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Praise for Tess Stimson’s books

‘Dark. Twisty. Addictive. I couldn’t put it down’ 

Lisa Jewell

‘More chilling than Gone Girl and twistier than The Girl on the Train, this emotional, raw, dark family drama keeps you guessing until the end’ 

Jane Green

‘Truly gripping: the opening is heart-breaking and it never lets up, all the way to a genuinely shocking denouement’ 

Alex Lake

‘Well-drawn characters, believably complex relationships and relentlessly twisting plot keep the reader guessing. Plus, Tess Stimson writes beautifully’

Debbie Howells

‘Tense, twisty, and that ending – wow!’

Jackie Kabler

‘Such a gripping, fast-paced book. I just couldn’t put it down and read it within a day!’ 
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Dedication

For my sister, Philippa. 
Memory-keeper and best friend.
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the present

The hot sand at the side of the road burns her bare feet. Her lungs are on fire and there’s a really bad pain in her side. Her legs feel like jelly. It’s sheer panic that propels her forward now. 

She saw what they did to Mummy; she knows what they’ll do if they catch her. 

They didn’t find her because she was hiding behind the bougainvillea planter in the courtyard when they came, like she used to do when she was little. We’re going to play a game. I want you to be as quiet as a mouse. She didn’t make a squeak. 

The road ahead of her shimmers and she doesn’t know if it’s because it’s so hot or because she’s exhausted. Sweat trickles into her eyes and she wipes it away. She has no idea where she is. Nothing looks familiar. There are no houses or people anywhere. All she can see is sand and scrubby grassland, stretching for miles in every direction. Nothing she can hide behind if they come after her. No one she can ask for help. 

Terror wells up in her. She knows Mummy is dead. She’s nearly six years old, now. She understands what dead means. 

Mummy told her to run! don’t look back! and even though she didn’t want to leave her, she did as she was told. But she’s so tired now. Her feet are raw and blistered, and her legs are so wobbly she’s weaving drunkenly back and forth at the side of the road. She doesn’t know why they want her, only that she mustn’t let them find her. 

Run! 

Don’t look back! 

She runs. 




two years earlier:
 forty-eight hours before the wedding




chapter 01

alex 

If I’d terminated my pregnancy, I’d be turning left now as I board the plane. 

I’d have room on the small desk at the side of my privacy booth for both my case files and the pad of foolscap paper on which I take notes by hand, the old-fashioned way, because five years of legal practice have taught me it’s the best method to find the loophole everyone else has overlooked. I’d decline a glass of chilled champagne so that I could keep a clear head, and kick off my shoes – cream and camel Grenson brogues, shoes that are businesslike and understated and make clear that I am a woman to be taken seriously. 

But I didn’t. 

So I’m herded right, not left. 

My brogues are from New Look, although you’d really have to know your footwear to detect the difference. I can’t afford highlights and nursery fees, so my medium-length hair is more its natural ginger than the classy auburn I used to favour. At twenty-nine, I’m still on the fast track to partner at human rights law firm Muysken Ritter, but when I get up at 4.30 a.m. these days, it’s not to fit in an hour with my personal trainer before getting to the office by six. I used to love weekends, because it meant I could work straight through without the interruption of meetings and client conferences. 

Not any more. 

The woman in the row ahead of me twists around as the trolley passes, peering between the seats. She’s smiling, but the expression in her eyes is strained. I don’t blame her: we’re less than half an hour into a nine-hour flight. 

‘Could you ask your little girl to stop kicking?’ she says nicely. 

‘Lottie, stop kicking the lady’s chair,’ I say, in a tone that gives no hint I might as well be commanding the sun to set in the east. 

Lottie stops instantly, her fat little legs suspended mid-swing. The woman smiles again, more honestly this time, and turns away. 

She’s fooled by the curls. 

My three-year-old daughter is blessed with white-blonde ringlets that reach her waist, the kind of fantasy hair Disney princesses used to have before they got feisty. It misdirects attention from the pugnacious jut of her jaw, the stubborn, bull-headed set of her shoulders. She isn’t conventionally pretty – her features are too quirky for that, and then there’s her weight, of course. But you can tell she’s going to be striking when she’s older: what my grandmother’s generation would call ‘handsome’. She just has to grow into her face, that’s all. 

The curls are nature’s sly sleight of hand. They make people think of angels and Christmas, when they would be better off sharpening stakes and searching for silver bullets. 

Lottie waits just long enough for the woman to relax. 

‘Please, dear, could you stop that?’ the woman says. There’s no smile this time, pained or otherwise. 

Kick. Kick. 

The woman looks at me, but I’m studiously flicking through the inflight magazine. You have to choose your battles. We still have eight and a half hours to get through. 

Kick. 

Trying another tack, the woman pushes a bag of Haribo sweets through the gap in the seats. ‘Would you like some gummy bears?’ 

‘You’re a stranger,’ Lottie says. Kick. 

‘Yes, very good, that’s right.’ Another unrequited glance in my direction. ‘Don’t take sweeties from strangers. But we won’t be strangers if we introduce ourselves, will we? I’m Mrs Steadman. What’s your name?’ 

‘Charlotte Perpetua Martini.’ 

‘Perpetua? That’s … unusual.’ 

‘Daddy said I had to have a Catholic name because he’s Italian, so Mummy googled saints and picked the worst one she could find.’ 

My daughter and I have no secrets. 

‘And where is Daddy, Charlotte? Isn’t he going on holiday with you?’ 

Kick. 

‘Daddy’s dead,’ Lottie says, matter-of-factly. 

The nuclear option. Golden princess curls and a dead daddy? There’s no coming back from that. 

‘Oh, dear. Oh. I’m so sorry, Charlotte.’ 

‘It’s OK. Mummy says he was a bastard.’ 

‘Lottie,’ I reprove, but my heart’s not in it. He was. 

The woman subsides into her seat, radiating the peculiar combination of tongue-tied embarrassment and ghoulish curiosity with which I’ve become so familiar in the fourteen months since Luca was killed when a bridge collapsed in Genoa. He was visiting his elderly parents, who split their time between their apartment there and his mother’s ancestral family home in Sicily. It’s just luck it was my weekend to have Lottie, and not his, or she’d have been with him. 

Taking pity on the woman, I give Lottie my mobile phone. It’s quite safe: at thirty thousand feet she can’t repeat the in-app purchase debacle of last month. 

With my daughter distracted, I flip open my case file, trying to keep my paperwork in order in the cramped space. 

This trip couldn’t have come at a worse time. The asylum hearing for one of my clients, a Yazidi woman who survived multiple rapes during her captivity by IS, was unexpectedly brought forward last week, meaning I’ve had to hand it over to one of my colleagues, James, the only lawyer at our firm with a free docket. He’s extremely competent, but my client is terrified of men, which will make it difficult for James to confer with her at her hearing. 

The case should be open-and-shut, but I worry something will go wrong. If we weren’t going to the wedding of my best friend, Marc, I’d have cancelled the trip. 

I’m midway through composing a detailed follow-up email to James when Lottie suddenly spills a full cup of Coke across my table. 

‘Goddamn it, Lottie!’ 

I shake my papers furiously, watching rivulets of Coke streaming from the pages. 

Lottie doesn’t apologise. Instead, she crosses her arms and glares at me. 

‘Get up,’ I say sharply. ‘Come on,’ I add, as she mulishly remains in her seat. ‘You’ve got Coke all over yourself. It’ll be sticky when it dries.’ 

‘I want another one,’ Lottie says. 

‘You’re not having another anything! Move it, Lottie. I’m not kidding around.’ 

She refuses to budge. I unbuckle her seatbelt and haul her out of her seat. She yowls as if I’ve really hurt her, attracting attention. 

I know exactly what my fellow passengers are thinking. Before Lottie, I used to think it myself every time I saw a child have a meltdown in a supermarket aisle. 

I hustle Lottie down the narrow aisle towards the bathroom. She responds by slapping the headrest of every seat as she passes. ‘Fuck you,’ she says cheerfully, with each slap. ‘Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you.’ 

I stopped being embarrassed by my daughter’s bad behaviour long ago, but this is extreme, even for her. I grab her shoulders. ‘Stop that right now,’ I hiss in her ear. ‘I’m warning you.’ 

Lottie screams as if mortally wounded, and then collapses bonelessly in the aisle. 

‘Oh my God,’ a woman sitting near us exclaims. ‘Is she all right?’ 

‘She’s fine.’ I bend down and shake my daughter. ‘Lottie, get up. You’re making a scene.’ 

‘She’s not moving,’ someone else cries. ‘I think she’s really hurt.’ 

The buzz of concern around us intensifies, and a few people half-stand in their seats. A steward hurries down the aisle towards us. 

‘This woman hit her kid,’ a man accuses. 

‘I did not hit her. She’s just having a tantrum.’ 

The steward looks from the man to me, and then at Lottie, who still hasn’t moved. ‘Does she need a doctor?’ 

‘There’s nothing wrong with her,’ I say. ‘Lottie, get up.’ 

An older woman a few seats away pats the steward’s arm. ‘It’s the terrible twos. They all go through it.’ 

‘Lottie,’ I say calmly. ‘If you don’t get up right now, there will be no Disney World, no ice-cream, and no television for a week.’ 

In a battle of wills, my three-year-old daughter is easily my equal. But she’s not just stubborn: she’s smart. She can make a cost/benefit analysis in an instant. 

She sits up, and the concerned whispers around me change to exasperated mutters of disapproval. 

‘I hate you!’ Lottie says. ‘I wish I’d never been born!’ 

I pull her to her feet. ‘That makes two of us,’ I say. 




chapter 02

alex 

A blast of moist, soupy tropical air envelops us when we leave the aircraft, as if someone has opened the door of a tumble dryer mid-cycle. My sunglasses instantly fog and Lottie’s hair fluffs in a platinum nimbus around her shoulders. I can only imagine the effect the humidity is having on mine. 

We join the crumpled, weary queue snaking towards passport control. When the US border guard asks me whether my visit is for business or pleasure, I’m tempted to tell her neither. 

If you like eating dinner at 5.30 p.m. and wear sandals that fasten with Velcro, Florida is for you. But for those not aged under seven or over seventy, it’s less enchanting. 

We’re here because Marc’s bride is the kind of woman who wants Insta-ready wedding photos of cerulean oceans and sugary beaches, regardless of the inconvenience to everyone else. 

I can’t be the only person who finds the current craze for destination weddings the apogee of entitled narcissism. If it’s romance you’re after, elope. Otherwise, is it fair to expect a brother with three young children, student loans and a mortgage to fork out for five plane tickets or risk becoming a family pariah? And what about elderly relatives whose own life events – marriage, children – are now behind them, and for whom a grandchild’s wedding is one of the few genuine pleasures left? 

For me, flying four thousand miles to enable my daughter to be a bridesmaid at my best friend’s wedding is an expensive nuisance. For the lonely and infirm, unable to travel, such distant celebrations are an exercise in heartbreak. 

It’s the reason Luca and I married twice, once in his mother’s ancestral church in Sicily to please his extensive family, and once in West Sussex for my considerably smaller one. Perhaps a third wedding would have actually made it stick. 

I reclaim our suitcase from the carousel, and Lottie and I join yet another queue, this time for a taxi. We’re both hot, tired and disagreeable by the time we get in the cab, but fortunately my daughter soon falls asleep, her head pillowed in my lap. 

I stroke her hair back from her sweaty face, smiling as she wrinkles her nose and bats my hand away without waking. 

Mothering Lottie is the hardest thing I have ever done. It’s the only task, in my accomplished life, at which I’ve struggled to succeed. 

There’s no Hallmark coda to that statement, no but nothing has been more fulfilling. I don’t find motherhood satisfying or rewarding. It’s tedious, repetitive, solitary, exhausting. Luca was a much more natural parent. But my love for my daughter is visceral and unquestioning. I’d take a bullet for her. 

I check my emails as we sit in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the causeway across Tampa Bay, careful not to disturb Lottie. 

It’s as I feared: while I’ve been in the air, my Yazidi client has had her request for asylum denied, principally because she was unwilling to confer with her male legal counsel and participate fully and properly in the interview. 

I fire off several quick emails in response, setting in motion the steps necessary to lodge an appeal. I’m not being precious or egotistical when I say my absence from London has real-world consequences, and every minute I’m away from the office counts. 

But Marc put his entire life on hold for me when Luca was killed. He knows I don’t particularly like Sian, his bride; failure to attend their wedding, no matter how I might spin it, would test our friendship. And I’ll only be away six days. James can hold down the fort at work till I return. I’ll just have to pull a few all-nighters once I’m home to get things back on track. 

I put my phone away and gently reposition my daughter’s head in my lap as we take the exit towards the neon-lit drag of St Pete Beach, with its jostle of hotels, bars, chain restaurants and tourist shops. 

We turn off the main strip away from the crowds and into a more residential neighbourhood. A few minutes later, the taxi stops at a gate at the foot of a short bridge, which leads to a tiny barrier island a few hundred feet off the coast. The skyline is dominated by the Sandy Beach Hotel, a primrose-yellow, six-storey crenellated building that rises against the sky like a wedding cake. 

Our driver lowers his window to talk to the security guard and, after a moment, the white barrier is lifted and we cross over onto a tiny spit of land jutting out into the Gulf of Mexico. 

I shake Lottie awake as the taxi pulls into the courtyard in front of the hotel. A porter whisks away our luggage, and I pick up my drowsy daughter and carry her into the lobby. 

A huge wall of glass opens directly onto the white sugary beaches and Lottie instantly buries her face in my shoulder. She’s always been terrified of the sea; I have no idea why. 

A number of beachfront rooms have been reserved for the wedding party. I change ours to one overlooking the pool, so Lottie doesn’t have to wake up to a view of the ocean. A vivid orange and red sunset is spreading across the sky, and I’m just about to take my weary child upstairs when Marc and Sian come in from the beach. 

Marc pretends to ignore me completely and extends his hand to Lottie. ‘Miss Martini,’ he says gravely. ‘A pleasure to see you again.’ 

‘It’s Mizz,’ she corrects. 

‘Mizz. My mistake.’ 

Sian slips her hand through Marc’s arm. The gesture is possessive rather than affectionate. ‘We should be getting back to the others,’ she says. 

‘Want to join us?’ Marc asks. ‘Paul was just getting in another round.’ 

‘I would, but Lottie needs to get to bed. She’s shattered.’ 

‘Why don’t you get her settled, then come back down and find us? We’re at the Parrot Beach Bar, just the other side of the pool. Zealy and Catherine are with us, too.’ 

Thus speaks the man who has yet to have a child and learn what it is like to spend the rest of your life with your heart walking around outside your body. 

‘She’s three, Marc,’ Sian says. ‘Alexa can’t just leave her on her own in a strange hotel.’ 

Marc takes the handle of my carry-on bag with proprietary authority. ‘At least let me help you upstairs with this.’ 

‘Everyone’s waiting for us,’ Sian says. 

‘You go back out. We’ll be down again in a minute.’ 

His bride-to-be smiles, but it doesn’t reach her pretty eyes. 

There’s never been the slightest chance of a romantic liaison between Marc and me. We met when he started coaching the women’s football team at University College, London, where I studied law; for the first three years we knew each other, he only saw me sweaty and mud-spattered, in unflattering Lycra shorts and sporting a mouthguard. 

I’ve liked some of his girlfriends. But he’s let several good ones get away by missing the proposal window: by the time he’s realised they’re perfect for him, they’ve grown tired of waiting and moved on. 

Marc’s thirty-six now; a wealthy marketing director with every trapping of success bar a wife and family, and he’s been itching to get married for several years. Sian just happened to be the one holding the parcel when the music stopped. 

My phone rings just as I slide the keycard into the hotel room door. 

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I wouldn’t take it, but it’s James—’ 

‘Go, go,’ Marc says. ‘I’ll get Lottie sorted out. Sian won’t mind if I stay a bit longer.’ 

I seriously doubt that, but I need to talk to James and find out what’s happening with my client, so I take Marc up on his offer to look after Lottie, and go back along the corridor to take the call somewhere quiet.

By the time I return to our room fifteen minutes later, Lottie is dressed in her pyjamas and tucked into one of the two queen-sized beds. Marc is perched next to her, reading her a story. 

‘Ready to go down?’ he asks me, putting the book aside. 

I hesitate. I’m wired from my conversation with James and wide awake; a glass of bourbon would put that right. But even though I’m fully aware I’m not a natural mother, I do my best to be a good one. 

‘I can’t leave her,’ I say. 

Lottie folds her fat arms crossly across her chest. ‘You didn’t read my story properly,’ she tells Marc. ‘You missed a page.’ 

‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘I’ve got this, Marc. You go. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ 

I settle down on the bed, leaning against the padded headboard and pulling Lottie into the crook of my arm. She hands me the book, Owl Babies, turning the well-thumbed cardboard pages for me as I read aloud the story of three baby owls, perched on a branch in the wood, waiting for their owl mummy to return. 

And she does, swooping silently through the trees: You knew I’d come back. 

Then I add the line that’s not in the book, the line Lottie’s been waiting for, the line that Luca, making up for my shortcomings, always used to add, with more faith than my history warranted: ‘Mummies always come back.’ 




thirty-six hours before the wedding




chapter 03

alex 

Lottie wakes hours before dawn, still on London time. I toss her my phone, buying myself another valuable half-hour, and burrow back under the covers. Of all the many trials of motherhood, sleep deprivation is one of the worst. 

I never wanted a child. This doesn’t mean I don’t love the very bones of her now she’s here; Lottie is my oxygen, the reason I breathe. But I can’t be the only woman who didn’t see herself as a mother until it happened, and, if I’m ruthlessly honest, for quite a long time after she arrived. 

In fairness, I didn’t much see myself as a wife, either. 

Luca and I met nearly five years ago, in March 2015, a few months after he’d moved to the UK from his hometown of Genoa, in northern Italy, to head up the London office of his family’s coffee import business. In those days, I rented a ground-floor flat one street away from Parsons Green Tube station in Fulham with a couple of friends, and we were sick and tired of having our drive blocked by commuters dumping their cars in nearby roads before getting the train into central London. 

One evening, unable to drive to my father’s sixtieth birthday party in Sussex until the owner of the car obstructing mine returned, I lay in wait, seething, and then exploded in the driver’s face. 

Italian to his marrow, Luca gave as good as he got. As I recall, our first conversation consisted almost entirely of imaginative swearwords in two languages. 

Sometime around the point I stormed back into the flat, grabbed a tub of Ben & Jerry’s ice-cream, and smeared it all over his windscreen, I noticed how good-looking he was. Our encounter descended into clichéd rom-com meet-cute: he asked me out to dinner, I accepted, and we ended up in bed. 

At the time, I was twenty-four and had just started full-time work at Muysken Ritter. I was putting in eighteen-hour days, six and often seven days a week. I didn’t have time for a relationship. 

But Luca was charming, well-travelled, and fun. I enjoyed spending time with him. The sex was excellent, and I found myself refreshed and more productive after a night together. It was easy to fancy myself a little bit in love with him. 

Or perhaps I really was; from this distance, it’s hard to be sure. 

Some four months after that first, cystitis-inducing night, I discovered that, thanks to a bout of food-poisoning and consequent antibiotics, I was six weeks pregnant. If I didn’t have time for a relationship, I certainly couldn’t cope with a baby. I booked a termination, and told Luca, because I felt it would’ve been dishonest not to, not because I expected him to have a say in the matter. 

To my astonishment, he fell on bended knee and asked me to marry him. I rather wounded his pride by laughing. 

He was Italian, of course, and Catholic: for him, the idea of abortion was anathema. He begged me to keep the baby, promising he’d do all the childcare, I’d ‘barely know the baby was there’. 

He was passionate, and persuasive. 

And I was young enough, and arrogant enough, to believe I really could have – and do – it all. 

And then there was my sister, Harriet. At the age of nineteen, she’d been diagnosed with cervical cancer, and although the aggressive chemotherapy treatment saved her life, it’d rendered her infertile. It was impossible not to have her tragedy at the forefront of my mind when I made my decision. 

The next time Luca proposed, I said yes. Reader, I married him – twice. We moved into a two-bedroom terrace in Balham, turning one of them into a nursery, and set about building our little family. And when it all fell apart, as it inevitably did before we’d even reached Lottie’s second birthday, I took it on the chin and put marriage and children on the list of experiments worth trying once, but never repeating, along with parachute jumpsuits and floral tea dresses. 

I’m woken a second time when Lottie flings the phone at my head. It makes brutal contact and I sit bolt upright, rubbing the side of my skull. ‘Fuck!’ I exclaim. ‘What did you do that for!’ 

‘You’re not listening to me,’ Lottie says. 

‘Damn it, Lottie. That really hurt.’ 

‘I don’t want to be a bridesmaid.’ 

I fling back the bedcovers. ‘I don’t give a damn what you want. You said you’d do this, and you’re going to.’ 

‘My blue mummy says I don’t have to.’ 

I have no idea what she’s talking about. ‘Well, this mummy says you do.’ 

I need to pee, but when I try to open the bathroom door, it’s jammed shut. I kneel down and prise out the dozens of bits of paper Lottie has shoved beneath it, an irritating habit she started in the traumatic aftermath of her father’s death. She does it with any door that doesn’t fit tightly to the floor, convinced monsters are going to slide between the gaps. She refuses even to go into my parents’ kitchen, because the door down to the cellar has a half-inch gap she can’t block. 

‘For heaven’s sake, Lottie. I thought we’d talked about this.’ 

She hunches her shoulders, juts out her chin and glares at me mulishly. 

I use the bathroom and then come back and sit on the edge of her bed. ‘What’s going on, Lottie?’ I say, my tone brisk. ‘You’ve been looking forward to this wedding for months.’ 

‘I don’t like Marc any more.’ 

‘Since when?’ 

Her scowl intensifies. ‘He touched me.’ 

Nothing, but nothing, in more than ten years of friendship, has ever given me cause to doubt Marc. Not by a glance, insinuation or chance remark has he suggested his tastes run towards children. But when your daughter tells you a man has touched her, you take it seriously. 

‘What do you mean?’ I ask sharply. ‘When?’ 

‘Last night. I didn’t like it.’ 

My mouth dries. I can’t believe Marc would ever, but then it’s always the ones you least suspect. 

Lottie has many faults but I’ve never known her to lie. Her default position is to tell the truth and shame the devil. The thought that anyone may have touched her, hurt her, is enough to ignite a murderous rage in me. I would go to the ends of the earth to protect my daughter. 

‘Where did he touch you?’ I ask, as calmly as I’m able. 

‘I’m not telling.’ 

I want to grip her by the shoulders and shake the details out of her, but she’ll simply refuse to talk to me if I pressure her. Her longest retributory silence to date lasted three full days, when she punished me for trying to establish what she wanted for her third birthday. She wasn’t the one who caved to end the standoff. 

‘OK,’ I say, getting up again. 

‘He was very rude,’ she says. 

‘What sort of rude?’ 

‘He squeezed me!’ 

‘Squeezed? You mean, like a hug?’ 

‘No!’ She gathers a fistful of her ample belly in each hand. ‘Here! Like this! He said I was getting chunky!’ 

I’ll deal with the fat-shaming aspect of this clusterfuck later. Right now, I’m just relieved I don’t have to accuse my best friend of molesting my daughter on his wedding day. 

‘He’s only saying that because he’s marrying an ironing board,’ I say. 

‘She does look like an ironing board,’ Lottie agrees delightedly. 

‘You should feel sorry for him, really.’ 

‘All right. I’ll be his flower girl.’ 

‘Good,’ I say mildly. 

The wedding rehearsal starts at six tonight, an hour before sunset, the same as the actual ceremony tomorrow. It’s still not yet seven in the morning, which gives me eleven hours to fill without allowing Lottie to eat herself sick, drown, get sunstroke or cut off the hair of any of the other four bridesmaids (quite within the realms of possibility; there was a rather disastrous incident with the paper scissors her first term at nursery school). 

I’m not optimistic. 




chapter 04

alex 

I’ve never really understood Lottie’s fear of the ocean. There was no childhood trauma in the sea that might have triggered it, no near-drowning incident, and water itself isn’t the problem; she loves the pool and has been able to swim without armbands, even well out of her depth, for almost a year. 

But this is a beach wedding and Lottie has to get used to the nearness of the sea, so, after lunch, I fortify myself with a stiff gin-and-tonic (full disclosure: not my first of the day) and take her down to the beach. 

Fortunately, although her chin goes down and her shoulders hunch forward so that she resembles a bonsai charging bull, she doesn’t detonate as I’d feared. We walk slowly towards a raked section of powdery white sand, where the hotel staff is setting out rows of beribboned gilt chairs in front of a wedding arbour entwined with plastic starfish and shells. I lead Lottie down the sandy aisle she will tread at the wedding rehearsal in a couple of hours, and show her where she’ll sit in the front row tomorrow. 

‘There’s no tide here,’ I explain, crouching down beside her as she stares towards the ocean, her features grimly set. ‘Well, not much of one. The sea isn’t going to come any closer, I promise.’ 

Lottie takes a firm step towards the shoreline, which is about six metres from where we’re standing. Trust my girl to face her fears, challenge them head on. 

I hear Sian’s voice behind me. ‘Are you going for a swim, Lottie?’ 

Sian and her best friend and maid of honour Catherine are picking their way across the hot sand in matching pink flip-flops, their wet hair slicked back from their faces after their dip in the ocean.

‘We’re just on our way back to the hotel to get ready,’ I say. 

‘But the sea’s so warm,’ Sian says. ‘And she’s got plenty of time before the rehearsal.’ 

‘It’s an ocean, not a sea,’ Lottie says. 

Sian crouches next to her. ‘I hope you’re not worried about people seeing you in a swimming costume, Lottie. No one minds what you look like.’ 

I want to smack Sian across her pretty face. But I need not worry; Lottie has the situation handled. 

‘Why would I be worried?’ she asks bluntly. 

‘Never mind,’ Sian says quickly. ‘Are you afraid of sharks, then?’ 

‘Of course not!’ she retorts. ‘I like sharks.’ 

‘She’s got no reason to be scared,’ Catherine says. ‘They’d take one bite of her and spit her out.’ 

Lottie appears to view this as a compliment. 

My phone vibrates in my pocket as Sian and Catherine return to the hotel. I’m surprised to see my sister Harriet’s name on the screen. ‘Lottie, sit here and don’t move while I talk to Aunt Harriet,’ I say, pointing to a nearby sunlounger. ‘I’ll only be five minutes.’ 

I take a couple of paces towards the shoreline, tempted by the sea. The warm water ripples over my bare feet and I find myself wishing Lottie could get past her fear; the water really is perfect.

‘I wasn’t expecting to hear from you,’ I tell my sister. ‘Is everything all right? Are Mum and Dad OK?’ 

‘As far as I know. Why?’ 

‘Because you called me!’ 

‘Shit, sorry. Must have been a butt dial.’ Harriet sighs. ‘I thought something must be wrong when I saw the missed call.’ 

I take the implicit rebuke in my stride. 

Harriet and I haven’t been close since we were children; we love each other, of course, but we’re chalk and cheese. We often go months without speaking, unless there’s a family crisis. Mum’s only fifty-seven, but she’s been in hospital twice in the last three years to have malignant polyps removed from her colon. 

On each occasion, I’ve been the one who’s had to break it to Harriet, who lives up in the Shetland Isles with her husband Mungo, an oil-rig engineer. Despite the wonders of modern technology, I know she often feels very cut off from the family, especially with Mungo frequently away on the rigs. She’s an artist, working from home, so she has plenty of time to feel lonely. 

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I didn’t mean to worry you.’ 

‘It’s all right. False alarm.’ 

There’s a slightly awkward pause. 

‘Lottie must be excited,’ Harriet says, finally. 

My daughter is the one place where Harriet and I meet. She adores Lottie and, even though she and I don’t talk often, Lottie often hijacks my iPad so they can FaceTime. 

I glance at Lottie, who isn’t sitting on the sunlounger as instructed, but weaving in and out of the neat rows of gilt chairs, arms spread as if she’s pretending to be a plane, and getting under the feet of the hotel staff. 

‘It’s Lottie,’ I say. ‘It’s hard to tell.’ 

I’m surprised to hear the sound of a flight announcement in the background of the call. ‘Are you at the airport?’ I ask. ‘Where are you going?’ 

‘It’s just the TV,’ Harriet says. ‘Look, I’ve got to go. I just wanted to be sure everything was OK. Take lots of photos of Lottie for me, won’t you?’ 

‘Of course,’ I say. 

I slip my phone back into my shorts and turn back along the beach, and see my daughter talking to a man I’ve never met. 

His hand is on her shoulder and something about the way he’s leaning over her sets every maternal alarm bell ringing. I call Lottie’s name loudly and the man glances in my direction and then briskly walks away. By the time I reach Lottie, he’s already disappearing around the side of the hotel. 

‘Who was that?’ I demand of my daughter. 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘What have I told you about talking to strangers?’ 

‘I wasn’t talking to him. He was talking to me.’ 

‘What did he want?’ 

She glares at me, clearly irked. ‘He said he couldn’t find his little girl, and asked if I’d seen her.’ 

A shiver runs down my spine. Lottie is smart and intelligent, and I’ve drummed into her the dangers posed by strange men, but she’s still not yet four. I was less than fifteen metres away from her; I only took my eyes off her for a few moments. 

I frogmarch her back to the hotel, ignoring her furious yanks on my arm. I should have kept a closer eye on her: Florida has one of the highest numbers of sex offenders of all fifty American states. Its population, which comprises a significant number of tourists and retirees from other states, is transient and in a constant state of flux. There’s little sense of community and it’s an easy place to get lost in the crowd. 

I’m a lawyer. I looked it up. 

As we reach the hotel lobby, Lottie finally breaks free from me and races over to join the cluster of little girls who’ll be bridesmaids with her. I’m about to go after her when Marc’s sister, Zealy, steps out of the hotel lift. 

‘Alex! I thought it was you! You’ve had your hair cut.’ 

Reflexively, I touch the back of my head. I had a good eight inches lopped off my long hair last month, so that it now sits just below my collarbone; I just didn’t have the time to style it properly before. ‘It was driving me mad. Do you like it?’ 

‘I love it. It really suits you.’ 

Zealy and I have been friends for years, although we don’t see each other as often as I’d like; my fault, of course. Those friendships that weren’t crushed by my workload fell by the wayside once I had Lottie. Zealy is actually Marc’s half-sister, from his mother’s first marriage to a black South African. The first time Sian met her, she asked if she could touch Zealy’s hair and remarked how wild it was she ‘sounded so white’.

Zealy loops her arm through mine. ‘Come have a drink with me in the bar,’ she says. ‘Help me drown my sorrows.’ 

I don’t let her lure me into the bar, but I do yield to a cocktail by the pool, keeping a close eye on Lottie’s bright platinum head as she and the other little girls dart back and forth around us like dragonflies. 

I’m in two minds about whether to report Lottie’s encounter with the man on the beach to the police, or at least to hotel management. The more I think about it, the odder it seems. 

But I’ve nothing concrete to offer them. If every mother who ever had a ‘bad feeling’ filed a police report, they’d be drowning in paperwork. 

I accept a second martini when Zealy presses me, and put the incident to the back of my mind. 




twenty-four hours before the wedding




chapter 05

alex 

Lottie upends my expectations and performs perfectly at the wedding rehearsal, which makes me fear for tomorrow. Her genius is in the art of bait-and-switch. 

Marc and Sian run through their vows three times before the blushing bride is satisfied. The young bridesmaids fidget on their gilt chairs, clearly bored, nudging each other in the ribs and pulling faces. Only Lottie behaves, hands folded primly in her lap. It’s a bad sign. 

Finally Sian is happy, and she and Marc process back down the sandy aisle. 

Zealy and Catherine corral the bridesmaids and they all fall into step behind Marc and Sian, with Lottie bringing up the rear. 

As soon as the bridal party reaches the gate from the beach to the private courtyard by the hotel pool, where the reception will take place, the five little girls break ranks and hurtle towards their parents. 

Lottie crashes into my legs, glowing with pride. 

‘Did I do good, Mummy?’ 

‘You were perfect,’ I say, ruffling her curls and trying not to sound too surprised. ‘I hope you’ll be just like that tomorrow. I won’t be with you, so I’m trusting you, Lottie. Best behaviour.’ 

‘Where will you be?’ 

‘Just behind you, over there.’ I point to my reserved seat a couple of rows behind the bridesmaids’ chairs, along with the other parents. ‘I’ll see you as soon as we get back to the party at the hotel.’ 

‘Just follow me, Lottie, and stay with the other girls,’ Zealy says, as she joins us. ‘Mummy will be right behind you, with everyone else.’ 

‘Whatever,’ Lottie says. 

‘Lottie,’ I say. 

‘I don’t envy you the teenage years,’ Zealy says. 

Lottie tugs on my arm. ‘Can I have some ice-cream now?’ 

‘May I. After dinner.’ 

Her eyes narrow. ‘You said I could have as much ice-cream as I wanted if I behaved.’ 

She has me over a barrel, and she knows it. 

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘But you’d better eat all your dinner, Lottie.’ 

We leave the courtyard and pass through the Palm Court dining room, where a long table has been set up for the rehearsal dinner, then into the main hotel lobby. There’s a small shop near the entrance selling the usual tourist tat: postcards, T-shirts, shot glasses bearing the name of the hotel. It has an ice-cream freezer Lottie scoped out as soon as we came downstairs this morning.

I lift her up to the freezer so she can pick out what she wants. She selects an ice-cream cookie the size of a wheel and Zealy and I sit on a bench in the lobby while she eats it.

By the time she’s finished, and I’ve cleaned her face and sticky fingers, the rest of the wedding party has assembled in the Palm Court for dinner. 

We take the last three free seats at the crowded table next to Marc. Lottie immediately grabs both her bread roll and mine, devouring them in a couple of greedy bites.

‘Where does she put it all?’ Zealy asks, as Lottie reaches down the table to help herself to Zealy’s roll.

‘She’ll eat herself sick just to spite me,’ I say. 

Marc’s college roommate and best man, Paul Harding, leans across the table and gives Lottie his own roll. 

‘I like a girl with an appetite,’ he says, giving her a wink. ‘I’m always hungry at weddings, too. They never feed you properly.’ 

Zealy and Paul have hooked up a couple of times over the years but, although I know Zealy would like to make the arrangement more formal, I don’t think Paul’s the kind to settle down. An international art consultant, he’s dark-haired and at least six foot five, his large nose leavening otherwise glossy good looks. They’d make an attractive couple. 

Flic Everett, the mother of one of the other bridesmaids, Olivia, signals to a waiter for another cocktail. ‘Are you sure you don’t want Lottie to eat with Olivia and the other girls upstairs?’ she asks me. ‘I’m sure it’d be more fun for her.’ 

‘I’m not letting her out of my sight,’ I say. 

‘My eldest, Betty, is babysitting. Lottie would be fine, I promise—’ 

‘That’s not what I meant.’ 

Flic gives me an odd look, and then turns to Marc’s father, Eric, who’s seated on her other side. 

Lottie takes yet another roll. I realise she’s not actually eating them, but slipping them into the pockets of her cardigan. ‘What are you doing?’ I say. 

‘They’re for my blue mummy,’ she says. 

That’s the second time she’s mentioned her ‘blue mummy’. Before I can ask her what she means, there’s a disruption at the other end of the table. 

A good-looking man I don’t recognise has entered the restaurant, and Sian rises to her feet to greet him. He’s clearly part of the wedding group; he must be one of the ushers. But there isn’t a free place for him at the table, and I realise my daughter has probably taken his seat. 

‘Lottie shouldn’t be here,’ Sian says to me. ‘It’s just adults. We’ve only paid for twelve people.’ 

‘I’m happy to—’ 

‘She’s only a kid,’ Marc says. ‘It’s not like she’s going to eat much.’ 

I don’t hold Sian’s sceptical expression against her. 

David Williams, Sian’s father, touches his daughter’s bare arm. ‘It’s all right, love. I’ll sort it out with the hotel afterwards.’ 

‘There isn’t room,’ Sian says. 

Catherine pushes her chair back slightly from the table and pats her lap. ‘She can sit on my knee, if she wants?’ 

‘Why don’t we all just move our chairs down a bit?’ Sian’s mother, Penny, says. ‘We can squeeze together, and make space for Ian.’ 

Sian looks like she wants to object, but she reads the table and subsides. Marc beckons to a waiter and another chair is produced, and everyone shuffles along to make room. 

‘Who’s he?’ I ask Zealy. 

‘Ian Dutton,’ she says. ‘He’s one of Marc’s friends. He was a professional tennis player for a bit, though I think he’s retired now. He used to coach Marc, that’s how they met.’ 

He certainly looks the part, his linen shirt failing to hide a rippling six-pack. 

‘Sorry I missed the wedding rehearsal,’ Ian says, sitting down. ‘My flight was delayed and I only just got in. Anything special I need to know?’ 

‘Not really. Paul can fill you in,’ Marc says. 

‘It’s more for the little ones,’ Penny adds. ‘And Lottie did a lovely job, didn’t she, Sian?’ 

‘Yes,’ Sian says, grudgingly. 

Two waiters serve our appetisers; Lottie has picked mussels in white wine. Not the choice of most three-year-olds, but then my daughter isn’t most children. 

‘Good for her,’ Paul says, admiringly. 

‘I don’t know how she can eat those things,’ Sian says, with a shudder. She toys with her rocket salad, no dressing, no almonds, hold the shaved parmesan. 

One of the mussels suddenly shoots out of Lottie’s hand, spraying white wine everywhere, and skids along the table, landing neatly in front of Sian’s plate. 

An accident, obviously. 

Lottie giggles and then claps two starfish hands over her mouth. 

Ian roars with laughter. ‘Slippery little buggers,’ he says. ‘Here. Let me winkle a few out for you, kid.’ 

Lottie, normally reluctant to part with her food, hands him her bowl of mussels without complaint. Ian swiftly finesses half-a-dozen and returns it. ‘There you go. Don’t bother with a fork for the rest; just use your fingers.’ 

Catherine leans forward. ‘I’ve just realised,’ she says, in a breathy whisper. ‘Now Ian’s here, there’s thirteen of us. Isn’t that unlucky?’ 

‘I don’t believe in luck,’ I say.




chapter 06

From my hidden vantage point, I watch the little girl run down the beach, her white-blonde hair streaming like a bleached flag behind her. She’s pretending to be a plane, or a bird perhaps: her arms are stretched wide as she swoops and dives across the sand. 

No one is with her. No one is watching her. 

Except me. 

The little girl stops suddenly, plopping down on her fat bottom in the sand. She tugs off her sandals and flings them into the sea, laughing with delight as the tide quickly whips them away. It’s hard not to smile, watching her. She is still young enough to be unfettered by should and ought. She’s impulsive, living in the moment. She skips joyfully along the beach in her bare feet, her skirts flapping wetly around her calves, and I wonder briefly at what age we stop skipping and surrender to the pedestrian discipline of walking and running. 

I’m glad she’s having fun now, because I know she’ll be frightened when I take her. I can’t help that, but I’ll make sure it’s all over as quickly as I can. 

The child veers closer to the shoreline, oblivious to my presence as I emerge from the rocks behind her, and I quell my instinct to pull her back from the water’s edge and tell her to be careful, that the tide is stronger than it looks. Life is dangerous. If she doesn’t know that by now, she soon will. 

And the biggest threat to her doesn’t come from the sea. 

It comes from me.




the wedding day
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alex 

As predicted, Lottie literally eats herself sick at the wedding rehearsal dinner. I’m up three times in the night with her and, as a consequence, we both sleep in until after nine. 

She seems fine when she wakes up, but I’m not taking any chances. We spend a quiet morning in our room, skipping the bridal party lunch, though I let Lottie order chicken soup from room service when she complains she’s hungry. She’s uncharacteristically cooperative and watches cartoons on my iPad while I get some work done. By the time the hairdresser needs her mid-afternoon, her colour has returned and she’s back to her old self. 

As soon as the stylist has finished plaiting her hair in a striking fishtail braid, I take her down to Zealy’s room, where the little bridesmaids are getting ready. 

Even though her last dress fitting was just three weeks ago, it takes some serious tugs on the zip to get her pouffy pink dress done up. But there’s a lump in my throat when she finally does a twirl. She may not be the world’s idea of a beauty, but she’s never looked lovelier to me. 

I warn Zealy to keep a plastic bag handy, just in case Lottie’s sick again, and go down to the beach to take my seat with the rest of the wedding guests. 

Ten minutes later, Zealy texts me a photo of my daughter, arms folded, scowling at the camera. I laugh out loud. It’s so very much the essence of Lottie I immediately make it my screensaver. 

Sian follows the American custom of having the bridesmaids precede her down the sandy aisle. I’m so proud of Lottie as she leads the way, scattering fistfuls of pink rose petals with a wild, joyous abandon that draws smiles from more than a few wedding guests and elicits a snort from Marc. 

I watch my daughter take her place at the end of the front row of gilt chairs beside the other bridesmaids, facing down the ocean with determination. I wish I was close enough to tell her how beautiful she is. 

The ceremony is brief and picturesque. Marc is visibly moved as Sian comes down the petal-strewn aisle in her ivory Vera Wang dress, her cold beauty warmed by the genuine glow in her eyes. The sun sinks photogenically into the sea as they complete their vows and a scattering of tourists, hovering at a polite distance along the water’s edge to watch, claps sentimentally. 

The release of two white doves as Sian and Marc walk back up the aisle together isn’t to my taste, but it brings us closer to my first glass of champagne, which most assuredly is. 

I join the stream of wedding guests following the bridal party back to the hotel for the reception. We’re all given pink wristbands before being permitted through a small gate into the private courtyard
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