DAYS, Claire had sent eleven messages to eleven jurors. Either via Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or phone. She’d heard back from six. None of them had received any disturbing crime scene photographs or creepy notes from Simon Botham. She’d also heard back from the police to tell her there was no evidence linking Simon Botham to the harassment. Even CCTV failed to find the person who planted the locket in Adrianna’s bag. Apparently, no one touched Ade’s bag, or even went near it. She wanted to tear her hair out but didn’t fancy the prospect of becoming a bald bride.
On the Saturday her and Ade were supposed to be making the bunting, Claire received a phone call. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the name: Polina, a girl from jury duty. They’d bonded over a shared annoyance of the older, more arrogant mansplainers in the group and formed an early alliance.
“Hey,” Claire said. “Thanks for calling me. How are you?”
“Not too bad. Except… well…”
Claire felt a prickling sensation spread across her scalp. “What is it?”
“I got something weird in the post. I guess I didn’t think much of it until I read your message. Now I wonder if it’s important. Can we meet?”
“Sure.”
“Can you come to my place? Maybe in an hour or so?”
“Of course. Let me know your address.”
She scribbled Polina’s address down on a sheet of note paper before hanging up. Adrianna wandered into the living room with a cup of tea.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Someone from jury duty just called. She sounded like something had happened. If he’s harassing her, too, we can make the police see that it’s all connected.” Claire realised her hands flailing around as she spoke. Her skin felt taut.
“Want me to come with you?”
Claire shook her head. “It’s a short drive. I won’t be long. Promise. You crack on with the bunting and I’ll be back to help as soon as I can.”
“All right, but be careful, okay?” Adrianna paused. “You’re on edge. Here, have my tea. Sit and chill for ten minutes. You’ve got time.”
Realising her fiancée was right, Claire leaned over and took the warm mug, wrapping two hands around it, sinking back into the sofa. She forced her thoughts to stop racing and took a moment. But it was the calm before the storm. Relaxation with a blaring alarm on the other side. Too soon, she poured cold tea down the drain and hugged Adrianna goodbye, stepping into her Nissan and programming the address into her sat nav.
Polina lived about thirty minutes away in a cul-de-sac. For some reason, that surprised her. Polina was young, in her early twenties, and arrived on the first day with smudged mascara and pasty skin, nursing a potent hangover. Claire had pictured her living in an urban apartment, not a sleepy dead-end road in the suburbs. But there she was, parking her car on an empty driveway next to a perfectly lovely semi-detached house with a porch. You never truly know someone until you’ve stepped into their home.
It turned out that Polina lived in a state of order that made Claire’s head spin. The interior of the house reminded her of her grandparent’s home. Every photo frame angled perfectly, spotless cream carpets, not a speck of dust on the windowsills, and a gleaming coffee table. As they walked through to the kitchen so Polina could pour Claire an orange juice, every surface shone. If someone told her the toaster was brand new, straight from the box, she’d believe them. Even with everything worrying her, Claire briefly considered whether she should read that Mrs Hinch book she’d received as a present.
“Sorry to make you come out here. I thought we should chat in person,” Polina said. She wore faded jeans and a V-neck jumper. Her hair sat messily on top of her head. She was short, perhaps five foot two, and just as energetic as Claire remembered. “I’m glad you got in touch. I miss everyone from the trial. It was a hard time, I suppose. We were like family by the end.”
She nodded, understanding. “How have you been since?”
“A bit shaky.” Polina passed Claire a large tumbler filled with orange juice. “Sometimes I stop and think about what he did to that woman.”
“I have nightmares,” Claire admitted.
She shook her head. “Wow, we should get therapy, right?”
“Who can afford that?”
Polina nodded her head once and led the two of them into the living room. As Claire settled into a two-seater sofa, she examined the photographs along the fireplace. Polina in a bikini with a tanned man at her side. Him slender and toned, her tanned and curvy.
“So, what do you think is going on?” Polina asked.
“Sorry?”
“You got a threatening note or something?”
“Oh.” Claire placed her glass down on a coaster. “Someone sent me an email with the crime scene photos attached. And then I felt like I was being followed for a while.” She pulled in a deep breath. “The worst thing, though…” she trailed off, suppressing a shudder. “Adrianna found a locket in her handbag, and inside was a picture of the victim.”
She noticed Polina pull her feet underneath her body and grimace. “That’s horrible. Jesus.”
“What did you get?”
“Wait there. I’ll get it.” Polina’s slippered feet shushed against the deep-pile carpet as she wandered out of the living room. A moment later, she returned with a large glass vase filled with red roses. “They came without a card and they’re not from my boyfriend.”
“Kevin Botham sent roses to his victim,” Claire said. She placed a hand over her mouth.
“Yep. Two dozen. Exactly how many were sent to me.” She placed them on top of the coffee table. “I guess I wanted to see your reaction. Because I thought the same thing. They came yesterday. I found out this morning that they weren’t from my boyfriend or my mum. It’s not my birthday, it’s not Valentine’s, nothing. There’s no reason for these to come to me. But here they are, with no card, nothing.”
“Were they hand delivered?”
“No, they came through a company.”
“Maybe the police can get the name of the person who sent them to you. Let me give you the number of the police officer handling our harassment case.” Claire took out her phone and read out the number for PC Deol.
“Do you think we should be worried?” Polina asked. “Maybe I should ask my boyfriend to stay with me for a few weeks.”
“That sounds like a good idea.”
“All this because we were assigned to jury duty. It doesn’t seem fair,” she said.
Claire shook her head, thoughtfully. “I contacted the others, and some replied back to say they’ve not received anything. So why would we be targeted? You don’t think…” She hesitated. For some reason, admitting it felt stupid. Saying the words out loud gave her paranoia form.
“What?”
“Remember how the first vote turned out. Everyone put not guilty except for me. The others kept getting hung up on the circumstantial evidence thing.”
“I remember,” Polina said. “But what you said to us made sense. About how the defence used the victim’s sexual history to discredit her and the case.”
“Right. It was sexist and gross. You were the first one to come onto my side. After that first vote, you always voted guilty, and together we convinced everyone else. And we’re the only ones being targeted.”
“So far,” Polina reminded her.
“True. So far. But does that seem odd to you? Like someone on the jury told Simon Botham, or whoever, that it was my fault. That I convinced everyone.”
“I… Wow, I don’t know.” Polina leaned forward and rested her head on a fist. “I mean, yeah, that makes sense because like you said, you’ve received all this threatening shit. But at the same time, if there was someone on the jury working with the Botham’s, wouldn’t they have fought harder for the not-guilty verdict?”
Claire hadn’t considered that. Sure, there’d been a couple of members who remained stubborn for a time, but eventually everyone had unanimously voted for guilty. “Maybe Simon Botham got to one of them. Extracted information from them. Blackmailed them or paid them off or something. Or, I’m mad and it’s pure coincidence. Maybe I seemed annoying in the courtroom, and he decided to come after me.” Claire’s eyes filled with tears.
“This has been hell for you, hasn’t it?” Polina stretched out a hand and placed it on Claire’s arm.
“It’s the fact that whoever is doing this went after Adrianna. We’re getting married in a couple of weeks and we don’t feel safe in our own home.”
“The police will catch him, I know they will,” she said. “They got his brother and now he’s in jail. Simon Botham is stupid. Everyone will know it’s him. As soon as they get enough evidence, he’ll be arrested like that.” She snapped her fingers.
“I hope you’re right.” Claire used the heels of her hands to wipe the tears away.
Polina’s eyes rested on the red roses. “I’m sure I am.” But her voice had a new hesitancy to it. “Anyway, my Freddy will protect me.” She didn’t pull her eyes from the roses for a single second. The colour drained from her face and Claire wondered if it was all sinking in. That she’d suddenly realised her life could be in danger too.
“Promise me you’ll stay safe, okay? Call PC Deol and maybe we can put an end to this.”
“I will. I promise.”
By the time Claire left, she felt utterly drained. Her hands trembled against the steering wheel and her head pounded with a burgeoning migraine. She wasn’t sure how long she could take this kind of harassment. She felt it wearing her down, filing away at her joy and verve. As she backed away from Polina’s house, she checked each mirror in turn to make sure no one followed her as she set off for home. A dull thud of a realisation hit her: she’d be doing this until Simon Botham was caught. What if the police never found enough evidence to convict him? She’d live with one eye fixed over her shoulder for the rest of her life.



CHAPTER 16




THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

SHE SHOULD’VE SEEN this coming. It’d been building for weeks, pulling her towards the eye of the storm. But even though she’d already killed one man today—a man who had it coming—there was no way she would win against someone with a gun.
She touched her numb ears and nose with her stiff fingers. Slushy snow stung her eyes as it flew into her face. But the formidable grey cloud gradually cleared. Was that a good thing? She reached into the pocket of the jacket, grabbed the phone and dialled 999 again. Perhaps the police could trace the call and somehow pick her up from this spot in the middle of nowhere. She had to keep reminding herself she was the victim, at least in their eyes, for now. But the call cut out as soon as it rang. Out here in the wilderness, there was, predictably, no signal.
Before she placed the phone back, she noticed another anonymous text message.
I’m coming for her.
She shivered and slipped the phone back in her pocket. There wasn’t time to think about what that could mean now. This wasn’t even her phone. She turned, squinting out into the distance. Now the fog had dissipated, she could see up until the next field over. A painfully peaceful bucolic scene that belonged on a Christmas card. Completely out of place considering her current circumstances.
No shotgun-wielding figure emerged from the gloom. Had she lost him? She’d assumed he could follow her tracks with ease. After catching her breath, she carried on in the same direction, no real idea where she was headed.
One foot after the other. Plodding on. Her stomach rumbled. She could at least check the time. 3 p.m. She laughed. If she’d stayed at the hotel, she’d be getting married now. Manic, giggly laughter shot out of her throat, bullet fast. There was nothing to do but lean into it, and she doubled over until her sides hurt, laughing and laughing. This was it; she’d finally lost her senses. Her mind was gone, completely, forever. Even if she survived, which seemed unlikely, she was mad anyway. Straight to the psychiatric hospital for her. The man killer. The psycho bitch pushed to her limit.
She glanced behind her shoulder to make sure the laughter hadn’t attracted her pursuer, and then she carried on. The flat land became a slope she stumbled down. She climbed over an icy stile and kept going, following a dry-stone wall. In the distance, she saw what might be a farm. But whether anyone lived there was another matter. She couldn’t see any cars or an indication that the house was lived in. She hopped over another stile and saw the road up ahead. That manic laugh rose up again, but she pushed it down, picking up speed. A road meant she wasn’t lost in the wilderness anymore. A road meant civilization. It meant cars and people, and, hopefully, a destination.
But it also meant visibility, and with the clouds clearing, and the snowfall slowing, she was more noticeable than ever. At first, she walked along the stone wall running parallel with the road, looking for an opening. Then climbed over a five-bar gate to hop down onto what was probably the verge covered in fresh snow. It seemed unlikely she’d find a car coming down this unploughed road, unless for some reason a farmer needed to drive a tractor somewhere. And now she had to decide which way to go. She pulled the phone out of her pocket one more time, checking for a signal. Still nothing. She turned to her left, towards the possibly abandoned farmhouse.
She needed a plan. Something solid. Tangible. Wandering in no real direction was not a plan. But it was hard to think when the cold froze the marrow in her bones. She hugged her body, tucking her fingers underneath her armpits. If someone lived in that farmhouse, she could ask for shelter until the storm passed. She didn’t need to mention the car crash or the dead body in the car. She simply needed to use a phone to call the police, and a space to warm herself.
Her steps slowed, her body aching. Exhaustion creeping in. She forced herself on. Five or ten minutes later, the farmhouse finally came into view. She stumbled down the driveway, noticing a few ornaments visible through net curtains. Her heart soared. And if they weren’t in, she’d break in anyway. Why not add trespassing to murder?
But when she rang the doorbell, a tall, slender woman opened the door. Her eyes widened immediately, taking in the bedraggled sight before her.
“I’m so sorry to bother you, but I need to use your phone. I… I’m from the Wilder House hotel. A woman went missing, you see, so we all went out to find her. But I ended up getting lost and there’s a man… he’s following me.” She started to cry, her voice lifting a pitch or two. “He has a gun, and I don’t know why he’s chasing me, but he is. And I’m so cold. I fell—”
“Goodness,” the woman said. “You’re a real sight for sore eyes. You’d best come in and warm up.” She opened the door wider and let the bride into the house. “The phones are all down though, I’m afraid. You’re welcome to keep trying my mobile, but I haven’t been able to get a signal.”
The door slammed shut. “I’ve got leftovers from Christmas dinner. It’s just me these days, but I still cook it. You’ve missed the Queen’s speech. I always have a brandy and toast her maj.” She chuckled. “Goodness, you’re pale as milk. Perhaps you could do with the brandy. I’m Denise, by the way.”
“Thank you so much, Denise.” She bowed her head under a low arch as she made her way into the living room. Denise’s farmhouse was a higgledy-piggledy English cacophony of patterns, quilts, horseshoes, and cat ornaments. Denise herself appeared to be almost as old as the house, though she stood with a straight back, tall and proud. It was strange that Denise hadn’t asked more questions about the man with the gun. The bride glanced back to the door, biting her bottom lip. There was something not quite right about Denise. But was she harmlessly ditzy, or something more sinister?



CHAPTER 17




MILA

SHE’D CHASED AWAY Roger Smythson and stood up to her future mother-in-law, and Mila felt good. So good, she treated herself to a trip to the blow dry bar and allowed herself to stalk the next suspect on her list: Dominic Harding.
For a few days, she camped outside his office with a vanilla latte and whatever cake looked good in Costa that day. She knew women like Felicia, whose lipstick she was wearing, would have an aneurysm about her eating carbs so close to the wedding, but she didn’t care about that.
She could take the easy route and organise a meeting with Dominic about fake accounts that needed accounting, but how threatening could she be inside an office with his colleagues around? And she knew he had colleagues because she’d seen a pretty twenty-something girl leave the office around twelve most days. Dominic, however, seemed to eat lunch in his office. He was boring. He lived and breathed inside that damn office. And the assistant didn’t seem to leave for longer than about fifteen minutes, not enough time for a private meeting.
At home, Mila Googled the company over and over again, desperately searching for an in. She examined client testimonials. She searched for every client on Facebook. She slowly pieced together aspects of Dominic’s life. She viewed the available photographs on his wife’s profile, made a note of who commented, used this to figure out his friends, some of whom were also clients, and then worked out where Dominic liked to spend his time.
And it was super weird.
Dominic was an urban explorer. He found old, abandoned buildings and trespassed, taking photos of them. He even had a Flickr account set up full of grainy black and white photographs of mouldy rooms and crusty doorways. And as she sifted through many of his comments, she came across one that stood out.
I’m going to the old Mayfield train station on Friday night. You up for it? Say 7ish?
The reply stated: Can’t that night, mate. Got footie practice.
No worries. Think I’ll still head over there for an hour or two though.
Have fun.
Mila found the location of the train station on Google maps and made a note of it. She decided it could work out well this way. What was more intimidating than an abandoned building at night?
    
Mila waited near the train station in her car, not wanting to venture out yet. She was fearless but not stupid and knew she wouldn’t come out winning against muggers or worse. The heated seats kept her relaxed, so relaxed she could have drifted off. She sat up sharply and turned the heat down.
It was a little after seven, and she’d told Rafael she was meeting a friend who’d recently been dumped by her boyfriend. Ice cream and pizza, babe. You know the drill. She’d kissed his cheek on the way out. Then, in the car, her phone had pinged, surprising her. And there it was, another email.
Tick tock. You now have until Monday to send me the money or I tell your fiancé everything.
She’d thrown her phone down on the passenger seat and sped away from the house. Who gave this man the right to blackmail her? It was nauseating. The arrogance of it. The audacity. As her seats cooled, Mila’s blood boiled. The more she thought about this urban explorer accountant, the more she wanted to inflict pain.
And then she slumped down, almost knocking over her can of Diet Coke. Someone was approaching, dressed in dark clothing with a rucksack over his shoulders. Dominic. It had to be. Who else would be carrying a bag big enough for camera equipment in a place like that? She didn’t catch a glimpse of his face, but she was certain. Her phone rang and she grabbed it, shoving it between her legs to muffle the sound. Jesus Christ, Mila, she thought. Put the damn thing on silent.
Luckily, Dominic didn’t seem to notice her or her phone as he walked past, and when the phone stopped ringing, she quickly turned it off, noticing the missed call notification from Rafael. Perhaps he wanted to check in. Rafael had a tendency to smother.
When Dominic was safely around the corner, she popped open the door of her Range Rover and quietly stepped out. It was freezing. Who came to a train station in December? She pulled up her hood and watched vapour pour from her mouth as she breathed. She retracted her hands into her coat and squeezed her fingers tight for warmth. Gloves would’ve been a great idea, but she’d forgotten them.
Ahead of her, Dominic lifted some broken wires from an old fence, ignored a NO TRESPASSING sign, and made his way to the train station. She waited until he was out of sight and then hurried to do the same, shimmying easily underneath the fence. With a smile, she wondered whether Dominic had sensed her presence. He hadn’t seen her, she knew that, but perhaps the hair was standing on the back of his neck, his body reacting to the miniscule signs that someone else followed his every move.
The train station smelled like icy decay, and she watched her step for frost. Breaking her ankle would not help her plan, and it certainly wouldn’t be good for the wedding either. She stepped lightly into the old building and allowed her eyes to adjust to the darkness. They were away from streetlights here, plunged into the inky depths of a place no longer used by people. Then she noticed the bobbing torchlight up ahead. Dominic.
Mila slipped into the shadows and purposefully scuffed her shoe against the dusty concrete. When Dominic’s torch beam jagged left and then right, she grinned. He moved closer, but she’d tucked herself deep into a corner and his light didn’t quite reach her. A moment or two later, Dominic redirected the light back towards his path and continued on. Mila snuck out of her hiding place and moved as quietly as a cat towards the accountant. He was breathing hard. She’d made him nervous and that gave her power.
On her right, there was a crumbling old desk, no doubt used by the ticket sellers of old. She slipped behind it, grabbed a chunk of broken plaster, and lobbed it against the far wall. Dominic’s footsteps quietened. He turned, slowly, and Mila saw the tremble, the hesitation in the way he moved. She saw his fear.
“Who’s there?” Dominic called out. And then, with a frog in his throat, “Is… is someone there?”
From her hiding space, she saw Dominic’s torch light sweeping the ground. She ducked low, waiting for him to stop. His boots crunched bits of old plaster and stones. Then silence.
“Hold it together, Dom,” he whispered. And from the sound of that whisper, he stood close to the ticket desk.
Mila raised herself up from her crouch and stood behind the desk. She placed her palms on the wood and glared towards the man. He didn’t see her, or hear her, but she knew he sensed the change and he turned in her direction. Finally, the torchlight fell onto her features, she winced against the bright light and Dominic let out an ear-piercing scream. Teenage girls in horror movies had produced a manlier sound than that.
“What… Who…?”
She waited, not saying a word, giving him a moment to live in his fear. She hoped he thought she was a ghost.
Until finally, she spoke. “Hi, Dominic.”
“Who the fuck are you?”
“Don’t you remember me?”
“I have no idea who you are. Why are you here? How do you know my name? Why are you following me?”
Mila took a more cautious approach. Even an accountant could be dangerous when cornered in an isolated place. “It’s okay, Dominic, I’m not here to hurt you. I needed to speak to you in private.”
“How did you know I’d be here?”
“I saw your post on Flickr.”
“You’re a fucking psycho! Are you stalking me?”
“No. I’m not stalking you. Like I said, I needed to talk to you in private. Don’t you remember me? Do I seem familiar to you? Maybe if you imagine what I looked like when I was, say, eighteen, maybe younger?”
“What are you talking about?”
Mila moved out from behind the desk and the accountant took two hurried steps away from her. “I’m talking about you, emailing me from your work account, paying me from your personal bank account, keeping my photos. The very pornographic photos I sent you.”
Now he understood. She watched the realisation slip over his face like a curtain unveiling a work of art. She watched carefully, trying to read him.
“What… What do you want from me?”
“I’m never going to pay you,” she said, “so go ahead and send those pictures to my fiancé, I don’t care. I’m not ashamed of what I did to survive, but if you tell him my—”
“What are you talking about?” He shook his head. If he was faking it, he was a great actor.
Mila sighed. “You’ve been blackmailing me.”
“What? I don’t… I didn’t keep them.” He raised his hands and the torch wobbled. “It isn’t possible. I deactivated that email account when I rebranded my company, and I lost my old laptop in a house fire. Here, let me show you if you don’t believe me.” He shoved the torch beneath his arm pit and pulled his phone from his anorak pocket. After scrolling for what Mila found to be an agonising amount time, he presented her with pictures from a house fire. She took the phone and browsed through them, flicking past picture after picture of him and his family standing in a burnt-out house, dour expressions on their pale faces.
“Shit,” Mila said to herself, passing the phone back. “If it wasn’t you, who was it?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know.”
She narrowed her eyes. “How do I know they’re not on your work computer?”
“You don’t,” he said. “But I’m an accountant and I know I might at some point have to surrender my computer to audits or forensic accounting. I wouldn’t be so stupid.”
He’d come up with this story too fast for it to be fake. But she still wasn’t sure. “For all I know you could be using your family fire to cover your tracks. What if your laptop wasn’t in the house? What if you saved them to your phone or in the cloud or on a USB stick?”
“I didn’t.” Even in the dim light, she saw him blush, saw it running down his neck, turning his throat bright vermillion. “I swear. What-what’s your name? Which…” He trailed off.
He’d bought nudes from other girls. Of course, he had. “Do you still pay for pictures from girls?” she asked.
“No,” he said, shaking his head, eyes bulging from their sockets.
She sighed. “You’re a terrible liar, aren’t you?” Now that she’d seen him lie, she was more inclined to believe him. And now she was at square one. “Listen, Dom. If I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll send screenshots of your emails and your bank account to your wife. Okay?”
“I’m not lying, I swear.”
She was about to turn away, but she didn’t. She had one more contingency plan. “I’m leaving now. Have fun exploring. If you feel like following me, or hitting me over the head or whatever, don’t. I’ve sent copies of everything to my solicitor, and if I die, he’ll distribute them for me.”
Dominic held his hands up. “I wouldn’t.”
Again, she believed him. He wasn’t a murderer, he wasn’t a blackmailer, he was just a pervert. A sad little man. As she walked away, she wondered why he still bought pictures like hers. He could probably get them for free now, amateur porn and revenge porn was so rife he wouldn’t need to pay for it. Maybe he liked telling them what to do, how to pose. She hurried out of that train station and into her car, shaking as she drove away.
It’d been the most reckless thing she’d ever done. And even though a high of adrenaline coursed through her, giving her the dopamine hit she always craved, she still felt rattled. In fact, she felt exhausted, and cold and disappointed. This hadn’t been the triumph she’d hoped for. And at the same time, perhaps she needed to cool down. In the pursuit of her plan, she’d taken risks. Big risks. So far, they weren’t paying off, and that was a problem.
Back at home, she tossed her keys into the stylish ceramic bowl in the hallway, kicked off her trainers and hung up her coat. A quick glance in the mirror told her she’d made another mistake. Her hair was damp from the freezing cold drizzle outside, and there were cobwebs on her jeans. She quickly brushed them away when Rafael walked into the hall.
Before she could speak, Mila realised something was wrong. His eyes were wide, burning bright with anger. A tendon jutted out of his neck and his fists were clenched. He came at her like a bull, pinning her to the wall.
“Who the fuck is Dominic Harding?”



CHAPTER 18




LUCY

THEY MET at a coffee shop overlooking the park. Lucy, the first to arrive, early as always, sat down next to the window, watching clusters of mums pushing their prams. They balanced takeaway coffee cups in their free hands with excited toddlers running alongside jumping in puddles. Everyone had bundled up in their biggest coats for winter, but it was sunny after recent rain, and no one was going to miss the rare, good weather. Children’s laughter mingled with the coffee shop slow jazz. Parents wiped down damp swing seats and pushed their giggling children into the air.
Would she ever have that? Her world seemed so far away from theirs. She and Henry hadn’t made love for over two weeks now. They’d been trying hard before, but Henry’s enthusiasm waned. And if she was honest with herself, so had Lucy’s. Not because she didn’t want a baby—she did—but because her world felt upside down right now. The timing was off.
“Lucy. Hi.” Sunil’s soft voice pulled her eyes from the window. “Can I get you anything?”
She shook her head, still waiting on her raspberry tea. She craved the hit of a flat white but decided not to drink caffeine during the meeting. Her heart pounded hard enough already.
A few minutes later, Sunil arrived back with a cappuccino and her tea. “They gave me yours at the counter.”
“Thanks.” She pulled the mug over to her side of the table and pressed the teabag with the spoon, watching the water swirl dark magenta.
“Sorry about, you know… all the messages. It probably came across as a bit full on.”
Lucy didn’t raise her head, but she nodded. “Yeah, maybe a bit.” Finally, she met his gaze. “Honestly? It was hugely out of order. You didn’t have permission to get my number. God knows where—”
“Henry’s address book on his desk.”
“Wow.” Lucy crossed her arms. Suddenly paranoid, her gaze wandered around the space, at the Christmas tree in the corner, and the twinkly lights around the door, then she lowered her voice. “That night, with the dinner party, we’d both had a bit to drink. I was tipsy, I think you were, too, and things got out of hand for a minute. That’s all it was. I need to know you’re not going to make more of this than what it was. I’m marrying Henry in a few weeks and that’s that. Okay?”
By the time Lucy stopped speaking, a deep frown had emerged on Sunil’s face. He nodded, but he did not seem happy about it.
Lucy removed the tea bag, placed it on a napkin and laced her fingers around the warm mug. “So, what did you want to tell me about Henry?”
“Honestly, Luce, I don’t want to mess with your head. But you should know what you’re getting into.” He stirred sugar into his coffee, the grains melting into the foam. “The thing is, Sue was about to divorce Henry before she died. And it was not a friendly divorce. It was as acrimonious as all hell, judging by what I saw.”
Lucy tightened her fingers around the mug. Divorce? She’d never heard that word uttered from Henry’s lips. “How do you know?”
“Because I overheard him arguing with his solicitor on the phone. Or maybe it was her solicitor, I’m not sure. Either way, I heard him talking about the split, about money and Jacob and everything. Henry was irate. I’ve never heard him so worked up. He kept saying she didn’t deserve a penny and he’d keep Jacob from her. I heard him ranting and raving about this for almost an hour. It was pretty disturbing.”
Henry, angry? That didn’t seem like the man she knew. He was indifferent, passive even. He liked a quiet life, one without drama or conflict. But then again, she’d never seen him under imminent pressure, like a looming divorce.
“Why are you telling me this?” Her initial nerves shifted into annoyance. If it were true, she didn’t want to know about it, and if it wasn’t, Sunil was wasting her time.
“Because that phone call happened a week before she died.”
“What?”
He nodded again. “Sue fell down the stairs one week after he found out she wanted to divorce him.” Sunil sipped his cappuccino as Lucy allowed the words to sink in.
She wanted to be as far away from this deluded man as possible. But instead of storming out of the Costa, she stayed exactly where she was. Why? Did she believe him? She felt dizzy.
“That’s rubbish,” she said.
“It’s all true, I promise you.”
“I mean, what you’re insinuating is ridiculous. So, let’s say this conversation with the solicitor happened. What then? They went on living with each other for a week? And then he, what? Pushed her down the stairs?”
“I don’t think they were living together,” Sunil said. “I think she’d moved out by then.”
Lucy shook her head. This was far from the version of events she’d heard from Henry. He hadn’t talked about Sue’s death in much detail, but as far as she knew, they were happy right up until her accident. She’d never heard of Sue moving out or wanting a divorce.
“If you thought…” She lowered her voice. “If you thought Henry had something to do with his wife’s death, you wouldn’t still be working with him. Would you?”
“That’s because I didn’t,” he said. “Not until recently.”
Lucy rolled her eyes. “You mean after you developed some school-boy crush on me? That’s convenient.”
Sunil’s eyes narrowed, hardened and his lips thinned. “No. I don’t have a crush on you, Lucy, but I do care about you and your wellbeing. I happen to feel like you deserve better than someone like Henry, but that’s just me.” He shrugged.
“Then what made you think my fiancé was capable of murder? And how come you were still chummy with him when you came for dinner?”
He sighed. “Hear me out. Please. I know it’s complicated. And it isn’t one thing, it’s an amalgamation of things, okay? When Sue died, I thought Henry was inconsolable. He seemed heartbroken and I didn’t suspect a thing. I put the phone call out of my mind and considered it nothing more than bad timing. It made me feel even sorrier for him that he and Sue weren’t on good terms at the end. But one night we went out for a drink after work, and I brought up the divorce. Henry flat out denied it. I mentioned the phone call and he told me he didn’t remember it.”
“He was probably embarrassed,” Lucy said.
“Sure, maybe. But it gave me a bad feeling, like he was evading it for a different reason. And after that, I kept noticing that Henry wasn’t the nice guy I thought he was. He took credit on one of my papers, he always refused students extra time for their coursework no matter what they’d been through, I’ve seen him lie several times and…”
“What?” She leaned forward, invested now.
“It happened last week. A female student went to Henry about a sexual assault. The thing is, I can hear a lot through the walls in that place. The whole department could be made out of paper. He doesn’t know I know about this. I was next door in my office when a student I recognised went to see Henry. A first year, shy, pretty and sweet. I didn’t hear the entire conversation, but I did hear Henry say that she shouldn’t have been drinking at a party, and she probably just regretted being so easy.”
Lucy felt her stomach flip. She’d heard similar words before. But for her they came from her mother when she was young and “in love”. That love resulted in several black eyes, finger marks on her thighs, a miscarriage and lingering anxiety that seeped into her every moment of existence.
“No,” she said. She closed her eyes and pictured Henry, trying to see darkness in him. “No, you’re lying.”
“I wish I was.”
Her chair scraped as she stood. “I know why you’re making up these horrible lies. You want to split us up!”
He raised his hands. “No, I swear I don’t.”
Lucy lowered her voice. “Then why are you saying these things after… after our kiss?”
“Because at that moment, I realised you didn’t love him and perhaps I could convince you to leave.”
Lucy’s spine straightened. Her fingers flexed and clenched. “That’s… that’s not true. That’s…”
“Are you all right? You’re quite pale.” Sunil’s eyes roamed around the room. “I’m sorry if I offended you, I never meant to. I’m sorry about all of this. Please, sit down and finish your tea.”
But Lucy shook her head. “I never want to hear or speak to you again. Is that clear?” She grabbed her bag and walked away, leaving her tea untouched.
    
There was a moment on her way home that Lucy considered taking a different turn at a familiar junction and driving on, away from Henry’s house, back towards her mum’s. She even sat there thirty seconds too long, until an impatient toot forced her to make a decision. Rather than head to her childhood home, she carried on back to Henry’s house. The house he’d lived in with his wife. Where the two of them had raised their son.
It'd been a long time since those dark days with her ex. She still remembered being nineteen years old and lost, trapped in a cycle of abuse with a man she was convinced loved her despite the times he hit her. And, no, her mum hadn’t been supportive, at least not at first. She was from the stand by your man era, even though her father had been an alcoholic until the day he died. It took Lucy’s mum visiting her daughter in the hospital before she intervened. Lucy still remembered the tears in her mother’s eyes.
“I’m getting you out,” she’d said, wiping those tears away. Steely determination replaced them. “He’ll never lay a hand on you again.” And he never did.
Once back at Henry’s house, she parked her car and sat in the driver’s seat for a moment or two, letting the adrenaline spike calm down. Henry’s Discovery wasn’t there, and everything appeared still in the house. Jacob had a tendency to lurk, so there was every chance he was in his bedroom, but she couldn’t see the tell-tale flash of colour reflected in the windows or white ceiling. The usual indication of him playing computer games.
And then it hit her. She had the house to herself.
She hurried indoors making as much noise as possible. “Henry? Jacob?”
After kicking off her shoes, she ran upstairs and knocked on Jacob’s door. Nothing. She opened it cautiously. He wasn’t there. Then she hurried back downstairs and knocked on Henry’s office door. Nothing again. She opened the door and the beating of her heart quickened again. She’d never been in this room without him. Not once. She didn’t dare.
Like a naughty schoolgirl, she wanted to lounge back in his chair, put her feet up on the desk. She wanted to see how it fit, imagine she had the power, in her relationship, her career. She wanted to know how it felt to be Henry. But she didn’t have time. Instead, she opened up his laptop and tapped in Jacob’s date of birth as the passcode. It worked. Then she skimmed over the names of the documents. Most related to university work. Lecture handouts, exam questions and so on.
She checked through files marked as accounts, files marked as personal, and found nothing. She even checked his email inbox. There was nothing about a divorce. She got off the computer and tried his desk drawers instead. They were neat. Practically empty. The top drawer contained three pens, a notepad—with no writing in it—and a stapler. The rest had a few notes, textbooks and bits and pieces like paper clips or rubber bands.
Lucy spun the chair around and checked the bookcase behind the desk. She opened the doors, checking through his files in the lower shelves. And that was when she came across a box. It was about the size of an A4 piece of paper but three or four inches deep. It was metal, like a box for money, and it had a padlock on it. When she shook the box, it didn’t rattle. It was heavy, so there was something inside, but whatever it was, it wasn’t jewellery or change as you’d expect. She placed it back on the shelf exactly how it had been and rummaged through his desk for a key. It turned out to be fruitless.
She didn’t want to linger too long, so she made sure everything was where it was supposed to be and left the room, trying not to jump to conclusions about the box. It could have passports, birth certificates, or house deeds inside. There were many precious things people locked away, but she did find it strange that he hadn’t mentioned it to her. She kept her passport in her underwear drawer, and she’d never thought about Henry’s before. When they went abroad, they packed their own things and were responsible for their own passports.
On the way to the kitchen to make a hot drink, Lucy glanced up at the stairs. She’d already investigated one of the men she lived with. Did she want to do the same with the other?
Before she had time to think, she raced up the stairs and burst into Jacob’s room. She shook the mouse next to his open laptop, hoping it’d awaken. Sometimes Jacob left games downloading onto his computer with the lock screen disabled. She was in luck. His laptop was partway through updating Call of Duty and she didn’t need to put in his passcode, which she’d never be able to guess.
What was she searching for? She didn’t know. She checked his internet history, wincing at the porn URLs. Then she clicked onto a social media site she didn’t recognise: RedPills. It was more like a forum, with hundreds of threads filled with comments and memes. She sucked in a deep breath as she skim-read the words. Every single one of those threads froze her blood. Goosebumps formed along her forearms.
Lucy hadn’t heard much about incel culture, but she knew the basics of the misogynistic origins. She knew the term stood for “involuntary celibate” and she knew these boys, or men, blamed women for not wanting to sleep with them. But she’d never seen these sorts of posts before. She’d never witnessed first-hand the utter vitriol. The decrying of women’s “shallowness” and unwillingness to give sex freely, the way most posts referred to women as females and to men as alphas and betas. She scrolled through post after post of hatred directed to all women—though mothers seemed to have a special place in their rage-filled little hearts—for simply existing. Then she noticed something. Jacob didn’t just visit this site; he had an account. She clicked on his name at the top of the page to find his history and her jaw dropped. Jacob posted on this site every day. He was even a moderator.
Downstairs, the front door slammed shut. She heard the sound of a coat being shrugged off. Lucy ended the browser, slammed the laptop shut and ran out of the room, her heart pounding. She almost shoved the door too hard, before gently easing it into the frame. And, as it shut, she heard footsteps on the stairs. Silently, Lucy ran to the bathroom at the end of the hall, locked the door and turned on the tap.
That was when she remembered—Jacob’s laptop hadn’t been closed when she entered his bedroom.



CHAPTER 19




CLAIRE

IT WAS LESS than two weeks until the wedding and she’d finally settled into the last of the wedding plans. With the police investigation ongoing, and no more strange things happening to her or Adrianna—or Polina—things returned to a delicate state of normal. At least, on the outside that was how it appeared. In reality, Claire had noticed a shift deep within herself. Something she worried would never return to the way it was before. The paranoia and fear of the last few weeks had spread through her like a virus infecting her mind, and most of all, affecting her sleep.
She dreamed as though she was one of Kevin’s victims. In her nightmares, she went about her life with the knowledge that her death was imminent. She walked along a road checking over her shoulder. She sensed eyes in the shadows. She imagined a hand—large, strong and calloused—caressing her hair as she slept. She felt the pain of a knife carving into her flesh like a butcher slices meat. Every morning she woke feverishly, shaking and hot. Adrianna held her until hot tears dried on her cheeks.
They were both tired. Adrianna caught a cold and spent time off work on the sofa watching nineties sitcoms. Claire, while trying to take care of Ade and ignoring her anxiety, frequently forgot to eat. When she was at work, she often ran to the bathroom to have a moment of quiet so her heart could calm. She hated it in the library, with the large, open foyer. Anything could happen. What if Simon Botham entered the building? Most of the library was only accessible by a student or staff card, but other sections were public. He could wander in at any time.
He’d won. Nothing had happened since Claire had visited Polina and yet terror crept into her bloodstream like a drug. Not even sleep brought respite. Nothing had made her feel like this before.
“You need therapy,” Adrianna said bluntly one morning after a bad night. “It’s the only way you’re getting through this. Maybe we can find someone to have a few sessions with before the wedding.”
“I can’t afford it though—”
“Maybe I can. Or we can try the NHS.”
“No. We need it all for the honeymoon. We deserve a damn good honeymoon after all this. Actually, what we need is for the police to actually catch Simon Botham and put him in prison with his brother. How long does it take to figure out who sent some flowers?”
Adrianna sighed, and for the first time, Claire felt frustrated with her. It was annoying that Adrianna didn’t get it. Claire was sure she’d be fine as long as the stalking ended. That was her only problem and that was all that needed to be fixed. Why couldn’t Adrianna see that?
    
Adrianna dropped the subject of therapy quickly, much to Claire’s relief. She went to work the next day determined not to let any of this get to her. She kept herself busy the whole time, moving so fast her colleagues had to wave to get her attention.
She worked straight through lunch again, and it was only at 3pm that her stomach rumbled. She noticed her fitness app had registered almost 15,000 steps. She hadn’t sat down for even a moment all day.
Claire grabbed a bottle of water and a feta salad from the café opposite the library. It was too cold for salad, but she couldn’t face anything more substantial. Then she sat down on the library steps for a few minutes, shivering into her winter coat, watching giddy students take selfies next to the enormous Christmas tree outside the Student’s Union. The sky darkened and she ate quickly.
She studied the faces of every passerby. Especially men in their late thirties and early forties. Anyone older than your average undergraduate. Soon most of the students would be home for Christmas and she, too, would go on leave a few days early for her wedding. It was all happening so fast. They hurtled towards the wedding. She stopped eating for a moment; was she afraid of getting married? It hadn’t hit her like that before.
After dumping her empty wrapper in the nearest bin, Claire realised a man nearby hadn’t moved for at least five minutes. Her breath caught in her lungs, cold and still. She watched him in front of the library entrance. Hands pushed deep inside his jacket pockets, he appeared to be staring up at the building. And then he walked in. She followed.
He wore a red Puffa jacket and blue baseball cap. When he turned his head slightly, she noticed a smattering of dirty blond stubble across his jaw. Could it be him? Was he looking for her? When he strode up the stairs towards the mezzanine level, she did the same, pausing when he paused, lingering a few feet behind him.
In order to get into the main library, he’d need to swipe a U-card at the turnstile. It was set up at the top of the stairs next to an information desk for visitors. The man in the red jacket hesitated at the turnstile. She waited, her heart pounding, wondering if he was going to produce a card, or if he’d go to the desk. Sweat beaded at her temples. She breathed slowly, gripping the banister to her left. A group of students walked around her, and she took a couple of steps back to keep out of the way.
He turned. She turned, too, hurrying down the stairs and pressed herself against the foyer wall, melting into the shadows between the sofas. He barged his way through a group of international students, attracting frowns and stern glares. Claire craned her neck, desperate to see his face.
A thought seized hold of her. If she didn’t do something now, she might never get another opportunity. What if she could end this campaign of terror right now? She pictured the heart locket, Adrianna’s excited face thinking it was a gift. The crime scene photographs flashed through her mind and anger propelled her forward. As the man in the jacket lumbered down to the bottom step, she lunged at him, her eyes locked on his arm.
He pushed through a trio of students, and she took another long stride, reaching out with both hands to grasp his forearm. She dug her nails in tenaciously as the man tried to snatch his arm away.
“This has to stop,” she yelled. “Stop following me. Leave me alone. Leave my family alone.” Her voice ripped through the otherwise silent foyer. Her words echoed around the large, open space.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Claire was shocked to discover the man had a European accent. Only then did she raise her eyes to his face. A sense of pure horror spread over Claire’s body, from her prickling scalp to her cold toes.
“It’s not you,” she whispered. She staggered back, tripping over the communal seating, and hit the tiled floor hard. She winced. Her head swam with dizziness. The man in the red jacket continued to stare at her like she was crazy.
Maybe she was.
Claire thought her heart might actually burst through her ribcage and then a pain radiated out from her left shoulder. Her hands turned completely numb. Oh, she thought, I’m dying. The fear is going to kill me. And from somewhere deep inside, she knew it wasn’t rational, but her body decided otherwise. She was in pain, dizzy, and going to die.
Her vision blurred. Her manager, Nate, hurried over, his staff card swinging from the lanyard. Her gaze turned to the strangers on the stairs. The man in the red jacket held his phone to his ear. He was calling the police to report her, she decided. Then he hung up and mouthed something. “I’m going to kill you.” No, she made that up. Her ill mind twisting truth into a lie. He asked if she was okay.
“Claire? What happened? Are you all right?” Nate helped her up off the floor and onto the sofa. “We’ve called you an ambulance.”
She shook her head. “I don’t want to go to hospital. They won’t let me leave.”
“Of course, they will,” he said. “They’ll help you feel better.”
Nate sat with her long after the man in the jacket left the building. He stayed with her as two paramedics walked in and assessed her, helped her breathe, and talked her through what was happening.
“Claire, I think you’re having a panic attack,” said one of them. He was young, an afro cropped close to his scalp. He smiled warmly and spoke softly. But in her heightened state, she found it patronising.
The pain in her arm ebbed slowly away. She wasn’t dying after all, but an intrusive thought told her at least it’d all be over if she was. It brought her out in a cold sweat. She’d never thought anything like that before.
“Tell me about five things you can see in this space. Anything around you,” the paramedic said.
Claire described the stairs, the turnstiles, the paintings on the walls and so on, until she felt like a person being poured back into her body. She had no idea how long the paramedics stayed with her, but by the time they left, she felt like a shakier version of herself after an arduous 10k run.
“Can you get home okay, or do you want me to ring Adrianna?” Nate asked.
“I’ll book an Uber,” she said.
Nate sat on the sofa next to her, his hands on his thighs. He nodded to himself, once, as though a decision had been made. “That confirms it, I’m signing you off.”
“I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
“No, you need to recuperate properly. And besides, it’s almost Christmas and it’s almost your wedding. Take the rest of the year off. Get a letter from your GP and relax, okay?”
She could have hugged him, but she didn’t. She almost cried instead. And then she walked unsteadily out of the library on the verge of tears, wondering if she could even trust herself.



CHAPTER 20




COLLEEN




CHRISTMAS DAY

COLLEEN STOOD in the centre of the restaurant. Nina, the waitress, on her left, and Adrianna on her right. The gin churned sourly in Colleen’s belly. She didn’t like it one bit. There were guests at the hotel who shouldn’t have been here, and one of them had disappeared from this very room. She couldn’t help but speculate that he’d overheard their conversation and hidden from them.
“Do you remember what he looked like?” Colleen directed the question to both of the young women. “Because I can’t.”
“About fifty-ish, I think,” Nina said. “Dark hair. In a black suit.” She shoved a thumbnail into her mouth, frown lines appearing on her smooth forehead. “I didn’t like him.”
“Why not?” Adrianna asked.
She shrugged. “I don’t know. It felt like he was trying too hard to be friendly. He had a… roughness about him. And he smelled like booze.”
Colleen swallowed thickly, hoping the mint hid her own boozy breath. She noticed Adrianna take her phone out of a tiny clutch bag.
“Is this him?” Adrianna held out her phone and Nina leaned over to get a good view.
“I don’t know,” Nina said. “I didn’t see enough of his face, sorry. I guess I wanted to get away as fast as possible.”
“So did he by the looks of things,” Colleen added, nodding at the empty restaurant.
“Nina, do you think you’d recognise him if we walked around the hotel?” Adrianna asked.
“I think so, yeah.”
“Good. Let’s do another lap.”
Colleen’s knees protested, but they pushed on. Several guests walked by, and the waitress shook her head at every one of them.
Eventually, they made their way back to the foyer and Colleen decided she should check on the Rodriguez party to make sure they were all safe. But as they walked in, Nina lifted her arm and pointed to a man slipping out of the room.
“I think that’s him.”
Adrianna hitched up her skirt and quickened her stride, turning her body left and right to fit through the groups of people loitering by the entrance. The man was out of the room by the time the bride managed to get across. Colleen chased after her, limping now, but almost as quick as Adrianna in that bulky dress.
“Stop!” Adrianna called, prompting the foyer to descend into a hushed, awkward silence.
Colleen saw the man reach for the door, and her stomach dropped. It was freezing out there. Luckily, someone from the Rodriguez party, a young man, ran into the cold after the uninvited guest. Adrianna stumbled behind them while Colleen hesitated at the entrance, a group of nosy voyeurs gathering behind her. She heard whispers of what’s going on? And who is that? And This is the most entertaining non-wedding I’ve ever been to.
Colleen gasped as the younger man tackled the uninvited guest to the ground. Should she stop it? Had things gone too far? Well, she hadn’t heard back from the police, so what else could she do? She watched the tousle, which Adrianna joined, grabbing hold of the man by the lapels. She watched the young bride’s expression of confusion when she saw his face for the first time. Indeed, even Colleen could tell from where she stood that he wasn’t the person in Adrianna’s picture.
The two of them dragged the wedding crasher into the foyer, and Colleen backed away, bumping into the group of people behind her. Everyone eyed this bedraggled man with suspicion.
“Take him into my office,” Colleen said, suddenly realising she needed to keep him away from the rest of the group. Someone needed to take charge and unfortunately, that fell to her. She turned to the crowd. “There’s nothing to worry about. We need to establish who this person is because he wasn’t on the guest list. Okay? Please go back to what you were doing.”
“Where’s my son?” Mr Rodriguez asked, raising his voice.
“And my daughter,” said another voice.
“Are there going to be any weddings today at all?”
“Are the police coming?”
“Will we get to eat anything?”
Colleen raised her arms and lowered them slowly. “I’ll answer all of your questions as soon as I can.” She backed away, slowly at first, and then faster, until she was half-running, half-limping into her office.
By the time she arrived, Adrianna and the guest from the Rodriguez wedding—who introduced himself as Peter—had put the man on a chair in front of her desk. Peter blocked the door like a bouncer at a nightclub.
“He says he’s Mila’s father,” Adrianna said, her eyes wide and bloodshot. She nodded to the man sitting on the chair.
“Oh,” Colleen said.
“And I am,” the crasher said. “And I’m going to sue you for every penny. That brute over there practically dislocated my shoulder.”
“What was I supposed to do?” Peter asked. “There was someone running away and two women chasing him. I did what any decent guy would do. Am I going to get into trouble because of this? Because now, I’m in half a mind to sue as well.”
Colleen sighed. She made her way around her desk, rubbing her knee as she lowered her body into the chair. “Right, let’s sort this out shall we. What’s your name, sir?”
“What do I need to tell you my name for? I’m Millie’s father.”
“Millie?”
“That’s her name. The one we gave her anyway.”
Colleen shook her head, too exhausted to deal with riddles. “Just tell me your name so I can check it against the guest list I have on the computer. Perhaps it was missed on the hard copy.”
“Well, I’ll save you some time. I wasn’t invited. Millie and me don’t get along. Haven’t for years. But she’s my daughter and I have a right to see her get married.”
“So, you turned up? Without a reservation or an invitation?”
The man leaned forward. “What would you do if it was your daughter?”
“Respect her wishes,” Colleen said. “Can I see some ID please? Perhaps we can book you a room.” She hoped she’d catch more flies with honey, and perhaps get this man to reveal his name without demanding he do so. But his eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms.
“What if I don’t want a room?” he asked.
“Then I’m afraid I’d have to ask you to leave.”
“You’d throw a man out in the middle of a snowstorm?”
“Yes. An adult who has a choice to either book a room and give me his name, or stubbornly refuse. Yes, I would,” she said.
“What if I froze to death?”
Colleen hesitated. She glanced up at Adrianna, whose eyes burned into the back of this man’s skull. Peter, the groomsman, stayed silent. The air hung thick and muggy all around them, as though a thunderstorm brewed. Perhaps she had the heating on too high. At least the generators were still going.
“If you stay in this hotel, I’m going to need to see some identification and that’s non-negotiable.” After she finished speaking, Colleen sat back, folded her arms across her chest, and stared him down.
It took a good thirty seconds, but he finally reached for his wallet from his trouser pocket. It was dirty, falling apart at the seams, with credit cards and folded up notes spilling from it. He prised a driver’s licence from one of the compartments and threw it across the desk.
“Happy now?”
Colleen picked up the small rectangle of plastic and read the name: Patrick Crawley.
“Well,” she said. “I wouldn’t say, happy. There’s no bride called Millie and your last name doesn’t match either.”
“Millie changed her name,” he said. “I told you. It’s Mila now.”
None of it felt right. Either the man was lying, or she was sitting across from someone whose daughter changed her name to distance herself from him. Neither option sat well with her. To bide some time, she tapped the keyboard and brought up the bookings for the night. They were fully booked, but there was one leftover room they’d kept empty due to a leaky shower that needed fixing. She quickly booked him in. Perhaps she could have staff watching him at all times to make sure he stayed put. Could she do that? Legally? She needed him out of her office so she could call the police again.
“All right, I’ve booked you a room for the night,” she said. “But as someone who is not a guest at the wedding, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to stay inside your room until everyone is found safe. We have several missing people right now—”
“Mila? Is she one of them?”
“I…” Colleen hesitated, not sure what she should reveal.
“Yes,” Peter blurted out. “Both her and Rafael are outside somewhere.”
“Jesus,” Patrick said.
“We don’t even know she’s your daughter,” Adrianna said. “You could be a murderer for all we know.”
Patrick twisted his body around to regard Adrianna in the back corner. “I’m not a fucking murderer.”
“Oh, well now I feel so much better,” she quipped.
“Okay, everyone, let’s cool down for a moment,” Colleen said, desperately needing to regain control of the situation. “Patrick is going to stay in his room. I’ll ask someone from the staff to be around at all times in case you need any food or drink—”
“You mean, they’ll be spying on me.”
She ignored him. “You’re now a guest of the hotel until the police arrive and say otherwise. But I ask you to do this for us. You were not invited here, and we don’t know your motives. This is a tense moment for the hotel, and I’m sure you can appreciate that.”
Patrick smiled and nodded his head politely. She did not like that smile, not one bit.



CHAPTER 21




MILA

RAFAEL HADN’T SPOKEN to her for three days. She’d had a lot of explaining to do.
Mila could’ve kicked herself when she came home from the abandoned train station. Of course, Rafael had installed that family tracking app on her phone. But she didn’t know he checked it often. She knew he had a paranoid streak. She should’ve covered her tracks before she left to follow Dominic. How many times did she have to mess up before she finally accepted the kind of man Rafael was?
The next day, she used concealer to hide the bruises across her cheek bone and pulled on a long sleeve top to hide the finger marks on her wrists. It didn’t matter, she told herself, because all of it would be worth it as soon as she had that platinum wedding band wrapped around her finger.
After Rafael calmed down, she lied and lied until she saw him starting to believe her lies. Firstly, she told him she researched Dominic Harding because she’d been thinking of finding Rafael a new accountant. She was just trying to help. Rafael complained about his accountants all the time. Only she had to sell her own stupidity because someone as small-time as Dominic would never be appropriate for the Rodriguez empire, and anyone with half a brain would understand that. Then, the more far-fetched part of the tale was how she’d ended up lost near the train station and stopped for directions. This time she had to sound really stupid, but Rafael believed her once she’d broken down in tears.
Her eyes remained red and puffy for days. Good, she thought. Let me appear to suffer. Let me seem like the battered woman. Her bruise had faded to almost nothing, but some of the finger marks lingered, like fat mosquito bites. While dressing for her lunch date with Felicia, she put on a cashmere jumper with a cropped sleeve. But it couldn’t be too obvious she wanted the bruises visible, so she applied foundation and concealer over the marks on her face.
She called Rafael before she left for lunch. It was their new routine. He needed to know where she was at all times, and this was the first time she’d left the house since their fight.
“I’m going now,” she said as soon as he picked up. She didn’t bother with a hello. She wanted him to feel guilty about what he’d done, but she wasn’t sure he had it in him.
“Where?”
“Frederico’s.”
“Who are you meeting?”
“Felicia. I told you this. You can call Peter and check if you want.”
“What time are you coming home?”
She sighed. “What time do you want me home?”
“Don’t stay out all day,” he snapped, then hung up.
She applied a deep shade of red lipstick in the hallway mirror, grabbed her leather jacket and left. She would be lying if she said Rafael didn’t scare her. But Mila had always assumed she didn’t feel fear in quite the same way as everyone else. Perhaps it was because she’d experienced physical and emotional abuse as a child at the hand of her drunken, neglectful parents. There was a sense of inevitability to pain. And while she did what she could to avoid pain, she also accepted it was part of life and that, from time to time, she would have to suffer through it like everyone else. Life was about compromises and risk assessment. Sometimes pain comes with its own reward. The soreness of a wound as it heals, medicine delivered through a needle, the emotional pain from ending a bad relationship. If she dealt with Rafael’s parents and his jealous fits, then she’d reap the rewards later.
But she believed in realism, too. Rafael was stronger than her. Could his temper result in more pain than she could handle? Or worse. Could her games end up killing her?
She pulled up outside the Italian restaurant, noting the twinkly snowflake lights set up all around the tiny square of shops and restaurants. Shady sections of the pavement crunched with frost beneath her boots. She walked quickly; her fingers already chilled from the icy bite in the air. As she stepped into the restaurant, she pulled away her scarf, and jacket. Felicia smiled and waved from a booth.
“Babe, you look gorgeous!” She stood, kissing Mila on both cheeks.
“You, too, hun.” Mila had decided she would be patient with Felicia today. She’d given herself a good talking to on the way there. “I feel terrible though. I can’t imagine looking like anything but a total mess right now.”
“Oh, what do you mean? Is everything okay?”
Mila waved an arm pretending like it wasn’t worth talking about. She made sure to flash the bruises on her arm. “We had a row, that’s all.”
Felicia took her hand in her own. “Those marks on your arm did—”
“God no,” Mila said. “Of course, not… No.” She barked out a pitch-perfect nervous laugh. “He wouldn’t.” Then she swallowed and pulled her arm away.
Felicia lowered her gaze and lifted her brows.
Mila shrugged and allowed the waiter to come and take their order. She went for a chicken and mozzarella salad with a lemon dressing. Felicia ordered a Carbonara. They also bought a bottle of rose.
For a while, the conversation moved onto Felicia. She’d lost her mother’s lipstick and had turned the house upside down. Peter had been given a promotion even though he’d taken extra leave that year so they could have a family holiday. Then Mila politely answered questions about the wedding planning.
“You don’t sound too enthusiastic. You’ve got just over a week to go!” Felicia’s eyes drifted to the bruises. “Is there more to all this?”
Mila placed her fork down and put her head in her hands. “Oh God, Felicia, it’s such a mess. I’m such a mess. Raf is a mess.”
“What’s happened?”
She leaned forward. “The problem is, he’s so controlling. He hates it when I go out.” She turned her arm over, revealing the bruises again. “This is all because I came home late. I got lost and he thought I’d gone to meet a man.”
“No! Rafael seems so in love with you.”
“Oh, he is. That’s the thing. He loves too hard. He can’t help it. And I wouldn’t change him, I swear, I wouldn’t. But at the same time, I’m… I don’t want to say.”
“You can tell me.” She idly stirred her pasta, but her eyes were locked on Mila’s.
“I’m worried about how far it might go; you know? He’s a bit… Well, he has a temper problem.”
Felicia put down her fork and reached for her bag. For a moment, Mila thought she might have misjudged Felicia and offended her so much that she wanted to leave. But Felicia reached in and took out her wallet. Then she rifled through the different slots before removing a small, slim card.
“If you need help, call this number. It’s a private women’s shelter. Tell me if I’m overstepping. I mean, I don’t want to presume anything about your relationship with Rafael. And I want you to know that whatever you do, I won’t judge. So, no questions asked, you can call me, or you can call this number. Okay? You have people here to help you.”
Mila took the card and put it in her own wallet. “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”
A few minutes later, Felicia went to the bathroom and Mila took the stolen Sugar Plum lipstick out of her pocket. Before Felicia came back from the bathroom, she slipped it into the pocket of Felicia’s handbag.
    
They stayed at lunch for two hours and ordered desserts to soak up the wine. Mila drank a few tall glasses of water before she left, after all, she had to drive home. And then she made her way to the car to call Rafael and let him know she’d left the restaurant. She was playing by the rules and being a good girl for once.
The thought made her laugh. Well-behaved was not a phrase often employed to describe her. Not as a school child. Not during her years working as an administrator for a temping agency, and certainly not as a fiancée. Their call was quick. He’d left a meeting to take it. Mila was about to slip the phone back into her bag when she noticed something—the date.
It hit her like a punch to the gut. How could she have forgotten? How could she have so casually arranged a lunch, and sat there drinking wine and eating dessert? Now she knew the date, she couldn’t play by the rules after all. She turned off her phone so that Rafael couldn’t track her, dumped it on the passenger seat and started the car. At the carpark exit, she took a left instead of a right.
On the way there, she stopped at a petrol station and paid cash for a bunch of pink roses. Then she drove down a street flanked by newsagents and takeaway shops, wondering if she still remembered the way. Of course, she did. Despite visiting only a handful of times during the last few years, the directions were burned into her brain like scorch marks through grass. She found herself on autopilot, taking a right near a doctor’s surgery she recognised, and a second exit at the roundabout with the traffic lights.
She parked on the road, grabbed her roses and walked the rest of the way, passing a woman in her sixties clutching a plastic Tesco bag filled with scrunched up cellophane.
Five rows down next to the acer tree, she brushed dead leaves from the cold marble and pulled away the crispy remains of the last bunch of flowers she’d placed on the grave. She had no scissors, so she tore the cellophane away from the roses and started snapping the stems down to size.
“Thought you’d be here.”
Mila turned, not surprised at the sound of his voice. Christopher stood there with a bunch of yellow carnations in his hand. They’d clash with her pink roses, but none of that mattered. His eyes glanced down at the grave and she saw his smile fade. Two years on, and it didn’t get any easier.
“Did you bring any scissors?” she asked.
He shook his head.
“Make yourself useful and fill this with water.” She passed him the pot for the flowers, and he walked with it over to the nearest tap. It gave her a moment to place her palm against the stone and whisper a quick, “Hey you.”
Then she turned her attention back to her big brother. It’d been over six months since she’d last spoken to him. He knew why. She knew why. She’d ignored his phone calls, not wanting to have a discussion she knew he wanted.
“So did you stalk me here?” she asked. “Or did you come for her?”
“Both,” he admitted.
She didn’t say a word. Instead, they fell into a comfortable silence, the kind that comes with a close bond that can’t be faked. She’d never had a comfortable silence with Rafael.
“I didn’t know what kind of flowers she liked,” he said eventually. “I got it wrong, didn’t I?”
Mila shrugged. “She liked yellow. She didn’t have a favourite flower, except for daisies, I guess.” A memory slipped unbidden into her mind. Small fingers twisting daisy stalks into loops. She remembered the feel of a green stem splitting beneath her fingernail. Sunshine fell on her face. She had a flower behind her ear. Happiness washed over her until she was pulled back to December in a cemetery with sad, drooping petrol station flowers next to black marble.
“It’s not like we saw a lot of flowers growing up,” Christopher said.
“No,” she said softly. Then she turned to her brother. “Right, that’s enough.”
“Enough what?”
“Pleasantries, catch-up, whatever. Tell me why you came.”
The corner of his mouth lifted in a way she knew charmed women. The last time she saw Christopher, he was living comfortably in Cheshire with a woman in her fifties. Christopher liked to have a sugar-mummy or two to take care of him.
“It’s Dad,” he said.
Her muscles clenched. She pictured his face, the rosacea, the large pores on his nose and the slick oil along his forehead. She always thought of him somewhat off-kilter, face red from four cans of Strongbow.
“What about him?”
“He’s in debt—”
“What’s new?”
“He keeps coming to me, sniffing around for handouts.”
“Please tell me you haven’t.”
Christopher shifted his body away and shoved his hands deep into his jeans pockets.
“Oh, come on, Chris.”
“Don’t fucking judge me, okay? I know he’s a piece of shit, but I still don’t want to see him dead.”
“That’s a bit dramatic don’t you think?” she said. “No one’s going to kill Dad over a bit of cash.”
But Christopher shook his head, mouth pulled tight. “He borrowed from bad people this time.”
“Oh, for fuck’s… How do you even know it is true?”
“Because I visited him in hospital after they kneecapped him.”
She sighed, letting it sink in. She didn’t hate her father, what she felt for him was more like… nothing. But she still felt bad for what Christopher had to deal with. “Stupid bastard. As if I don’t have enough to worry about.”
“Yeah, and about that—”
“I’m not discussing it.”
“I don’t like what you’re doing.”
“Tough.”
“Millie.”
“I mean it. I’m not discussing it. I have a handle on it, okay? And don’t call me that name.”
“Fine, but you should know that Dad knows what you’re doing.”
She turned sharply now; her mouth agape. “What? Did you tell him?”
“No. Remember mum’s friend, Susan Shah?”
“Vaguely.”
“She saw you out and about. I guess she told Dad where she’d seen you and he managed to track you down. He knows who you’re marrying, and he knows you have access to money, so I’m surprised he hasn’t banged your door down, to be honest.”
Realisation hit her. More of a tickle than a punch this time. She almost laughed, but instead she blurted out, “Unbelievable. Wow, I’m almost impressed.”
“What?”
“Nothing. Just putting two and two together.”
He shrugged. “So, are you going to handle Dad?”
She sighed. “Yeah, I guess so. Can’t believe he’s blown through the money already, though.”
Christopher raised an eyebrow. “Well, you know Dad.”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
“Am I invited to the wedding?”
She laughed. “Nope.”
“I love ya, Mills.”
“Love ya, too.”



CHAPTER 22




LUCY

IT TOOK her a few days to build up the courage to say anything to Henry. During that time, she’d hoped to go back to Jacob’s computer and capture some evidence of his incel forum posts. But since breaking up from school, he’d lounged around the house playing Fortnite most days, never too far away from his laptop. At least he hadn’t mentioned her being in his room. Perhaps he’d assumed he’d left the computer closed. She’d lived with him and Henry for months now and she’d never been in his room without him there before. He probably didn’t think she had it in her to snoop. He obviously thought little of her at all.
Lucy spent the afternoon boxing up decorations ready for transportation. Exhaustion crept over her. The wedding felt like a tick to be placed in a box, another task to complete. She couldn’t figure out if all the drama with Sunil and Jacob had put a dampener on things, or whether the wedding planning had taken the joy out of it all, or if deep down the love and trust for her fiancé faded every time she thought about the divorce revelation.
After a late meal of lasagne and chips, Jacob performed his usual disappearing act and sloped up to his bedroom. She decided she couldn’t marry Henry with everything hanging over her head. She opened her mouth to speak and then paused, filtering through her thoughts one last time. Was she going to tell Henry about Sunil, too? How could she even begin to explain what had happened there? On the one hand, it might clear the air before the wedding. On the other, Sunil seemed to be a lonely young man who couldn’t take no for an answer. He was clearly jealous of Henry, at least in a professional capacity, and she couldn’t trust him or the allegations he’d hinted at over coffee.
Lucy took a deep breath, pushed all thoughts of Sunil out of her mind, and said, “I need to tell you something. It’s about Jacob.”
Henry seemed unconcerned at first. He turned to her, waiting for her to speak, but when he noticed her sombre expression, he sighed. “What’s going on now? It can’t be school; it’s the end of term.”
“It’s not about school,” she said. “It’s about something I found on his laptop.”
“You went on his computer?” Henry’s voice had a note of incredulity to it. She didn’t like the sound of that.
Lucy grabbed her wine and took a long swallow. Strength. She needed strength. “I did, and I know I overstepped some boundaries. I shouldn’t have, but I did, and I saw something disturbing. Now I need to tell you about it. I should’ve told you right away but—”
He leaned forward, agitated. “He’s my son. You can’t snoop around with my son’s private things!”
Tears rushed to her eyes. The tone of his voice, the way his face screwed up in anger, it stung her. She felt desperately childlike sitting on the sofa trying to talk to him, like a teenager caught sneaking out of the house. “I know it’s bad but hear me out. The thing is, I’ve felt uncomfortable around Jacob for a long time now and I didn’t feel as though I had your support—”
“What?”
“Please. Let me explain.”
She saw that he was close to storming out. She saw the signs of his temper building before it erupted. He clenched and unclenched his fists. From somewhere deep inside an old memory emerged, one she’d like to bury and never let out. But it was here now, breaking the surface. She rubbed her wrists, a phantom pain throbbing. Like fingers digging deep in her flesh, pushing down to the bone.
“After Jacob wrote the essay about me, I didn’t feel safe being alone with him,” she said. “I know you see your little boy when you look at Jacob, but I don’t. I see a man almost grown. Someone larger than me who could easily overpower me. And I’m ashamed to admit that when an opportunity arose to find out more about him, I took it. I wanted to know if he was still writing horrible things about me.”
“And?”
“It’s even more serious than that. I found out that Jacob is a moderator on a forum called RedPills. It’s… it’s for incels. He writes horribly misogynistic things on that site. They all do. It’s disturbing. He doesn’t just have a problem with me, he has a problem with all women.”
Henry stood up and walked over to the fireplace. He stayed there, staring at the mantel, for a good ten seconds. Lucy mouthed his name, but Henry didn’t seem to hear her. Instead, he turned around and walked out of the room. She followed him.
“I raised my son right,” Henry said, almost to himself.
“I’m not blaming you,” Lucy said. “Where are you going?”
“Where do you think?”
“You’re not… you’re not going to tell him, are you?”
She stood at the bottom of the stairs, her heart pounding, gripping hold of the banister, watching Henry stride up to his son’s bedroom. She followed him, dreading it, knowing a confrontation was coming. She felt sick. But perhaps it would end Jacob’s reign of terror over her. She needed Henry on her side and if this was how she’d get that, then so be it. She walked over to him and stood by his side. After Henry’s swift rat-a-tat-tat on the door, Jacob snatched it open.
“Yeah?”
“I need to see your computer,” Henry said, lifting his chin and using his professor voice.
“What for?”
“Lucy saw something, and we need to find out if it’s true.”
As Jacob’s hooded eyes reached hers, he sneered. The pungent smell of dirty underwear drifted from the piles of clothes strewn across the floor. She tried to steady her breath as she waited for him to respond.
“Fine,” he said. “Whatever. I don’t have anything to hide.”
Lucy followed Henry into the room and hovered over by the desk as Henry waited for Jacob to put in his password and load up the laptop. He did it lazily, dragging his fingers across the keyboard. Once done, Henry gestured for him to get out of the seat.
“Check the browsing history,” Lucy said, her eyes flicking over to Jacob. He grinned at her, showing teeth. She glanced at the computer screen, then back at Jacob. He continued to grin.
The blood drained from Lucy’s face. She’d left it too long to tell Henry, hadn’t she? That day, when she’d gone into Jacob’s room, she hadn’t put his laptop back in quite the same spot and he’d noticed. He’d fucking noticed, and then he’d pretended as though he hadn’t. She’d waited days for him to make a comment to suggest he knew. Instead, he’d kept his cards close to his chest. He knew she’d mess it up all on her own.
“What are you searching for?” Jacob asked his father.
Lucy watched Henry click through the browser history. She watched him go back to the day she snooped in his room and saw that Jacob had deleted the forum from his history. Hope drained from her body, like the sweat seeping from her pores.
Henry turned around in the chair. “Jacob, have you ever joined an incel forum?”
“Incel?” He made a face as though trying to recall what the word meant. “Oh, like those neckbeards who can’t get laid?” He laughed. “Why would I go on there, I don’t have that problem.”
“You have a girlfriend?” Lucy asked.
“No,” he said. “But I don’t have that problem.”
He was lying, she knew he was. Lucy had seen Jacob in his element at home manipulating his father and intimidating her when no one was around. Around his male friends, he seemed perfectly comfortable. But Jacob’s behaviour changed drastically whenever girls were around. She’d noticed his inability to make eye contact with the girls in his year at the last parent’s evening. Even the female teachers had him squirming in his seat, eyes roaming up and down the classroom walls.
“Lucy, I think you made a mistake.” Henry regarded her with suspicion now.
How was she going to come back from this? What if Henry thought she was lying?
“Wait,” she said. “Can I try something?”
Henry nodded, and she leaned over him, typing the name of the site into the search bar. The first worrying thing she noticed was that the search bar didn’t autofill the name of the site. Then, when she went on, it didn’t automatically log Jacob into his account. Even when she typed in his email address and username, it came up with nothing.
“I don’t understand,” she said. She straightened up and turned to Jacob. “Did you delete your cookies?”
“No, not recently,” he said.
“You knew. You did this on purpose.”
“How the hell did I know?” he asked. His eyes widened, imitating innocence, yet still hard and emotionless because he could never quite fake it. “If you were sneaking around in my room, how would I know? I don’t get it. I’ve been trying so hard to be a better son, but you won’t accept me.” He turned to Henry. “Dad, she wants to get rid of me. I’m a burden.”
“What? That’s not true! I’ve been more than patient with him. I’ve put up with so much. That essay—”
“I apologised for that,” Jacob said. “But you keep punishing me.”
Henry sighed, rubbing his temples. “Stop it, both of you. Lucy, I think you should apologise. I don’t know what happened here. I hope it was a genuine mistake.”
“It wasn’t a mistake,” she said. “I saw it. I know I did.”
“Apologise!”
The tone of his voice made her body jolt with fear. Her muscles tightened and her spine straightened.
“Don’t bother, Dad. She’s a liar.” He shifted his weight and dropped his gaze. “I didn’t want to say anything, but I can’t keep quiet now. I saw Lucy kissing Sunil.”
Henry’s eyes flicked up to hers. “What?”
“I saw them in the kitchen during the dinner party.”
Lucy laced her fingers together, squeezing tight. “That’s not… that’s not quite what happened. He kissed me and I pushed him away. I told him I wasn’t interested.”
“Then why did you meet him?” Jacob asked. “Why did you go for coffee with him?”
“How did—?” Lucy watched in horror as Jacob pulled his phone out of his pocket and swiped the screen. Then he turned the phone around to show Henry a picture of Lucy and Sunil, taken from the park looking into the coffee shop. “You’ve been following me?”
“No,” he said. “I met a friend in the park, and I saw you there.”
“Why the hell did you take a picture?” Her voice trembled with anger. She pulled her hands apart and balled them into fists.
“To show Dad,” he said, calm and collected. “I was going to try and find out if you were having an affair. I didn’t want to break you and dad up over nothing, but I couldn’t ignore what I’d seen, could I? Dad, I’m sorry. Maybe I should’ve told you right away, but I wanted to give Lucy the benefit of the doubt. And then she came in here and she tried to dig up some dirt on me or something. I’m not an incel. I always try to help the girls in my class and call out harassment when I see it. I swear I do. I’m an ally. I’m not like that. You have to believe me.”
There was a note of desperation in his voice that even Lucy started to believe. But it turned her stomach. She felt sure that a reflection of her face in that moment would show her pale and waxy, like a ghost version of herself.
“It’s all right, Son,” Henry said. “I believe you. I’m sorry about all this.” He stood. He stared at her and gestured for her to follow him out of the room. She did, on legs that wobbled beneath her.
Loneliness crept up on her like an old enemy. She’d been here before, living with someone she didn’t trust, someone who could hurt her. The weight of that settled heavy on her chest.
Henry didn’t say a word to her. He walked downstairs, went into his office and slammed the door. She was lost. She’d lost him. The house was hostile to her now. How was she going to get married? Was her relationship over? She didn’t know anymore. Maybe even Sunil had told her the truth. After all, there was the locked box in Henry’s office. Did innocent men keep locked boxes tucked away in secret?



CHAPTER 23




CLAIRE

CLAIRE STARED down at the strange photographs. Yet more evidence to take to the police. She sighed, pulled on gloves, and spread the pictures across the surface of their kitchen table. She tugged her cardigan closer to her neck. Steam rose from her coffee, lingering in the air.
From the size, she could tell they were all taken on a smartphone and printed by a machine or online service. They had that slim rectangle feel, different to your standard four by six. In them, a family of average people posed on a beach with a slate grey sky behind them. A teenage boy, a man, a woman and a couple of younger kids. She did not know these people, at least, she assumed she didn’t. In each picture, the faces of the people had been scratched out.
The sight of those jagged scratches made her scalp prickle with fear and disgust, but she refused to pull her eyes away. Surely there was something identifiable about these people. She lifted one of the pictures and brought it close to her face, determined to recognise Simon or Kevin Botham from the man’s build and posture. It was impossible. She picked up the pictures of what she assumed to be a teenage boy. Scrawny white legs emerged from baggy cargo shorts. There was nothing identifiable about the beach. Except that you could argue from the cloudy sky, they were still somewhere in the UK. Together, they resembled a series of pictures taken on a day out with the family.
Since Claire had taken leave from work, the stalking had ramped up yet again. Someone sent a slanderous email to Adrianna’s boss, accusing her of past transgressions, including the sexual assault of a classmate at her secondary school, the harassment of a first-year student at university, and the abuse of her childhood cat. Adrianna had to sit through a meeting with HR explaining that the facts in the email were wrong. She had to prove herself, dig out old train tickets and emails to prove she hadn’t done those terrible things.
Quietly, she’d whispered to Claire, “I think they believed the lies so quickly because I’m a Black lesbian. Do you think that? Do you think any of the straight white women would have had that meeting?”
“I don’t know,” Claire said honestly, holding her hand as tightly as she could. “This is all my fault.”
Of course, Ade shook her head and insisted that none of it was Claire’s fault, and eventually, Claire had agreed with her. But she still blamed herself for everything.
Claire carefully placed the pictures back in their envelope and dropped them in her bag. She and Adrianna set off to the lake district for a meeting with Colleen, the wedding planner. Now they’d have to swing by the police station on the way.
As she waited for Adrianna to get ready, she thought about the proposal. The happiest day of her life. She’d always known Adrianna wanted to be proposed to and not the other way around. Claire liked to be romantic, but Adrianna loved to be the recipient. It was Claire who wrote poems and picked flowers. And for the proposal, she knew it had to be special.
After a lot of thought, she’d chosen Adrianna’s birthday, because then she could suggest a day out without it seeming too obvious. She bought her a hardback copy of her favourite book, Little Women, and tied the ring to the ribbon marker. She arranged a picnic, finding the perfect spot next to a field of sunflowers. She wrapped the book in brown paper and bought them both matching white maxi dresses. She hired a photographer and asked him to hide in the background. Everything was perfect, until on the day, it rained. And not a drizzle either, buckets of water came crashing down. Thunder rumbled in the background.
Claire could still remember how hard she tried to keep the disappointment from her face while desperately thinking of ways to salvage the plan. The picnic was out of the question. Her proposal wasn’t going to be eating soggy sandwiches in the mud. So, on the way to the field, Claire bought an enormous golf umbrella, dragged Adrianna out in the downpour, got down on one knee and passed her the book. Inside, Claire had highlighted the passage: I have nothing to give but my heart so full and these empty hands.
And then she waited, her white dress on the damp ground, her arm aching from holding the umbrella as high as she could. Adrianna saw the ring, read the highlighted passage, yanked the umbrella from her hand, threw it, dragged Claire to her feet and wrapped her arms around her neck. They stayed that way, with the rain coming down, for what felt like hours. They had the photograph framed on the wall. The two of them surrounded by sunflowers with raindrops suspended in the air, their bodies a tangle of arms and sodden dresses, the book hanging loosely from Adrianna’s fingertips behind Claire’s back.
But last night Claire had to hold her fiancée as she wept.
“You ready?” Ade called.
“Yeah, you?”
Claire noticed Adrianna avoided eye contact when she came into the kitchen. Instead, she fiddled with an earring and checked her car keys were in her handbag. She seemed paler than usual, a grey tinge to her usually warm-toned brown skin. Her face was pulled tight, her features sharpened. She barely glanced at Claire before leaving the house. And as Claire watched her leave, she couldn’t help but wonder whether Adrianna resented her.
    
She’d had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as they dropped the pictures off at the police station. She expected it to ease off during the day, but even as they walked up and down the beautiful library at Wilder House, her stomach churned and cramped.
Because they’d booked the library, a venue the house had only recently started offering, Claire and Adrianna wanted to go early to set up the room. They’d brought all their bunting, centrepieces and tablecloths. They had huge bundles of dried flowers to arrange in jam jars. They twisted string lights around old wooden beams, stacked up secondhand books in the centre of each table and hung paper bunting up and down the room.
“Oh, it’s wonderful,” Colleen gushed. “You know, I think this is going to be the most beautiful wedding we’ve ever had at Wilder House. We’re so excited.”
Somewhat cynically, Claire heard herself whisper behind Colleen’s back. “Yeah, because you want a good picture for when it’s time for businesses to pretend they care about gay people.”
Adrianna frowned. “You could at least try to look happy.”
Claire’s jaw snapped shut. “I am happy.”
“Well, I’m not. I never thought I’d be dropping off evidence to a police station the morning I decorated my wedding venue.”
“Neither of us thought we’d be doing that,” Claire reminded her. “I’m sorry, Ade. I’m sorry it’s all my fault we’re being stalked, and I’m sorry I said that about Colleen, it wasn’t fair. She was trying to be nice and I’m a total bitch.” She glanced over at the wedding planner who was helping a staff member with the chair covers.
Adrianna let out a sigh. “Tell me everything’s going to be okay. Even if it’s not, just tell me. Because I don’t want this day ruined. I keep having this dream about us walking down the aisle, but Simon Botham turns up to destroy everything. And… well… I don’t want to say what else happens.”
“Tell me.”
“Your dress turns red.” Adrianna blinked as she said the words, but her face remained impassive. Claire realised the dream had happened enough times to make Adrianna desensitised to it, to the existence of blood on their wedding day.
While Claire was romantic, she wasn’t particularly superstitious or spiritual. Adrianna, however, believed in what Claire—in her mind—called the fantastical. And part of that was Adrianna’s belief that dreams could have a prophetic nature to them. Not that she’d ever claimed any of her own dreams had ever come true. Still, this was a big deal for Adrianna, and she’d kept it from Claire. That had to be purposeful.
“Ladies, have you got a minute?” Colleen bustled over, oblivious to Claire’s shocked expression. “Seeing as we’re finishing up the last details, I thought I might take you into the office and go over the paperwork one more time.”
Adrianna smiled. “Sure.”
Paperwork meant pay the bill, Claire thought. Which she was not looking forward to. They’d already paid half, and this second payment was tricky. They needed to split it between them. With everything going on, they hadn’t sorted out a joint bank account for payments like this. Instead, Claire would need to pay half using her debit card. She had barely enough in her account to cover it. Something else to worry about. She chewed the dry skin on her bottom lip as she followed Colleen through the manor house.
“You’ll be pleased to know we’re not expecting any bad weather on the day.” Colleen pushed through into a vast hallway and held open the door. “We’ve had some bad snowstorms in the past. They usually start in January, though. December tends to be milder.”
“Snow would be magical,” Adrianna said. “But half the guests wouldn’t be able to make it. And maybe not even us.” She laughed. “Sorry we’re taking you and the staff away from your families on Christmas day.”
Claire smiled to herself. Classic Adrianna, worrying about everyone else’s feelings. She loved her for it.
“Oh, don’t be silly,” Colleen said. She opened her office and gestured for Claire and Adrianna to follow. “There’s nothing more rewarding than spending Christmas day celebrating love. Besides, I organise a get together with the family on New Year’s Eve. We have a real shindig.” She winked. “It makes up for the lack of turkey.”
Claire took one of the free chairs and waited as Colleen shuffled through piles of paper before producing an invoice. They explained that they were splitting the final payment, and she brought out a card reader. Adrianna went first, tapping in her pin before handing it back to Colleen. A long, thin sheet of paper unravelled from the machine.
“Here you go, your receipt.” She handed the paper to Adrianna before giving the machine to Claire.
Claire inserted her card and tapped in her pin before handing it back to Colleen. There was an agonising few moments of waiting before Colleen frowned and went, “Oh.”
“What is it?” Claire leaned forward, trying to see the message on the front of the card reader.
“It says it was declined. Maybe it’s the bank,” Colleen said. “Sometimes they block large payments, don’t they?”
“I’ll check the app,” Claire said. The room now seemed too small for the three of them, and there was no air. Her hands were clammy and somehow cold at the same time. What hadn’t she accounted for? Had the TV license come out this month? Had she overspent? She opened her bank app on her phone and gasped. “That can’t be right.”
“What’s wrong?” Adrianna leaned across the seat.
“There’s no money in my account,” Claire said. “Everything’s gone. Someone’s stolen it.”
She passed Adrianna the phone and watched her staring at the screen. “I don’t understand.”
“Someone has stolen all my money.”
“But how?”
“I don’t know.”
“What are all these transactions?” Adrianna asked, pointing at the screen. “Five hundred pounds at ASOS. Seven hundred pounds at John Lewis.”
“I guess someone managed to get my card details and spent all my money online shopping.”
“Oh dear,” Colleen said. “That’s terrible.”
Claire turned to Adrianna. “What should we do?”
“I have enough in my savings to cover it,” Adrianna said. “And then we’ll go to the bank and get this sorted out. Okay?”
Claire nodded her head, numbly. It was Simon Botham again. It had to be.



CHAPTER 24




THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

THE FIRE ROARED. On the carpet by the hearth, a rotund golden retriever rolled over and showed his belly. The bride gradually thawed out, sitting deep in the high-backed armchair. She still smelled the snow on her. Part mildew, part ice.
Denise passed her a sandwich and flopped into the second armchair by the fire. She bent down and rubbed the dog’s tummy.
“Thank you,” said the bride, noticing how Denise didn’t seem afraid or tense. “About that phone…”
“Eat up,” Denise said. “You need your strength in bad weather.” She flicked a lock of curly grey hair from her eyes. “The phone won’t do you any good, girly.”
The turkey was good. Moist, with a layer of sweet cranberry sauce on top. She swallowed quickly. “Why’s that?”
“The line’s dead. It’s the storm, you see.”
“Do you have a mobile phone?”
Denise shook her head. “My son bought me one once, but I lost it.”
“And your son, is he coming home soon?” Worry tickled at the pit of her stomach. But she took another bite, needing the extra energy.
“No,” she said. “He doesn’t live here anymore. Now, what we need is a cup of tea to warm our bones. Don’t you think?” She steadied herself with the armchair as she stood.
“No, I… um. I don’t think you understand. I saw a man with a gun outside. We need to contact the police. Can you bring me your phone, please? I can at least try it.” She placed the half-eaten sandwich on the coffee table.
“Oh, don’t be silly,” Denise waved a hand. “You probably saw a poacher or a farmer.”
“No,” she replied. “Trust me. The man I saw was dangerous.”
Denise left the room as she slipped the phone back into the pocket of her trousers. She ate another bite of turkey sandwich and waited for her to return.
“Well, here it is. But it’s dead, like I told you.” Denise held out the cordless landline telephone.
She grabbed it and dialled, but the old woman had told the truth. There was no dial tone at all.
“Shit.” She sighed and handed the phone back. She took the mobile out of her pocket and dialled the emergency services one more time. Still no signal. Then she checked through the messages. Nothing new. It wasn’t hers, and the threats came from an anonymous number. But in that moment, she had a thought, and it expanded, and she started to understand exactly who it was out there in the snow, who he was texting and why.
“Are you all right, dear?” Denise asked.
“I should go.” She stared dubiously out of the window. “Whoever is following me is going to turn up. You could get hurt.” She bent down closer to the fire, rubbing her hands together for warmth. One last attempt to warm her bones before she went back out there. She glanced back at Denise. “Could I borrow something to take with me?”
“What would you like, dear?” she asked.
“A gun. Most farms have one, don’t they?”
“My son had an air rifle,” she said.
The bride sighed. An air rifle wouldn’t be much good. Maybe a knife would be better. Easy to conceal, lighter and it allowed her to be sneaky.
“Can I borrow your biggest knife?” she asked.
Denise smiled. “Of course!” The old woman climbed to her feet one more time and shuffled out of the room.
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CHAPTER 25




MILA

IT WAS the day before the wedding. She couldn’t quite believe it.
Rafael cried as they packed up the car with their things. He took Mila’s hands and kissed her fingers.
“From thinking I was going to die, to meeting the love of my life, to marrying the love of my life. I’m blessed. So blessed.” He beamed at her, bright white teeth shining under the morning sun.
On the way to the venue, Mila rested her head against the car window, her thoughts a jumble of everything that had happened over the last month, and everything she knew would soon come.
But the events of the last month blurred into a strange fever dream. After all that effort she’d put into finding her blackmailer, she’d ended the search back at her childhood home. She’d kept her promise to Christopher and gone to see their father.
It’d had everything she remembered, down to the broken trampoline in the tiny front garden. Now green moss covered the metal frame, and a gash ran through the taut fabric skin.
She’d stepped closer to the door and rapped twice, knowing he was in because she’d seen him walking back from the off license, a plastic bag filled with cider bottles in his hand. He had a limp now, which fit with what Christopher told her. She’d been sceptical otherwise.
But it was her mother who answered the door. Mila winced at her mother’s appearance. Sleepy eyes ringed with smudged eyeliner peered at her between lanky clumps of greasy hair.
“We’re not buying anything,” she slurred.
“Mum, it’s me.”
The woman’s eyes widened, her crow’s feet growing and shrinking as she took in the sight in front of her. “Oh. What do you want?” Her tone wasn’t exactly accusatory, more bemused.
“I need to speak to Dad. He knows why. Are you going to let me in or what?” There it was, the brash, working-class part of Mila that she’d tried to squash since meeting Rafael. Just one of the reasons she never came home.
The door opened wider, and she stepped in, avoiding two pairs of old shoes discarded on the doormat. Mila closed the door behind her as she followed her mother through to the tiny room they called a lounge.
“Turns out our daughter’s here,” her mother said. “And she sounds posh these days.”
Despite the early hour, he was close to being drunk already. His hair was full of grey hairs now. She saw his jaw slacken. His gaze darted from her face to her mother’s and back again.
“Mum, can you give us some privacy please,” Mila requested.
“Who do you think you are? The queen?”
Mila shrugged. “In most situations, yes.”
“Go on, leave us be,” her father said, flapping his hand out to shoo her away.
Mila perched on the edge of a dirty chair opposite her dad. “Do you know why I’m here?”
His eyes dropped, she knew he did, but she also knew he was going to deny it.
“Is it because you’re getting married, and you want to invite me to the wedding?” He’d grinned, showing her his yellowing teeth.
“God no.” She smiled back. “It’s for a very different reason.” She placed her elbows on her knees and leaned forward. “You know, I could’ve gone to the police.”
“About what? I don’t have times for your riddles.”
“Oh, many things.” Mila let out an exaggerated sigh. “Let’s see, child neglect, that’s a big one, isn’t it? Drug use. Domestic violence. Constant, just constant shoplifting. But the big one… the icing on the cake, is child pornography.”
He turned pale. Ice-white.
“I’m fifteen in some of those pictures, Dad. Did you realise that?” She was lying, but he didn’t know that.
“Get out now, Millie.”
“Not a chance. Not until I see you delete them. How did you even find them?”
“You left your old computer.”
She exhaled sharply through her nose, annoyed with herself. She’d forgotten all about it in the hurry to leave this place. By then Christopher had bought her a new laptop so she hadn’t needed it.
“Why are you blackmailing me?” she asked.
He fingered his can of cider, pinging his fingernail against the ring pull. “Maybe someone needs to take you down a peg or two, remind you that you’re a Crawley, not whatever name you gave yourself.”
“Davidson.”
“Yeah, whatever. You’re a Crawley down to the marrow. Why else are you marrying that… That piece of shit.”
“Keep out of it, Dad,” she warned. She reached down to get her bag and searched for what she’d brought with her to placate him. “You don’t know anything. So shut up.”
“What would Carrie say about all this?” he asked, a dark twinkle lighting up his eyes. He knew exactly which buttons to push, and Carrie was the one Mila couldn’t abide.
“Take her name out of your mouth.” Her fingers tightened around the white envelope she’d removed from her bag. She thrust it out towards him. “Here. Your dirty money. It should be enough to pay off whoever you borrowed from. And now you can leave me alone. Also, I want my old computer and I want to see your phone and any other devices you have.”
He opened the envelope and flicked through the money with his fingers. “Wait here.”
It hadn’t been easy getting that money. She’d taken half from a bank account she’d set up to squirrel away as much extra cash as she could. Mila wasn’t stupid. She knew Rafael wanted her to be a kept woman and he wanted her to rely on him. But there were times when his guilt made him generous. He’d give her money for expensive spa days, skincare treatments and new clothes. Mila bought mid-range clothes and attached price tags from designer items. She didn’t attend the spa. She put the money in an account. But she was damned if her dad was going to end up with everything she’d worked towards. So, she took a few thousand out of her private account, leaving her with over five thousand left, and sold a diamond brooch he’d given her. By now she knew the presents he’d notice were missing, like the earrings he’d given her for her birthday, and the ones he wouldn’t notice, like the brooch. Rafael tended to give her expensive jewellery every time he hit her. But because he was in denial about his violence, he had a habit of forgetting about those particular gifts.
While waiting for her dad to return, Mila stood to stretch her legs. She came across a tacky hedgehog ornament on the fireplace. It wore sunglasses and a Hawaiian shirt. She picked it up and put it in her bag without really knowing why. She simply enjoyed the thought of taking it from them.
Not long after, he produced his electronic devices and she watched him delete all the files. For most daughters, a father seeing naked pictures of themselves would be humiliating and awkward. But she’d long disassociated from this man. Even though she called him Dad, the word was meaningless now. But in a sense, all relationships felt like that with Mila. Except for Carrie, and maybe Christopher. Carrie, she would do anything for. Anything.
“It’s a two-million-pound deal,” Rafael said, pulling her thoughts back to the car and the long stretch of road in front of them. “And for once, it came from me. It’s because I have this… this energy. This verve.”
That’s the cocaine, Mila thought.
Once she’d reached her limit, she said, “Okay, babe. No more business before the wedding. Relax. Take it easy.”
He laughed and reached over to take her hand. “You’re so right.”
Freezing sleet drizzled down, but the conditions weren’t too bad. They stopped at a quiet pub for lunch, arriving fifteen minutes before Rafael’s parents. And for once, a heavy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. Dread. The anticipation of an unknown terror. And she couldn’t quite put her finger on why, now, it’d crept up on her. It certainly wasn’t an emotion she knew or understood particularly well. Perhaps it was Rafael’s extended bathroom break—a tell-tale sign of his cocaine use—or the smug smile Ana María turned on her when the others weren’t looking, or her meeting with her father last week. Something was off.
“Oh, Mila, you should see the dress.” Ana María clutched hold of Mila’s hand and squeezed. “We’ll get you in it this afternoon while the boys go shooting.”
Mila glanced at her fiancé, sensing herself caught off guard. “You’re going shooting?”
“Clay pigeons,” Rafael said with a shrug. “Peter set it up. Like a mini stag do.”
Was that it? She thought of both Rafael and José holding shotguns and immediately lost her appetite.



CHAPTER 26




LUCY

LUCY WATCHED as her worst nightmare came to life. Jacob stepped onto the field with a gun folded over his arm. He grinned at her—or rather in her direction—and the sensation of worms wriggling in her stomach set her on edge.
She stood in the window at Wilder House, every muscle drawn tight. The men at the shoot were small, like toy soldiers, standing close to a stranger in a flat cap who appeared to be giving them a demonstration.
She backed away. It was some sort of pre-wedding event. A second stag do, almost. Not that Henry had much of a first stag do. Thinking about it, Lucy wasn’t sure Henry had many friends at all. His side of the guest list had been sparse to say the least. She glanced across at the window one more time. She noticed two other men, probably from one of the other weddings. She hadn’t seen much of their party yet.
She unfolded a map and tried to match it with the view from her window. North-west of the hotel, lay Rookthwaite lake. And beyond that, the village of Rookthwaite. They’d passed the long stretch of water on the way here. But it wasn’t one of the more popular tourist areas, like Windermere, it was tucked away. Perhaps it was because of the thickset trees blocking out much of the view. It wasn’t quite as picturesque as some of the other places she’d visited in the Lake District. But it did have some charming features, like the lake, quaint coffee shops in the village, and an old-fashioned bothy that the wedding planner mentioned. She’d offered to arrange a walk to the bothy that afternoon, but Lucy had declined. She wanted to be alone.
Her mum and schoolfriends hadn’t arrived yet, but she’d received a few texts to say they were on the way. They had around forty guests in total, keeping it small. Some of them were arriving in the morning. That was all fine with her, because now she could check out Jacob’s incel forum again. He might have deleted his history, but she still remembered his username. She’d downloaded a VPN onto her phone and created an account on RedPills. She went with the VPN out of concern that Jacob, as a moderator on the site, might see her location, and guess it was her.
RedPills appeared to be a privately run forum hosted by one of those forum template sites. She created an account with the username anon714 and waited for approval. It was swift. She was in. And now she could search for Jacob’s username, the delightful throatpuncher and filter through all of his comments made on the site. Many were regular moderation posts—banning users for doxing each other, combining threads on the same topic. But what caught Lucy’s attention were the posts where Jacob revealed more personal aspects of his life.
SM found the forum and tried to out me. Had to delete my history and buy a burner phone.
SM had to be stepmother. And now she’d learned that Jacob had bought a burner phone to access the forum. Henry must have been giving Jacob a generous allowance if he was able to buy a second smartphone. Another thing to annoy her.
Saint Giddy wouldn’t put up with the bullshit I face from SM. I’m close to boiling point with this femoid. I want to tear shit up. I want her gone.
The blood drained from Lucy’s face. She glanced up at the window. A crack thundered through her body. The first shot.
She opened a new tab and entered “Saint Giddy” into the search bar. The top result took her to Urban Dictionary. Saint Gideon, or Saint Giddy, refers to Gideon Harris, a murderer. After killing his sister, mother and two teenage girls from his school, he posted his manifesto online entitled My Little Black Pills before taking his own life. Idiotic incels treat Gideon as a martyred hero to the cause because they have zero brain cells.
Lucy’s heart raced. She scrolled through more comments, broadening beyond Jacob’s comments to view the rest of the forum. And with a jolt, she realised Jacob was nowhere near as vile as some of the other users. There were dozens of comments about “Saint Gideon” and hundreds about “femoids” and “Chads” and more. Many typed out their violent fantasies, others discussed their desire to find virgins, who according to them were easier to manipulate. Her stomach churned. She closed the tabs and rested her head in her hands.
The vast majority of these incels were all talk, she knew that. The violence of their words shocked her, but it also put Jacob’s comments in perspective. His threads seemed more like rants than promises. But what if she was wrong? How did you tell the difference between an angry young man who needed to vent—who might soon grow out of his hateful stage, who was in pain and finding an outlet—and someone like Gideon Harris? And if she thought Jacob was capable of doing something like that, would Henry believe her? Would anyone believe her?
After Jacob’s revelations last week, she and Henry had sat down to talk about Sunil. And finally, Lucy confessed what had happened: his student had hit on her when she was tipsy, then harassed her until she met with him. For once, Henry sided with her. There’d been no talk of calling off the wedding. He seemed more concerned about her than anything.
As if on cue, her phone vibrated. She had another email from Sunil. She didn’t want to open it. She stared at the garment bag hanging on the wardrobe door in her room. She leaned back against the velvet armchair, allowing her head to roll left and then right. Then she thought about the locked box and what she’d found inside it yesterday.
Even though Henry’s reactions to Sunil’s attention had soothed her, she knew she couldn’t marry him without knowing what was in that box. So, she broke in. Jamming the lock with a screwdriver, she managed to break the weak mechanism and open the lid. She’d have some explaining to do after the wedding, but she needed to know. What she’d found, were two passports, some old war medals, Jacob’s birth certificate and… divorce papers, unsigned by either party. But there they were, in black and white, proving that Sunil hadn’t lied about what he’d heard. And since then, Lucy had slowly processed that fact.
It scared her knowing that Sunil had been correct about the divorce, but when she thought about it, she still couldn’t trust him. What if he was exaggerating? What if Henry had told Sunil in confidence but Sunil added the drama of the overheard arguments? She desperately wanted to talk to Henry about it, but she’d messed up. First, she’d told him about Jacob’s forum without proof, which discredited her, and now she’d searched through his private things. Not to mention her flirtation with Sunil, and their secret meeting. As she went through all of her missteps, she wondered why she was like this. A complete and utter mess. Someone who couldn’t speak up. Someone who made one terrible decision after the other.
It all came back to her ex. When she’d suffered the worst of his abuse, she would clam up and shut down inside. She imagined her voice to be like smoke in an empty room. At first it filled every space, and then someone punched a hole in the wall, and it came pouring out until there was nothing left. She’d never wanted to feel that way again, and here she was, losing her voice. But if she spoke up, there was a good chance she’d lose Henry for good.
But how did she feel about that? Would it be devastating to lose Henry? Or would it be a relief? Now that was a thought she wanted to avoid, so much so that she opened Sunil’s email at last.
Lucy,
Don’t go through with it. I beg of you. Henry isn’t a good man and I’m worried about you. Don’t get married. Please. This isn’t because of my feelings for you, it’s because of how I feel about him.
I’m transferring my PhD to Birmingham. I can’t work with him any longer. I wanted to believe he was better than he is. And I’m going to report him to the department for how he treated his student. The last piece of the puzzle is you, Lucy. You need to leave him. He deserves to be alone. You know I’m right.
Her finger hovered over the bin symbol next to the email, but she hesitated, closing it without deleting it. A moment later, an excited text message came through from her mum. Almost here! Can’t wait to see you! So excited for my little girl’s wedding! Xx
Lucy felt the sour tang of bile coating her tongue.



CHAPTER 27




CLAIRE

TAYLOR SWIFT’S Love Story played for a second time as Adrianna’s wedding travel playlist looped back to the beginning. Claire leaned against the headrest, mouthing along to the words. She watched Ade sing at the top of her voice as she drove, curls shivering as she bopped along.
“What?” Grinning, Adrianna turned to her, the air conditioning catching the flyaway hairs around her face.
“Nothing can spoil this moment. Whatever happens, this is perfect.” And she meant it. After a few phone calls with her bank, she’d managed to get her money back. She’d reported it to PC Deol, who was still building his case. Even though he promised to follow up, she had her doubts the case would actually go anywhere. But despite all of those issues, she felt lighter and lighter the farther they travelled from their home.
“I might try out that clay pigeon shooting thing this afternoon,” Claire said. “If we’re not too late.” She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was just after two thirty.
“Seriously?” Adrianna shifted the car into second gear. Rookthwaite lake lay in the valley beyond the hill. They were close to Wilder House now, surrounded by a peppering of tall pines and horse chestnut trees.
“Yeah, why not? At least I’ll learn how to shoot a gun.”
Adrianna frowned. “You don’t need to learn that.”
“I know,” she said. “Might be fun, though.”
“After the last few weeks, I don’t know. Being around guns and loud noises seems like it might bring on your anxiety. Don’t you think?”
Claire shrugged. “Maybe you’re right.”
They reached the crest of the hill, and as Adrianna’s Vauxhall began the descent, Wilder House came into view from behind the trees. It was less than a week since they’d come to set up the decorations, but it took Claire’s breath away one more time. Those dark stones, tall and turreted. The skinny paths snaking around the property, the bare branches of the thicket of trees that lined the lawns. It was a grand place, with arched doors and high windows, but with a sense of precariousness, like a mudslide could come tumbling down the slope at any moment and knock the whole place down. Wilder was the perfect name for this place.
“If the weather’s nice enough, we should try and get some photographs taken outside,” Adrianna said. “Maybe over by that creepy tree for something dramatic.”
Claire nodded in agreement, but her eyes were drawn to the outbuildings. She hadn’t noticed the empty stables the last time they were there. Or what appeared to be some sort of storage shed or converted outdoor toilet. And suddenly she was on alert again, thinking of potential places for someone to hide. Then she shook the thought away. Wilder House would have staff members out and about all throughout the day. Surely they’d notice someone sleeping in the stables. Still, it was an isolated place to have to deal with a stalker. A vulnerable place. She checked her phone, relieved to have signal.
Adrianna parked up, opened her car door and pulled her jacket collar closer to her throat. “You know, it feels like it’s going to snow. The air is so crisp.”
“There’s nothing forecast,” Claire mumbled, following Ade out of the car. Most of the guests were arriving in the evening. It gave them a couple of hours to put the finishing touches together—a selfie stand, the table centrepieces, the flowers and name plates.
As Claire and Adrianna unpacked the car, she noticed a large van pull into the carpark. Then, their wedding planner, Colleen, rushed out to greet the drivers.
“Someone’s hired a company to set up their wedding,” Adrianna said, as two women in their thirties unloaded large plastic boxes with what appeared to be buntings and flowers inside. Claire’s eyes drifted to the logo on the side of the van: Cherish Events.
“Damn, we should’ve done that,” Claire said.
“We can’t afford it,” Adrianna reminded her.
“Good point.”
“Darlings!”
Claire, carrying a box of dried flowers, turned to find Colleen limping towards them.
“Do you want to take those boxes straight through to the library?” she asked.
“That’d be great,” Claire said.
“I’ll let you in. Follow me.”
Adrianna rested the box against her hip as they waited for Colleen to head out in front. Claire did the same, and then followed the wedding planner at a slow pace to let her lead.
“How was the journey? You’re the closest out of all the couples, I think,” Colleen said.
“It was fine,” Adrianna said. “Not too much traffic.”
“Good.” Colleen reached into her pocket for a wad of keys. She breathed heavily as she searched for the correct one. “You’re the last couple to arrive, actually. Some of the others have gone up onto the top field for the shooting session.”
“Oh, that’s started?” Claire said.
“Did you want to join? Oh, I am sorry. We would’ve waited for you if I’d known.”
“That’s okay,” Claire said. “Some other time.”
Colleen opened the door and held it open for them. Now the tables were in place, Claire saw their wedding all set up for the first time. The room smelled like old leather and lavender. She smiled as her eyes trailed over to the nook at the bottom of the library, where an aisle had been arranged facing a gorgeous arch covered in fairy lights. Tomorrow, she’d stand by that arch and watch Adrianna walk towards her with forty of their closest friends and family watching.
Adrianna sighed. “I forgot how lovely this place is.”
Colleen nodded. “And you’re the first to get married in here. We never thought to open this room up to events until recently.”
“You’ve missed out on hosting every bookworm’s dream wedding,” Claire said, placing one of the boxes down by her feet.
Colleen’s phone rang, and she stepped away.
“I’ll get another box from the car,” Claire said to Adrianna.
After answering, Colleen pulled the phone away from her ear and whispered, “I almost forgot. There’s a parcel waiting for you at reception. I think a gift arrived early.”
Claire’s blood ran cold. No. Not here. She glanced back at Adrianna, who immediately noticed something was wrong.
“Someone’s sent a parcel,” Claire said, and then she strode off, not even glancing back at Adrianna. She hurried through the hallways, past the wood panelled walls and draughty windows. She barely noticed two women sitting in the reception having a conversation, or the event planners carrying boxes through the building. Her eyes were focused on the reception desk.
“There’s… uh, there’s a parcel for Claire Rivers,” she said.
“Yep. Just one moment.” The young woman smiled and disappeared into the small room at the back.
Claire rubbed her sweaty palms against her jeans, and when Adrianna placed a hand on her shoulder, she flinched.
“What’s going on?” Ade asked.
“He’s sent something here. He knows where we are.”
“How do you—”
The receptionist stepped back to the desk carrying a bouquet of flowers. “Here we are! Roses, lovely.”
Claire couldn’t speak. She simply stared at the blood red flowers. It was Adrianna who thanked the receptionist and picked up the bouquet. Claire allowed herself to be led by her fiancée to a cluster of chairs near the entrance. She felt vaguely aware of two women watching from the other side of the room.
“Keep calm,” Adrianna whispered. “I’m going to see if there’s a card. We don’t know it’s him yet. It could be a wedding gift.” Claire watched in horror as Adrianna’s fingers fumbled with the layers of cellophane and tissue paper around the green stems. Finally, she pulled the card from beneath a strip of sticky tape.
“What is it?” Claire asked, her voice breathy and high.
“It’s from my dad,” Adrianna said. “He can’t make it.” Quietly, she placed the card down on the table in front of them and Claire let out a sigh of relief. But she immediately wanted to take it back when Adrianna’s expression sharpened. “Well, I’m glad you’re relieved. My dad isn’t coming, but at least you’re happy.”
“Ade, no… I… I’m so sorry. Does the card say why he can’t come?”
“He’s stuck in France, apparently.” She shrugged. “It’s an excuse. He can’t accept me for who I am.”
Claire took the flowers from her fiancée’s hands and pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry, babe.”
“Oh, fuck it,” she said, pulling back. “And fuck him.” She tucked her hands into her sleeve and angrily wiped tears from beneath her eyes. “I knew he’d do this, so I don’t know why I’m surprised. Come on, let’s unpack and then grab some food. I’m starving.”
“You sure? We can talk a bit longer if you like.” Claire’s eyes drifted over to the women across the room. They weren’t watching, but they weren’t exactly talking to each other either. She suspected they were listening in to their conversation. “Maybe not here though.”
Adrianna stood, picked up the flowers and strode out of the hotel. When Claire followed after her, she watched Adrianna toss the bouquet into the bin outside. She frowned, concerned by Ade’s agitation. Were they really going to get married amidst all this chaos? First the stalker, and now Adrianna’s dad not turning up. She found herself searching outside the hotel again, checking cars, watching hotel staff as they walked across the grounds. She felt uneasy. The flowers ended up being harmless, but she couldn’t shake her fears away.



CHAPTER 28




COLLEEN




CHRISTMAS DAY

WITH PATRICK CRAWLEY IN A ROOM, Dolores Rodriguez nursing a hot chocolate, and Adrianna back at reception with a glass of water and her family around her, Colleen decided to check the outbuildings. She slipped out through the kitchen, not wanting to face the guests, and hurried out into the snow. At least the blizzard had calmed. Snow still fell heavily, but the sky was beginning to clear. She hoped now that the emergency services might be able to arrive soon.
Her knee throbbed. She pulled her coat tight and huddled into its bulk.
She made her way over to the stables first. They mostly used them for storage and the gardener had arranged the rakes, trowels and so on neatly along the walls. Nothing seemed out of order. She called Claire’s name a couple of times, but the place was clearly empty. Then she checked the old outdoor toilet which had been used as a leftover storage cabin. This one was dustier and dirtier, not often used in winter. Their gardener kept pots and seeds inside and started off some of the seedlings in spring.
There were two more places to check: the old wine cellar and the armoury. Last year, there’d been an accident in the cellar and the place had been kept locked and roped off ever since. One of the wait staff had almost fallen through the floor when a flagstone shifted and crumbled away. There was a deeper tunnel even lower than the cellar, one used by the old Duke of Kelkirk to bring his mistresses into the house. No one had been in there since the accident. Well, at least after they’d relocated as much expensive wine as possible. Colleen had asked the hotel owner for a building inspection to find out what had happened, but she’d been told there was no budget for that. The hotel wasn’t making enough profit. The owner decided they couldn’t deal with any refurbishments and that they’d look into the problem at a later date.
She hadn’t mentioned the wine cellar to Adrianna. That could end up being a mistake. What if Claire had fallen through that hole? She hurried there now, her heart racing. Her mind clearing, it seemed the obvious solution. Why else was she missing? Unless she’d left because she didn’t want to get married.
Colleen made her way around the back of Wilder House and down the steps to the cellar. The door was still locked, the ropes untouched. She fumbled for the key and swung the door open, leaning over the rope. It was dark inside. She poked her head in, unwilling to test the dangerous floor.
“Claire?”
Silence.
She raised her voice. “Claire?”
No one called back. She waited another beat and shouted another two times. “Are you there?” She leaned further in, checking for signs of someone entering and falling through the floor. But everything appeared to be exactly the same as it had the last time she’d checked the place. Nothing had been moved. The only thing she noticed was a slight breeze coming from somewhere, but it was no doubt the tunnel and the broken floor. She backed away and locked the door. She’d never gone through the tunnel, but she’d seen it on the floor plans. It travelled all the way along to the gamekeeper’s cottage, which is where staff had smuggled the duke’s lovers into the house without his wife noticing. Pervy old bugger.
She needed to check the gamekeeper’s cottage too. It wasn’t a cottage anymore. It’d ended up in disrepair after the second world war. The cottage crumbled away with neglect, only half of it remaining intact. In the seventies, the new owners of Wilder House transformed the remains of the old cottage into what they used as the armoury now.
Bill, who ran the clay pigeon shoots, didn’t live at the cottage as a gamekeeper. He lived in Rookthwaite and used the old cottage as his office and a secure place to keep their weapons. All the guns were locked in a cage behind his office, the ammunition arranged carefully in locked drawers. Bill wasn’t working today, but Colleen had a key. Her skin prickled as she trudged through the snow. The cottage sat halfway way up the hill towards the back of the woods. She saw its walls, the snow-covered roof. She noticed there were no footsteps in the snow. It was all pristine, with silence hanging heavily, like a suffocating curtain. She sucked in a deep breath and continued on, her heart pounding.
From that spot, she saw the landscape leading up to the trees, but for a moment, she turned around and stared back down at the hotel. She saw tyre tracks leading out from the carpark. Someone had taken a car to search for the grandmother. She saw how the snow outside the building had been disturbed by feet, probably from when they’d chased Patrick out of the building. She’d hoped to see Claire somewhere, walking back to the hotel. Or the other brides and grooms who, as far as she was aware, hadn’t returned from the search yet. But there were no people outside the building. She sighed, turned and carried on up the hill.
Colleen wiped sweat from her forehead as she made her way up the slippery path to the cottage. She reached into her pocket, pulled out her keys and searched for the correct one. While the feel and weight to most of the keys in the hotel were familiar to her, she didn’t often need to use the key to the cottage, so she had to check the plastic tags to make sure she’d found the right one. Her numb fingers fumbled as she placed the key in the lock. It didn’t turn. She blamed her cold hands and tried again, only for it to happen a second time. Then, when she tried the handle and pushed the door, it opened. The cottage hadn’t been locked.
Colleen wanted nothing more than to turn and run away. There was no good explanation for Bill’s cottage being left unlocked on Christmas day in the middle of a snowstorm. She heard nothing but her breathing and the soft snowfall. Dread brought sweat out of her pores.
She’d hired Bill five years ago because she knew he had the experience and temperament to run the shoots. He was one of the most conscientious people she’d ever met. The door slowly swung open, the hinge-creak breaking the silence. Her ears throbbed with her quickening pulse. She took a tentative step inside and hesitated by the door, waiting, listening. But if there was someone inside, she couldn’t hear them.
“Bill?”
No response.
“Claire?”
She idly rubbed some warmth back into her bad knee and took a step into the house. She saw Bill’s desk, the gum boots and waxed coats stored on hooks and racks along the wall. She saw the stack of papers on his desk, the photograph of Bill and his son inside the silver frame. Then she saw the cage door swing open.
“No. Oh no,” she whispered.
She walked towards the cage, her heart beating so hard it could burst, ribs practically vibrating within her chest. And then her eyes dropped to the ground. A socked foot. For some reason, it disturbed her more than anything. She knew Bill took his boots off inside the office, so she knew this foot belonged to him, and she knew as she turned the corner behind his desk, she’d find Bill. She knew already, Bill was dead, because that was the only explanation for what was happening. Colleen felt her stomach lurch before she even took another step. She steadied her breathing as best she could and walked towards the protruding foot.
Blood covered the floor of the armoury. Bill lay face down, his head covered in blood, his body twisted, limbs stretched out as though he hadn’t moved since he’d fallen. She quickly bent and touched his neck, wincing and retracting her hand when she felt his ice-cold, hardened skin. Pure terror took hold of her body, repulsion rippling through her, flipping her stomach. She turned and hurried out of the house, collapsing to her knees in the snow as the gin spluttered from her throat. Three heaves and she was empty. She sat back on her backside, resting against the open door. Poor Bill.
Colleen felt her chin wobble and her nose turn hot with the threat of tears. But she needed to hold it together long enough to call the police, whatever good that would do in this weather. She fished out her phone, dialled 999 and prayed for signal.
“What’s your emergency?”
“My… There’s…” She pulled in a deep breath. “I’m at Wilder House, Winding Gate, outside Rookthwaite. One of my staff members has died. I think… I think someone might have hit him with a heavy object and he’s dead.”
“How do you know he’s been hit?”
“He’s face down on the floor and the blood… the blood is on the back of his head and…” She paused. “A gun has been stolen. Bill, he takes care of the shotguns at the hotel, and someone killed him to get to the guns.” She leaned forward, running a hand across her forehead. “Someone is out there right now with a gun. No one in Wilder House is safe.” It hit her then in that brief moment. There’d been no footprints leading up to the cottage, which meant someone did this before it started to snow. That meant either 6 a.m. this morning, or they’d killed Bill last night and left him here. Would Bill have come in early this morning? On Christmas day? No, that didn’t make sense, so whoever killed him did so yesterday evening. He hadn’t called into the hotel to say goodbye. Colleen had slept at the hotel last night because of how busy they were. He would’ve known that and popped in. But she’d been so busy, she hadn’t noticed.
Bill had lived alone in the village after separating from his wife. Perhaps none of his family had noticed his absence on Christmas day because of the storm and the patchy phone signal. Whoever did it must have had a conversation with Bill to find out some, if not all, of those details. Perhaps he’d let slip that he lived alone and the murderer seized an opportunity. She swooned, dizzy from all the thoughts buzzing around her head.
“Stay calm,” said the operator. “We’re going to get someone out there as soon as we can.”
“When?” Colleen demanded.
The operator paused. “I need to pass you through to the police. One moment.”
But Colleen already knew what they’d say. The storm had made it virtually impossible to get to this part of the countryside. Wilder House had been blocked off like this before. They were stuck and she had a house full of guests that would panic as soon as she told them what had happened. Unless… unless she didn’t tell them. Just until the police arrived.
She hung up after talking to the police and stood. Shakily, she closed the door and locked it, stepping around her vomit. But as she started walking, her mobile phone rang.
“Patrick’s gone,” said a hurried voice as soon as she took the call.
“Who is this?”
“Nina. Patrick, you know, the man claiming to be Mila Davidson’s father, he sneaked out of his room, and he’s left the hotel.”
“I thought we had David and Sammi watching the door!”
“They were. He climbed out the window.”
“Shit,” Colleen muttered. “I’m outside, but I’m coming back now.”
Could it be him? Did Patrick hide the gun somewhere in the hotel? And if so, what had he planned to do with it?



CHAPTER 29




MILA

MILA SAT WITH RAFAEL, José, Ana María, Felicia and Peter in the hotel restaurant. She smiled, nodded, sipped her wine and told everyone how excited she was about the big day. As the dutiful fiancée, she squeezed Rafael’s hand and tried to ignore Felicia’s concerned glances. Perhaps it had been a mistake to show Felicia those bruises. While Mila had been consumed with setting up her long game, she’d neglected to consider that Felicia could try to stop her going through with the wedding. What if she mentioned Rafael’s domestic abuse to his parents? Perhaps it wouldn’t matter. From Ana María’s threats a few weeks back, Mila figured they knew exactly who their son was.
“Your fella can’t shoot for shit,” Peter said, laughing, chunks of pink steak rolling around in his mouth.
Mila tried not to gag. Watching people eat made her want to puke.
“Hold on,” Rafael said. “I had the second highest score!”
“Only because that weird teenager and his dad were so terrible,” Peter said.
“What weird teenager?” Mila asked.
“The son of someone getting married tomorrow.” Rafael sipped his coffee. “They were nice but quiet types, you know? Bookish.”
“I dunno,” Peter said. “The kid looked like a bit of a yob to me. He had that floppy undercut hair most shitty lads have these days.”
Rafael laughed. “True.”
“I think he was bothering the event organiser. What was his name? Bill? Kept asking a ton of questions.”
Rafael nodded. “Yeah, but it was interesting. Don’t you think? You know, from the perspective of never being to one of these shoots before.”
Mila found her attention waning. She allowed her eyes to roam around the restaurant. Across the room, sitting alone, a woman about thirty stared at her. When their eyes met, the woman’s cheeks flushed, and she turned away. Mila pulled her focus back to her own group. Ana María talked about how her and José had come to Wilder House for a weekend away years ago. Mila smiled and nodded. Rafael beamed. It was the reason they’d chosen this venue in the first place. Rafael could obviously afford somewhere fancier. Mila turned back to the staring woman’s table. She was gone.
Three weddings in one venue certainly laid a great foundation for gossip. She’d already witnessed two women embroiled in intense discourse at reception. She wasn’t usually one to listen into other people’s conversations, but she’d been with Felicia at the time, talking about the wedding, or rather, Felicia trying to talk her out of the wedding.
“Are you ready?” Ana María said.
Mila blinked, realising she’d spaced out. “Sorry?”
“The final dress fitting. Have you had enough to eat? Shall we go?”
Her nerves were getting to her. In truth, she’d only eaten half of her steak. She couldn’t stomach the rest. “Sure.”
“We’ll see you boys later.” Ana María pushed her chair away from the table. “Are you coming, too, Felicia?”
The mention of the dress seemed to perk Felicia up. She placed her napkin on the tabletop and grinned. “I’d love to. Shall we order some champagne for the room?”
“Perfect!” Ana María said.
Mila felt like a show pony. She hadn’t thought of it before, but the way she looked at the wedding would be judged by Rafael’s friends and family. It would be entertainment for them. The guests would talk about it behind her back, discussing whether the dress was flattering, the make up too much or not enough. After all, that’s what she’d do. Not that she’d ever been to a wedding. The Crawley family didn’t get invited to many, not if the wedding party wanted to keep all their gifts, anyway.
On the way out of the restaurant, she glanced back, trying to find the strange woman. Why had she been staring like that? And who was she? She’d learned from Colleen that most of the guests would arrive either that evening or the morning of the wedding. So far, just the wedding couples and their close families had arrived. Could she be one of the brides from the other weddings? It seemed quite sad for a bride to be eating alone the day before her wedding.
“It’s a shame your mother couldn’t make it, Mila,” Ana María said. “A mother should be there for her daughter’s wedding.”
It felt like a dig. She followed the others up the stairs, biting back a retort. “We’ve been estranged for a long time.”
“Rafael said. But he never told me why.”
“It’s complicated,” she said between gritted teeth. She forced out a smile.
They picked up speed down the hallway, passing a man in a tweed blazer with a tall, lanky teenage boy walking alongside him. The man smiled and said hello, but the boy stared at his feet. The man had something about him. A bookish attractiveness behind those thick-rimmed glasses. Yet at the same time, he reminded her of the losers she’d confronted before the wedding. Roger and Dominic. Perhaps it was the way his eyes lingered lower than her chin. He wasn’t subtle about it either. The boy didn’t attract her attention at all.
Mila opened up her hotel room door and let the others in. She wandered over to the wardrobe to collect the dress inside its garment bag. She’d tried it on earlier that day, and it needed the hem taking up a touch. They’d pinned most of it that afternoon and Ana María had brought her sewing machine to make the adjustments. They should have done this last week, but Mila kept putting it off, claiming to be too busy with the rest of the planning. In truth, she didn’t want to spend any extra time with her future mother-in-law than what was absolutely necessary. And considering the threats Ana had made at their family, it was for the best.
“I’ll nip into the bathroom.” Mila smiled. “Someone pour the champagne if it comes while I’m gone.” She rushed into the en-suite bathroom and closed the door, allowing the smile to slip away.
Exhaustion washed over her. Her face ached from keeping her composure. But she couldn’t fail now. She tugged at the zip on the bag, frustration causing her to yank the thing too hard and get it stuck. Ever since they’d left for Wilder House, fear had built in the pit of her stomach. But why now? She blamed her deadbeat dad. The business with the photographs had unsettled her more than she’d thought. She’d felt so in control stalking those men until the moment she realised who was manipulating her. It reminded her that she could be manipulated. If by her dad, then maybe by her fiancé or her in laws. Or anyone.
Fallibility had never felt like a flaw Mila possessed. Until the moment she understood who had blackmailed her.
She pulled the dress over her head. It was lacier than she would’ve liked, with long sleeves and a high neckline. She felt like Kate Middleton, covering up the goods so as not to offend the monarchy. Mila would’ve gone backless and low cut if she could. The silk hem of the dress dragged along the ground as she walked back into the room. Ana María gestured for her to stand on a stool.
“Up you get. Almost done,” her future mother-in-law said with a pin between her teeth.
“Oh, you look beautiful.” Felicia handed her a champagne flute.
“I know.” Mila grinned and sipped her drink.
Both of them were lying. The dress wasn’t ugly exactly, but it didn’t bring out her best features, either. And despite Mila’s ability to use her attractiveness to her advantage, she wasn’t exactly beautiful either, more strikingly pretty. Nothing annoyed her more than false compliments.
Ana María lifted the hem and got to work. “My son is a lucky man.” The tone of her voice suggested she thought otherwise. “He always loved a pretty face.”
“What were his other girlfriends like, Ana?” Mila asked.
“Oh, you know,” she said, jabbing a pin through the silk. “Beautiful. Maybe not so clever.”
Mila tried to suppress a smile.
“I wasn’t sure Rafael would ever settle down,” she continued. “He drifted from one girl then the next usually. There was one I liked though.”
And there it is… Mila thought.
“She was a quiet girl. Didn’t like to cause any trouble.” She sighed. “But of course, she was no match for Rafael. She bored him. I’d always imagined her as the mother of his children. Even after they broke up.”
Mila drained the rest of her glass. “Don’t worry, we’ll give you lots of grandchildren.”
“I’m happy to hear it.” Ana María stuck in one more pin. Then she removed the cover of her sewing machine. “It would be remiss of me not to ask one final time, Mila. Will you sign the papers to protect my son and his family?” She gazed up at Mila with a neutral but tough expression on her face. On the other side of the room, Felicia sipped her champagne, her eyes wide.
“No. I won’t sign it.”
Ana María sighed. “I was afraid of that. Well, give me the dress then. I’ll need a few hours to make these alterations. Perhaps you girls could go down to the bar for a few drinks.” She flashed them both a thin smile.
    
Mila and Felicia ordered a bottle of Merlot at the bar and took it to a booth. Peter and Rafael were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they’d gone for a walk to Rookthwaite to find a pub. Whatever the reason, she was glad to not be around them.
“Are you all right?” Felicia asked. “That was quite a heavy conversation.”
Mila flicked a lock of hair away. “Honestly, I thought it’d be worse. She seemed like she had some sort of ace up her sleeve there for a moment. Like she was going to do something about me not signing the prenup.”
“Yeah, me, too. But she just stopped talking. Did you find that odd?”
Mila nodded.
“I know I’ve said this a million times already, but are you sure you want to do this? I know it’s daunting to call off a wedding at the last moment, but it would be understandable. Rafael is a… difficult man. The way Ana María talked about his exes… it made me wonder if maybe he had a pattern of this sort of behaviour.”
“I know what I’m getting myself into,” Mila said, not unkindly. “Trust me. Okay?”
Before Felicia said another word, Mila found herself distracted by two women walking in. Her back straightened. It was the woman she’d seen at dinner, the one who’d stared at her. Without thinking, she got to her feet and made her way over. The woman she’d seen earlier was about thirty years old, with medium brown hair and brown eyes. She was around the same height as Mila, perhaps a shade stockier, but overall, a similar build, too. The older woman next to her, with the same brown eyes and high eyebrows, was obviously her mother.
“Hi,” Mila said. “I think I saw you at dinner. I’m Mila, I’m one of the brides. The Davidson-Rodriguez party.”
The older woman stuck her hand out first. “Nice to meet you, Mila. I’m Beth, Lucy’s mum. She’s also getting married.”
“Ah, I thought you might be one of the other brides. Can I get you both a drink? Maybe you’d like to join me and my friend, Felicia?”
“No, thank you,” Lucy said curtly. Beth turned to her daughter in shock. Then Lucy shook her head slightly, as though catching herself. “Maybe later. Thank you, though.”
Mila hesitated before walking away. “Of course. Have a great night. Good luck for tomorrow.”
“Same to you,” Lucy said. “Good luck.”
There was something so oddly sincere about the way Lucy said those words. She couldn’t shake that there was something wrong with that woman. It seemed as though she wanted to talk to her. Like she had a burning desire to speak, but for some reason, she couldn’t. How strange.
Still, Mila had other things to worry about. She went back to her table with Felicia and poured another glass of wine.



CHAPTER 30




LUCY

WHEN A PAIR of surprisingly strong arms wrapped around her frame and squeezed, tears pricked the backs of Lucy’s eyes. It’d been too long since she’d had a hug from her mum. Why did she always leave it so long? They stood in the foyer of the hotel, suitcases around them, her mum, Beth, just arrived.
“It’s good to see you.” Beth retracted and leaned back, both hands still on Lucy’s shoulders. “Is everything all right?”
“Let’s go and get a cup of tea,” Lucy suggested, picking up Beth’s suitcase.
After dropping the suitcase off at her mum’s room, they made their way back to the bar and ordered a pot of tea to share. While her mum poured, Lucy talked about the wedding and what was left to do. Colleen had asked some of the staff to arrange the bunting and tie ribbons around the chairs, now they needed to lay out the table decorations and wedding favours. Lucy’s bridesmaids hadn’t turned up yet. She’d decided to ask her old school friend, Deepa, if her two young daughters would do it. She was too aware of how flaky she’d been as a friend since leaving school to ask her actual friends.
“But is there something else going on?” Beth asked. “You don’t seem yourself, love.”
Lucy bit her lip, considering whether to say anything, and then it all poured out. She told her mum about what she’d seen on the RedPills forum and Jacob’s hideous essay. The only thing she left out was Sunil’s stalking and the divorce papers. Using Jacob’s computer without permission was as much as she felt like admitting in one go.
“And what about Henry? What has he said about all this?”
“He has his blinders on, Mum. He doesn’t want to see it. Jacob’s an angry young man, but he’s grieving, so maybe he has a right to be angry. Also, he wiped his internet history so I couldn’t show him the stuff on the incel forum.”
Beth sighed. “I don’t understand this world, this… internet world. Sometimes I think it’d be better if people kept their thoughts to themselves.”
“What do you think I should do?” Lucy asked.
“Let’s go and set up the rest of the decorations,” Beth said. “I’m sure you’ll feel better then.”
“All right,” Lucy said. She started walking towards the conservatory with her mum and then stopped. “You know, I’ve left my phone in my room. Wait here, I’ll nip back and get it.”
“Okay, love.”
Lucy left her mum at the bar and instead made her way to reception. “Hiya, so sorry to bother you. My son called me from the shooting event in the field. He wants me to pick up his jacket from his room, but I don’t have a key. Could I borrow a spare key from reception? I’ll bring it right back.”
“Sure,” the receptionist said, smiling.
Relief flooded through Lucy’s body. She hadn’t been sure if it would be allowed. Jacob obviously had his own room as a fifteen-year-old, but also, as a fifteen-year-old, he wasn’t an adult and it seemed the receptionist was happy to hand over a key card.
She thanked the young woman and hurried up the stairs. She didn’t have long to find the burner phone. But she figured with all the equipment to lug around for the shoot, he might have been inclined to leave it behind. She swiped the card and entered his room, heart beating hard against her ribs. She had to work fast.
Jacob’s room was already messy. He’d left his trainers in the middle of the room, a hoody on the ground. She checked the hoody pockets, then the pockets of a pair of jeans hung over an armchair. She yanked open the drawer in the bedside table. The drawer rattled but it was a notepad and pen that bounced against the wood, no phone. Next, she tried under his pillow.
She let out an excited sigh. There it was. An older generation iPhone. He must’ve bought it second hand. She then saw it was passcode protected and her stomach dropped. His birthday? She tried that but no luck. Come on, Lucy, she thought, every second bringing her closer to being caught. What about Sue? Perhaps her birthday would work? She didn’t know it. The only other date she remembered was the date Sue died. She tapped it in. Her eyes widened. The phone unlocked, she was in.
Now she needed to get to work. She went through all of Jacob’s opened tabs and took photographs with her own phone. She photographed his username and password in the RedPills forum. She did the same for his social media. She felt as though bugs were crawling along her arms and legs. If Henry knew what she was doing… But it was too late now, she’d dived down the rabbit hole and she was too addicted to stop. She slipped the phone back underneath Jacob’s pillow and left the room, sweat pouring down her spine.
    
Lucy was distracted all through the afternoon. She was on autopilot as they hung decorations and discussed the seating plan. She sensed her mum wanting to talk about her dad, but she felt too raw to go there. Her mum’s experience with her dad differed to her own. While Beth now considered Jim to have been a loving husband—since he’d died of a heart attack five years ago—Lucy remembered the ugly side. She remembered how he’d put her mother down, belittling her choices, demanding a cooked dinner at seven every night, complaining when Beth got behind with the housework. Lucy remembered how she hadn’t been allowed to see her friends or get her ears pierced or wear skirts above the knee. She remembered the lingering scent of alcohol on his breath and the way his face turned beetroot red when he was angry.
But her mum wanted to talk about how proud he would be to see her as a bride and every time she mentioned him, Lucy felt her chest tighten. She regarded the room, at the yellow roses she’d chosen, the yellow table settings, the string lights and the backdrop to their ceremony—a curtain of yellow fabric flowers, and she wanted to tear it all down.
On the way back to Lucy’s room, they bumped into Henry and Jacob coming back from the shoot. Beth hugged them both, even an unwilling Jacob who tensed at her touch.
“Oh, I’m so excited for tomorrow,” Beth said. “You’ll look so handsome in your suit, Jacob.”
Jacob smirked and glanced away.
“We’d best go and wash up,” Henry said. To Lucy’s surprise, he was pink-cheeked and grinning, as though buoyed by thoughts of the wedding. She’d never considered him to be excited for the wedding before then. “We’re filthy I’m afraid.”
Henry kissed her cheek. “Shall we all meet for dinner? Perhaps sixish?”
“Okay,” Lucy said.
“Perfect,” Beth said.
As they filtered out to their rooms, all Lucy could think about was how long she’d have to explore the screenshots she’d sent to herself. But to her annoyance, her mum decided to join her with a bottle of prosecco and two glasses. She drank too quickly, catching her fingers on the curling iron as she dressed up for the night.
“You clumsy goose,” Beth said, helping Lucy run cold water over the burn. “Last minute nerves. Don’t worry about it, no one will notice tomorrow.”
Lucy nodded.
Beth quickly changed the subject and started talking about the guests, arrival times and other trivial wedding details. But Lucy couldn’t take it anymore. At five, she suggested they go down to the bar. Even though her mind was already fogged, she ordered a glass of Pinot Noir and a shandy for her mum. The prosecco swirled around her stomach. She expected hiccups to grasp her at any moment.
“Come on, love,” Beth said. “It’s going to be all right you know. Nerves are normal, and you’ve had a rocky few months. Everything’s going to get better.”
“You mean like it did between you and Dad?” she snapped, then immediately regretted it.
“Oh, Lucy,” Beth said. “Don’t bring all that up again.”
Lucy pinched the bridge of her nose. “Right. Don’t say anything bad. Just smile and put up with it.”
Beth didn’t say anything. She placed a hand on Lucy’s arm and squeezed. It brought tears to Lucy’s eyes, and she placed her Pinot Noir on the bar, fully prepared to turn around and walk out. Until she noticed another wedding party walking in. Leading the way were two slim women in bodycon dresses, hair blow dried to perfection. They didn’t even see her as they giggled their way through the small space to the restaurant at the back. They were beautiful. But they didn’t make her blood run cold like the man walking behind them. Her breath caught in her throat, and for a horrifying moment, she thought she might actually faint.
He didn’t notice her. She wasn’t surprised. She’d changed her hair since the last time she saw him. It’d been a long time ago, too, and she’d never considered Rafael to be a man who remembered the women he used and discarded. But his mother did see her. As quickly as Ana María’s eagle eyes caught Lucy’s, she glanced away again. Lucy gripped the edge of the bar. She’d never wanted to see Rafael ever again. She still remembered the way his hands had felt gripping her throat and her tongue lingered on a capped tooth he’d once chipped. That time he’d smashed her face into the kitchen counter. She turned around to face the bar, her skin red hot.
“Are you all right, hun?” Beth asked. “Was that?”
“Yes,” Lucy said, her voice breathless. “It was him.”
“Bastard.”
Lucy was surprised to hear the vitriol coming from her mother’s mouth. She straightened up and turned around as Rafael and his group disappeared into the restaurant.
“Do you think he’s a wedding guest?” Lucy asked.
“I don’t know,” Beth said. “Maybe we should go somewhere else for dinner. We could get a taxi to Rookthwaite or Fellkirk.”
Lucy nodded. Just then, Henry arrived alone.
“Jacob isn’t feeling well,” he said. “Bit of a dicky tummy. I think he might be nervous for tomorrow.”
Lucy doubted it but she was relieved not to have to look at his face for the next few hours. Beth suggested they brave the freezing cold and head into Rookthwaite for dinner. Henry didn’t mind not drinking so they drove around until they found a pub called The Black Swan. And from there, Lucy found herself on autopilot, laughing at Henry’s jokes, watching her mum smile, tucking into her steak and ale pie. The atmosphere between them remained polite, but muted, and no one wanted to stay out longer than their meal. So they left early, not even ordering dessert.
When they returned to the hotel, Lucy decided she needed to see him one more time. She’d convinced herself he wasn’t real. Even though she knew it would hurt, she wanted nothing more than to examine his face, to see every new wrinkle, every fresh grey hair. She’d met Rafael when she was twenty-five and he was thirty. Not a huge age gap, but their difference in world experience had been cavernous.
Growing up in a small suburban home, Lucy hadn’t travelled and she’d never had much of a social life. After finishing school, she’d worked as a temp, flitting from office job to casual retail work. She’d never had the university experience or done much weekend partying. She’d always preferred being at home with a good book. Rafael had been the exact opposite.
She sat down on the table across from Rafael and his family. It was still early, around eight. She saw the brunette turn towards her. Ice shot through her veins. She got up to leave. As she did, a horrible thought popped into her head: Rafael was here to marry someone.



CHAPTER 31




CLAIRE

THE WINTER SUN was setting as their guests began to arrive. Claire hugged her parents, guilt squirming in the pit of her stomach, knowing that Ade’s dad had backed out at the last minute. Poor Adrianna didn’t have any family arriving yet. Her mum and sister were due to arrive in the morning after travelling up from London.
Still, seeing old friends and family proved to be a great distraction. She showed her mum and dad the library, walked around the grounds with them, bundled up in winter coats, and even exchanged some Christmas presents in the bar.
“We got you both a little something,” her mum said. “We didn’t want to overshadow the wedding, but we thought a couple of things would be nice.”
“Thanks, Mum!” Claire said, unwrapping a nice bottle of wine and some bubble bath. She kissed both her parents on the cheek.
“And one for you, Ade.” Claire’s mum passed over a present wrapped in glittery paper that scattered like dandruff onto the pub table.
“Oh, thank you, Emily. You didn’t have to.”
Claire noticed Adrianna struggling without her family around her. Over the past couple of years, there’d been some issues with Adrianna’s dad. After divorcing her mum, he’d moved to France and had a tendency to drop out of family gatherings. Especially whenever he got a new girlfriend. And while he claimed not to have any issues with his daughter marrying a woman, sometimes acted as though he did.
“This is so lovely. Thank you.” Adrianna lifted up her fuzzy slippers and smiled.
Claire reached over and took Ade’s hand. Only someone who truly loved her could pretend to be pleased with a present like that. Not that Claire’s mum intended to give Ade a bad present, she probably panicked after not having a clue what to buy.
The evening went on fairly smoothly, though Adrianna was quiet throughout and that made Claire’s heart skip a beat. She hated the thought of them marrying when things weren’t quite right. But it was too late to reschedule everything now. She also hadn’t told her parents about the stalker and that secret weighed heavy.
When she got up to buy a round of drinks, Claire wasn’t expecting to feel anxious or apprehensive. She’d lost some of that hypervigilance she’d arrived with. But before she told the bartender what she wanted, Claire sensed eyes on her. The hair on the back of her neck lifted. Goosebumps rippled up and down her arms. She spun on her heel but there was no one behind her.
Claire moved away from the bar and headed in the opposite direction towards the reception. She hesitated, observing each exit. The door to the hotel rattled, as though someone had recently pulled it shut. She yanked it open and wandered out into the late evening chill. A perfectly clear night enveloped the hotel in darkness, the stars vivid against the sable sky.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” demanded a woman’s voice.
Claire melted into the shadows, tucking herself in next to the bay window. Over by the stables, a man and woman stood opposite each other. The woman was tall, in a tight, bodycon dress, high heels sinking into the gravel. The man was also tall, older, scruffier, with greying facial hair in desperate need of a trim. Neither of them noticed Claire. She stood silently, intrigued by the woman’s defensive body language and tone. What if this pair had something to do with Simon Botham? It seemed like a long shot, but she ought to stay and find out.
“What’s so bad about wanting to see my little girl get married?”
“Liar.” The woman lit a cigarette and took a drag. “Tell me why you’re really here.”
“You’re up to something, Millie. I want to know what it is.”
“You want to know if there’s any money in it,” the woman snapped.
“Well, is there?”
Claire knew she should leave. Now she knew they had nothing to do with the Bothams, she should leave. But she didn’t. She stayed there, still listening.
“Listen, Dad,” the woman said, “you’re going to ruin it. I can’t have that. I have a plan. Go home, okay?”
She turned to leave but the unkempt man grabbed her by the arm. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.”
“Let go of me,” she hissed.
But he held firm. Claire’s heart pounded. She was seconds away from interfering, but she hesitated.
“Yes, okay. There’s money in it. But it’s…” the woman paused, glancing towards the window as though checking they weren’t being watched. “I’m playing a long game. I don’t have any money at all right now. You’d may as well go home.”
“No,” he said. His tone was firm, but he finally released her arm.
She sighed.
“I’m going to tell him who you are unless you get me cash. Tonight.”
“Don’t be so stupid.”
“I mean it, Millie. Your mother needs help. She’s—”
“A drug addict, I know. And you’re going to act like you’re helping her but spend all the money on drink and drugs again. Fuck you.” The woman moved towards the door. “Tell him whatever you want. He won’t believe a word you say. Do you honestly think a man like Rafael has any concern for a washed up, old, booze-addled criminal like you? I’ll deny everything. Now get away from me. Get back in your car and fuck off.”
The woman wrenched open the hotel door and stormed inside. Now Claire was alone with the man, and she didn’t like that one bit. He kicked up gravel and swore before storming off towards the carpark. And as he did, someone else appeared from around the side of the house.
He was tall, but the way his arms seemed too long for his body suggested he was a teenager. As he moved closer, moonlight fell on his features. She saw traces of acne across his jawline and chin. Definitely a teenager. Claire held her breath. She didn’t move. She felt so exposed. The boy could easily glance in her direction, but he didn’t. He carried a sports bag, striding fast across the gravelled path. He disappeared into the hotel, closed the door, and finally, Claire was alone. She let out a relieved breath. God, what an idiot. She’d only gone for a round of drinks.
Back in the hotel, she rubbed her hands for warmth and headed back to the bar. The woman in the bodycon dress sat at the bar nursing a glass of champagne as she stared into space. Claire tried not to stare at her as she ordered her drinks.
“Are you here for one of the weddings?” the woman asked.
Claire felt awkward answering after what she’d heard, but couldn’t ignore the question. “I’m getting married tomorrow, actually.”
“Me, too.” The woman grinned. “We’re the Davidson-Rodriguez wedding in the ballroom.”
“We’re getting married in the library.”
“I’m Mila,” she said, extending a hand.
“Claire.”
“Are you excited about the wedding, Claire?”
“I can’t wait. What about you?”
A flicker crossed Mila’s face. Uncertainty, fear, annoyance? She was hard to read. Her eyes didn’t register much emotion, Claire noticed.
“I’m excited,” she said. “But they’re a lot, aren’t they? Weddings? All that planning. Dealing with family at the same time.” She pulled a face. “It’ll be worth it in the end though.”
Claire smiled. “Of course, it will.”
Mila nodded towards a rowdy table of wedding guests. “I’d best get back. I might see you around the hotel tomorrow, but if not, good luck.”
“Same to you,” Claire said, collecting her drinks.
She watched the woman walk away with the conversation she’d overheard playing through her mind. It wasn’t any of her business, but at the same time, she wondered what on earth was going on with that family. She was so distracted by her thoughts she didn’t notice the person by the window. She missed their gaze fixed on her. Staring. Scowling.
    
It was almost midnight by the time Claire and Adrianna separated from their group and made their way up to bed. They’d decided to sleep in separate rooms the night before the wedding. The one tradition they’d decided to uphold. But now it was happening, Claire felt a heavy weight in her stomach at the thought of an empty bed. She found herself walking slowly, feet plodding. Next to her, Adrianna seemed sullen, nothing like herself. She folded her arms across her chest and stared down at her feet. A moment later she stopped, blocking the way up the stairs.
“I don’t think I can do this,” Adrianna said.
“Thank God, because I don’t want to sleep alone either. Not with all those nightmares—”
“No,” Adrianna snapped. “Jesus Christ, Claire, stop making everything about you and that bloody stalker. I don’t know if I can do this. The wedding. Not with everything going on. You’re on edge. My dad isn’t coming. I haven’t heard from my mum or sister all day. I just… this isn’t how I wanted it to happen.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes.” She nodded her head frantically; her eyes so wide Claire could see the whites of her eyeballs. “I’m deadly fucking serious. I’m not sure I want to get married when my bride is looking behind her shoulder for some monster to come flying out of the shadows.”
“That’s… that’s unfair, Ade. You’re making me sound crazy,” Claire said. “I’m not crazy, I’ve been through a lot recently. You know that.”
Adrianna rubbed her upper arms and sighed. “Oh, trust me, I know.” Her shoulders slumped and she softened. “I know. Sorry. I didn’t mean to make light of it. I’m so on edge and I’ve been walking on eggshells around you for so long and I just… I don’t know if I can keep doing it. I’m exhausted. And now I’ve got to plaster a smile on my face and…”
An oblivious man wandered past, interrupting them, laughing into his phone.
Claire lifted her palms in a pleading gesture. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t want you to have to plaster a smile on your face to get married. I’m tired. I’m going to bed. We have all our guests arriving tomorrow, and I can’t believe this is happening.” She shook her head, trying to stem the tears building up behind her eyes. “This isn’t like you, Ade.”
“Maybe you don’t know what I’m like.” Adrianna’s voice sounded thick with emotion.
Claire’s head snapped up. “Don’t say that.”
Tears ran down Adrianna’s face. “Or maybe you know the version of me that you’ve built up in your head. You turn away from the rest of me.”
Claire slumped down onto the stairs. “What are you talking about?”
“Nothing. I’m going to bed. I can’t…”
Claire got back to her feet. “Wait. Are we…? Are we getting married tomorrow?”
Adrianna’s mascara smudged as she wiped her eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m drunk.” She shrugged.
Claire sat down on the stairs, stunned, not wanting to see Adrianna walk away from her.



CHAPTER 32




THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

CURLS GONE, her bedraggled hair whipped up in the wind, she stood at the bottom of the hill leading back to the bothy. Snow pattered around her, settled into a gentle rhythm. She tasted the moisture in the air, wet and sleety.
The bride retrieved the phone from her jacket pocket and walked into the trees, waiting to find a signal. As soon as she found a spot that gave her bars, she sent a text message.
Meet me at the bothy. I have something to tell you.
Then she typed a different number into the phone and made a call. He answered on the second ring.
“Who is this?”
She told him. Then she promised him something. “But only if you do exactly what I tell you. Is that clear?”
She hung up and smiled. Finally, she was taking control. She started walking.



PART THREE



THE WEDDING DAY





CHAPTER 33




MILA

MILA FAKED GOING TO BED. She walked all the way to the top of the stairs, and then she turned around and headed back to the bar. It was closed, but she sat down at one of the tables, pulled her knees up to beneath her chin and remained there for a few minutes, lost in private thoughts. It was after midnight, and therefore Christmas Day. It was her wedding day.
“Hi.”
Mila’s eyes met the owner of a tentative voice. Lucy, the other bride, the one who had seemed as though she wanted to talk but refused to speak.
“Can I join you?” Lucy asked.
Mila nodded her head and allowed her legs to drop down to the carpeted floor.
“Sorry I didn’t join you earlier,” Lucy said. Mila noticed how she played with the sleeves of her top, her eyes roaming along the table rather than meet her own.
Mila shrugged. “Don’t be.”
Lucy didn’t respond, she started pushing her thumbnail against the tabletop.
“Is something wrong?” Mila asked, her patience waning.
“I don’t know how to say this,” Lucy replied.
“Say it.”
Lucy’s eyes flicked up at the sharp tone. “Are you marrying Rafael Rodriguez?”
“I am,” Mila said.
“Don’t.” Lucy let out a short, humourless laugh. “I was his girlfriend for a while. About a year, actually, it took me that long to leave. During that time, he beat me down, literally and metaphorically, until I didn’t know who I was anymore.”
“Shit,” Mila said. “I’m so sorry.”
Lucy’s eyebrows raised. “You… You don’t sound surprised or shocked.”
Mila pulled her bottom lip between her teeth trying to decide how to respond to this woman. She suspected, then, that she was the girlfriend Ana María talked about, the submissive one she liked. “He does the same thing to me.”
“Oh, God. I’m so sorry.” Lucy’s eyes immediately filled with tears. She reached across the table and grasped Mila’s hand. “You don’t have to go through with this. You can leave. Now. I can help you.” She glanced away for a second. “I’m… I’m thinking of leaving, too.”
“You are?” Mila asked.
Lucy’s voice lowered. “I don’t think my fiancé is the man I thought he was. He… and his son…” She trailed off, her eyes travelling up the wall. “I don’t know if I can go through with it. But then I think maybe I’m being paranoid, that I’m exaggerating everything in my head. Do you… when Rafael hurts you, do you ever feel like he’s taking your voice away from you? Like you can never speak up? I’m not sure I ever got my voice back.”
Mila placed her free hand over Lucy’s. “Listen to me, honey. You have a voice. You do. And no man can ever take it away while you’re still breathing. Do you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“Promise me you’ll do one thing for me.”
“What?” Lucy asked.
“Next time you feel like your voice is being taken from you, I want you to scream as hard as you can.” Mila leaned towards this woman, and she added fierce conviction to her voice. “You scream so loud, you burst that motherfucker’s ear drums. Do you understand?”
Lucy, wide eyed and tear streaked, nodded her head. Mila gave Lucy’s hand one more squeeze before she left.
    
Ana María was waiting for Mila outside her room. The mother-in-law pursed her lips together, clearly disapproving of Mila staying out late on her own.
“I was waiting for you to give you this,” she said, handing over the garment bag.
“Thanks,” Mila said.
“Where’ve you been?”
“I decided to have a moment to myself in the bar.” She hadn’t mentioned the fact that she’d stayed downstairs to ensure her deadbeat father didn’t try to sneak back into the hotel.
Ana María’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a strange woman, Mila. And I’m not happy about you marrying my son. I know about your past, you know. I’ve seen the pictures. Our private investigator tracked down a man named Roger Smythson.”
The words took her by surprise. Goddamn Roger. It must have happened after her confrontation with him. No doubt Ana’s private dick offered the man a huge sum of money for the photographs. She remained cool, shaking her head slightly. Opening her eyes to feign innocence. “What pictures? Who is Roger Smythson?”
“The ones you sent to men for money. I always knew you weren’t good enough for my boy and I always knew you were a slut.”
“They can do wonders with Photoshop these days. I’m sure whoever this Roger Smythson is, he did what he needed to do to get paid by your PI,” Mila said, ignoring the insults.
“José is still deciding what to do.” The matriarch took a step away. Her spine was straight, her body tensed.
“It must be frustrating being married to a man like that. You’re a clever woman. I bet you’d enjoy running the family business. Instead, you’re stuck cooking food and mending dresses, raising a narcissistic man who likes to control and beat his girlfriends.”
Ana María’s expression twisted, her skin crinkling and folding as she grimaced. She took two steps forward until their noses almost touched. “Watch your back. I know there’s more you’re not telling us. You aren’t who you say you are. As soon as I find out—”
“It’s a bit late now, isn’t it?”
“You’re not married yet,” she spat. “I’ll break up this marriage before it even begins.” Her face burned red with rage. She moved away, clenching her hands into fists. “The dress doesn’t suit you by the way.”
“I know,” Mila said. “But I still look hot. Unlike your saggy ass. Night, Mum!” She waved enthusiastically as she let herself into her hotel room. Adrenaline surged through her. She locked the door immediately and flopped down on the bed. Giggles worked their way up her throat, but she choked on them. What a thrill to put Ana María in her place, but now it was over, she was faced with the future. Tomorrow. The wedding. The photos. Her plan had barely begun and already it crumbled around her.



CHAPTER 34




LUCY

SHE WOKE AT SIX A.M., a cold sweat soaking her skin. At some point in the night, she’d wrapped the bed linen around her body to create a cocoon. She poked her head out it of now. In the bed on the other side of the room, Lucy’s mum gently snored.
Her mum had always been a heavy sleeper, especially after a couple of glasses of wine. In fact, she hadn’t even noticed Lucy sneak out of the hotel room a few minutes after midnight. She’d hoped to find the other bride, Mila, and she had. It’d been a long shot, but Mila didn’t seem like the kind of woman to go to bed early like she and her mother had. However, talking to Mila had been emotionally draining on many levels. After drying her eyes, she’d virtually collapsed in the bed, passing out almost immediately.
She rubbed sleep from her eyes and sat up. Christmas morning. Her wedding day. None of it seemed particularly romantic anymore. Her throat was dry, the air around her freezing cold, and she dreaded what was to come. Quietly, she pulled on underwear, a pair of jeans and the same jumper she’d worn the day before. She tip-toed out of the room, shoving trainers onto her feet as she made her way downstairs.
The bar was empty, as she’d expected, but she took a seat by the window, surprised to see that it was snowing outside. She squinted through the thick pane of glass, feeling encircled by the darkness outside. And then her phone buzzed.
I think I need to see you. I’m going to drive up.
Sunil again. She couldn’t figure him out. He seemed more jealous of Henry’s career than anything and she suspected that his fixation with her stemmed from that. Did he want her? Or did he want to tear Henry’s life apart? She suspected the latter.
DON’T COME HERE! she
replied. Then she paused and continued. You are not welcome here. I don’t know what you think is going on, but it isn’t whatever is in your head. You’re clearly obsessed with Henry. I want you to leave me and my family alone. She took a deep breath and hit send.
A moment later: You’re the delusional one. He’ll murder you like he did his first wife.
Enough was enough. Lucy went into her contacts and blocked his number. She immediately felt lighter. That was one problem solved. What about the others? She glanced at her phone. It was six-thirty. The photographer would be here at ten. Then the hair and make-up stylist. She’d planned a nice breakfast with her mum at eight. She had a few hours to kill. She opened the photographs of Jacob’s burner phone and zoomed in to retrieve the sign-in details for his forum. Her heart beat harder than ever as she loaded up the browser and went to RedPills. What if Jacob received a notification to say someone on a different IP address had logged into his account? She hesitated. At least if he confronted her, everything would end up out in the open. Wouldn’t it?
Fuck it, she thought, while typing throatpuncher into the username bar.
“Lucy.”
She lurched so hard at the sound of her name, she propelled her phone into the air, and it landed on her knee. One hand flew up to her chest.
“Are you all right?”
She nodded, grabbing her phone and tucking into the pocket of her jeans. Henry sat down across from her, frowning. Had he found out what she’d done?
“I woke up early, too,” he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose between two fingertips. “Perhaps I’m nervous. Are you nervous?”
“Yes,” she said, not trusting herself to embellish.
“I don’t blame you,” he said. “I know things haven’t been great with Jacob recently.”
It was unlike Henry to acknowledge something like that, and it piqued Lucy’s interest. She leaned towards him slightly, waiting for him to go on.
“I’ve been thinking about it a lot recently. Especially the essay. That was detestable, and I think perhaps I blocked it out because I didn’t want to see how much pain my son is in. And, truly, it is pain he’s in. I can physically see it.” Henry grimaced, his hands wafting in the air like he was demonstrating the manifestation of pain.
“I know,” Lucy said.
To her surprise, Henry’s voice thickened, and she saw his eyes glistening with tears. “And to be honest, I’ve been in some pain myself, which meeting you has helped. I’ve not been a good person recently. I haven’t.” He blinked back the tears, sniffing heavily. “My work has suffered. I’ve closed my eyes to… everything going on at home. I don’t blame you for snooping on Jacob’s computer because I left you without an ally in that house, didn’t I? I’m so sorry.”
Lucy stared at her fiancé’s wet eyes and nodded her head. They simultaneously reached for each other and held hands.
“I need to tell you something,” Lucy said. “I know about your plans to divorce Sue. Sunil… well, Sunil has been harassing me. He thinks you killed her.”
Henry dropped her hand almost immediately and his expression turned to stone. “What?”
Lucy leaned away, surprised by his cold reaction. “I don’t believe him, though.”
“Sunil said that?”
“I think he might be jealous of you.”
Henry let out a long sigh and turned away. His body rippled and settled, as though he physically composed himself. When he spoke next, much of the vulnerability Lucy had appreciated was gone. “I thought of that boy as a second son, but I think my affection was misplaced. It is true that Sue and I were in the middle of a divorce before she died. It’s one of the reasons why it’s been difficult to grieve. The guilt, you see.”
“I understand,” Lucy replied.
Henry seemed distant. “He lives with it, too, you see. Jacob. He lives with the guilt.”
She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to say anything at all. She felt so raw, inside and out, and exhausted, every part of her spent.



CHAPTER 35




CLAIRE

ADRIANNA’S WORDS had played over and over in Claire’s mind until at some point in the night, she fell into a restless sleep. Nightmares plagued her as always. Only now it was Ade chased by Simon Botham, and as Adrianna ran and ran, she screamed at Claire: this is all your fault. Claire woke with a start. She rushed into the bathroom to vomit, then shivered down to the hard, tiled floor.
Some of the things Adrianna had said seemed to come out of nowhere. Others, she understood. Of course, she understood how stressful the last few weeks had been. But Claire was sure she knew her fiancée better than anyone. Why had Adrianna implied she’d built up a fantasy version of her? That wasn’t true. They lived together. She’d seen every possible side of Adrianna. Hadn’t she?
Perhaps there was some truth to it. Claire hadn’t expected Ade to react so badly to her father not coming to the wedding. But that was because the stalker had thrown her for a loop. She’d actually been relieved to see the note from Adrianna’s father, and because of that initial relief, she’d failed to see the big picture.
She’d failed her partner. She needed to see Ade.
It was eight forty. Adrianna had called a local café in Rookthwaite and arranged a special breakfast with friends. Claire was meeting her parents in the hotel restaurant. Claire was supposed to meet her parents around nine, while Claire was heading to the village at eight thirty. She’d missed her. She fired off a text: Can we talk?
Adrianna responded almost immediately: No need. Last night was just a wobble.
Claire leaned back against the bathroom wall. That seemed like an abrupt turn of events. Almost too abrupt.
Are you sure? We can talk about last night if you want. I want you to be happy.
She responded quickly again: Honestly, I’m good. I’ll see you later x
And then, a couple of seconds later: I’ll be the one in the white dress.
You’ll be the fucking gorgeous one in the white dress. Fixed that for you.
Claire let out a sigh of relief. Joyous relief. Her insides untwisted; her fingers relaxed around her phone. She climbed to her feet to get ready for breakfast. Her and Ade had planned to share the hair and make-up artist too. Adrianna was getting ready at ten, and Claire at eleven. Part of Claire resented all of the planning and regimented scheduling. All necessary evils to make sure things went smoothly, but in the end, their day lacked the romance of spontaneity.
There’d been enough surprises recently, she reminded herself.
    
Breakfast went by quickly. Her parents were chatty and excited. Still nursing a hangover, Claire found it hard to eat, even though her parents warned her she’d be hungry later.
“Brides never get to eat much at their wedding,” her mum said. “There’s too much to do, too many people to talk to.”
“Don’t worry, love,” her dad said. “Nerves are normal.”
She didn’t tell them about her argument with Ade the night before. It didn’t seem right to talk about it. But now she hid two things from her parents, the stalker and the fight. Three, if you counted the panic attack at work.
After about half an hour, Claire apologised and left early, hoping to squeeze in half an hour of sleep before she needed to get ready. Her muscles trembled on the walk up the stairs. Way too much alcohol ran through her veins. She should’ve known better. When she rested her head on her pillow, she didn’t expect to fall asleep so fast, but the exhaustion crept up on her. In what felt like a few seconds, her phone alarm vibrated beneath the pillow. Claire sat up, rubbed her eyes and turned it off. She got out of bed and headed towards the shower for a refresh before everyone descended for the getting-ready party. She had a special silk dressing gown picked out for the occasion. And then she saw the white envelope laying on the carpet next to her hotel room door.
Claire sprinted across the room and snatched the envelope from the floor. Before she opened it, her fingers fumbled against the door locks, and she hurried out into the hallway. It was empty. Heart hammering against her ribs, she went back inside her room and tore open the paper. Out tumbled one more photograph. A child. He sat alone on a stool posing for a school photograph. Around six or seven years old. He had bright blue eyes and a short crop of mousy, blond hair. Claire had never seen this child before in her life. She turned the photograph over. Scribbled on the back was the message: I’m going to make you pay for what you did to him.
What she did to him? Claire had never seen this boy. She didn’t understand. She staggered back and sat down on the edge of the bed. All this time, the stalking had been about this little boy, but she didn’t understand. She turned the photograph back and forth, trying to determine the age of it. But the paper was thick and coarse. A school sample. It gave away nothing. This child could be an adult by now for all she knew.
She brought the picture closer to her face. Who was he? Had there been a child involved in the Botham case? Kevin Botham had a family. Maybe this was his son? Or Simon Botham’s son? But what if she’d got this all wrong? What if her stalker had nothing to do with the murder trial at all? Whatever the answers to her questions, she knew one thing for certain—someone had hand-delivered this photograph to her hotel room as she slept.
Still in crumpled clothes, Claire ran out of the room, across the hall to the stairs. And then she paused and backed away. What was the plan? Call off the wedding? Tell Adrianna they were in danger and make all the guests leave a few hours before the ceremony? After their argument last night, she worried their relationship wasn’t as solid as she thought. What if postponing the day they’d planned for so long ended up being the last straw?
Claire hurried down to reception and asked for Colleen. While she waited, she paced the entrance hall, phone at her ear, relaying the threatening message to PC Deol. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed something unusual about the outside of Wilder House. It was snowing. And not a smattering either, a blizzard.



CHAPTER 36




THE BRIDE




CHRISTMAS DAY

THE BOTHY LOOKED SO warm from out there in the snow. She waited by the window, ready to hide once she saw him enter. She’d removed the rope from her trousers and clutched it in her left fist. In her right fist, she held the knife. She placed one hand on her ribs and pressed down hard, testing the pain. She barely winced. It wasn’t so bad.
Body trembling with the cold, lips chapped, her make-up smudged down her face, she concentrated until her focus sharpened like the point of an icicle. On her way back to the bothy, she’d done something reckless, but perhaps it’d work. Perhaps… perhaps… If it did, everything fell into place for her. If not, everything fell apart.
She’d used the phone to contact two men, but she had a feeling the gunman would be the first to arrive. She’d figured he’d be closer. But of course, that meant danger for her. So, she had to pick her moment. She’d brought a knife to a gun fight and now she had to use her brain.
She opened the window a crack, ready for what came next. Her plan required agility. She stretched out her muscles and waited.
When she heard the unmistakable sound of a foot compacting snow, she flattened herself against the wall, holding her breath. Not yet. Wait. Take it slow. The door creaked open. Shoes tapped against the floorboards inside. A cupboard door creaked, another snapped shut. He was checking the place. Then she heard the sound of a tap running. He poured himself a glass of water. She dared a quick glance through the window, he faced away from her. When she saw him turn in her direction, she hurried back against the wall. He took at least two big swigs of the water, then he moved again. She heard the sound of him settling against cushions, his weight and the polyester trousers crinkling against the fabric. She knew the sofa faced away from the window. She’d checked it carefully because she’d expected him to sit. He’d want to face the door. He hadn’t noticed the window was open a crack.
Now she needed to move fast. This wouldn’t be easy.
The bride knelt down and retrieved a rock she’d saved there. It wasn’t too hefty, but a good size. She manoeuvred herself to face the window, slowly again. She didn’t crunch the snow as he had. She slid her feet into position. She put the knife in her back pocket, lifted the window and threw the rock with all her might. It smacked his left ear, thudding hard. He pitched forward, caught off guard, the hat tumbling to the ground.
She hopped onto the window ledge and threw herself forward. The metal window rail dug into her abdomen. She pushed her hands out, groping for the sofa, her fingertips grazing the edge. The man scrabbled up from the floor, the gun still in his hand, but seemingly dazed from the blow. Her knees hit the floor hard. She scrambled on all fours, sideways like a crab, watching him move. She moved with him, tucking herself behind his back so he couldn’t grab or shoot her. He still gathered his wits. He snapped the gun back together, blood tricking from a gash behind his ear. She leapt to her feet and pulled the knife from her pocket, but he’d already turned with the gun aimed straight at her. Instinctively, she ducked as he lifted the muzzle, but he didn’t shoot. He paused.
His eyebrows pulled together in bemusement. His mouth gaped open. “Who are you?”
She grabbed hold of the barrel of the gun, trying to twist it out of his grip. But despite his slim figure, he was stronger than her and he maintained a tight grip. She raised the knife until the point rested below his jugular. He wavered, staggering back. She wrenched at the gun, but his finger slipped, hitting the trigger and a crack split the quiet. Her breath caught in her throat. Her ears rang. The gunman seemed shocked. He clamped a hand over his good ear. Her eyes trailed across the room to the hole in the wall and the crumbled plaster that coated the floor.
The bride took advantage of his confusion. She pitched forward, the knife raised, and caught him across the arm with the blade. He winced away from her. She let out a guttural scream, dropped the knife, wrapping both hands around the shotgun barrel, yanking it out of his hand.
“Fuck,” he yelled. His skin turned ashen grey with fear or pain or both. He applied pressure to the cut on his arm and took a step away from her. “Please don’t shoot me.”
“Get on your knees,” she said.
He did as he was told.
“Put your hands behind your back.”
Her body trembled as she dropped to her knees behind him. She placed the gun down for a second, grabbed the knife and poked it into his side.
“Move and I’ll cut out your lungs,” she hissed.
He didn’t move. She took the rope and tied his hands together as tight and as fast as she could. Blood trickled down his neck.
As she moved away, she grabbed the gun and lifted it to her shoulder. She took five paces back.
“Sit on the sofa.”
He struggled to his feet, feeling behind him for the cushions and sat. His eyes were dark and hard, shining like oil on water. She took hold of the other chair and placed it in a position where she could watch him and the door. Adrenaline surged through her body. She had the upper hand now. Everything was falling into place. And for the first time since the morning of her wedding, she considered the fact that she might just get away with murder.



CHAPTER 37




MILA

THE DRESS FELT TIGHTER than it had the day before. The neckline choked her. And when the veil was lowered onto the crown of her curls, she wanted to yank it away. Her skin itched. She sipped a mimosa and smiled, all too aware of Ana María in the corner, watching her.
People crowded the small room. The photographer hovered around her, shoving a camera in her face, fetishizing anything and everything with a feminine feel—the champagne glasses, high-heeled shoes, lace, flowers—all while trying to force emotion out of her and her mother-in-law. She’d had her hair styled, her lips brushed with pink lipstick, mascara caked onto her eyelashes. She’d giggled with the women in the room, hugged them, read their cards, cooed over their dresses. While Felicia was the only bridesmaid, Rafael also had a couple of aunties and two cousins who had wanted to get ready together. She felt exhausted already.
During the make-up stage, Mila had noticed knocks on the door and heads popping in. Peter. José. Peter again. They whispered to whoever answered the door, obviously trying to keep something from her. Felicia’s smile had frozen a time or two. When it happened for a fifth time, Mila decided to intervene.
“What’s going on?”
“There’s a slight issue,” Felicia said. Her eyes trailed over to the window.
Mila stepped across the room and moved the net curtain to the side. Her eyebrows shot up her forehead. She hadn’t noticed all the snow. Clumps fell from the sky like a shedding cat, blocking out the view. A carpet of white covered the fields, and for a moment or two, she thought of nothing but the beauty and peace in the scene before her. She longed for that kind of peace.
“Some of the guests are stuck on the road,” Felicia said. “Their hotels in Rookthwaite and Fellkirk have closed. I think most aren’t going to make it.”
“Does Rafael know?” Mila asked.
She nodded.
“Does he still want to carry on?”
“I think so,” she said.
“Good,” Mila replied.
Felicia frowned.
When Mila turned around, she noticed that Ana María had left. Before she could enquire about Ana’s disappearance, the photographer asked her to pose by the window with the snowy backdrop. Even though all the fuss annoyed Mila, she had to admit to herself that she looked forward to seeing these photographs of herself.
Next Felicia disappeared from the room. Mila wondered if there was something else going on, in addition to the snow. She hesitated, not sure which course of action to take. Part of her wondered if she should power through as though nothing was happening. But would that come across as uncaring? She didn’t know the rest of Rafael’s family particularly well, so she decided to follow Felicia down the stairs. As she stepped out in her wedding dress, she heard raised voices coming from the reception desk. She made her way towards the voices, already steeling herself for what was to come. She suspected her father had a hand in it somehow. Her skin crawled when she thought about the way he’d shown up the night before. Where had he slept? She pictured him curled up and freezing in the back of his Toyota. She hitched up her dress and manoeuvred carefully down the last few steps. A small group of people had gathered by the reception. She noticed Rafael, José and Peter crowding around Colleen, the wedding planner.
“What’s going on?” Mila asked.
No one seemed shocked to see her or commented on her dress. They were too caught up in their discussion. When Rafael turned to her for the first time, his eyes were hard and angry.
“Abue is missing,” he said. “The hotel staff let her wander out of the hotel on her own. In the snow.”
“She has dementia,” José added.
“Let’s stay as calm as we can,” Colleen added. “We don’t know for sure that Mrs Rodriguez left the hotel. I have staff asking the guests from the other two weddings if they’ve seen her. I’ve even called the police, but I’m afraid with the snow—”
“The woman is in her eighties! We need to find her now!” Rafael’s face burned with rage.
Mila didn’t want to approach him, but she did, and she rested a hand on his arm, trying to soothe him. He yanked it away from her. Confused, Mila’s gaze found Ana María, only to discover her smirking.
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LUCY

SHE EXCUSED herself and disappeared into the bathroom. It was one of the first moments she’d had alone since waking up that morning. Her make-up was done, her hair curled, and her dress on. She hadn’t remembered it being that tight the first time she’d tried it on. But every part of her felt heavy today, like she carried a stone somewhere deep within her body.
Lucy sat on the edge of the bath and scrolled through her phone. She’d checked on Jacob’s forum posts all morning and finally found something interesting—a link to a private group on Discord.
She’d downloaded the Discord app in snatched moments between hair, make-up and photographs. Now she needed to log in with Jacob’s username and password. Luckily, she’d had the foresight to take photographs of his password manager and already knew he used variations of the same password: saintgiddy.
She logged into Discord and scrolled through his messages as quickly as possible. She didn’t have much time before someone would want to know where she was and if she was okay. She skimmed through conversations. What she read chilled her blood.
Today is the day. I’m done with this world and I’m taking her with me.
When someone knocked on the bathroom door, Lucy dropped the phone onto the floor.
“Everything all right in there, love?” her mum called.
“Yeah, fine,” Lucy replied.
“Someone from the hotel popped round,” she continued. “It sounds as though an old lady has wandered off. They wanted to know if we’d seen her.”
Lucy grabbed her phone and opened the door. “Who’s gone missing?”
“Someone from the…” her mother hesitated. “Well, from the Rodriguez wedding. The grandmother, I think.”
Lucy remembered Dolores. She’d always been kind, as had his mother, Ana María. “I haven’t seen her. Have you?”
Beth shook her head. “No, none of us have. And it’s horrible outside. I hope she’s okay.”
Lucy nodded her head. She felt a million miles away. “I hope so, too.”
She made her way over to the window, pretending to gaze out at the landscape. But she scrolled through more of Jacob’s messages.
You’re going to kill SM? A user asked.
I’m getting rid of her like I did my useless mother.
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CLAIRE

HALF of their guests weren’t going to make it because of the snow. Luckily, Adrianna’s mother and sister got here before the roads closed. If someone told Claire a witch had cursed her wedding, she’d believe them. Hell, she’d believe a curse had been placed on her life at this point.
While the hairdresser curled her hair, Claire couldn’t stop thinking about the picture pushed underneath her hotel door. Could she have inadvertently hurt the child in the photograph? She’d never been in a car accident. At school, she’d been bookish and quiet, hanging out with the nerdy kids. She’d never bullied anyone. In fact, Claire had never made a decision impacting the life of a stranger until the Botham trial. She had no idea what was going on. None at all. All she knew, was that everything that could go wrong before her wedding, had gone wrong, and all she wanted to do was stand up in front of her friends and family and tell them how much she loved Adrianna.
Before she’d started getting ready, Claire told Colleen about the mysterious photograph and asked her to check the names of their guests before they entered the library. But now, with the missing grandmother, and the sudden snow, everything had turned chaotic. Some of the staff hadn’t made it in and Claire worried no one would be able to do anything if Simon Botham turned up with a gun, ready to murder her.
“Maybe we should head down to reception,” her mum said. “Perhaps me and your dad can see if we can help find the missing lady.”
“Maybe we should all go,” Claire said, not wanting to be alone.
“Oh, but what if Adrianna sees you?” her mum said.
“I think we’ve had all the bad luck we’re going to get,” Claire said, and her dad laughed.
On the way downstairs, she found herself hoping to catch a glimpse of Adrianna in her dress. As both of them were femme, she knew Ade would have chosen something gorgeous and long. She’d worried at times that they’d both end up in the same dress. Though it’d make a good story to tell the grandkids.
Colleen stood amongst a cluster of people, her expression flustered, forehead shining with perspiration.
“It seems that an elderly woman has wandered outside in the snow,” the wedding planner said. “We have staff outside looking for her but if any of the guests would be willing, we’ll organise some search parties.”
Claire caught a glimpse of another white dress, and her heart skipped a beat before she realised it was the woman from last night, the one who’d had the intense conversation with the man outside the hotel. She smiled briefly, and the other bride returned her smile.
“Right, well I’m going to sign up,” her dad said. “You two wait here.”
“Maybe we should join you,” said Claire. For some reason the thought of being away from her dad made her nervous.
“What about your dress?” her mum said, shocked. “You can’t go out in the snow.”
“I could get changed,” Claire said. “This is more important, surely.” She regarded the weather, doubtfully. The poor woman could slip, fall and seriously injure herself.
“Don’t worry love. You go back to the room. We’ll be back when they’ve found her,” said her mum, giving her hand a squeeze.
Claire watched as the crowd broke up into smaller groups. It was impossible. How could she feel safe when there was all this chaos? Anyone could sneak in right now amongst the dozens around them. Her scalp tingled. She felt eyes boring into the back of her skull, but when she turned around, there was no one there.
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MILA

AS JOSÉ and Ana María spoke to the wedding planner, Rafael whispered into her ear. “We need to talk.”
She shivered. She opened her mouth to ask what about, but he’d already walked away. Mila made her way over to the window by the entrance. There she saw the bookish man talking to an Asian man outside in the carpark. Both buffeted by the wind and snow. The older man shoved the younger, who fell down. She carried on watching, wondering if she should tell someone. Then the bookish man turned around and walked back into the hotel, so she moved away from the window.
“I want to get the Range Rover out and try the roads,” José said to Rafael. “But we’re both blocked in by that catering van.”
“Oh, you can’t do that,” Colleen said. “The roads will be treacherous now.”
“She can’t have gone far,” Mila added. “Maybe try the hotel perimeter first.”
Rafael glared at her. He was full of rage, but why? What had Ana María told him? Was this about the pictures? Or did he know everything?
“You wait here while we look,” Ana María said, leading Mila over to the chair by the hotel entrance.
She sat down and Felicia took a seat next to her. As the others stepped into the blizzard, she glanced outside at the carpark. The Asian man she’d seen fall over was now gone.



CHAPTER 41




LUCY

LUCY HESITATED IN THE CORRIDOR, watching her mum walk towards the stairs. Beth had decided to find Colleen and offer her help, leaving Lucy alone. Despite the drama with Dolores Rodriguez, Lucy couldn’t think about anything other than what she’d read on Discord. She’d already tried calling Henry, but he hadn’t picked up. She glanced in the opposite direction towards Henry and Jacob’s room, but what if she went there and ended up stuck alone in a room with Jacob?
Her mum suddenly turned back and rushed towards Lucy. “Henry’s coming. Quick go in the room before he sees you in your dress. It’s bad luck!”
She nodded her head and moved towards the door, but then stopped and watched her mother leave. As soon as she saw Henry coming up the stairs, she reached out and grasped his wrist.
“We need to talk. Now,” she said.
“Lucy, what—” His eyes trailed up and down her body, taking in the dress. “I’m not supposed—”
She thrust out her phone. “I’ve done something you won’t approve of, but enough is enough. Look at the things your son has written on this app. Look at them.” She scrolled up, jabbing her finger at the most heinous. “What’s going on, Henry? He says he wants to kill me like he killed his mother.”
Henry moved her into the room and closed the door. “Lucy, listen to me. He didn’t kill Sue, that’s ridiculous. This is all fantasy. He’s just acting out.”
“Acting out? Are you delusional?”
“Sue’s fall was an accident.”
Exasperated, she placed her hands on her hips. “I thought you were starting to take me seriously.”
“Of course, I am, sweetheart. But I also know that this is all a load of rubbish. He’s making things up to impress his friends.” Henry shrugged. “You know what they say about snooping, don’t you? That you’ll find things you’d rather not know about.”
She shook her head. She wanted him out of her room. Better still, away from here. Away from everyone. And then something Henry had said stuck in her mind. “How do you know Jacob had nothing to do with Sue’s death? You weren’t there.”
“Jacob was with me,” he said. But as he said it, he turned away.
“You’re lying.” Lucy said the words as the realisation hit her. “You’ve always lied about the day Sue died, haven’t you?”
He removed his glasses and sighed. “The thing is, they’d had an argument right before.”
Alarm bells blared. Get the hell out, they said. But first she asked, “How soon before?”
“They… well, they were in the middle of the argument when she fell.”
“Fell?”
“Yes,” he snapped. “Fell.”
“Henry, tell me the truth. Did you see Sue fall?”
He sighed. “No.” She heard him breathe three more times before he added, “But I heard her fall.”
Lucy shoved past him towards the door, but he caught her forearm. “Where are you going?”
“I need to get some air,” she said. “And… And I think I need to tell a member of staff to call the police. Your violent son has made a threat against me.” She pulled her arm from his grip and rammed her feet into a pair of trainers.
“Are we… are we getting married today?”
She couldn’t answer him. She needed to get out of there, away from him.
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CLAIRE

CLAIRE FELT HELPLESS, standing there watching the throng in motion. Her feet, crammed into uncomfortable heels, ached from toe to ankle. Colleen wiped sweat from her brow as she barked orders at the staff and fielded questions from wedding guests. And then, coming down the stairs, she saw Adrianna. Claire ducked into a doorway so Adrianna didn’t see her. She still wanted to see Ade’s reaction to her dress at the ceremony, but she couldn’t resist a sneak peek of her fiancée from afar.
Ade, with her mother and sister, stood awkwardly on the other side of the room. Claire’s heart felt like it had swollen two sizes bigger. Ade wore her hair braided and wrapped around her head like a crown. She’d chosen a form-fitting dress with a mermaid tail, and a sweetheart neckline. She was radiant. Her warm-brown skin glowed, even under the muted hotel lights. Claire watched as Adrianna sent her mum over to talk to Colleen, and then the three of them left the reception area and wandered into the restaurant.
Claire emerged from her doorway, considering going back to her room. Her parents were right, she couldn’t exactly traipse around the building in the snow. Perhaps she’d grab the photographer and take a few solo pictures. At least then she wouldn’t be alone.
“Hi, are you Claire Rivers?” the voice interrupted her thoughts. She hadn’t even noticed the guy approaching her, but she recognised him from the night before. The bartender.
“Yes,” she said.
“Adrianna is looking for you. She said there was a wedding issue, and she needed your help.”
“Oh, sure. Where is she?”
“She was near the wine cellar when I saw her. You need to go through those doors to the back of the hotel. But be careful when you get there because we had some issues with the cellar last year. The floor isn’t safe to walk on. She said she’d wait for you back there, though. Is it all right if you make your own way there? I need to be out helping the others.”
“Of course,” Claire said. “Thanks for letting me know.”
Ade wanted to see her, but why? Maybe she wanted to call off the wedding. Maybe she wanted them to talk and connect and make sure everything was all right between them. Or maybe they hadn’t bought enough bottles of champagne for the toast or more guests weren’t coming because of the snow. Whatever it was, she had to see her. Superstition be damned.
Claire followed the bartender’s instructions, heading through a set of double doors and following a long corridor to the back of the hotel. It hit her how far and wide the mansion sprawled. Adjacent hallways stretched into the separate wings. All around her, the pale faces of portraits stared down at her from the wood panelled walls. A draught cooled her skin. She rubbed the tops of her arms, wishing she’d added the matching bolero shrug to her dress.
Eventually, the corridor opened out and she saw the door leading down to the cellar. There was a rope and a warning sign blocking it from the general public, which fit with the bartender’s warning. But there was no sign of Adrianna. She turned around, checking behind her.
“Ade?”
The silence didn’t stir. Where was she? And if there was no one here, why had the hairs on the back of her neck begun to rise?
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JACOB

HE WATCHED THEM FIGHTING. He’d known it was coming. For one thing, he’d received messages every time Lucy logged into one of his accounts. He’d simply let her do it because he was done with it all. Done with school, done with his dad, and most of all, done with every single female who either rejected him or talked down to him.
It had all started with his mother, the best person he knew. At least, she had been, until the moment he’d walked in on her with one of her post-graduate students. One of her female students. Not only had she betrayed his dad, but she’d lied to him about who she was. His mother was a lying whore.
He hadn’t intended to kill her. He hadn’t sat down and developed a plan to do it and get away with it. But that morning he’d confronted her and she’d acted like an entitled bitch. Jacob had thought she’d at least cry and beg for forgiveness, but she didn’t. She patronised him. She told him she had weaknesses, that she was human and made mistakes, and that she’d fallen in love with someone else. His mother had never truly loved his father. They were more like best friends. And now they were going to divorce so she could live the life she wanted. She’d acted like her sordid affair was actually a good thing because she’d found herself, as she put it.
But what about him? What happened to him after she left? Was he supposed to go on as normal? The fact that she hadn’t even thought about any of that enraged him.
Their fight had started in Jacob’s bedroom, but he was the one who stormed out. At the top of the stairs, his mum had reached out to stop him walking away and there the fight continued.
“You’re acting like I don’t love you,” she’d said. “I love you so much.”
“You don’t. You wouldn’t have done this if you did.”
“I didn’t do this to you. It just happened. Sometimes life is complicated, especially for adults and we… well, it takes us a long time to figure out who we are and what we want.”
“You don’t want me.” He’d stepped away from her, shaking his head.
She turned to face him, now with her back to the stairs. “I do. I love you.”
“Liar.”
“Jacob, stop it, you can’t talk to me like that! I’m your—”
He’d shoved her. She’d gasped. She’d hit her head hard on the banister and tumbled, body thumping against the wood.
He hadn’t meant to kill her. He hadn’t. He didn’t even realise falling down the stairs could kill someone. Stuntmen did it in the movies all the time. He was thirteen. Snot came out of his nose, followed by a low wail released from the back of his throat. Then he heard the heavy footsteps of his father running through the house, probably from his study. He saw his father’s eyes wide with shock. Blood pooled beneath his lifeless mother.
“She fell,” he whispered. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t catch her when she fell.”
For as long as Jacob remembered, his dad always chose the easiest, laziest solution to a problem. He hated conflict, hated facing up to the problems in front of him. In fact, he refused to see them, simply denied their existence. So, Henry helped Jacob down from the staircase, avoiding his mother’s blood, and took him out of the house so that they’d both have an alibi. He called the emergency services when they returned, and he figured out the story they told the police. Henry did what was easier, not what was right. And for a while after his mother died, Jacob actually felt invincible.
He started to come out of his shell. Jacob didn’t have many friends. He had bullies, though. He got into a couple of fights with those bullies and finally they backed off. He even befriended a couple of them. But despite his new confidence, there was something missing. As he turned fourteen, and then fifteen, he noticed how the other kids at school paired off into couples. But he couldn’t get a girlfriend.
He imagined that they smelled it on him. Jacob had killed a woman, and maybe now all the women knew, instinctively, that he’d killed one of their kind. He saw it as some sort of conspiracy. They hated him and there was nothing he could do about it. Unlike some of the other incels online, Jacob was conventionally attractive. Or at least attractive enough that most girls his age should be open to a relationship with him. And yet, they cringed when he was around them. He heard them whispering things about him, saying he looked “rapey”.
When his father started this relationship with Lucy, a much younger woman, Jacob was ashamed of the sexual thoughts he had about her. No matter how hard he tried to push them away, he couldn’t stop thinking about Lucy whenever she showered, or he saw her wearing shorts. Those images crept into his dreams. They crowded him. And he hated her for it. He hated them all, the girls at school laughing at him, the try-hard stepmother at home who kept on striving to connect with him even as he pushed her away, and most of all, the mother he’d murdered. Now he was burdened with all this guilt. And it wasn’t going to stop. His dad was getting married, and it’d continue, forever. He had to make it stop.
Jacob watched Lucy run out of the hotel. She hadn’t even put a coat on over her wedding dress. A moment later, she disappeared into the blizzard. He had to move quickly. He grabbed the sports bag, pulled a baseball cap onto his head, and hurried out of the hotel. It wasn’t what he’d planned—it wouldn’t have the same dramatic effect as killing her as she walked down the aisle—but it would do. And at least with the missing grandma, there was enough chaos to slip away from his father and the rest of the wedding guests without causing a fuss. But then people didn’t tend to notice Jacob anyway, so he wasn’t worried at all.
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LUCY

FUCK. What had she done? What had she done? She’d run out of her wedding wearing a gown and trainers, heading straight into snowfall. Now she couldn’t stop. Her feet propelled her forward like they had minds of their own.
The cold penetrated her dress. She had on a cropped bolero over her shoulders, but her forearms were bare. She shivered, wrapping her arms around her body as she walked. Snow hit her bare skin and landed on her eyelashes. Her curls were wet already.
Before she’d left, she’d tried to find the wedding planner to warn her about Jacob, but with the chaos at reception, she couldn’t find her. Then she’d tried the hotel phone, only to find it was disconnected because of the storm. But then she overheard someone talking about how the police had been called to help find Rafael’s grandmother, Dolores. She’d panicked at that point, aware that Jacob had expressed violent thoughts about her, aware that her fiancé was too delusional to protect her, and she’d run out into the cold, hoping to find the police on their way here. But now… Well, now she had doubts. She hadn’t been thinking clearly. The events of the last few weeks had messed with her head.
Lucy stopped when she reached the road leading away from Wilder House. She heard a rumbling sound and turned. Henry’s car approached. But why? She panicked and hopped over a stile. Then she ducked down, hiding herself behind the dry-stone wall. Peeking around the stile, she noticed the car was travelling far too fast for the weather. Henry wouldn’t drive like that. What if it was Jacob behind the wheel? She made herself even smaller, hoping the blizzard obscured her from view.
The car carried on, oblivious to her presence. Lucy let out a sigh of relief and stood, intending to climb back over the stile. But then she saw a figure emerging. Jacob hadn’t been in Henry’s car; he was walking away from the house, towards her. He had a bag over his shoulder and wore a baseball cap, but she recognised the way he walked, the slope of his shoulders. What was in that bag? She saw him watching the car, and she dropped down behind the wall again, peeking out from her hiding place. Jacob strode with purpose. He appeared to be following the car. Did he think she’d taken it? Was he pursuing her? She pushed her body down, flattening herself against the freezing cold snow. Still in his wedding suit, she saw his patent leather dress shoes hurrying along. And then he stopped, close to her. Too close. She heard the sound of a zip. She saw the sports bag drop to the ground. She heard him shove something in his pockets. Her breath caught in her throat. What did he have in that bag?
A heartbeat later, he continued his pursuit of the Discovery, and she allowed herself a long, relieved breath. She inched out of her hiding place and watched his back as he moved along the road. There was something odd about the way he walked, like he carried a large item. And then one arm swung down, and she saw the long object in his hand. At first, she thought it might be some sort of bat or club, but then she saw the full shape of it. No, that wasn’t a club, it was a gun.
Lucy watched in horror as Jacob’s figure disappeared into the thickening blizzard, and then she scrambled away from the road and started to run.
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HENRY

HE HATED TO ADMIT IT, but the fight wasn’t in him anymore. Perhaps it never had been. He let her go. What could he even say to change her mind? He sat down on the stairs, removed his glasses and cleaned them with his shirt sleeve. Sue would be laughing at him now. If heaven existed, she must be watching with glee, shouting down how much he deserved all of this. And she’d be right.
At least Sue had loved Jacob with every part of her being. He knew that, deep down. She’d loved him as much as he did. Sometimes Henry lay awake at night replaying the same moment over and over in his mind. Jacob at the top of the stairs, huddled over in a crouch, a horrible wail emitting from somewhere deep inside him. And Sue, poor Sue, obviously dead, her neck broken, blood pouring from a head wound. She’d taken a fall a few weeks before her death, tripping on the porch steps. The police took that into consideration during the investigation. There was a pattern. Sue had a habit of falling. She was clumsy. They’d believed the story he concocted, one of him and Jacob visiting the university together. He’d driven around back roads, avoiding CCTV, parking on a residential street to avoid entering his registration number into a meter. Henry had made sure some of his colleagues saw him giving Jacob a tour. The police hadn’t looked too hard, truth be told. Neither he or Jacob had a criminal record and neither of them had anything to gain from her death. Sue wasn’t rich. She worked part time at the same university, too, but it was his wage and his family money they relied on.
The one thing he worried about was Sue’s girlfriend, Eleanor. And while she did come to the funeral, nothing else happened. Eleanor emigrated to Spain not long after, leaving Henry wondering if their relationship had been as serious as Sue suggested. Sue had always been a tad dramatic.
At the end of the day, he believed his son completely. No one could fake being that heartbroken. And, yes, he may have gone down a darker path in the time that followed, but Jacob would straighten himself out soon. Henry had been an angry young man, too, not that anyone had noticed or cared. On the outside, he’d presented himself as his usual studious self. But in private, his poetry and short stories were filled with violent rants. He’d hated his disciplinarian father with a passion, writing out his revenge fantasies every time they argued. He saw his son doing the same thing. Henry was sure that if he’d had a stepmother when he was fifteen years old, he would’ve acted out, too. His notebooks would’ve been filled with vitriol.
Henry pulled himself to his feet and decided to check on the ruckus downstairs. He needed a good distraction from Lucy’s revelations. He supposed the police would show up once the snow dissipated and then he’d have to deal with Jacob’s violent forum posts. Was it a crime to make empty threats? He wasn’t sure. If so, then he needed to be locked away too, considering the things he’d said to Sunil that morning. He’d missed that, too. The boy simmered with jealousy and obsession. Henry knew Sunil’s mental health had been tumultuous of late. There was nothing dangerous about him, but he had a tendency to exaggerate or fabricate. Perhaps it was time for Sunil to take some time off.
Most of the crowd had dispersed by the time he got to reception. He dawdled by the window, not sure what to do next. It seemed as though the search party was already out there. He needed to find Jacob and warn him about what was going on, but he also didn’t want to pull at that thread. And then he saw Lucy running through the snow. She was halfway to the road already. A blurry white shape amidst grey. He rushed out into the carpark. What was she thinking running out into the snow like that? She’d freeze in that dress.
He hesitated. She was moving too fast. He’d never catch her up on foot. He decided to get his car. Luckily, he still had his keys in his trouser pocket from when he’d offered Sunil a lift to Rookthwaite.
But as he settled into his seat and was about to close the door, a hand clasped it, preventing it from closing.
“I’m sorry, mate. I need to borrow your car.”
Henry glanced up to see a younger man, around thirty-five, handsome and dark-haired, staring down at him. “Excuse me?”
“I need your car, mate. My grandmother is eighty-six, has dementia and is lost in the snow. My car is blocked in. You’ve got the only other four-wheel drive we can get out of the carpark. I need to use it right now.”
“I need to get to my fiancée,” Henry said. “She’s running towards the road in her wedding dress.”
The man turned his attention towards the road and nodded. “I can see her. She’s not that far ahead. How about I offer her a lift while I’m out there?”
“Well, can’t I drive you?”
“I’d prefer it if you didn’t.” He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “My grandmother is easily confused. I’d prefer if there aren’t any strange men in the car. She’ll be okay with your fiancée, I think.”
“Wait, is your fiancée Lucy?” asked a voice. A stunningly attractive young woman in a lacy wedding dress pushed around the handsome man.
“Yes,” Henry said.
“I know her,” the bride said. “We chatted last night in the bar. She’ll listen to me.”
Henry hesitated. “At least take my phone. I don’t know if she has hers, but her number is in there and you can call her. You can explain that… Well, that I’m sorry about how things turned out and I just want her to be safe.”
The bride nodded. “I’ll do that.”
Reluctantly, Henry exited the car and allowed the man to climb in. Before he closed the door, leaving Henry standing in the carpark, he extended a hand. “I’m Rafael by the way. Sorry about all this. We’re so worried about Abue.”
“I hope you find her safe and sound,” Henry said.
He helped Rafael reverse the Discovery out of the snow and watched as he drove towards the road. It was only as the car sped off, he realised something. Lucy once mentioned an abusive boyfriend called Rafael. He remembered him because she’d pointed him out online once. Some article about Rafael and his father’s multi-million-pound company. He also remembered that the things Rafael had done to Lucy made his blood boil.
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MILA

“DO you know why I wouldn’t let that idiot stay in the car with us?” Rafael asked, switching gears. The windscreen wipers squeaked as they worked hard to clear the glass of snow.
“Because the dude smells like old people?” she suggested.
Rafael shot her the kind of glare that would turn a Greek hero to stone. “Because we need to talk.”
Mila’s hand gripped the arm rest. He wasn’t driving particularly fast, but too fast for this weather. She couldn’t see Lucy up ahead anymore. The woman had vanished. They couldn’t see much at all. She worried that Rafael would mow the poor woman down in his anger. It would certainly be in character for him.
“What do we need to talk about?” she prompted, suppressing an eyeroll. If a fight was incoming, she wanted it over and done with.
“You being a slut,” he said. “A filthy, fucking slut. And don’t try to deny it, I’ve seen the photos. I bet half the internet have seen the photos at this point. Fucking disgusting, Mila. Reprehensible. What am I supposed to do now? Am I supposed to marry you? Knowing you’re such a whore? I’ve paid for this whole thing. I’ve invited all of my family even though you apparently don’t have any family at all, which is weird. And now I’m supposed to marry you? Is that right?”
“You don’t have to marry me,” she said softly.
She watched his leg twitch as he hit the accelerator hard. Her heartbeat quickened and she sensed her pulse throb. Part of her enjoyed the adrenaline as it coursed through her body. As usual, it brought with it an exhilarating rush, but there was something else overriding that usual hit.
“You entitled bitch,” he said. “You’re absolutely fine for me to spend all this money, aren’t you?” His free hand reached out and slapped the side of her face. He paused, bundled his hand into a fist and punched her, hard enough for it to hurt, but not hard enough to leave a bruise. He took pleasure in doing that. He’d perfected the art of it.
Mila gritted her teeth. “You know that woman the man wanted us to pick up? His fiancée, Lucy? Did you know it’s your ex-girlfriend?”
Rafael’s eyebrows scrunched up in confusion. “What are you talking about?” The car hit some ice and skidded, but he spun the wheel and righted it, barely slowing down.
Mila allowed the adrenaline spike to embolden her. She smiled to herself, ready to end this right here, right now. “She used to be your girlfriend, but you slapped her around until she got sick of you and left. You are, without a doubt, the worst human being I have ever met.”
“What the fuck—”
She didn’t let him take over the conversation. “Your mother is second, of course, after all she raised a narcissist like you. She’s the one who made you believe the world is at your feet. She’s the one who raised a man who could kill a person with his car and use that situation as personal growth.” The car sped up, tyres sliding in the snow.
“What are you talking about?”
Mila placed one hand on her chest and spoke in a whiny voice. “My near-death experience changed me. I’m a happier person. I saw the gates of heaven and I realised I wasn’t done with life yet. I knew I needed to meet my soulmate.”
“Shut up.”
“You never mention the girl you killed in that accident, do you, Rafael? You never mention how you were high on cocaine and alcohol at the time.”
Rafael was silent.
“DO YOU?” she screamed. She was done. The plan was out the window. She ached for this moment, the one she’d dreamed about ever since she’d purposefully inserted herself in his life. Millie Crawley turned herself into Mila Davidson. Then she’d watched and waited and followed and stalked until she’d initiated their meet cute in a café one day. And since then, she’d pretended. But now… Now she wanted him to know who she was. Now she was done. “Her name was Carrie Crawley and she was my sister. You took her away from me and then you turned her death into a learning experience for yourself.”
“What?”
“Keep your eyes on the fucking road, idiot,” she snapped.
“Mila, what are you talking about?”
“That’s not my name,” she said. She’d lost Mila now, Millie came rising up, filled with rage, filled with bitterness. Mila’s survival skills were gone. The cool calculating long game lost. Mila had always wanted to destroy Rafael by taking the thing he loved the most—his money. But this could work too. “My name is Millie Crawley, and you killed my perfect, wonderful sister.”
Tears ran down her face. She hadn’t cried since Carrie’s funeral. Her and Christopher doubled over on the front pew, both lost to grief. Her parents nearby, numbed by drugs, two human shells with nothing inside, watching the service with empty eyes. She remembered the coffin was too small. Carrie was only thirteen years old. She’d been walking home from netball practice in November. Mila usually picked Carrie up every week. It was their time together. She’d take Carrie out for ice cream and give her little sister enough money for the week. She’d wanted to look out for Carrie in the same way Christopher had for her. But she couldn’t make it that day. She’d been working in a restaurant at the time and one of the waitresses begged her to swap a shift. She’d relented, but only after being offered double time. Of course, she hated herself for that.
What she couldn’t have predicted, was Rafael, who’d just bought coke from a dealer near her parents’ house. He’d ploughed into beautiful Carrie at seventy miles an hour, not giving her a chance of survival. Mila hadn’t been able to see Carrie’s body because she’d been dismembered in the crash.
“Shut up,” Rafael said. “You’re lying. It’s not… It’s not.”
“You should be dead,” Mila said. “You’re the one who deserved to die. And you know what? I’ve prayed for it since the day you mowed down my sister.”
“No.” His top lip trembled. The car sped up.
“Yes. I wanted your money first, though. That was always the plan. Hurt the whole family. Make them all suffer.” And she’d already put it into motion, making sure Felicia saw the bruises. When it came to the divorce, Mila planned to expose Rafael as a wife beater, take with her as much money as she could, and destroy the family’s reputation in the process. Something that should have occurred when Rafael killed her sister. But her parents had accepted a pay out from José and Ana in exchange for their silence. They called it compensation. Mila knew the truth: it was a bribe.
Mila felt her first slither of concern when Rafael eased up on the accelerator. She needed to act fast. Rafael couldn’t leave this car alive; this was her one and only shot. She saw the way the verge sloped down towards an opening. She saw the field on her right. She saw the enormous, twisted oak standing alone. She grabbed the wheel. The car skidded out of control. She thought for a horrible moment it’d simply spin and right itself. But it didn’t. She braced herself. She didn’t intend to survive this, but that didn’t matter. She’d always been something of an empty shell, just like her parents. Carrie had been the one filled with love. She thought of Carrie now, as Rafael’s hands flew up to his face. As the low branches loomed ahead.



CHAPTER 47




LUCY

THICK SNOW SWIRLED AROUND HER. Wilder House was barely visible in the distance. Running became impossible and she slowed to a walk, her breath shuddering through her chest. The cold rattled beneath her breastbone, settled into her lungs. They burned with it.
Jacob had a gun. Every nasty message he’d left, every rage-filled comment was real. Who was he? A lost, angry boy who’d idolised the wrong heroes? A cold, malevolent force where a soul should be? She’d thought that about Rafael once, too. But time away from him led her to believe it was his narcissistic entitlement—and lack of consequences—that dulled him from the guilt he should’ve felt. Rafael needed to control everything. But Jacob? He was a chaotic force. Unpredictable. Rafael was incredibly predictable.
She headed towards the faint shadow of Wilder House. She needed to tell Henry what his son had done, and she needed to warn the others that Jacob had a weapon. Her numb legs stumbled into the wind, icy flakes hitting her eyes, cheeks and lips. The snow was past her ankles now. Skinny layers built up with each step. Her sodden dress clung to her calves, but she concentrated hard on getting back to the hotel.
Out of nowhere, two strong arms engulfed her, pinning her arms to her sides, lifting her off her feet. She squirmed, screaming into the wind, but the snow took her voice away. She felt breath by her ear, and the warmth of another body. Her feet fell back into the snow, and he dragged her away. No amount of kicking seemed to help. He had hold of her fast.
Jacob? she thought. But why wouldn’t he just shoot her when he had the chance? She forced her body to go limp so he had to lug a dead weight. She heard him puffing and panting with the effort. As he carried her backwards, she turned her head left and right, trying to figure out where they were heading.
Lucy found the shadow of Wilder House on her left instead of straight ahead. As they lumbered on through the snow, she realised he was taking her through one of the fields on the outskirts of the property. But why?
“What are you doing?” she finally asked.
Whoever it was didn’t say a word. She glanced down at his hands, but he was wearing gloves and a coat covered his skin. She breathed deeply, trying to figure out if she recognised his smell. She didn’t. But Jacob could have on a different scent. She was used to his cheap, overwhelming body spray. Whoever her attacker was smelled like expensive aftershave.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.
Finally, he answered, “I’m trying to help you.”
“Sunil?”
“Yes.”
Lucy squirmed again, twisting her head as far as it would go.
“Stop it,” he said with a grunt. “I said, I’m trying to help you.”
“Then why are you kidnapping me?”
“There was no time. I knew you wouldn’t talk to me. Jacob is out there with a gun.”
“I know,” she said. “I was going back to the hotel to warn everyone.”
“No, it’s not safe,” he said. “You can call them from my phone once we get to my car. It’s a bit further up here on the back road.”
“The hotel phone line is down,” she said. She started using her feet, tired of resisting. “We have to go back.”
“We’re here now,” he said. “I’m going to let go of you. Don’t run away.”
As his grip slowly released from her body, Lucy felt her muscles unclench. She turned to him, and then Wilder House, and then the car. She was colder than she’d ever been in her life. It was another ten minutes of walking back to the hotel, at least, but his car would be warm. Sunil opened one of the doors, brought out a winter coat and draped it over her shoulders.
“I always keep one in the car,” he said. “For emergencies. Are you going to get in?”
“I don’t trust you,” she said. “Why did you come? It’s crazy for you to show up like this. You’re crazy.”
He shrugged. “I thought you were about to marry a murderer.”
Lucy shook her head. “Henry didn’t murder Sue, but I think Jacob might have.”
“Shit,” Sunil said. “Are you sure?”
Lucy nodded her head. She glanced back at the hotel and sighed. “All right, I’ll get in, but I need to call Henry and let him know Jacob is out there with a stolen gun.”
“Of course,” Sunil said. He opened the passenger door for her.
Lucy wrapped the coat tightly around her body once they were inside. Sunil hit the ignition and turned up the heating. She shivered through the wet satin of her dress.
He passed her his phone and she tapped in Henry’s number, but the phone rang out.
“He’s not picking up,” she said. “I hope he’s not out in the snow trying to find me.” There’d be people moving all around the hotel searching for the lost wedding guest anyway. Perhaps she could wave someone over if she saw them and get word back to the hotel that way. “Let’s warm up for ten minutes and then go back to the hotel. Maybe you can drive us there?”
Sunil shrugged. “I’m not sure I could get my car moving in this snow to be honest.”
“Ten minutes,” she said. “Then we go and warn them.”



CHAPTER 48




CLAIRE

BY THE TIME Claire sensed movement behind her, it was too late. Cold fingers seized a handful of hair, yanking her head back. Before she could react, something sharp pushed hard against the skin beneath her jaw. A husky voice whispered in her ear, “If you scream, I’ll slit your throat right here, right now.”
Stunned, Claire simply whimpered. It hit her then, that the voice belonged to a woman.
“Do you understand?” the woman asked.
“Yes,” Claire whispered.
“Good. That makes things much easier. Now, we’re going to walk nice and steady down these steps. Okay?”
“Into the cellar?” Claire asked.
“That’s right.”
The woman manoeuvred her to the top of the steps and Claire inched forward. She had to feel with her feet because her neck strained upwards. She barely saw a thing. With each movement the knife scraped her skin. The blade nicked her, and a warm trickle of blood made its way down to her collar bone.
“Slowly here,” she said. “Feel for the rope. Unclip it. That’s right. Now walk through and I’ll re-tie it.”
Claire thought more about her options here because maybe she could make a move while the woman was distracted, but somehow, the knife remained in exactly the same position while the mystery woman reclipped the rope.
“Open the door. It isn’t locked,” she said.
Claire fumbled for the door handle. She needed to calm down. Her heart was jumping, her breath ragged and uneven.
“Very good,” the woman said, her tone condescending. “No one noticed when I stole a key, you know. This place is so understaffed, no wonder it’s chaos up there.”
It was the first time her accent had come through. Cheshire. Like the Bothams. The knife moved away from Claire’s throat, and she turned around in time to see her attacker lock the door. Once it was done, she stepped forward, thrusting out the knife.
“Don’t try anything.”
Claire cowered away. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the dark, and the woman’s features emerged. A tall, broad-shouldered woman with a solid—but not toned—body stood before her. She wore her bleached blond hair in a high ponytail, and was dressed in skinny jeans with a stretchy blouse on top. She had on a light layer of make-up. She’d done just enough to blend in with the rest of the hotel guests, while staying in practical clothing to deal with Claire.
“Who are you?” Claire asked.
It was the wrong thing to say. The woman’s lips thinned, and her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you remember me?”
Claire thought back to the trial convinced that would unlock the answers. And then it hit her. She’d been so afraid of Kevin’s brother, that she’d never noticed his wife. But his wife had always been there, not sitting with Simon, but further back, sometimes with children next to her.
“It’s… It’s Natasha, isn’t it? Natasha Botham?”
Natasha jerked her chin towards the back of the cellar. “Keep moving, we need to get inside that tunnel over there. Hurry up.”
She didn’t want to, but she turned her back on Natasha and made her way to the back of the cellar.
“There’s an opening into a tunnel. You need to drop down and go inside it.”
Claire had been afraid and on edge since the feel of that knife against her flesh, but for the first time, dread seized every muscle in her body, squeezing tight. Her legs didn’t want to move, but she was too afraid not to do what Natasha said.
“Hurry up,” Natasha snapped. “Snails move faster than you.”
“All right, all right,” Claire said. Every breath she took felt like she wasn’t getting enough oxygen. The walls around them seemed to close in. She held out her arms, the darkness engulfing her.
“Stop,” Natasha said.
Claire froze.
“Lower yourself into the tunnel,” she instructed.
“Why, what are you going to do?”
“Just do as I say.”
Trembling, Claire bent down until she was on her haunches. Then she groped for the opening and sat down on her backside. She lifted her legs into the hole and let herself drop. With a yelp, she landed heavily, her left ankle burning. A sob caught in the back of her throat. Could she run? Right now? But where would she even go? Natasha dropped down next to her. She shivered. Natasha’s blade poked into her rib cage. Another threat to keep her in place.
Natasha turned on a torch and the walls around them came to life. Claire gasped and her hand flew up to her mouth. It was clear, from the sleeping bag and empty food wrappers, that this woman had camped down here for a while. And on the wall, there were pictures plastered everywhere. Pictures of the same boy from the photograph pushed under her hotel room door. But now she saw him at all ages. She saw young Natasha in a hospital bed with a bundle on her lap. She saw her and Kevin posing with kids around them. She saw the boy in his awkward teenage years, floppy hair in his eyes, spots on his chin.
“Do you know him?” Natasha asked.
“Your son,” Claire said.
She nodded. “David.”
“He’s handsome.”
Natasha shot her an acidic look. “Shut up.”
Claire pushed her body against one of the cold walls, wishing it would swallow her. She needed to think straight, but right now, she couldn’t see herself getting out of this. And, worse, Natasha was clearly unpredictable and chaotic. Anything Claire said could set off some sort of violent reaction. Natasha snatched one of the photographs from the wall and regarded it, turning it back and forth. She let out a long sigh.
“He was gentle, you know. Nothing like his dad. He loved animals but I never got him a pet because they’re so much work, you know? I had four other kids to look after.”
“Where are your kids now?” Claire asked, hoping it might bring Natasha back to reality.
“At my sister’s,” she said. “Four of them are at my sisters.” She dropped the picture and turned to Claire. “I’ll never get the other one back.”
Realisation hit. A shudder travelled up and down Claire’s spine. “What happened?”
“He couldn’t stand it, what they said about his dad in court.” She sniffed. “I begged him not to come, but he was sixteen and he insisted. He listened to all those nasty things said about his dad and believed it all. He felt like his dad had let him down. David had a horrible time at school with all those bullies and that was the last straw. He had to watch his hero sent to prison for… for those things. He hung himself.”
Claire wrapped her arms around her body for warmth. She shook her head. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
“Save it,” Natasha snapped. “I don’t want your pity.”
Claire waited. She sensed this woman had more to say.
“It’s all your fault,” Natasha said. “You probably think you did me a favour, don’t you? I bet you think all kinds of things about my husband. He’s not perfect, I know that. But he was good to those kids. He provided for them. He loved them. And he had everything in order. He knew the right people, you see, and they were sorting out the jury. But you got swapped in at the last minute, didn’t you? And you threw a spanner in the works. Kevin’s boss had paid off enough to swing it to not guilty, but they hadn’t bet on you and your stubborn ways. It was all circumstantial, but you twisted it. You are the reason my son is dead.”
Claire flinched as she jabbed the knife in her direction.
“What are you going to do with me?” Claire asked, her quavering voice pathetic to her own ears.
Natasha bent down and picked up a pair of handcuffs. “Put these on. We need to wait out this storm. After that, it depends what my brother-in-law wants to do. But I wanted to do this part. I wanted you to see my son.” When Claire fumbled with the cuffs, Natasha screamed, “Put them on! Now!”
“Are you going to kill me?” Claire asked, snapping the metal over her wrists.
“That’s for Simon to decide,” Natasha said. She took another photograph from the wall and blew a kiss to the smiling boy.
Claire knew then that she would never see Adrianna’s face again. She slumped down to the stones, her wedding dress billowing around her.



CHAPTER 49




JACOB

HE DIDN’T FULLY UNDERSTAND why he saw his dad’s car travelling down the road away from the hotel, but he knew he had to follow it. Maybe his dad wanted to help them search for the missing woman. Maybe Lucy was with him. Or, perhaps they were running away from the wedding, leaving him there at the hotel. Lucy probably persuaded his dad to go. That’d be just like her. Selfish.
But with him on foot, he felt far behind. He worried he wouldn’t be able to find Lucy now. If they made it to Rookthwaite, he might miss his chance.
Jacob widened his eyes. Snowflakes melted on his eyeballs, turning into tears. Let them. He enjoyed the pain. If he wasn’t able to catch up with Lucy, he supposed the stark, snowy landscape wasn’t too bad a spot to end it all. He pulled out his phone and started recording. First, the snow, then the gun, then his face. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have a manifesto or anything. He didn’t have a burning desire to leave any final words. Saint Giddy had said everything he felt anyway. The world already knew what it was like to be a man. He’d simply be screaming into the void. What was the point?
As Jacob was about to put his phone away, he noticed something up ahead. Was that a car? Was that his father’s car? The snow compacted beneath his feet as his pace quickened. His breath laboured. His lungs burned. He followed tyre tracks, already half covered by snow, showing the vehicle’s trajectory into the huge oak. One of the doors remained flung open, like someone had left too preoccupied to close it. The closer Jacob got, the more damage he saw. The smashed windscreen, the branches reaching into the vehicle like thick fingers, the crumpled chassis.
“Dad?” he shouted. “Dad, are you okay?”
He propped the gun up next to the car and reached in through the open the door. There was someone still inside. Jacob’s stomach flipped. For half a second, he’d thought it was his dad, covered in blood, stabbed through the abdomen by those reaching branches. But then he realised, this man had dark hair, not grey. He was younger. Even in death, he was handsome, despite the blue tinge to his skin.
Jacob pressed his fingers against the man’s skin just in case. He didn’t flinch. He’d seen death before. When it was clear there was no pulse to be found, Jacob climbed back out of the car and leaned against the vehicle. There was no point calling the police now, was there?
He started walking, following the road. He recognised the man from the clay pigeon shoot. The groom from the other wedding, he thought. The Rodriguez wedding. But why was he in his dad’s car? Maybe he’d borrowed it to find the grandmother. Yeah, that made sense. So, who had he taken with him? Because someone had opened a car door. His father, maybe? Jacob moved faster. He squinted into the snow. He was sure he could make out a figure farther up the hill. He saw the dark shape of a jacket on the top half of the person, but underneath, their body was barely visible in the blizzard. They were wearing white. A wedding dress, he thought. Lucy?
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AFTER THE ACCIDENT
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MILA

IT TOOK her father another fifteen minutes to arrive, and during that time, she worried the teenager would make it out of his ties. She suspected he was stronger than he appeared.
At the farmhouse with Denise, she’d realised that the threatening messages were going to Henry’s phone. When Rafael borrowed the Discovery, Henry gave them his phone. It must have been tossed in the crash and she’d thought it was Rafael’s at first. That meant the threatening messages were about Lucy. Everything clicked into place then. She’d thought the gunman seemed familiar, but from a distance she hadn’t recognised the lanky teenage son. The little shit wanted to murder his dad’s fiancée. Well, she couldn’t have that.
Grabbing the wheel and directing the car into the tree had been complete madness. She hadn’t considered the fact she might survive unscathed. At least, relatively unscathed, her ribs still ached. But the crash had gone her way. Rafael was dead, and she was alive. Now she needed to get away with murder and tie up a few loose ends while she was at it.
Old Paddy Crawley swore as he entered the bothy. “What’s going on, Millie?” He wiped a smattering of snow from his suit jacket. She could tell by the dusting on his clothes that the snow had calmed considerably. They didn’t have much time before the police arrived.
“Not here,” Mila said. “Outside.”
He groaned in protest, but followed her out into the snow.
Mila closed the door and lowered her voice. “I need you to help me move a body.”
“The kid you have tied up in there?”
“Not him. Someone else.”
Her father frowned. “Your fella. Wasn’t that him in the car on the way here?”
“He’s not my fella,” she snapped. “He killed Carrie. And no, that wasn’t Rafael, it’s the kid’s dad. I was in the car with them when it crashed. I had to kill Rafael close to the bothy here because he figured out who I am.”
He sighed. “I don’t understand any of this. Why go through all that wedding planning to kill him now?”
“Because this wasn’t what I wanted. I had a longer plan, but it went tits up, Daddy. Are you going to help me or what? I’ll pay you.”
“What with?” he asked. “Your cash cow’s gone, love.”
She waved a hand. “I’ve been stealing from him for a long time. Plus, I can sell off all the overpriced designer shit he bought me.”
She noticed the shine return to her father’s eyes.
“So,” he said. “What’s with the teenager and the gun?”
“I found him roaming around with this in his hands,” Mila said, lifting the weapon, which was broken open and resting over her forearm, the cartridges visible in the barrel. She’d stuffed more bullets into the pockets of her jacket before her father arrived. “Family drama stuff. I guess he doesn’t like his new stepmum.”
“Jesus Christ,” Paddy said, eyeing the gun.
“The police will be coming after the roads are cleared,” Mila said. “Shouldn’t be too long now the storm has let up. We need to move fast.”
Mila glanced through the window at the restrained teenager. She’d gagged him with a sock she found in one of the cupboards. He wriggled and writhed against the restraints, but they seemed to hold. A flutter of nerves tickled Mila’s stomach. She’d started a chain of potentially devastating events. Could she finish them?
Yes, she decided, leading her father away from the bothy.
“It’s up here,” she said, gesturing to the hill and the trees beyond. The same hill she’d climbed to run away from the gunman when he’d barged into the bothy.
Paddy huffed and puffed as they made their way up the hill. Mila wanted it to snow harder. She wanted the air so filled with snow, it would muffle the sound of what she planned next. She needed her footsteps to be buried by snow. She needed evidence destroyed.
“What do you want to do with him?” Paddy asked. “We can’t bury him, not with the ground frozen.”
“We need to move him so it’s harder to find him. It’ll give me enough time to get away from this place.”
“How did you kill him, anyway?”
“I stabbed him,” Mila said. She thought of the knife still in her pocket. Clean as a whistle. For now.
“How will I get the money?” He stopped then.
“I know where you live, remember?” she said. “I’ll post it to you. Or give it to Christopher.”
The mention of Mila’s brother seemed to assuage Paddy’s fears. He started moving, and Mila paused for a moment or two. Then she set off walking too, only at a much slower pace. She licked her lips and snapped the gun back into one piece. Her breath caught in her throat as she raised it, and then she saw him stop.
Paddy Crawley turned halfway towards her when she pulled the trigger. She hadn’t had quite enough time to steady the gun for the rebound, so it hit her shoulder with a painful thump, knocking her back a few steps. The shot echoed out through the silence, a stunning crack splitting the air in two. Her ears rang. Her father slumped forward, sticky wet liquid gushing from his torso. She snapped open the gun and the empty shells popped out. She snatched them from the snow, still hot, and shoved them in her pocket.
“Millie?” he whispered.
“Mila,” she corrected.
“Help me?” One hand raised, covered in blood.
She glanced away, towards the bothy, the faint outline of Wilder House in the distance. She sighed. A strange sense of melancholy washed over her. Then she turned back to her father, took two cartridges out of her pocket and loaded the gun.
“No,” she said. “This is for Carrie. You never gave a shit about her, or me, or Christopher, or Mum, and the world will be a better place without Paddy Crawley in it.” She paused for a moment, wondering if the world would be a better place without her in it too, but then she decided she liked being in the world, so the world would have to deal with her.
This time Mila lined the gun up right. She wasn’t an expert by any means, but she’d learned at least to steady the weight of it with her now bruised shoulder. She aimed for his chest and pulled the trigger.



CHAPTER 51




HENRY

HE’D RETURNED to the hotel after lending Rafael the Discovery. He’d paced back and forth in the reception area, watching the wedding planner flap around as the day unravelled. His son ignored his calls. His fiancée was nowhere to be found. For the first hour or so, he’d comforted Lucy’s mother, who told him Lucy had been having a wobble before the wedding.
“She’d seen an ex, you see,” Beth said.
“Rafael?” Henry asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Do you know about him?”
“I know enough, you could say,” he’d replied, eyebrows lifted.
He then searched Wilder House for Jacob. Perhaps his son had joined in the search party to find the missing grandmother, but no one had seen him. Enough was enough. He had to go out there and find her. First, he got Beth settled in her hotel room with a cup of tea. He borrowed her phone to call Lucy and Jacob again, but neither answered. In fact, they found Lucy’s phone vibrating next to her pillow.
“She left it,” Beth said. “Here take it with you in case you need to get in touch.”
Henry thanked her and put it in his pocket. He pulled a large overcoat over his suit and made his way out of the hotel into the storm.
He had no idea where to start, but the road seemed like the safest bet. Perhaps Lucy was trying to escape by walking all the way to Rookthwaite. It was all his fault. First, he’d driven Lucy away, and then he’d let that horrible man take his car. What if Rafael had snatched Lucy? Would he do that with his own fiancée in the car with him? Who knows? Maybe.
It took him around twenty-five minutes to reach his car. When he saw the door hanging open, he raced towards it, shoes slipping in the sludgy snow. He vaguely noticed the traces of footprints, partially filled in already. Some leading to the car, others heading in the opposite direction. Henry was out of breath by the time he reached his broken car. And when he saw the body inside, he clambered over the passenger seat, soaked through and freezing, to check the man’s pulse.
He was dead. Lucy’s abusive ex was dead. He felt no sorrow for the man. He’d heard the stories and seen the scars on the inside of Lucy’s thighs. He ached for her now. He missed her, and God, why hadn’t he realised how much he loved her until this moment. Why hadn’t he listened to her?
Knees weak, he took a moment to lean against the car and recover. What did it all mean for Jacob and Lucy? Was it related? Unrelated? And where was Rafael’s fiancée, Mila? He hadn’t seen Mila back at the hotel so she must have walked somewhere closer to find shelter. The car wouldn’t be warm with the windscreen smashed. Then he remembered Bill from the clay pigeon shoot talking about a bothy out by the road. A place hunters would have used as respite over the years. Perhaps Mila knew about it, too. It had to be around here somewhere.
He ploughed on, following the footsteps made by whoever had walked away from that crash. He began to think they weren’t made by Rafael’s fiancée at all. Surely the car had crashed not long after leaving the carpark. He glanced at his watch. It must be three hours since he loaned the car to Rafael and his fiancée. The snow was coming down thick and fast then. That meant someone else had come across the crash and walked away, too. Henry realised he hadn’t called the police yet. He’d been in too much of a daze. Surely someone had already called, but he pulled Lucy’s phone out of his pocket anyway. He didn’t want to get in some sort of trouble for not reporting it.
As his finger hovered over the screen, he heard a crack. He froze. It sounded like a gun. He dialled the emergency services and waited. Not long after, another crack split through the air. As the dispatcher on the other end of the line asked him questions, Henry started to run.
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COLLEEN

A SODDEN BRIDE sat in the armchair next to the roaring fire. The soaked woman wore an old coat, her hair bedraggled. Soggy curls clung to her forehead. The guests clustered around her, almost completely filling the bar area. Colleen pushed her way through, tapping shoulders to get people out of her way.
Not Claire, Colleen thought. Her heart sank. She was worried about Claire, especially considering Bill’s murder. No, the bride sitting next to the fire was Lucy Greyson.
Lucy reached out and grabbed Colleen’s arm. “There’s a boy out there with a gun. Henry’s son, Jacob. He’s fifteen years old, he has mousy brown hair, he’s about five feet eleven inches and he stole a shotgun.”
Colleen swallowed. Jacob Farrah had stolen the gun from the armoury? Did that mean a teenager had murdered Bill? She’d seen Jacob with his father at the clay pigeon shoot. She remembered Bill talking about how chatty the kid had been that afternoon, asking all kinds of questions about the guns. She wondered if Bill had let slip about living alone, that Jacob guessed correctly he wouldn’t be missed overnight. She felt the blood drain from her face. A teenager.
“The police are on their way,” Colleen said. “Are you all right? Do you need anything?”
“Have you seen my fiancé, Henry?” she asked.
Colleen shook her head. “I don’t think he came back from the search. But I’ll ask some of the staff and guests to see if we can find him. Why don’t you get changed out of that wet dress?”
“I don’t want to be alone,” Lucy said.
As Colleen tried to make her way back through the crowd, the questions started, from guests and staff.
“Should we lock the doors?”
“What about barricading the windows?”
“No, what we need to do is arm ourselves. We should get the rest of the shotguns—”
“No,” Colleen snapped. The last thing she wanted was for the guests to find Bill. “The roads are clearing, and the police will be here soon.”
“What about Claire?”
Colleen’s gaze met Adrianna’s from the other side of the room. Family bunched around her. She saw their hard faces looking directly at her, wanting answers.
“I couldn’t find her,” Colleen admitted.
An older woman, Claire’s mother perhaps, began to cry.
“Please, don’t jump to any conclusions,” Colleen said.
A ripple of voices murmured around the room. She needed to gain control before mob mentality took over. Colleen gestured for one of the waiters to come over. She pointed to the chair and asked him to help her up. Sliding out of her shoes, Colleen balanced herself precariously on the seat of the chair and cleared her throat. The crowd turned to her, faces lifted, and she raised her voice to speak.
“Please,” she said. “We need to stay calm. Now, we’re going to get everything under control. I’ll make sure all the hotel doors are locked. I advise everyone to go to your rooms and lock the doors. I realise there are some people not accounted for. We’ll do our best to find them. But with this new information, we need to all be cautious. The staff will give out blankets and hot chocolates to take to your room, with priority given to elderly guests. But please try not to panic. We don’t know anything about this boy or what he plans to do with the stolen weapon. So, take care of each other, keep your phones charged, and stay safe. The staff here at Wilder House will do everything we can to keep you comfortable and safe. Okay?”
“What about my son?” José spoke up from the back of the room. “He hasn’t come back. His fiancée is missing, too.”
“I’m sorry, but we can’t send anyone out there to search right now. It’s too dangerous.”
“Aren’t there more guns in the hotel?” asked a bald man Colleen hadn’t seen before.
“Not in the hotel,” Colleen said. “They’re kept locked in the gamekeeper’s cottage.”
“What if this kid goes back and steals more guns?” the man asked.
“It seems unlikely,” Colleen said. Though inside, she worried. She’d locked the cottage but not the gun cage. She hadn’t wanted to disturb evidence. “We don’t know this boy intends to do any of us any harm. We should absolutely be cautious, but we can’t know his intentions. Now, like I said, I think it’s best if everyone goes to their hotel room. Lock the doors. If a member of staff needs to talk to you, we’ll knock three times, like this.” She crouched down and demonstrated on a tabletop. “Otherwise, don’t answer, not unless you’re sure it’s someone you know.”
The crowd gradually dispersed. The guests made their way to their rooms, splitting off into groups as they left the bar. She sighed and stepped clumsily down from the chair, noticing more than one sharp glance in her direction. No one warned her that one day she’d try to keep over a hundred people safe with a gunman on the loose. No one ever prepared her for this. Her stomach lurched again. She hadn’t lied to them, exactly. But she hadn’t told them what she’d seen in the armoury. Colleen knew for a fact that the teenage boy was dangerous. He’d murdered Bill. Who else did he want to kill?
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ADRIANNA

SHE STAGGERED AWAY from her family. She needed to be alone. She needed a place to cry without Claire’s parents staring at her. She loved them, but they were already on the verge of hysteria and the pressure of keeping them calm was getting to her. Out of the corner of her eye, Adrianna noticed a friend following her and picked up her pace to get away. Her chest tightened. She couldn’t stand it. Something had happened to Claire, she could feel it, deep in the marrow of her bones. Every pump of her heart told her that Claire was in trouble, or worse. Please no. Don’t let it be worse.
From what Lucy Greyson had said, this gunman wouldn’t be interested in Claire. But so what if she wasn’t his target. Anything could happen. This boy clearly thirsted for violence and Claire could get in his way. Or what if Claire was right about the Bothams and somehow Simon Botham had snuck into the hotel, too?
She walked through to the back of the restaurant and sat alone. The mermaid tail of her dress spilled onto the old, maroon carpet. She needed to get out of the dress but going upstairs meant walking past family and she wanted to be alone. No more questions. No more tears.
“Can I get you anything? Some hot chocolate? A blanket?”
Adrianna lifted her head and saw the bartender from the night before. She shook her head.
He went to walk away, but then turned and came back. “Did I hear you’re trying to find Claire Rivers?”
She got to her feet. “Yes.”
“This might be nothing, but a woman called Adrianna gave me a message to give her—”
“Adrianna?”
“Yeah, do you know her.”
Adrianna blinked, not knowing how to respond. “What did she look like?”
“Oh, I’m not sure, late thirties early forties, blond hair, dressed kind of casually for a wedding guest.”
“Where was she?” Adrianna asked.
“Near the old wine cellar.”
“Where’s that?”
Adrianna moved as he gave her directions. Her heart finally pumped a different story. She bent down and tore her dress up the seam, bundled up the material and ran, kicking the heels from her feet. Adrianna sprinted like she never had before, dodging staff, dodging wandering guests. Her legs worked; her lungs worked. She only slowed when she saw the safety warning. She ripped the rope away and grasped hold of the door handle.
“Claire!” she yelled.
The door didn’t budge. She threw her shoulder at it and it still didn’t budge. “Shit!” She beat it with her fists in frustration. There was only one thing for it, she had to go back and get a key from Colleen. Precious minutes wasted already.
She retraced her steps, sweat running down her temples. When she saw a waiter, she grabbed him by the elbow. “Where’s Colleen?”
“In her office, I think.”
Adrianna let out a breathless “thanks” as she made her way through to reception area. Someone called her name, Claire’s mum maybe, but she ignored them, ducked past reception and banged on Colleen’s office door. Her thoughts were racing. Open up, open up, open up.
“Adrianna. Is everything all right?” Colleen’s eyes widened in shock.
“Claire’s in the cellar. Someone tricked Claire into meeting them at the cellar and I think they must have taken her in there.”
“They couldn’t have, it’s locked. And I checked inside earlier but there was no one there.”
“No…” She faltered. “No… that’s not… she’s in there…”
“Slow down,” Colleen said. “Take a deep breath. We can check again if you like. Come on.”
Adrianna nodded. Her resolve began to fade. What if she was wrong? And who was the mystery woman? She hated herself. She hated that she hadn’t done more to keep Claire safe. She should’ve called off the wedding. They’d tried to power through because of all the money they’d spent, but they should have waited until everything was sorted.
Colleen paused behind reception and ran her fingers along the set of keys hanging against the wall. She frowned.
“It’s missing,” she said. “How is that possible?”
“What’s missing?” Adrianna asked.
“The cellar key. I have one with me,” she said, lifting her hefty keyring. “But we keep one in the box on the wall. We’ll have to watch the CCTV footage.”
“We don’t have time for that,” Adrianna snapped. “We need to get Claire.”
She watched the wedding planner pause, and realised she was afraid. But she didn’t have time for fear. She needed to act.
“If you don’t want to come, give me the key and I’ll go alone,” Adrianna said.
“I’ll come with you.”
Adrianna turned around to see Peter, the best man from the Rodriquez wedding, standing behind her. He’d removed his suit jacket and rolled his shirt sleeves up to his elbow.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
He nodded. “I can’t let you go alone.”
“We’ll all go,” Colleen said. “Come on.” She bent below the reception counter and emerged with three torches to hand out. “We’ll need these.”
Adrianna took hers and gave her a quick “thanks”.
This time, on their way back, Adrianna felt her legs wobbling. She took a few deep breaths to steady herself.
“You all right?” Peter asked.
She nodded. But it was a lie.
“We ought to wait for the police,” Colleen said, hesitating outside the cellar door. “We don’t know what’s going on down there.”
“There’s no time,” Adrianna reminded her.
Colleen unlocked the door and turned on her torch. “The floor isn’t safe down here.”
Peter tapped Colleen on the elbow. “You should wait back there. Where it’s safe.”
The older woman let out a sigh of relief. “Maybe you’re right. The less weight on this floor, the better.” She turned to Adrianna. “Watch out for that hole over there. We’ve got some cones separating it off. It’s not safe. Please be careful.”
Adrianna tightened her fingers around the torch and took a tentative step forward. She had Peter on her left, inching slowly forwards.
“Where does the hole lead to?” she asked, shining her torch in its direction.
“The tunnel below the house,” Colleen said.
“Claire?” Adrianna called. “Are you there?”
No one responded, but if Claire was being kept hostage by someone, she wouldn’t be able to call back.
“Nothing appears to have been disturbed,” Peter noted.
Adrianna sighed. “She has to be here. Why else would the key be missing?” She inched her way forward, and leaned over the hole, training her torch on the tunnel below. “Oh my God. What’s going on?” The light illuminated a crumpled sleeping bag. Someone had slept down there. The thought made her stomach lurch. “Peter, look at this.”
“Fuck,” he said, leaning over the hole. “What the hell is going on?”
“What is it?” Colleen shouted from the door.
Adrianna turned towards the wedding planner. “Someone slept in the tunnel last night. Jesus. I need to go down there and find Claire.”
“No, it’s too dangerous,” Colleen warned.
But Adrianna had already placed the torch on the ground, ready to jump down.
“Wait,” Peter said. “I’ll drop down first and then help you climb down.” He made it seem effortless, placing one hand on the crumbling stones and dropping his weight. He landed with bent knees, stumbling back a step, but otherwise with ease. “Pass me your torch.”
Adrianna tossed it, and Peter placed it on the ground, shining up.
“It’s weird down here,” he said. “Someone’s put all these photographs on the wall.”
Adrianna eased herself to the crumbling stone floor. Her fingertips felt dust and broken mortar. The air stank of it. Peter reached up, curling his arms around her calves.
“Gently does it,” he said.
Before she could slowly lower herself, the stone gave way and she dropped. Somehow Peter managed to keep hold of her, breaking her fall. She landed awkwardly on him, pushing them both back. A chunk of flagstone landed heavily on the ground next to her arm. She quickly pulled herself up and helped him back on his feet, dust still falling from above. They hurried away from the hole, coughing.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
Peter rubbed the back of his head, but nodded.
When Adrianna retrieved the torch from the ground, she discovered what Peter had been talking about. There they were, the faces of a happy family. Kevin Botham smiled at her from the damp walls. He stood next to a blond woman. Could it be the woman who’d lured Claire away? Around them were four children. She noticed one of the children appeared several times, and at many different ages. What the hell did it all mean?
“Does this make any sense to you?” Peter asked.
“Yes, and no,” she said. She angled the torch down and noticed the pile of clothes and food wrappers. Then she pointed at Kevin Botham. “Claire helped convict him and put him behind bars. She was on the jury.” She stared at the smiling faces. It seemed almost unbelievable that such a family man could be a rapist and murderer. Then it hit her: they hadn’t thought about Kevin Botham’s wife.
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LUCY

STILL SHAKING, she shed her wedding dress and pulled on a woollen jumper, jeans and thick socks. The wedding dress hung from the special hanger she’d bought with Mrs printed across the fabric. She felt nothing for it. A dress that had once seemed so perfect and symbolic of love and happiness and her bright future had been reduced to stitches and fabric. It was nothing. And she was done. Her heart was numb.
From the other side of the room, Beth sniffed heavily.
“Oh, Mum,” Lucy said, walking over to embrace her. “Don’t cry. It’ll be all right. The police will be here soon.”
“I didn’t listen again,” she said. “I should’ve listened to you. If we’d left this morning or last night, everything would be all right and you’d be safe now. I knew you didn’t want to go through with the wedding, but I shut myself off again. I thought it’d be a shame to waste everything you’d planned because of cold feet. But I should’ve listened, just like when you tried to leave Rafael the first time.”
Lucy’s eyes pricked with tears. Her throat thickened. She pulled away from her mum and sat down on her bed. “It all worked out, Mum. Let’s not go back there.”
“You’re right.” Beth wiped her eyes and walked over to the window. “I don’t know where Henry is, though. Do you?”
Lucy shook her head and fear shot down her spine. “I don’t understand either. His car isn’t in the car park. I saw it going down the road too fast for the weather. Then I saw Jacob following with the gun. It’s all so weird.”
“Maybe he’s looking for you,” Beth said.
The thought made her nauseous. What if Jacob killed Henry? She didn’t want to marry Henry anymore but the thought of him getting hurt…
She tried to pull her thoughts back to anything else. Sunil had wanted to come with her and her mum, insisting that he could help them if they needed it. But she didn’t want to be around him any longer than necessary. He was milling around the hotel somewhere. She rubbed her eyes. They’d lingered in the car for too long. Lucy had felt utterly exhausted and defeated inside that car. Somehow, the ten minutes to warm up had become longer than an hour. She hadn’t fallen asleep as much as she’d drifted somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness until she pulled herself together.
She didn’t trust Sunil at all, but at least he’d kept her safe. The man’s obsession with her fiancé had turned into some strange fixation with everything associated with Henry. She suspected it was more about wanting whatever Henry had. The thought of all three of the men made her skin crawl: Sunil, Henry and Jacob. All damaged and bitter in their own ways.
There was a knock at the door and Lucy’s hand flew up to her throat. Three knocks. She walked over to the door and checked through the peep hole.
“We’ve brought you hot chocolate and blankets if you’d like them,” said a cheery voice.
She unlocked the door. Barely opening it more than thirty centimetres, she took the offerings, thanked the girl, and locked the door again. A shaky breath shuddered through her.
“Here, Mum,” she said, passing her a cup.
“I want today to be over.” Beth wandered back to the window.
“Mum, maybe we should stay away from the window.”
“Oh, God. You’re right. I didn’t even think of that. Do you think we should sit on the floor?”
Lucy walked across the room and closed the curtains. The last glimpse she had of the landscape was of pure white snow beneath a bright blue sky. A Christmas card view. And yet, it filled her with horror. Jacob was out there somewhere, and he wanted her dead.
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MILA

THERE WAS a chance Mila had set her ambitions too high. Today had been about grasping opportunities when they arrived. First, Dolores had wandered off, which got her alone with Rafael as he berated her about her past. She’d turned that opportunity into the revenge she’d craved since Carrie’s death. Then she found out the gunman had mistaken her for Lucy and she’d taken that opportunity to do something she’d been thinking about for even longer.
Maybe this kid didn’t just want to kill his stepmother, maybe he wanted to kill anything and everything that came into his path today. Maybe he fired at old Paddy Crawley simply because he was there, ripe for the picking, and now she had to cover her tracks in order to get away with it.
The gun needed to be cleaned. She had to wipe away every trace of her DNA and be methodical about it. Then the kid’s fingerprints should be added onto the gun. To do this, the kid probably ought to be dead. It was unfortunate, but needs must. Plus, he wasn’t exactly an angel. He wasn’t like Carrie. The little shit had stolen a gun, sent threatening messages to his dad’s fiancée and prowled the countryside with said gun, searching for her.
The last thing she needed to do was get rid of both Henry’s and Paddy’s phones. She’d made the call to her father and that would be logged on both phones. She had them in her pocket now. She needed to destroy them before the police arrived. But how?
Mila walked down the hill towards the bothy. With the snow everywhere it was hard to find stones. She needed to smash the SIM cards. But she knew the police would comb the area after they found the bodies. She could use the butt of the gun, but what if it left some sort of plastic residue? She couldn’t bury the phones because the ground would be too hard in this weather. There was no river nearby. The lake was too far away. She felt at a loss. She couldn’t have the phones on her person when the police showed up.
She peered into the window of the bothy to check the kid was still tied up. Then she took a moment to think everything through.
The police would already know she used Henry’s phone to call the emergency services after the accident. She needed to invent some sort of story about her dropping and accidentally destroying it. Or something about the teenager breaking the phone and its SIM to cover his tracks. But what about her father’s phone?
She walked away from the bothy, searching for a place to either hide and retrieve it later, or somewhere to throw it, like down a cliff or into a stream. Her thighs burned as she climbed back up the hill. There had to be somewhere.
Eventually, she saw what appeared to be a lump in the ground. A rock, maybe? Mila hurried over and brushed away the snow. She saw the hard, jagged edge of a large rock protruding from the ground. She fumbled in her pocket for her father’s phone, smashed the screen, smashed the case, and kept on hitting it until it broke into pieces. Then she collected all the pieces, being careful to make sure she had the SIM card. She snapped it in half, covering the stone with snow again, gasping as her fingers grew numb, and hurried away. Up, she thought. She had to go up. It was the only way to find a place. But the terrain was tricky. Her boots slipped and slid. The gun felt cumbersome in her arms. She couldn’t go much farther. This was it. Now or never.
Mila came across an upturned tree. She scraped some of the snow away, discovering mushy undergrowth beneath it. She pushed her hands into her jacket, placing all the pieces of the phone between the sleeves and rubbed as hard as she could, trying to get rid of her fingerprints. She did the same with the empty cartridges. Then she squashed everything into the mushy undergrowth, covered them with more dead leaves and stones and plants, patted it all down, piling the snow on top.
Her footprints, though.
“Fuck,” she shouted.
Her nerves pulled tight. She was unravelling. She retraced her steps, swiping at the snow with her jacket to obscure the prints leading up to the tree. If the weather warmed up, the snow might melt, taking her prints away with it. But it depended on when the police found her father. Her best bet might be to place the boots she was wearing on the teenager and hope there was something else in the bothy she could use. Him swapping his dress shoes for Wellington boots made sense. If they fit him. She paused, catching her breath. It was too much. She’d made too many mistakes. And it was all her own fault.
Carrie would be so angry with her. Even though Mila was twelve years older than her baby sister, Carrie was the one to keep her in check. Carrie always told Mila she took things one step too far. And she’d done it again. If she hadn’t told her father to come to the bothy, she wouldn’t be in this mess.
Step, swipe, step, swipe.
Once she came closer to the bothy, she stopped bothering. But then a sound caught her attention. The rumble of an engine. A scrape. The sound of shifting snow.
A plough clearing the road.
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HENRY

HE HEARD THE PLOUGH, but he couldn’t see it. He’d climbed as high as he could, hoping to catch a glimpse of the bothy. He hadn’t known what to do after the gunshot. What did it mean? Was someone hurt? He’d seen several farms on the way here. Perhaps a farmer just shot a rat or put down an injured animal somewhere. Then again, the day had been so bizarre, he couldn’t help but entertain the possibility there was a lunatic on the loose. After all, his first instinct when he heard the gun was to run. But where?
The hum of the snow plough grew louder. He leaned forward and saw it approach his broken car. Should he go down there? The plough stopped and two men emerged from it, high-vis jackets on. What could he add to this situation? Finding Lucy remained his priority.
He turned ninety degrees and walked away. On the other side of a cluster of trees, he noticed something peeking out of the snowy landscape. A cabin. No, the bothy. He picked up the pace. And then he heard a noise. Some sort of thud from inside the building. Then, a voice, followed by running water. He hurried to the front and yanked open the door.
“Jacob!” he shouted.
His son let out a muffled scream through his gag. Henry rushed towards his boy, confused and angry at what he saw. Why was his son tied up and gagged? Why was there blood trickling down the side of his son’s face?
But before he reached Jacob, a woman spun on her heel to face him. She brandished a knife. Her appearance had changed drastically since the last time he’d seen her, she now wore a baggy, waxed jacket, and boots. Her hair hung loose and messy, mascara smudged into the hollows of her eyes. But he still recognised her straight away.
“Shit,” Mila muttered.
Before Henry assessed the scene, she flew at him, the knife slashing the air between them. He staggered back, his hand groping the door, forcing himself out of the bothy. She jabbed the blade at him, her face set in grim determination. There was a creak as the door fell open, and then he tumbled out, landing on his bum in the snow. Pain shot up through his spine. He’d never felt so incapable, failing to protect himself against this slip of a woman. But she was ferocious. Feral, even.
She flung herself on top of him. He caught her by the wrist in time to stop the knife plunging into his chest. A terrifying, low moan of frustration emitted from her throat as she pressed her weight against the knife. The tip touched his sternum. He panicked, brought his knee up and hit her in the crotch.
She flinched, rolling her body to the right. As Henry pulled himself back on his feet, he became aware of movement to his left. His son emerged from the door, a shotgun in his hands. Henry opened his mouth to yell “no” when Jacob lifted, aimed, and pulled the trigger. Mila screamed.
Then nothing. No crack sounded out. No bullets zoomed from the barrel of the gun. Mila, wide eyed, like a deer, turned and ran. Jacob lifted the gun again, but this time Henry grabbed the barrel and pushed it down so that it aimed at the floor.
“What are you doing?” Henry asked. “Where did this come from?”
“The… woman had it. She… She, umm…”
Henry pulled the gun from his son and broke it open. He rested it over his arm as he had at the clay pigeon shoot. Then he sighed. Tired. “You’re lying, son.”
“I… I’m not.”
“Yes, you are.”
Jacob dropped his head into his hands, hunched his shoulders, and he began to cry. “I messed up, Dad. I messed up. I didn’t mean to kill him. I thought it’d knock him out for a bit. I didn’t mean to.”
Henry took a step back. He felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. “Who? What are you talking about?”
“I stole the gun. And I… I hit the man… Bill. The guy from the shoot. I hit him with a hammer I found in the tool shed and… and he just folded up and…”
Henry heard the sirens approaching. He sat down in the snow and placed the gun next to him. Jacob mirrored him, staring into the distance. Henry felt as though time slowed then. Perhaps he wanted it to slow down, because deep down he knew he wouldn’t be alone with his son like this for a long time.
“Is that why the woman tied you up?” Henry asked eventually.
“Yeah. I saw her from a distance, and I thought she was Lucy. So I followed her,” Jacob said. “I guess she changed into different clothes in the bothy. I saw the wedding dress on the floor and…” He shrugged. “I thought it was Lucy’s.”
Henry turned towards your son. “Why did you steal the gun?”
“To kill Lucy,” Jacob said. “And then myself.”
Henry wasn’t sure what hit him the hardest, the words, or the flat delivery of them. The way his son sounded so resigned to his mission. And suddenly, for the first time since Sue died, he understood his son again. He saw how warped he’d become. He saw how all of Jacob’s pain had twisted into ugliness, into a belief in a cause that shouldn’t exist. Lucy had warned Henry, of course. She’d shown him evidence. But he hadn’t listened. He hadn’t wanted to see. He’d kept himself in a state of willing denial. Maybe it was because he saw so much of himself in Jacob. The uncomfortable truth raised its ugly head. Jacob’s bitterness came from him. No matter what Henry believed, he hadn’t managed to shake the anger inside him, no matter how much he tried.
Living with your head in the sand isn’t growth, he thought. The epiphany hit him quickly, like a bullet to the heart. Dulling your feelings isn’t the same as overcoming deep-seated resentment. It’s still there, smouldering away.
He sighed. “The police will be here soon. And this time we’re going to tell them everything. You need more help than I can provide you, son. I’m sorry I failed you.” He removed his glasses and threw them in the snow. Then he rubbed his eyes, stemming the tears.
“Okay, Dad.”
When Henry next gazed at his son, a child looked back at him. A boy in a paddling pool on a hot summer’s day, his chubby feet bouncing up and down in the water. Then men in uniform crowded them, demanding to know what was going on and where the gun was.
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CLAIRE

SHE TASTED the earthy salt of Natasha’s palm as it clamped over her mouth. The point of the knife found her throat, the force of it sharpening her focus. As Natasha shoved her forward, following the tunnel, Claire’s heart skipped a beat. Somewhere, behind them came the echo of a voice. She hesitated, trying to slow them down, and heard it again.
“Claire!”
It was Ade calling her. Claire screamed into Natasha’s hand, but the sounds came out muffled and weak. Her feet tripped along the cold ground, with Natasha’s knife ready and waiting to carve her should she fall.
Without Natasha’s torch, the tunnel was pitch black and they’d made slow progress. Natasha’s sour breath tickled the back of Claire’s neck. It came faster now, desperate. Natasha was worried. The knife eased slightly. It had to. They were stumbling so badly that at any point Natasha could accidently slit Claire’s throat. And Claire knew Kevin Botham’s wife wanted a better revenge than that. But what if Natasha realised she wasn’t going to get anything better? What if slitting Claire’s throat was the best opportunity she could grasp today?
Once Adrianna’s voice had faded away, Natasha removed her hand from Claire’s mouth.
“Keep walking. Keep quiet.”
But Claire tried to turn and run the woman down. She screamed at the top of her lungs. “I’m here! I’m here!”
Claire heard a swoosh and the air move by her ear. She gasped. That swoosh had to be the knife cutting through air. Natasha had taken a swing at her, and now she blocked the tunnel.
“Shut up,” Natasha said, her voice low and gravelly.
Claire wanted to scream again, but Natasha had a hand on her arm, dragging her closer. The first swing had been unlucky, a literal stab in the dark, but now Natasha knew where to direct her weapon. Claire turned slowly and started walking, one tiny step after one tiny step.
“Move faster.”
A hand shoved Claire in the centre of her back and she almost toppled over. With the handcuffs on, she would’ve hit the ground hard. Her pulse pounded, throbbing in her ears.
She began to speak, barely over a whisper. “I wasn’t wrong, you know. All the evidence suggests Kevin raped and murdered that woman.”
“Shut up.” Natasha shoved Claire’s shoulder. Then she added, “It was all circumstantial.”
“Kevin’s explanation never made sense. And even if it had, it meant he’d cheated on you, Natasha, and that wasn’t fair to you.”
“I don’t care about that,” she snapped. “The trial killed my baby.”
“I’m so sorry,” Claire said. “But your husband made the choices leading to your son’s suicide. It wasn’t me.”
Natasha stayed silent this time.
“Was he violent with you? I know he was involved in violent crime. He’d already been in prison for assault, hadn’t he? He ran around with criminals. His brother is part of organised crime, isn’t he? But was your husband violent with you?”
Claire felt Natasha’s hand close around her hair. Her grip tightened, pulling strands out from the root. “I said, shut up.”
When Natasha let her go, Claire stumbled. She landed flat on her face, turning her head so that her cheek took the brunt of the fall, saving her nose from breaking. Natasha fell on top of her, and then there was a chink. The unmistakable sound of the knife hitting the stone. Natasha’s body tensed. Neither of them breathed for a moment. Quickly, Claire wriggled out from underneath her attacker. She felt Natasha’s hand grasp hold of her dress, but Claire pushed on until the fabric tore. She kicked the loose fabric away, lost a high-heeled shoe, almost tripped again, but ran on her tiptoes, in the dark, one hand holding what was left of her dress.
Shoes scuffed the stone behind her. Natasha was on her feet. Claire had turned them around so they were heading back to the hotel, but she had no idea how close she was, or how close Natasha was in pursuit. Her one remaining shoe held her back, but to pause and remove it would take too much time.
“Adrianna?” she screamed. “Where are you?”
“Claire?”
Her heart soared. She saw a light up ahead. Then arms wrapped around her, dragging her down. She smashed her head on the stone floor. Someone screamed her name. Torchlight bounced towards her and then everything went dark.
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MILA

HER HASTILY LAID plan had fallen apart. The police were around here somewhere, probably searching for her already. She’d had no time to set up the kid as her father’s murderer. Instead, his dad had turned up and wrecked everything. And now she was prey, with nothing else but survival on her mind.
Turning the wheel of the car into the tree had been one thing, but letting herself get caught while she was free was another. Mila decided she’d fight until she was backed into a corner. Besides, she had one last solution to try. She sprinted through the courtyard of the farm, reached the door and hammered her fists against the wood.
“Denise! Open up!”
The old woman appeared, her jaw slack. “You’re back.”
“Can I come in?” Mila asked.
“Yes, dear. Come on. My goodness, you’re even paler than the last time I saw you.”
Mila hurried through the house. She glanced at Barny, the dog, and the roaring, open fire. “I need your help, Denise. Will you help me?”
She nodded.
God, Mila loved sweet old Denise, a few sandwiches short of a picnic, perhaps, but so malleable and eager to please. “My abusive husband has sent the police after me. He killed my father and blamed me.” Mila pulled the boots from her feet. “Do you have a plastic bag?”
Denise pulled one out of a drawer and Mila dropped the boots in. Then she shed the trousers, coat and sweater. She handed Denise the knife she’d borrowed, then scrunched everything up inside the bag and gave her that too. She shivered in her underwear, standing in the centre of the woman’s kitchen. “Can you do me a favour and hide the bag? A good hiding place. And then I’m so sorry, but could you go outside and clear away the snow with my footprints in it? Can I borrow some clothes and a pair of scissors?”
“Yes,” she said. Denise tied the plastic bag shut and threw it underneath the kitchen sink. She grabbed a pair of scissors from the cutlery drawer and handed them to Mila. “Go upstairs now. I’ll see to the footprints.”
Mila ran upstairs, found the woman’s bedroom and started pulling clothes out of the wardrobe. She needed to create an outfit resembling something she’d actually wear but with a neckline high enough to cover the bruising on her chest. A bluish tinge emerged from where the seatbelt had hit her sternum in the crash. She lifted a colourful dress she could add a belt to. That would have to do. She hurried through to the bathroom, ripped the pins from her hair and brushed it through. She took the scissors and started cutting at her jawline. The curls helped. She used some of Denise’s products to create a short crop of curls. She quickly gathered up the cut hair, wrapped it all up in tissue paper and hid it in Denise’s bathroom cabinet. Then she washed her face, scrubbing away every last scrap of make-up, before applying foundation to cover up a small graze on her cheek, mascara and a dark, maroon lipstick. From a glance, it was fine, but if the police scrutinised her appearance, they might just notice that graze.
She hurried back into the bedroom, pulled the long-sleeved maxi dress over her body and added a belt to cinch in her waist. She dragged on a pair of tights. She dried her sweaty, damp curls with a diffuser to bunch them up and make them appear shorter. On the way out, she spotted a pair of Denise’s reading glasses and put them on too. Once back downstairs, she filled the kettle and rested against the kitchen counter. She pulled in five deep breaths. How long had she been up there? Fifteen, twenty minutes? She tried to add up the time it had taken her to run to Denise’s with the approximate amount of time the police would take getting here. There were Henry and Jacob’s statements to take, a body to find, the bothy to search. But they had cars. She wondered how many officers were out there looking for her and what they had to identify her. A picture on someone’s phone? A description? Spontaneously, Mila grabbed an un-pulled Christmas cracker from Denise’s kitchen table, pulled it between both hands, retrieved the party hat and placed it on her new short haircut. At that moment, Denise walked into the house, hung up her coat and smiled.
“You look a lot better,” she noted.”
“My name is Katy and I’m your goddaughter,” Mila said. “Where are your mugs?”
Denise pointed to the cupboard on the right.
Mila grabbed two mugs, teabags from the cannister on the counter and poured them both a tea. “Milk and sugar?”
“Milk and two sugars,” Denise said.
Mila opened cupboards and memorised where things were. She retrieved the milk from the fridge and grabbed the jar of sugar. “I’ve been away studying at Leeds University. My parents are on a cruise, so I spent Christmas with you.” She filled the sink with soapy water and put a few plates and cutlery in it. Then she motioned for Denise to follow her into the living room.
By the time the police arrived, Denise and Mila were sipping their tea by the fire watching television. Barny sat by Mila’s feet, enjoying a scratch behind his ear. Denise answered the door while Mila remained where she was, one hand wrapped around the cooling mug. She listened intently to the conversation in the kitchen.
“Sorry to bother you, ma’am, but we’re looking for a woman. She’s around five foot six, slim build, wearing baggy, outdoor clothing. Long dark hair. Have you seen anyone matching that description?”
“No,” Denise said. “It’s just me and my goddaughter here.”
“Do you mind if we check your outbuildings?”
“Of course, officer,” Denise said. “Go ahead.”
Mila held her breath. She couldn’t decide whether to step into the kitchen or wait where she was. She decided to stay where she was. Denise returned a moment later.
“They’re milling around outside,” Denise said, tutting. “Putting their nose in where it isn’t wanted. Do you think they’ll come inside?”
“I don’t know.” Mila felt that familiar rush of adrenaline. She leaned back against the armchair and sipped her tea. Barny fell asleep on her feet and began to snore. “Let them in, though.” They had no reason to doubt Denise. Nothing linked Mila to Denise so why would they think otherwise?
A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door and Denise hurried back into the kitchen.
“Sorry to bother you, Mrs…,” said a deep voice.
“Miller,” Denise said.
“Mrs Miller. Right,” the officer continued. “Why did you shovel the snow today?”
“My son is visiting later,” she said.
“And your goddaughter. Where is her car?”
Mila’s heart skipped a beat. The one thing she hadn’t thought of. Panic flooded through her extremities, freezing every cell in her body. At her feet, the dog turned his face up to her, two big brown eyes searching her face for danger.
“In the barn next to my Volvo.”
“The Fiat?” he asked.
Mila let out a silent sigh of relief. Denise owned two cars. Thank God, Lucifer, Buddha or whoever else for that stroke of luck.
“Yes,” she said.
“The Volvo isn’t in great shape.”
“Oh, I know,” Denise replied. “I don’t get out much. My son’s going to take a look at it for me.”
“Is it all right if we have a look around the house now?” he asked.
“Of course. Come in,” she said.
They did. And when two tall police officers traipsed through the living room, they saw Katy, Denise’s goddaughter, sitting by the fire with a dog that loved her, a party hat on her head, and a lukewarm cup of tea in her hand. It was enough to fool them. When they left ten minutes later, she suppressed a nervous giggle bubbling up from her throat. She’d done it. She scratched behind Barny’s ears and let out a long, contented sigh.
For the rest of Christmas Day, Mila played scrabble with Denise, drank port and toasted to their health. They kept warm by the fire, and on occasion shared a look. Mila saw a glint of mischief in Denise’s eyes. She couldn’t help but wonder how many others had underestimated Denise Miller, or, for that matter, Millie Crawley.



EPILOGUE




SIX MONTHS LATER

CLAIRE HEAVED the final box over to the tables and lifted out jars filled with pink roses. She wiped a sheen of sweat from her forehead and took a break. In a few hours she’d be slipping on her wedding dress, and she didn’t want to get too hot and bothered. But it was a warm morning inside the conservatory of the hotel. She wandered over to the open French doors to view the rest of their wedding.
At the bottom of a long lawn, the chairs were arranged ready for the ceremony. Their flower girl would spread pink rose petals along the aisle before Claire walked it. At the furthest end stood a tall pergola with roses and peonies circling their way to the top. It wasn’t the bookish wedding she and Ade had originally planned, but this time they’d decided to be out in the open. Claire wanted to watch the way the sunlight illuminated the golden highlights of Adrianna’s skin. She wanted to feel the breeze caress the nape of her neck. She did not want to feel as though there were four walls penning her in.
Claire remembered what it’d been like to wake up in that hospital bed with the strip light winking above her head. A searing pain radiating across her skull. She’d woken with her adrenaline spiked, expecting cold fingers to rip out a chunk of her hair. She’d expected to feel the sharp point of the knife held against her throat. But instead, she heard the softest of voices.
“Claire? It’s me. Ade. You’re okay, you’re in the hospital. You’re going to be okay.”
The second fall had broken her nose, and knocked her out. And she had to stay in the hospital overnight in case she had a concussion. But the good news was that both Natasha and Simon Botham had been found and arrested by the police. She learned in the hours after regaining consciousness that three unfortunate souls had lost their lives that day. One murdered by a teenage boy, another by Mila Davidson, the bride she’d met in the bar. She’d been stunned. And she wished more than anything that she’d intervened when she overheard Mila and her father’s argument outside the hotel. Perhaps she could’ve prevented that chain of events.
Finally, Rafael Rodriguez lost his life in a tragic car accident, out searching for his grandmother. It seemed that the car hit an icy patch on the road, flew into a nearby field and hit a tree. Rafael had choked on his own blood. She shivered. What an awful way to die. She could’ve joined all three of them if it hadn’t been for Adrianna fighting for her, as she always did.
In the days that followed, PC Deol visited her at home, apologised for not following up on leads as quickly as he should have, and took her statements. It took a while to piece everything together, but once she did, she realised that Polina had never reported the mysterious bouquet to the police. PC Deol gradually uncovered that since the trial, the Bothams had paid her for information about Claire. The Bothams were behind it all. They’d instigated their campaign of terror, sending the crime scene photos, stealing the money out of her bank account, and sending the sick allegations to Ade’s employers.
It was a blow, but at least she knew now that she hadn’t been paranoid. There had been forces working against her. But it was over now. She hoped. And it was time to start the rest of her life. None of it mattered now that Simon and Natasha Botham were in prison for attempted murder. None of it mattered when she was getting married today, to the woman she loved. They had all their friends and family around them, even Ade’s dad this time. Perhaps it was how it was supposed to be all along.
    
Lucy accepted the glass of champagne on arrival. She had on her summer dress, pastel pink, a lovely shade against her tanned skin. Three months in Spain will do that to you. Sun, sand, sea and smiling, away from the cold English countryside and bad memories.
But now she was back, briefly, and for the best reason. Love.
After Jacob’s arrest, Lucy found out that one of the other brides had been hurt in completely unrelated circumstances. She’d been so focused on Jacob, she had no idea about everything else going on at the hotel. So, she’d decided to visit Claire Rivers in the hospital. After all, they’d survived the same terrible day together. It was there she first properly met Claire and Adrianna.
Even after she moved to Spain, they’d kept in touch via email. All of them wondered what had happened to Mila Davidson, or Millie Crawley, as they learned was her given name. After the accident that killed Rafael—a man Lucy did not mourn for obvious reasons—Mila then killed her abusive father before disappearing without a trace. The police had no trail to follow. No one knew where she’d gone.
Whenever Lucy thought about Mila, she thought about their conversation the night before the wedding. She thought about Mila’s insistence that she had a plan, and her advice—don’t speak, shout. She thought about how those few words had given her the confidence to break off the engagement with Henry.
And she remembered something else Mila had said to her that night, about how she could handle Rafael. Of course, news came out that Rafael, while intoxicated, hit and killed Mila’s younger sister Carrie with his Porsche. There’d been speculation that Mila murdered Rafael, but she herself had seen him driving dangerously, and apparently his injuries after the accident had killed him. Still, deep down, Lucy hoped Mila had orchestrated it in some way. She suspected Mila had been planning some sort of revenge for the man who killed her sister. Why else would she have gone to the trouble to change her name? Lucy didn’t care what Mila had done. She hoped she was out there somewhere, thriving.
“It looks like the ceremony is about to begin. Shall we sit down?” Beth asked.
Lucy had decided to bring her mum to the wedding as a plus one. She’d asked Beth to move to Spain with her, but her mum had always preferred the familiar. They spent as much time as they could together whenever she was in England.
Lucy finished the last of her champagne and followed her mum over to the chairs. Claire and Adrianna couldn’t have picked a more stunning location, and the complete opposite to Wilder House. Pink flowers trailed up a pergola. Ribbons floated softly on the breeze. Green fields stretched beyond, wildflowers in bloom. Lucy smiled. After what happened at Christmas, she’d been sure that she’d never want to go to a wedding ever again, but this was beautiful.
A violinist played the opening bars of Love Story by Taylor Swift. The few dozen people in attendance stood and turned to watch Adrianna walk down the aisle. Her thick curls were long and loose, bouncing with each step. An older woman in a magenta dress walked her down the aisle, arms linked. Adrianna clutched a small bouquet of pink roses. Her delicate, silk dress trailed the flower petals strewn across the aisle. Suddenly, Lucy felt a surge of emotion and reached into her clutch bag for a tissue.
“You’ll set me off,” her mother said with a sniff.
A few moments later, Claire walked the aisle with her dad, beaming from ear to ear. Lucy’s eyes filled with tears. The second bride wore a strappy slip dress, and a flower crown. Her long brown hair naturally straight, flowing down past her shoulders. Claire didn’t look at a single person in the crowd, her eyes were trained on her fiancée.
That’s love, Lucy thought. And for the first time since Wilder House, she thought that maybe she did want that again, in the future. Not right now. No, she was quite happy being single. But maybe one day. With the right person.
    
On a warm summer’s night, Beatrice Grey lifted her left hand and watched as moonlight shimmered across the multi-faceted diamond. She smiled.
“It looks good on you,” Nico said, before pulling her into his side.
She snuggled in. “It does, doesn’t it?”
Beatrice Grey, once Mila Davidson, once Millie Crawley, had spent two days with Denise before she ran. By then, the snow had melted. Denise had kindly loaned her the Fiat in her barn. From there, Mila had managed to call her brother, Christopher, who’d pulled together enough money from his rich girlfriend to get her out of the country.
Mila made it to Europe where she worked as a waitress in Portugal for a few weeks. Then she travelled to Greece and spent some time hanging around five-star hotels in beautiful—shoplifted—dresses. That was how she’d met Nico, an Italian millionaire on a business trip.
Together they watched the water undulate; listened to it splash against the side of the yacht. She gripped hold of the barrier, tilted her head up to the sky and let the wind run through her hair. Long again, only blond now.
Who knew how much time she might have with Nico before he figured out her lies? He thought she didn’t want to go back to England because of her abusive ex, not because she was wanted for murder. He thought she’d graduated from Oxford after attending Eton. She’d even changed her accent for him, losing every last trace of Crawley. It didn’t worry her. Quite the opposite, she craved that surge of adrenaline. She loved the spontaneity of inventing new backstories for herself. And whatever the future brought; she was going to enjoy the present.
She turned to face Nico. He was older, but still handsome. He carried some weight around his middle and his skin crinkled when he smiled. But none of that mattered. She pressed her head against him, ran her fingers through the greying hair on his chest. She closed her eyes, breathing in the salty air. Nico planted a kiss on the top of her head. She felt no guilt for what she’d done at Wilder House. She imagined Ana María had wailed over the death of her son. But Ana María and José had sent her family blood money after Carrie’s death to stop them going to the press. They’d pulled strings to make sure he received a slap on the wrist for taking a life. They’d valuated her sister’s life and tried to throw money at what their son had done.
Rafael had been a blight on the world. He’d ruined many lives because of his own selfishness, including the sweet woman Mila had met at the wedding—Lucy. She figured Ana and José would be the only ones shedding tears for their son. Most of the people he’d known probably felt a sense of relief knowing he was gone, even if they weren’t sure why. But most importantly, Mila had avenged her sister’s death. And now she could breathe again. Now her new life began.
*
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