
   
[image: Cover image: Every Move You Make by C.L. Taylor]




EVERY MOVE YOU MAKE

 

 

C.L. Taylor

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Avon Logo]




Copyright
   
Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Copyright © C.L. Taylor 2024

Cover design by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photographs: Front © Mark Fearon / Arcangel (train) and Shutterstock.com (woman).

C.L. Taylor asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008601515

Ebook Edition © March 2024 ISBN: 9780008601539

Version: 2025-02-05



   
PRAISE FOR EVERY MOVE YOU MAKE

‘C.L. Taylor knocks it out of the park every time. Every Move You Make is a compulsive page-turner you won’t be able to put down.’ 

Clare Mackintosh

‘Wow this was exceptional! Every Move You Make is a breathless, chilling one-sitting read with twist after brilliant twist. Clever, original and filled with tension, this is a story I won’t ever forget. C.L. Taylor’s best yet.’ 

Claire Douglas

‘Spine-chilling at every turn! Every Move You Make will grab you in the first few pages and not give you a moment’s rest until the very end! Brilliant characters, a devilish premise and an evocative voice make this one of the best thrillers of the year.’

Jeffery Deaver

‘I absolutely love C.L. Taylor’s writing.’

Liz Nugent

‘A tense and horrifying page-turner which will keep you guessing all the way through. An excellent read.’ 

Catherine Cooper

‘Every Move You Make gives us a thought-provoking and terrifying glimpse into the world of stalkers – and how it feels to be stalked. Twisty and action-packed with chills galore!’ 

Allie Reynolds

‘Warning: Don’t start this book unless you have tomorrow off because you’ll be up all-night reading. Non-stop tension until the very last page.’ 

Tammy Cohen

‘Tension gripped me from the very first page of Every Move You Make with its ingenious and unique twist on the victims of stalking. Thrilling and compelling, I was so hooked I finished it in two days.’ 

Rachel Abbott

‘Dark, twisty and addictive – once again, I was drawn into a world that felt so real I didn’t want to stop reading.’

Mel Sherratt



   
PRAISE FOR C.L. TAYLOR

‘The Guilty Couple is a red-hot, nonstop rollercoaster of a book. Every time I thought I knew what was happening, C.L. Taylor pulled the rug, and I read the last few chapter so fast I felt dizzy.’

Lisa Jewell 

‘From the moment I picked this book up, I resented every minute I couldn’t spend between its pages. The Guilty Couple is a one-breath rollercoaster ride, with twists, turns, ups and downs … then just when you think it’s over, there’s another loop ahead! A proper, classy thriller.’

Janice Hallett

‘I loved The Guilty Couple so much I was up until 2 am finishing it. Twisty and compelling, tense and fast-paced and thoroughly unputdownable.’

Angela Marsons

‘Twisty and gripping – another brilliant book from C.L. Taylor.’

Jane Fallon

‘With high stakes and a killer premise, The Guilty Couple takes the reader on a thrill ride of a journey. A perfectly paced and propulsive read, told with C.L. Taylor’s trademark instinct for edge-of-your-seat reveals.’

Lucy Clarke

‘Pacy, surprising and with some brilliant twists – C.L. Taylor’s best yet. Brilliant.’

Catherine Cooper

‘Compelling. Compulsive. Crafted. Cleverly calculated.’

Jane Corry

‘C.L. Taylor has done it again. A fast paced, thrilling read that I couldn’t put down – with a twist I didn’t see coming. I loved it!’

Heidi Perks 

‘Wow, The Guilty Couple doesn’t let up for a moment – you’re in for ride!’

Sarah Pinborough

‘Wow, The Guilty Couple was everything I needed it to be and more. I raced through it, hardly coming up for air. It’s twisty, taut, unbearably tense and a masterclass in nerve-shredding storytelling. Brava, C.L. Taylor, you’ve done it again!’

Emma Stonex

‘A brilliantly written, fast-paced and very clever thriller – I couldn’t put it down!’

Susi Holliday

‘A clever, suspenseful story about secrets, blurred boundaries and a whole lot of betrayal. C.L. Taylor is a master at writing twisty thrillers, and this one is no exception.’

Samantha Downing

‘Wow! Packed with ever-increasing suspense, vivid characters and twists that’ll give you whiplash, it’s one hell of a read. Utterly brilliant!’

Steph Broadribb

‘A one-sitting read. Breathless pacing from the opening chapter to its twisty turny conclusion. Taylor is a writer at the top of her game and never disappoints.’

John Marrs

‘A plot that whips about like an eel held by the tail, peopled with morally dubious characters and propelled relentlessly forward towards the final twist. Another accomplished slice of psychological noir from a writer who knows the genre inside out.’ 

Vaseem Khan

‘This has all the twists and turns and WTFs you could possibly want from a thriller.’ 

Red 

‘One of her best thrillers to date.’ 

My Weekly

‘A twisty tale.’ 

Crime Monthly



   
See what readers are saying about 
EVERY MOVE YOU MAKE …

‘C.L. Taylor always delivers but this is an exceptional effort. She is a superstar of the genre! Five twisty stars.’

‘I read this book in less than 48 hours and the writing style and concept makes this a five-star book … you’re in for a treat!’

‘This gave me actual chills! So perfectly written and captivating.’

‘I really really really loved this book! It’s been a while since I absolutely devoured a thriller, but this one I just could NOT PUT DOWN. It had absolutely everything I wanted.’

‘Every Move You Make is an incredibly powerful, tense and mind blowing read. Then there are the twists! And boy are they good, totally unexpected that will have you going back and re-reading to make sure you read them right.’

‘This book was excellent! I love this author anyway but I think this is her best yet … I couldn’t put it down.’

‘Wow! Wow! Wow! This book exceeds all expectations … it had me hiding under my bed and looking over my shoulder.’

‘Not a chapter wasted, skilful writing and the suspense was too perfect.’

‘One of the best thrillers I have read, chilling and terrifying. Yes, it could happen to you!’

‘C.L. Taylor really is a bestseller for a reason. Worth far more than five stars!’

‘Previous books have crowned C.L. Taylor the Queen of Thrills and Every Move You Make is no exception to this.’

‘A hugely anticipated read that did not disappoint. Kept me awake late into the night and is one of my favourite C.L. Taylor books. A must read.’

‘A heart pounding thriller! With a premise that is both chilling and irresistible, C.L. Taylor weaves a tale of relentless suspense that keeps you on the edge of your seat.’

‘Every Move You Make keeps you guessing with its twists and turns, and just when you think you have it all figured out, C.L. Taylor throws in another curveball that leaves you reeling.’

‘A tense and twisty thriller, I raced through this … My favourite C.L. Taylor book yet.’

‘Every Move You Make is a masterclass in suspense … This book is a standout in its genre.’




Dedication

To my sister Rebecca Taylor

Thank you for rescuing me when I needed you most.
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Chapter 1

Natalie

Natalie Beare has forgotten how it feels to be normal. She can’t remember how it feels to leave work without a tight, thick knot in her stomach; to raise a hand in goodbye, to stride out of the building and sigh with relief as the door closes behind her. She has forgotten how to stroll to the tube, barely aware of the commuters streaming around her. She has forgotten how pleasurable it is to grab a seat and lose herself in a book.

The moment Jamie regained his freedom she lost hers.

She stands at the window that runs the length of her office, watching as her colleagues drift out of the building, chatting and laughing or glued to their phones. Her gaze flicks to the street beyond, to the restaurant opposite, to the waterway, to the trees, to the cars driving past. She’s looking for anyone who doesn’t fit the scene, someone who isn’t heading home from work. Someone still; who shouldn’t be there: a shadow in the driving seat of a car, a dark shape resting against a lamppost; a solitary figure watching the building, looking for her, waiting for her to leave. 

Her phone bleeps in her hand: a WhatsApp from the group.

Alexandra: Be careful. If you so much as catch a glimpse of him run into a shop or get someone to walk with you. Do not let him confront you alone.

River: Ring the police if you see him! 

Her phone bleeps again, twice, before she can respond.

River: Want me to come and meet you at work? 

Lucy: We’re all here for you. Message us as soon as you get home. 

When she was told that Jamie was being released from prison on licence her family had tried their best to dull her fear: ‘He won’t go anywhere near you’, ‘Things are different now’, ‘If he comes within a hundred metres of you, he’ll be sent back to jail.’ 

‘You don’t understand what he’s like.’ She’d repeated the same phrase over and over. 

She had told her Family Liaison Officer how afraid she was. She had begged him to help and, in turn, was told to change her name and telephone number, to move house and get a new job. 

‘It won’t make a difference. He’ll find me. He always does.’

She had searched the internet for help and stumbled upon a closed forum for the survivors of stalking. There was no ‘join’ button; instead, she had to ring a number and talk to one of the administrators. She cried as she explained what she’d been through, then cried some more when she was told she’d been approved to join. She read dozens of posts but found herself gravitating towards the other Brits in the group; their stories and experiences mirrored hers. When one of the London-based women decided to take things offline and create a WhatsApp group, Natalie was invited to join them. 

‘You ready to go, Nat?’ Across the grey-carpeted room her workmate Claire pushes her chair away from her desk. She’s not a close friend, but they’ve fallen into a routine of walking to Canary Wharf station together (a routine initiated by Nat).

‘Yep.’ Natalie taps out a quick reply to her group:

Thanks all. River, that’s really kind but I’ll be walking to the tube with Claire again. I’ll message when I’m safely home. Everyone stay safe. Chat soon. x

‘Oi! Nat!’ Claire shouts from the other side of the office where she’s holding open the door. ‘Come on. Some of us want to go home.’ 

Natalie does her best to pay attention to what Claire’s saying as they walk from the Barclays building to Canary Wharf underground station, a nip to the September air that makes her wish she’d brought a coat, but the most she can manage by way of conversation is the occasional grunt or ‘uh huh’. She’s scanning the faces of every man she sees: the men in suits who overtake her, their expensive shoes clacking against the pavement, the workers in neon jackets and the commuters wearing trainers and carrying backpacks. 

It would be almost impossible for Jamie to track her down here. She’s changed jobs twice since he was sent to prison. Her Facebook account is under a different name, her Instagram is private, and she doesn’t go anywhere near TikTok or Twitter. But ‘almost impossible’ doesn’t reassure her; she still feels sick with fear.

‘See you tomorrow then, yeah?’ Claire’s voice draws her gaze away from the man in the black coat who’s just sprinted past them in the direction of the Elizabeth Line. 

They’re inside the station, standing a couple of feet from the escalator, in the no-man’s land between the Elizabeth Line and the Jubilee Line. Claire shifts her weight and adjusts the shoulder strap of her bag. Natalie smiles uncertainly. They haven’t reached the hugging goodbye stage of friendship yet and there’s an awkward beat before Claire raises her hand and says, ‘See you tomorrow then. Have a good night.’ 

Natalie raises her hand too and heads towards the Elizabeth Line. She takes two steps onto the platform and scans the throng of commuters. She moves towards the left, where it’s busier, weaving her way through the tired, warm bodies. Musty air wraps itself around her as a train rumbles closer. The crowd contracts as the train pulls up to the platform, then surges as the doors open. Natalie moves with them, but something makes her falter. An invisible thread yanks her gaze towards the square archway she walked through minutes before. 

She turns her head. 

She’s imagined this moment for three years. She’s always thought she’d scream, that she’d run. Instead, she draws thick, fusty air deep into her lungs as fear snatches her out of her body. She is floating, suspended inches above the solid, grey platform: hollowed out, helium filled, weightless. 

Run! screams the voice in her head but she cannot wrench her gaze away. 

Run! Run! 

Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! 

The frantic trill of the train doors, heralding their closure, pulls her back onto the platform and she trembles back into herself, heart pounding, skin prickling, breath choked in her throat. Just one step – into the train – will separate her from Jamie. He’s barely moved from the archway, but the carriage is full. Commuters are packed together, elbows into sides, shoulders touching shoulders, chins craned upward. There’s no space left.

Jamie is watching her, waiting for her to make her next move. 

Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! 

Natalie leaps, throwing herself against the wall of bodies, as the doors close around her. She pushes herself into the non-existent space between a man in a suit and a young woman with pink streaks in her hair. 

‘Sorry,’ she breathes as the doors seal everyone inside. She wriggles for space, her cheek pressed against the window as the train pulls away. 

She seeks out the archway as the train moves past it. Jamie is gone. 

By the time the train pulls into Tottenham Court Road, Natalie has convinced herself that Jamie didn’t make it on. She was less than a foot away from a carriage and had struggled to board. Even if the carriage nearest him hadn’t been packed like hers there’s no way he could have made it there before the train left, even at a sprint. If he had, he’d have squeezed his way through the standing passengers, and moved through the carriages. He’d be beside her now, an arm locked around her shoulders, his hot breath whispering warning words into her ear. For the last five minutes she hasn’t taken her eyes off the connecting door. 

As the train grinds to a stop and the doors open, a new thought hits her. What if he made it onto the train but stayed in his seat because he didn’t want to risk a scene in public? She steps out onto the platform and looks to her left, towards the carriage where Jamie may have got on. Should she continue her normal route, taking the Northern Line to Camden Town, and then walk home? Or jump back on the train and go somewhere else? 

If Jamie knows where she works, he might know where she lives. 

There aren’t any London Underground staff on the platform. She could go up to the ticket office, try and find someone there. But what would they do? Take her to a back office maybe, assuming they believe her. She’s read dozens of stories about women trying to get help in train stations, shopping malls and pubs, only for over-worked and stressed staff to shrug them off, telling them they can’t help and to call the police. 

Even if she is listened to and given refuge in a back room, she’ll have to wait hours for the police to turn up. And then what? They’ll take her to a station, and she’ll wait for another hour or so before a detective is available to take her statement. Then they’ll tell her to call someone who can accompany her home. The alternative would be to exit Tottenham Court Road and get a black cab, but it’ll take forever to flag one down on Oxford Street in the rain, and Jamie might catch her up.

An impatient commuter shoulder-barges her, forcing her to step away from the train. She glances around, searching the platform for any sign of Jamie, and makes a snap decision. She’ll get the tube to Camden Town and when she’s safely in her flat she’ll call her Family Liaison Officer, Jessica, who she trusts. Home is where Nat feels the safest, with two locks and a safety chain on the door and double glazing at the windows. Home. She heads off towards the Northern Line, sticking close to the other commuters heading in the same direction. She just wants to get home.

The sun is low and pink as Natalie exits Camden tube, but the streets are buzzing with people. She feels less anxious here, surrounded by the bars and restaurants, the familiar and the predictable. She isn’t afraid of drunks or dealers or the musicians and artists who possess a kind of effortless cool she’ll never have. But she weaves her keys through her fingers anyway, hastening her pace down the street and under the bridge. She approaches the park, skeletal trees waving in the wind – all angles and stark spiky branches against a soft palette of orange, yellow and red. Her mobile pings as she reaches her street, but she doesn’t bother to fish her phone out of her bag. It’ll be the WhatsApp group, asking if she’s home safely. 

The group was originally called The Stalking Survival Group, but Alex said they shouldn’t be defined by their experiences and suggested, ‘Fuck you stalker twats’ instead (later abbreviated to FYST by Lucy). The name stuck. 

A male shout cuts through the air like a whip crack as Natalie reaches the steps that lead to her basement flat. She turns sharply. A group of lads, their arms around each other’s shoulders, is leaving the park. They sway down the street, laughing and joshing as they head towards the nightlife and bars. That was her once, with her female friends, laughing and singing, not a care in the world. 

She descends the concrete stairs to her flat, the light fading with each step. Her landlord needs to fit a security light: she’s been asking him for one ever since she moved in six months ago. The stairs are uneven and crumbled but she’s at the bottom now, beside her front door, her keys in her hand. Her phone bleeps again and something, some instinct she can’t name, nags at her to look at it. 

The screen flashes with a new notification, then another, and another. An unknown number is bombarding her with texts.

Think you’re too good for me do you? 

Too good to even say hello?

After everything you did.

Why would you run from me?

I told you what would happen. 

You don’t get to pretend I don’t exist, Nat. 

I fucking told you what would happen. 

She is still staring at the phone, her back to the street, as Jamie silently descends the steps.




Chapter 2

WhatsApp group: FYST

18.22

Lucy: Nat, are you home yet? 

Alexandra: It’s saying she hasn’t logged onto WhatsApp since a quarter to six. I’ll ring her 

18.23

Alexandra: She’s not picking up. 

Lucy: Oh god.

Bridget: She’s probably on the tube

River: This late? She’s normally home by this time.

Bridget: Let’s try not to panic. Maybe she’s gone out.

River: And risk running into her ex? No way. She wouldn’t do that. 

Alexandra: I’m going to check her Facebook

River: I thought she deactivated that?

Alexandra: She’s got one under a fake name.

River: She didn’t tell me about that :( Did the rest of you know? 

18.27

River: I take it from the silence that’s a yes. 

Lucy: Bridget, how’s your day been? River, I’m sure it’s nothing personal. She probably just forgot to add you.

Bridget: Weirdly quiet since my stalker sent me a tweet saying she knows where I work, and that worries me because it means she’s planning something.

Lucy: I know what you mean. It’s the not knowing that’s so scary.

Alexandra: River, you weren’t even added to this chat until we’d seen your face on Zoom.

River: Oh. Right. So because I’m a bloke I’m automatically a threat am I?

Alexandra: Oh my god. It wasn’t about whether you were a bloke or not.

River: You sure about that? Did you have to show your face on Zoom?

Alexandra: I started the group

River: Bridget? Lucy? Did you?

Alexandra: Nat hasn’t updated FB in days

Bridget: Ring again. 

18.45

River: No reply to my question from Lucy and Bridget. So I was right. Thanks a lot. Really supportive. 

21.53

Alexandra: Anyone know where Nat lives? Maybe one of us should go round? @River are you still sulking? 

Bridget: Camden I think. Not sure where though. 

Alexandra: Yeah, it’s definitely Camden but I don’t know her address either. We can’t call the police if we don’t know where she lives.

Bridget: I imagine her mum’s ringing them. 

Lucy: I feel sick. I really hope she’s okay. 

07.23

River: Anyone heard anything? I can’t stand this. She hasn’t logged on to WhatsApp since quarter past six yesterday. That’s not like her. 

Lucy: I’m really hoping that someone stole her phone and that’s why we can’t get in touch with her. Going to school now but keep me updated. Can’t have my phone on when teaching but I’ll look when I can.

River: Will do.

11.25

Alexandra: Oh god. Someone just posted to Natalie’s FB page. Please tell me it isn’t true.




Chapter 3

Alexandra

TUESDAY 10TH OCTOBER

Murder: it’s the one word the vicar won’t say. Alexandra’s heels, tucked beneath the pew, tap out a silent plea – Say it, just say it. But he won’t say it. He’s been swerving the word since he stepped up to the pulpit, his bassy, reverential tones filling the small chapel, showering the congregation with anodyne phrases like, ‘lost her life’, ‘taken too soon’ and ‘cruelly snatched away.’ 

Natalie Beare was murdered. Her ex-boyfriend harassed her, threatened her, stalked her and then stabbed her to death on her own doorstep. And yet it doesn’t feel real. 

‘A beloved daughter, sister, colleague and friend. As a child Natalie attended …’

Photos appear on a screen to the vicar’s left: Natalie as a baby in a soft white blanket. Natalie as a toddler, jumping over waves. Natalie on her first day of school, and her last. 

Alex didn’t know any of those Natalies – she never even met her in person – but she knew her stalking story, about Jamie and how scared she was. She’s scrolled back through Natalie’s group messages and it’s like reversing time, skipping from ‘Just leaving work’ to ‘He’ll kill me when he gets out of prison’ to ‘My ex-boyfriend has been bombarding me with messages and I just want him to stop.’ 

Theirs is a group no one wants to be part of, and everyone wants to leave. But not the way that Natalie did.

She tears her eyes away from the screen, each image as heartbreaking as the last, and looks for the others. When she arrived at the church thirty minutes earlier she didn’t dawdle outside. She hurried inside and chose a seat on the right of the chapel. Sitting by the wall would reduce the chance of her stalker sitting beside her by one. 

Not that she knows what they look like.

Her stalker is a shadow and a ghoul – faceless, ageless, genderless – but she’s read enough of their messages to recognise their venomous tone. They know everything about her: where she lives and works, who she loves, and what she fears. As an actress in the public eye her life, and her past, has been laid bare in the press and she’s been trolled on social media for years – for leaving a popular soap, for an unflattering outfit, for a minor popstar boyfriend – but she’s never experienced anything like this. Her stalker is relentless, bombarding her with tweets, photos, silent phone calls, flowers and ‘gifts’. 

Even now, as she scans the church for Lucy, Bridget and River, she can feel her phone vibrating in her bag. More vile messages, undoubtedly, telling her she’s a vacuous, untalented waste of space and how she’ll pay for what she has done.

A man in the centre of the church catches her eye: tall, thin, late twenties with wild, bird’s-nest hair and black-framed glasses over a generous nose. He raises a hand in hello and his mouth twitches into a self-conscious smile. For a terrible second, she thinks it’s her stalker then her brain connects the three-dimensional head with the face she’s seen on her laptop screen. It’s River Scott-Tyler, the only man in her stalking support group. He gestures towards the other side of the church where Lucy is sitting, her blonde hair tied back, her face blanched with grief. 

Organ music swells and the coffin is lifted onto the shoulders of men that Alex doesn’t know. Natalie’s tear-stained family follow her out of the stifling darkness of the chapel and into the soft light of an unusually warm October day. 

As the congregation files out behind them, Alex gestures to River to head over to Lucy, then makes her own way through the pews to the other side of the church. Up close she can see tear tracks in Lucy’s foundation and dark mascara smudges beneath her eyes. Gone is her CBeebies presenter vibe – the bright, vibrant colours she normally wears – replaced by a plain black dress, cardigan and sensible shoes. As Lucy stands and joins them, Bridget steps out of the shadows at the back of the church. In her late fifties she’s the oldest of the group. She’s short and heavy set, her black suit jacket too short in the arms and too tight across the chest. She moves tentatively towards them, as though she mistrusts the sturdiness of the floorboards under her feet. 

‘Hi guys.’ River breaks the silence as they gather into an awkward, shifting square. ‘It’s so nice to see you all in person. I wish it was under different circumstances.’ He turns towards Lucy and opens his arms for a hug. She recoils, shying away.

‘Sorry. God.’ His throat flushes red. ‘Was that inappropriate? I feel like I know you all so well; but maybe—’

‘I’ll hug you.’ Bridget lunges towards him and pulls him into an embrace so heartfelt and enthusiastic that he gasps in surprise. 

‘I’m so sorry, River,’ Lucy says as Bridget releases him, ‘I was just a bit caught off—’ 

‘It’s fine, honestly.’ He looks so unbearably awkward that Alex turns away. ‘I’m just glad we could all be here, for Natalie.’

A weighty silence falls, and Alex’s gaze drops to the uneven wooden flooring beneath her feet, to the planks scuffed and worn from hundreds of weddings, baptisms and funerals. She thinks of all the hopes and dreams that must have filled the small chapel over the years, all the broken hearts and the tears. She hasn’t been in a church for a very long time, but it feels the same – cold and damp, smelling of fading flowers and musty kneelers. She can almost hear the echo of a guttural grief-filled groan, as powerful as a roar – but she tunes it out. Memories can’t bloom if you nip them in the bud.

‘It’s never going to stop, is it?’ The tremor in Lucy’s voice shakes her back into the present. 

‘Lucy—’ 

‘No. Don’t! Don’t tell me it’ll get better because it won’t. I’ve moved house twice. I’ve changed my job. I can’t do it again. I won’t. It’s not fair on the students. Why is it me that has to—’

‘Lucy,’ River says softly. ‘If you go to the police—’

‘No.’ She turns to him, cheeks flushed. ‘I’ve told you. No police.’ 

‘But—’ Bridget begins, but Lucy talks over her. 

‘I can’t live like this, not knowing what he’s going to do next. I can’t do this any more. Earlier I …’ her gaze flicks towards the empty pulpit. ‘There was a moment when I wished it was me in the coffin. Not Nat.’

Alexandra jolts as though stung. ‘Lucy, don’t say that. Please never say that.’

‘If you tell the police, they’ll find him,’ River says. ‘He’ll be arrested and sent to jail—’

‘He won’t stop!’ Lucy’s shrill cry echoes off the cold, stone walls. ‘Just like Jamie didn’t stop. Nat went to the police; she testified in court; she did everything right and he still killed her. He still—’ 

Bridget coughs loudly. They’re being watched. The vicar and two middle-aged women have come out of the vestry, but Lucy is still in full flow. 

‘This won’t end until one of us is dead.’ 

‘Well if that’s the choice …’ Alex lowers her voice, ‘… then it needs to be—’ She stops abruptly. A blonde woman in her early seventies is heading down the aisle towards them, a wreath in her hands. As she draws closer, she thrusts the flowers at Bridget who shakes her head sharply. 

‘I’m not family. They’re outside.’

‘I know,’ the woman says. ‘I was heading to my car when someone gave this to me: dark-haired woman, nose ring, and a neck tattoo. She had quite a strong foreign accent. I couldn’t really understand her, but she gestured inside the church as though she wanted me to give it to one of you.’

‘It’ll be for Nat.’ River leans across her and plucks a small rectangular piece of card from the arrangement of white roses, jasmine and foliage. ‘There we go. Rest in Peace, and the date.’ 

‘I’ll take it to the family.’ The woman gives them a small tight nod and heads back down the aisle, the wreath in her hands.

‘Hang on!’ River holds the card aloft, but the woman’s already disappeared outside. ‘I got it wrong. This isn’t today’s date. It says the twentieth of October, not the tenth.’ 

‘Let me see that.’ Bridget whips the card out of his fingers. ‘It’s a mistake, obviously. A typo. Happens all the time, especially when customers order flowers through the website. A two instead of a one, easily done.’

Alex touches a hand to the cold wood of a pew. ‘The twentieth is the first night of my play.’ She looks at the others. ‘Is it a significant date for anyone else?’ 

River looks thoughtful then shakes his head.

‘That’s my parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary. I’m going out for a meal with them,’ Lucy says, ‘but it has to be a typo though, doesn’t it, Bridget? It’s a coincidence that Alex and I both have something special happening that day.’ 

Bridget doesn’t respond. She’s staring past Lucy, a haunted look in her eyes. 

‘Are you okay, Bridge?’ Alex asks. 

‘I’m sure it doesn’t mean anything.’ She gives herself a little shake as though settling herself back into her skin. ‘At least I didn’t give it much thought at the time but, on my last day of my last job, at the florist I worked at, my boss hugged me and said she’d see me at my birthday party and Charlotte said, “If it happens” under her breath.’ 

‘When’s your birthday?’ Alex looks towards the exit and the bright sunshine outside. But she doesn’t move. She doesn’t want to believe that it’s real. 

‘Guys,’ River holds up his hands, palms out, ‘let’s not freak out. It’s a typo. That’s all.’

‘When’s your birthday?’ Alex asks again.

Bridget gently places the card on a prayer book on the back of a pew. 

‘It’s the twentieth, isn’t it?’ Lucy says. 

Bridget turns to look at her.

And she nods.




Chapter 4

Bridget

WEDNESDAY 11TH OCTOBER

Nine days until someone dies … 

It’s the day after Natalie’s funeral, 5.30 a.m. on a chilly London morning, and Bridget slows her pace as she approaches the back door of the flower shop, keys in hand, her senses tingling. Someone’s watching her. She can feel it as powerfully as if they’d reached out and stroked the back of her head. They’re not directly behind her. She can’t smell them, hear them or sense them but they are watching; of that she’s sure. She steadies herself, drawing in deep lungfuls of air – in through her nose, and out through her mouth – and turns slowly. She looks for sudden movements, for someone ducking behind a skip or darting out onto the street, then scans the row of windows that overlook the alley. There’s no one there; no one she can see anyway. Whoever was watching her has used the darkness as a cloak. 

‘If you’re following me then you’d better think twice!’ she shouts, but her words are eclipsed by the peal of an ambulance. ‘This needs to end,’ she says, more softly, as she fits the keys into the lock and opens the door. 

It’s a little after eleven o’clock in the morning, the wholesaler fresh flower delivery has arrived, the stems are soaking up water in their buckets, several arrangements are made up, and Bridget’s colleague Mark is selecting flowers for a bouquet while she inputs an order into the computer behind the counter. It’s not her flower shop, much as she’d love it to be, and she’s enjoying the sense of responsibility whilst the owner Stella is on holiday. 

Yawning, she reaches for her coffee. She barely slept last night; scenes from Natalie’s funeral played over and over in her mind: the coffin, the singing, the tears, the vicar’s relentless drone. It didn’t feel real. It didn’t make sense that Natalie’s lifeless body was in that wicker casket, that WhatsApp was still announcing that she hadn’t used the app for over six weeks. It all felt like some terrible, wicked joke, or a staged funeral as a last, desperate attempt to get Jamie to leave her alone. But it wasn’t a joke, was it? Natalie was dead and Jamie was back in jail, this time for life. Poor, poor girl. She hadn’t done anything wrong.

Her mobile rings as she mentally calculates how many rolls of cellophane wrap they’re going to get through in the next week. She jots a number on the pad beside the laptop before she picks up her phone. 

‘River?’ There’s surprise in her voice. River’s never rung her before; none of them have: they communicate solely through messages. 

‘Oh god, sorry,’ She can hear the awkwardness in River’s response. ‘I’m not sure what I did there. I was trying to message you and the phone fell off my desk. I must have hit the call button when I picked it up. I didn’t want to hang up in case you got worried.’ 

Mark, on the other side of the shop, sings along to the radio as he reaches for a spray of gypsophila. He couldn’t be more different from River, who is the jitteriest person that Bridget’s ever met. At Natalie’s funeral he had danced from foot to foot, wringing his hands, his eyes flitting this way and that. He was even nervier than Lucy. They were all worried about their stalkers turning up; Bridget had glanced around several times herself, but River was a bundle of unrestrained energy. It was why she’d hugged him: to try and absorb the excess. 

‘It’s fine, it’s not a problem, River.’ She uses the soft sympathetic voice she uses with bereaved customers when they call to order wreaths. 

Wreaths. 

She shivers, remembering the delivery the day before. They had left the church as a group in search of the florist’s van, but if there had been one, it was long gone. Instead, they tracked down the older lady who’d brought them the flowers, but all she could tell them about the florist was that she was a dark-haired woman, medium height and in her thirties or forties. With nothing else to go on, Bridget had promised the others that she’d ring round as many florists in London as she could once she got back to work. She warned the others not to get their hopes up, that the chances of her tracking down the right florist in London was tiny; a quick Google had thrown up one hundred and ten results. 

‘How are you anyway?’ she asks River. She’s not exactly sure what kinds of products he designs, but she knows he works alone in the small second bedroom of the flat he shares with his girlfriend Meg. 

‘Oh you know,’ he sighs heavily. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Natalie, and I’m always worried about what Vanessa will do next. Did I tell you she followed Meg to the hairdresser’s once and—’

The bell tinkles above the door of the flower shop as a short, slender woman with a blonde bob and black-rimmed glasses bursts into the shop. 

‘Shit,’ Bridget breathes.

‘What was—’ River says into her ear, but the rest is lost as Charlotte storms up to the counter screaming obscenities at Bridget. 

Bridget backs away, heart pounding, stumbling as her heel catches on a cardboard box. She tries to steady herself and smacks her hand against the corner of a shelf. Pain leaps up her arm. 

‘Hey!’ Mark bounds over to the counter, the bouquet still clutched in one hand. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

‘Get her out!’ Bridget shouts, her back pressed up against the wall. Her body is quivering, and the palm of the hand still clutching her mobile to her ear is slick with sweat. On the other end of the line River is becoming increasingly frantic, but Bridget’s brain has muted him. She’s entirely focused on the screaming woman on the other side of the counter: her staring eyes, the flush of rage across her chest, her wildly gesticulating hands; and the scissors on the counter, within her reach. 

Bridget is still staring at the scissors as Mark bundles the woman out of the shop. As he flips the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed’ and turns the latch on the door, she slowly exhales and slides down the wall. 




Chapter 5

Lucy

WEDNESDAY 11TH OCTOBER

Nine days until someone dies … 

Lucy is on duty, hugging her cardigan tightly across her body as a cold wind sweeps across the playground, lifting the hair of the departing students. The girls are squealing and clamping their hands to their skirts whilst the boys nudge each other and laugh. She can remember being that age; the horror at the prospect of humiliation in front of your peers, the desperate need to fit in, and the collective smothered groan when the most despised teacher in the school walks in to cover a lesson. 

She’s scanning the crowd for one particular student: Jada Arnold, Year Nine. Her gaze flicks from the teeming mass of bodies to the edge of the crowd and she finds her: head bowed, eyes downcast, sleeves pulled over her hands; a solitary student, walking alone. Jada hates school but Lucy hates watching her walk out of the gates at the end of the day. She knows what she’s going home to. She knows about the dad that’s in prison, the mum with mental health issues who’s shacked up with an abusive and controlling man. She knows about the younger brothers and sisters, his children, who get all the attention while Jada is left to fend for herself. At school Jada is safe, she’s cared for, and she’s fed; Lucy makes sure of that by slipping her a breakfast bar and an apple when she pops into her room. It’s been four months since Lucy started at Thames View Academy and it’s taken her that long to get Jada to talk instead of grunting and shrugging in reply. She wants to do more but she isn’t sure how.

As Jada slips through the gates and disappears, Lucy turns her attention to the gaggle of Year Sevens still hanging around on the pavement, waiting for a parent or older sibling to pick them up. In a few weeks they’ll probably make their own way but for now they’re still being shepherded home. They look so little in their oversized uniforms, their faces still soft and round.

‘Excuse me!’ a dark-haired woman touches her on the arm, making her jump. 

‘Sorry, I was miles away. You must be …’ she tails off. She’s got no chance if this is one of the Year Seven mums. She’s only just learnt all the children’s names. 

‘Julie,’ the woman says, ‘Kai Harrison’s mum. Dave normally collects him but he’s got a stomach bug and doesn’t want to leave the house, so I’ve had to leave work early, and …’ she takes a breath, ‘anyway … one of the dads just gave me this to give to you. He said he was in a hurry – although aren’t we all?’ She hands a folded piece of paper to Lucy. ‘Don’t ask me his name. I wouldn’t have the first clue. Actually, come to think of it, he looked a bit on the young side to be a dad. Maybe he was an older brother, who knows. Anyway, got to dash.’

Lucy feels breathless herself as the woman rushes off. She unfolds the note as the woman extricates her child from the group at the gate, then glances down at the piece of paper in her hands. She’s expecting to see a request to take a child out of school for a dentist appointment or to arrange a meeting, but the note says neither of those things. Her grip on it tightens as the wind pulls at the paper, threatening to rip it from her hands as she re-reads the words, scrawled in black biro: 

Come back to me, Lucy. I love you and I always will, and I’d do anything to fix what went wrong. Please let me do that. I’ll look after you, the way you looked after me. You’re the love of my life and I’m yours. We were meant for each other. What was it you told me? Soulmates don’t just give up. I’m going nowhere. 

M xx

PS I’d appreciate it if you’d give up the pretence that you’re going to report me to the police. We both know why you can’t do that, and if you come back to me, I’ll never tell. 

Someone’s watching her; she can feel the weight of their gaze, the way it sweeps over her body making the hairs on the nape of her neck stand up. Heat rises to her cheeks and her breathing quickens as she raises her eyes, still clutching the note in her trembling hand. Marcus is standing outside the gates staring at her from between the bars, a long grey coat falling from his wide shoulders, his face unshaven, a black beanie covering his long fair hair. Their eyes meet for a second, two, three as he puffs on his cigarette. Lucy knows that she should run. That she should tell him to go. That she should return to the safety of the staffroom. But she can’t break the spell. She can’t move. It’s like the first time he looked at her, properly looked at her. It was wrong. Everything about it was wrong. She should have looked away. She could have saved herself, and him. 

A child’s sharp cry – of pain, distress or danger – sends a jolt through her that makes her turn, in search of the sound. Two year seven boys are grappling with each other just metres away, backpacks swinging wildly as they throw whirling punches that don’t connect. 

‘It’s all right Miss Newton, I’ve got it!’ Craig Fergusson, one of the Year Seven tutors, speeds past her. ‘Oi! Lennon! Max! Break it up!’

Lucy heads after him, heart pounding a guilty beat as she crumples the note into a ball and buries it deep in her pocket. How could she have missed that? How long had they been fighting while she stood there, failing to react? She glances back at the gates, anger flaring, blazing through the guilt. It’s Marcus’s fault she screwed up. If he hadn’t sent the note; if he hadn’t turned up … but Marcus is gone. 




Chapter 6

Alexandra

WEDNESDAY 11TH OCTOBER

Nine days until someone dies … 

Alexandra is dead; sprawled on the ground, her cheek against the cold, wooden floor, one arm stretched above her head, the other wrapped around her body, her eyes closed, her lips parted. Moments earlier she’d been sitting at the piano in the drawing room, bare-legged, her white silk negligee riding up her thighs, when her husband had grabbed her by the hair and pulled her off the stool. He had strode out of the room then, leaving her alone. She’d dragged herself to her feet, checked on their guests, who were going through a manuscript in her front room, and excused herself, saying she was going to bed. No one came after her as she ascended the stairs to her bedroom and no one stopped her as she opened the top drawer of her vanity unit, took out a gun, raised it to her temple, and slowly pulled the trigger. 

‘Bravo!’ a voice calls from the darkness. ‘Alex, Conrad, that was much better. Much, much better.’ 

Alex opens her eyes, peels herself off the stage and runs a hand over her face. Her palm is red and sticky with the tomato juice Conrad spat at her earlier in the scene. She’s covered in the stuff: it’s on her slip, her neck, her legs. Her co-star darts onto the stage from the wings, offers her a hand and helps her up. She smells booze on his breath as he hisses in her ear, ‘Less of the melodrama next time, darling. You’re not a soap star any more.’ 

‘All right everyone,’ Liz, the director, calls from the stalls. ‘Let’s break for ten minutes while Alex cleans herself up then we’ll meet back here for a quick debrief before we call it a day.’ 

Alex hands the gun to the stagehand as she leaves the stage then heads for her dressing room. She’s emotionally spent from throwing herself around the stage for the last ten hours, and so tired that she just wants to curl up in a ball and sleep. She’s thirty-five but she feels twenty years older. 

‘Oh!’ She presses a hand to her heart as she opens the door to the room and discovers Bex, the wardrobe mistress, spinning in a chair in front of the lightbulb-framed mirror. ‘You made me jump!’ 

‘Sorry.’ Bex gets to her feet and runs a hand over her blue cropped hair. ‘I thought I’d wait to get that off you.’ She points at Alex’s stained slip.

‘No worries.’ She pulls it over her head and hands it to her. ‘Hope you can get it out.’

Bex fishes a plastic bag out of the back pocket of her jeans and opens it so Alex can drop the slip inside. ‘So do I. I’ve ordered six more for the run.’ 

When Hedda Gabler opens on the West End in nine days’ time, Alex will be soaked in tomato juice once a night from Monday to Friday and twice on a Saturday. 

‘Cheers Bex.’ She flashes the wardrobe mistress a smile then, dressed only in a tiny skin-coloured G-string, heads into the adjoining bathroom and steps into the world’s smallest shower. She washes the sweat, tears and tomato juice from her face and body then opens the door a crack to let the steam out as she dries herself. She can hear her phone repeatedly vibrating on the table as new notifications arrive. It’s probably just messages from the WhatsApp group but the constant bzz bzz bzz sets her teeth on edge. She muted Twitter notifications weeks ago and rarely bothers to check her replies after she posts about the show, but she can’t change her email address or phone number without informing every contact she’s made in the last fifteen years. Her stalker uses email to send her photos they’ve surreptitiously taken of her doing her shopping, seeing friends and attending events, and each time she blocks an address they create a new one. It’s never-bloody-ending. What kind of abuse is awaiting her now? Criticism of her acting skills? More moaning about the fact she left Southern Lights? Comments about the mole on her left cheek? Photos of her going to the corner shop? Or coming out of the theatre? More bullshit about being her biggest fan? 

She wraps the thin towel around her body then kicks at the bathroom door with her foot. As it swings open, she catches a glimpse of the door to her dressing room slowly closing and the handle turning as it’s pulled shut with a soft click. Strange. Was Bex hanging around the whole time she was showering, waiting for her to finish, but then gave up at the exact moment she came out? Alex heads for the door, intending to shout down the corridor, but as she passes the mirror she freezes. Lying next to her phone is an uncapped red lipstick and on the glass of the mirror someone has scrawled It was your fault.

She stares at the words, heart racing, then rushes out of the room, clutching the towel to her chest. The corridor outside is empty apart from Conrad, who’s opening the door to his dressing room, a glass of whisky in one hand. 

‘Conrad!’ His top lip curls as she approaches, her damp feet slapping on the cold wooden boards, and he sighs dismissively. 

‘Yes?’ He lounges against the wall and raises the whisky to his lips, languid and bored. 

‘Did you see anyone coming out of my room just now?’ 

‘No, but I certainly heard you.’

‘You’re sure? You’re quite sure?’ She can hear herself getting posher, her vowels more clipped. It’s something she’s always done subconsciously: matched her accent to the person she’s talking to. Sam says it’s because she’s trying to form a bond with that person, or she’s sharpening her dialogue skills. She thinks it’s because she doesn’t really know who she is. 

‘Yes, Alexandra, I’m quite sure.’

He doesn’t ask what’s wrong or why she’s concerned. Instead, he takes another sip of his drink, opens the door to his dressing room, slips inside, then closes the door in her face. She dithers beside it, unsure whether to continue on down the corridor to see if there’s anyone else around or go back to her room. If she asks the rest of the cast and crew if they saw anyone, they’ll only ask questions and that’s not something she wants to invite. 

She hurries back to her dressing room, puts a chair against the door, soaks a paper towel in water and rubs at the mirror until the words disappear and lipstick runs like blood over her hands, wrists and arms. 




Chapter 7

WhatsApp group: FYST

19.06

Lucy: I’m still so upset about Natalie. I’ve been thinking about her all day.

River: Me too. It still doesn’t feel real. 

Lucy: Marcus is getting braver. He sent me a note at school, gave it to a PARENT to give to me then watched from the gates as I read it.

River: Creep. He’s pushing your buttons. Ignore.

Bridget: Still so desperately upset about Natalie and sorry you had such a terrible day, Lucy. Mine was awful too. Charlotte came into the shop and screamed obscenities at me. Mark had to throw her out. I haven’t stopped shaking all day. Last week she forwarded a Macmillan Nurses email to me from a new email address she’d created. She typed ‘For when you get cancer and die’ at the top. 

River: She came into the shop, Bridget?!! Have you got CCTV? The police will want to see that. I hate to say it, but Vanessa’s upped her game too. She sent Meg naked pictures of me, and old texts where I’d said how much I loved her. If the police don’t arrest her soon Meg will leave me, but no one knows where the hell she is.

Bridget: Have you tried her friends?

River: They’ve blocked me. She told them I’m a narcissist who coerced and controlled her. WHEN THE OPPOSITE IS TRUE! 

Alexandra: Sorry you’ve all had such shit days. Any luck tracking down the wreath sender with the florists, B?

Bridget: I phoned around a dozen earlier. No luck. I was told that customer orders are confidential, data protection etc. Suspected as much. 

Alexandra: I wish we could take a machine gun to the lot of them. Our stalkers, not florists, obviously. Talking of which – my own personal psychopath scrawled something vile on my dressing room mirror. And no one saw anything. I’m starting to think they’re a fucking ghost. 

Lucy: Oh god, Alex. I’m so sorry. 

Bridget: Alex, that’s awful. What did they write? Did anyone see who did it? Is there anyone you suspect?

Bridget: River, yes, have told the police. No sound on the CCTV footage though which is annoying because you can’t hear the threats she made. I’m not going in tomorrow. I’ll have to hand in my notice and get a new job. Again.

Lucy: I’m so sorry it’s come to that, Bridget. I’m not sure how much longer I can stay at Thames View either. 

River: Don’t you think it’s weird that ALL our stalkers were active today? 

Alexandra: Psychic fuckwittery. No one saw anything, btw. It’s a theatre, there’s no CCTV, no security guards. In theory anyone could just wander in from the street. 

River: Maybe it’s time to lure them out of the shadows. I don’t want to scare anyone but the date on the wreath is in nine days’ time … 

Lucy: River don’t. I barely sleep as it is.

Alexandra: He’s got a point. We need to do something. And yes River, something that doesn’t involve the police … 

River: Actually, I might have an idea … 

Lucy: WHAT?

Bridget: Go on … 

Alexandra: Spill! Right now. River! Don’t you dare log off. 

River: I’ll tell you all soon. There’s something I need to buy first.

Alexandra: If it’s not a machine gun I’m going to be very disappointed. 
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