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Chapter 1

Present

I sense the shift of air beneath my nose a millisecond before something – thick, sticky tape – is clamped over my mouth, silencing the scream that would have ripped from me. My eyes snap open. A dark silhouette is bending over my bed.

Adrenaline surges. Move! Grab the knife! I twist my arm towards my pillow, but a hand slams onto my wrist, holding it still. Pulled from the bed, I kick out. But my feet flail uselessly, find only air. I try to focus but my mind is spinning. Why did I fall asleep? I should have been expecting this.

My arms are pulled behind my back, my wrists bound together. I try to twist away but something is pulled over my head, material, rough and tight, a hood of some kind. Panic spreads through me like wildfire. Don’t. Keep calm, Amelie. You know what this is.

He pushes me from the room, my feet tangle, I stumble, he jerks me upright. Under the hood, my head is filled with the frantic pulse of my heartbeat. I fight back the fear. I can outwit him; I’ve done it before.

The soft carpet beneath my feet gives way to the cold polished floor of the landing. My toes bump the edge of the carpeted runner, in my mind I see its intricate green and red pattern of leaves and animals. I inhale the chemical smell of glue from the tape and a mix of a cough and a choke burns my throat. I draw a breath, and the material from the hood sucks into my nostrils. Where is he taking me?

The grip on my shoulders tightens a little, there’s a slight pulling back. Instinct tells me we are at the top of the stairs and I hesitate, afraid to fall. Pushed forwards, I find the first step, then move downwards until the soles of my feet touch the cold checkered tiles of the hall. We move down the hallway to the left, my ragged breathing amplified in the eerie silence. I know where we’re going. He’s taking me to the basement, where the garage is.

I turn, wrenching my body away from him, and for a precious moment, his grasp on me weakens. But it’s not enough; I’m hauled back into place, and pain flashes up my arms. Angled to the right, more steps down, the space narrows, the air shifts, becomes cooler.

And then, an influx of sounds, stifled by the hood but recognisable still – scuffling feet, a muffled whine, a sense of others there waiting. I push back, then stop. The scuffling, the whine – they didn’t come from me. My mind reels. It can’t be, it’s not possible.

But I know the voice behind the smothered protests – Ned.

This is not what I thought it was.





Chapter 10

Past

‘Amelie, I have a surprise for you!’

I smiled, happy that Carolyn was back from work. I’d been working for her for five months now and she’d never once made me feel like a housekeeper, more like a pampered guest. I had a beautiful bedroom, my own bathroom, and if I kept the apartment clean and tidy, and had an evening meal ready for Carolyn when she arrived home from work, my time was my own.

I’d finally admitted to Carolyn that I wasn’t eighteen when we met, but seventeen. By then, my birthday had come and gone, so I was officially an adult. When I also admitted that I’d been sleeping rough and was down to my last ten pounds, she’d been appalled.

‘I don’t know what would have become of me if you hadn’t offered me this job,’ I’d told her. ‘You saved my life.’

‘I’m glad I did,’ she’d said, hugging me. ‘And actually, you saved my life. I was so depressed after my ex left me that there were days when I couldn’t get out of bed. I couldn’t focus on anything; my work was suffering and I was so close to giving up. But that day I saw you in the café – I couldn’t get you out of my mind. You were so young, and so hungry, and I couldn’t stop wondering what your story was, why you’d followed me home. You’re amazing, Amelie, so resilient. When I think of all that you’ve been through – well, I’m in awe.’

Since then, we’d become really good friends. She was like the sister I’d never had and I would do anything for her.

I dusted the flour from my hands and went into the hall. ‘Dinner’s nearly ready,’ I said, then stopped because she wasn’t alone. Lina Mielkuté, the beautiful Lithuanian woman I’d seen in the café that day with Carolyn and whom I’d met several times since – was with her, and another woman, standing with her back to me. They turned at the sound of my voice and Lina came over, kissing me on both cheeks.

‘Amelie, this is Justine Elland. She works with me at Exclusives.’

Justine smiled and I felt an immediate sense of connection.

‘Lina told me about you,’ I exclaimed, moving towards her. ‘You’re half-French, like me!’

‘Yes, my mother is French,’ Justine said, embracing me. ‘Et maintenant, nous allons pouvoir parler français ensemble.’

‘Ça me manque de ne plus parler français,’ I admitted, because I hadn’t spoken a word of French since Papa died.

‘Yes, Lina told me,’ Justine replied in English. ‘Don’t worry. If you like we can meet each week and speak it together.’

‘And then you’ll be able to say things to each other that Carolyn and I can’t understand,’ Lina said, poking me in the ribs and laughing.

‘I’ve invited Justine and Lina to stay for dinner, I thought we could order in if there’s not enough,’ Carolyn said, trying to catch my eye as she hung their coats on the hooks by the front door.

‘There’s plenty, I made a boeuf bourguignon.’

Justine clapped her hands. ‘Perfect!’ She took a bottle from her bag. ‘I’ve brought some wine, will you have some, Amelie? It’s a Bordeaux, the region where I’m from.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t drink,’ I said. I felt horribly unsophisticated but Papa’s dependency on whisky had made me wary of alcohol.

‘I’ll get you a soft drink,’ Carolyn said, disappearing into the kitchen. ‘And check on the dinner. It smells delicious!’ she called over her shoulder.

‘I’ll get a corkscrew and glasses,’ Lina offered.

I followed Justine into the sitting room and folded myself into an armchair, touched that Lina had thought to introduce me to Justine after I’d mentioned that I missed speaking French. I studied Justine a moment; with her long dark hair, dark eyes and matt skin, she reminded me a little of myself.

‘So, Amelie, tell me about yourself,’ she said, sitting down opposite me. ‘I know from Lina and Carolyn that you came to London after your father died, and I know that you’re working for Carolyn. What else?’

‘I’m studying,’ I said. ‘I want to go to college, to study law.’

‘And you came to London to do this? You couldn’t study at home?’

‘No, once my father died, I had to leave. We only rented our house. I couldn’t stay, so I decided to come to London.’

‘Couldn’t you have gone straight to college?’ Lina asked, walking into the sitting room with four glasses and a corkscrew in her hands. She put them down on the table and came over to sit on the large corner sofa.

I blushed. ‘I didn’t have the money. My dad was ill . . .’ I glanced away. For a moment I could smell our old house, the mix of tobacco and whisky. ‘It was hard for him.’

‘For you too,’ Justine said softly.

I nodded, and she reached over and squeezed my hand. ‘Let’s talk about something else. Your turn to ask.’

‘Why did you leave France?’

‘Because Britain is part of my heritage and I wanted to experience living here, for a year, at least. But then I found the job at Exclusives magazine and I enjoy it so much I can’t see myself ever going back to France.’ She waved a hand in the air dramatically. ‘London has seduced me!’

I laughed. ‘And are you an accountant, like Lina?’

Justine and Lina looked at each other, then burst out laughing.

‘Sorry,’ Justine said, smiling. ‘We’re not laughing at the question, it’s just that I am terrible at maths. Lina and I lived together last year, and I couldn’t even work out splitting the bills! I’m the features editor, which means I get to interview famous people. Part of the fun is persuading them to actually agree to an interview.’

‘It must be interesting.’

‘It is, I love it.’

‘It’s definitely interesting working for Ned Hawthorpe, that’s for sure,’ Lina said.

We were interrupted by Carolyn coming into the room carrying plates and cutlery.

‘Let me do that,’ I said, jumping up. ‘It’s my job.’

‘No, sit down. Tonight, I’m serving you.’

We moved to the table and Carolyn insisted on going back to the kitchen to get the food I’d prepared.

‘Hey, Carolyn,’ Justine said, when she came back. ‘I have suggested to Amelie that we meet once a week, she and I, to speak French. We thought every Thursday, when I finish work.’

‘Would that be all right?’ I asked.

‘Of course!’ Carolyn pushed her dark hair from her face. ‘That’s a great idea.’

And as Justine leaned over and hugged me, I thought that my life couldn’t be any more perfect.





Chapter 11

Present

I open my eyes, blink rapidly a few times, still unused to there being no difference in my vision whether my eyes are open or closed. Then I hear it, the turn of the key in the lock.

A man comes in and I turn my head towards the sound. Behind him is a shift of darkness; black but not quite, more a thick grey. My eyes search for any light, but there is nothing.

From the way he moves into the room, and the smell of him – almost like grass but something else, citrus maybe – I think it’s the same man as yesterday. I hear him place a tray on the floor next to me and raise myself onto my elbows.

‘Could I have a blanket, please?’

He doesn’t reply. All I hear is a scrape as he picks up the tray from my last meal.

‘Please,’ I say. ‘I’m cold.’

But there’s no other sound until the door closes, and the lock clicks shut.

I slam my head back down. He’s not going to understand why I asked for a blanket because it isn’t cold in this room. But I’m cold inside; I crave the comfort of something warm to wrap around me. Why doesn’t he speak, why do they keep me in total silence and darkness? My frustration builds, I want to scream and shout.

‘Stay calm,’ I whisper.

I stretch my left arm out, reach around for the tray. I find the bowl, dip my fingers in, bring them to my mouth. Porridge. Day three has begun. Monday, the nineteenth of August.

There’s noise from below. I push the tray out of the way, move the mattress from the wall and put my head in the corner to listen. Ned is shouting, something about a toilet. There’s an angry retort, followed by a cry from Ned. Maybe he doesn’t have a bathroom like me, only a bucket.

He starts mumbling; I don’t want to hear it, I push my mattress back into the corner to block out the sounds. I start eating, automatically spooning the porridge into my mouth, then remember the packet of sugar I found yesterday. My fingers move around the tray, I find it, add it to the porridge. There’s also a banana.

I go back to my porridge, thinking of Ned’s parents. How must it be for them, knowing he is missing, that he has been kidnapped? Will his disappearance be headline news; will his handsome, arrogant face be plastered on television screens around the world? Or has Jethro Hawthorpe kept the police out of it, for the moment, at least?

I finish eating, move to the bathroom. There’s always a tiny panicky moment between pushing the bolt into place and the light coming on, that subconscious fear that it won’t come on and the door won’t open, and I’ll be stuck in the small dark space. But the light flickers, then stays, and I feel myself relax.

I use the toilet, then strip off my pyjamas, wash, get dressed. As I squeeze toothpaste onto the toothbrush, I’m struck by a thought – what will come first, the end of the tube or the end of my life?

Leaving the bathroom, I start walking around the room. I try to sing, a nursery rhyme from my childhood, but the French words remind me of all that I’ve lost, so I begin counting instead. I’m on step three hundred and seven when I hear the rattle of the key in the lock.

I drop to my knees, crawl to my mattress, my heart thumping. It’s the first time they’ve come during the day, between the two meals. There’s an urgency to the sound of the door being pushed open, to the movement of air as the man crosses the room towards me. I’m sure it’s the same man, there’s the same clean smell, but there’s something different about him; what is it? I sense him looming over me and instinctively press myself as far into the corner as I can.

It makes no difference; hands on my shoulders lift me to my feet, I’m turned to face the wall, my arms brought behind my back, my wrists held together, then bound with something elastic. A hood comes over my head, bringing a different darkness, airless, suffocating.

Everything is happening fast, too fast. My panic intensifies but I fight it down. Pushed from the room, I try to focus on where we’re going. From the left-hand turn we make into the hallway, I know we’re going towards the stairs that lead to the basement.

Without warning, I’m pulled to a stop, my body angled slightly to the side before I’m jerked forwards again. Instinctively reading the nonverbal signs, I extend my leg, feel the void, reach down with my foot, find the first step.

Twelve, I remember there were twelve stone steps, half the number of the stairs in Ned’s house. I count them as we descend, and when the floor levels out at twelve, I feel a flicker of achievement. The sensation of cooler, fresher air on the bare skin of my arms makes me want to rip off my hood and take great gulps of it. A turn to the right, a few more steps, I don’t know how many, I’ve lost concentration.

We stop. I hear a door being unlocked. Is this the room where Ned is being held? Panic flares in my chest, I try to push back, but it doesn’t work. I’m pushed forwards, and the door slams shut behind me. I’m grabbed by someone else, forced downwards. My legs hit against a seat beneath me, I sit, feel hard wood against my back. Something is tied around my chest, binding my body to the chair. My heart races. Is this it, is this the end?

The hood is pulled off and for a moment, bright light sears my eyes before they’re quickly covered by a blindfold. A hand grasps the back of my neck, holding it firm so that I’m facing straight ahead.

‘State your name,’ a man’s voice says from behind me. ‘State that you are being held prisoner with your husband, Ned Hawthorpe, and that they will be contacted again soon. If they do as we say, you’ll be released unharmed. The police are not to be involved. If they don’t comply with our demands, you’ll both be killed.’ The grip tightens. ‘Speak.’

I take a breath. ‘My name is Amelie Lamont,’ I begin.

‘No,’ the voice says. ‘Your married name.’

‘My name is Amelie Hawthorpe,’ I say, my voice shaking now. ‘I am being held prisoner with my husband, Ned Hawthorpe. You will be contacted again soon. Do as they say, and we will be released unharmed. Do not involve the police. If you do not comply with their demands, we will be killed.’

The blindfold is whipped off and a sour smell has just the time to reach me before the hood comes down over my head, blocking it out. My mind spins. If this is the room where Ned is being held, where is he? And then, from somewhere behind me, I hear it, muffled but full of hate.

‘Bitch.’





Chapter 12

Present

I open my eyes, darkness. For a moment, I wonder if it’s morning, or the middle of the night but then realise that it doesn’t actually matter.

I lie for a while, thinking about the recording I’d had to make. Did our abductors make me do it because Jethro Hawthorpe has refused to cooperate? Ned had been in the room; was he tied to a chair too, a knife at his throat? The thought almost makes me smile. He deserves this. For everything that he’s done, he deserves this.

The lock turns. I don’t bother to sit up or say anything when the man puts the tray down. There’s a slight pause before he moves away; was he checking that I was all right? He leaves, but I stay as I am, realising for the first time how silent he is, not just verbally, but in the way that he moves. He must walk barefoot, or in his socks.

I sit up – that’s it, that’s the difference I noticed yesterday when he walked across the room to take me to the basement. He’d been wearing shoes. I smile, pleased to have learned something about my abductor. If he brings me food, he comes barefoot, if he’s wearing shoes, it’s to take me to the basement.

I feel for my tray, suddenly hungry, and my arm brushes against something furry. I yelp, scramble to my feet, stand on tiptoes, my heart pounding. I keep very still, listening. But there’s no sound, no nibbling or scrabbling of paws.

Steeling myself, I stretch out my leg and push the tray with my foot, hoping to dislodge whatever it is. My toes sink into something soft, and a laugh bursts out of me. It’s not a rat or some other creature, it’s a blanket.

I gather it up and bury my face in its softness. I imagine an elaborate tiger print, with hues of brown, orange, and black. It smells new – did our abductors buy it especially for me? The smile falls from my face.

Dropping the blanket, I feel my way along the walls to the window and lay my hands flat against the board. It’s warm beneath my skin, does that mean it’s sunny outside? I close my eyes, imagine a beautiful garden with wide lawns, beds of roses, benches placed under blossom-laden trees. Reality hits; if this is an abandoned house, the garden is unlikely to be beautiful. I adjust my expectations, imagine instead a tangle of overgrown hedges, brambles coiled like barbed wire, grass high with nettles and other dangers. My eyes snap open. If I manage to get through the window, that is what I’ll be faced with.

I run my hands down the sides of the board, searching blindly for a gap between it and the window frame, somewhere I could jam my fingers in and pull the board away. A sudden stab of pain has me pulling my hand back; one of the nailheads must have cut my skin. I put my finger in my mouth and taste the metallic tang of blood.

I don’t want to give up on the window, but I know I’m not going to be able to pry the board off without some sort of tool. I’m only brought plastic spoons with my porridge. A thought comes to me. The man brought me a blanket, will he bring me anything I ask for? It would need to be something seemingly innocent, but something I could use as a tool. But what?

I’m about to go to the bathroom when I remember the tray I was brought. I grope my way to my mattress. The porridge is almost cold, I don’t want to eat it. But if I’m to escape, I need to keep my strength up.

I find the banana, peel it, break it into pieces with my fingers, add them to the porridge, then chop randomly with my spoon in the darkness to make them smaller.

I add the sugar; it tastes better now.

In the bathroom, now that I have a blanket to wrap around me, I decide to wash my pyjamas. I fetch my blanket and in the light, discover that it is not tiger print, but a soft grey. I lather soap onto my pyjamas; the fabric is navy cotton, and in the dim light, I watch the water turn grey as the dirt is washed away.

I squeeze as much water as I can from them and drape the bottoms over the sink, the legs hanging down. Water drips onto the floor; I’ll have to mop it later with toilet paper. I drape my top over the taps, spread it around the enamel bowl.

Back in the room, wrapped in my blanket, I begin walking, my hand trailing on the wall. When all this is over, will they be able to see marks on the floor from where I walked in never-ending circuits? I’d like to think that they will. It’s the only legacy I’ll be able to leave, the only proof that I was once here.

Suddenly, the thought that no one might ever know that I was kept in this room makes me breathless. I stop walking, find the wound on my finger, press it with my nail, touch it to my lip, feel the stickiness of blood. I squeeze again, forcing more blood out. Then, reaching as high as I can, I smear my DNA along the wall.





Chapter 13

Past

I held the key card against the control pad, waited for the click, then pushed the door open and walked into the marble entrance hall. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to living here. I felt the same rush when I tapped the code for the lift, pressed the button for the fifth floor and used my keys to get into the apartment.

I carried the bags of shopping into the kitchen, put them down on the floor and asked Alexa to play Radio London. While I cooked, I hummed along to the music.

I set the table, lit the candle I’d bought and placed it in the middle. The door opened and I smiled to hear Carolyn and Lina laughing together as they took off their coats in the hallway.

‘Amelie, we’re here!’ Lina called.

‘Hello! Dinner’s ready!’ I called back.

‘It had better be,’ Carolyn joked. ‘I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.’

‘It’s fish,’ I told her, going into the hall. ‘I hope that’s all right.’

‘Perfect.’

‘Where’s Justine?’ I asked, noticing she wasn’t with them. The four of us had dinner together every two weeks, on a Friday night, sometimes at Lina’s apartment, sometimes at Justine’s, but usually at Carolyn’s.

Lina pulled a face. ‘Ned needed her to do something for him. I think it’s just an excuse. But she said to start without her.’

‘Is he still pestering her to go out with him?’ Carolyn asked, moving to the kitchen and drawing a deep breath in through her nose. ‘That smells so good.’

‘Yes.’ Lina dragged Carolyn from the kitchen into the sitting room, and I followed them in. ‘And she tells him what she always tells him, that she doesn’t mix business with pleasure.’ She folded her long legs onto an armchair and sat cross-legged. ‘That’s one piece of advice I can give you, Amelie. No office romances.’

Carolyn nodded. ‘She’s right, look where it got me.’ She walked to the table, drawn by the candle. ‘What a beautiful scent! Amelie, you’re too kind.’

‘At least you’re your own boss now,’ Lina said.

‘I know I’m better off without my ex, but it was hard at the time,’ Carolyn replied, coming to sit next to me. ‘If Amelie hadn’t come along, I’m not sure where I’d be.’ She turned to me and smiled. ‘You saved my life.’

‘No, you saved mine,’ I told her. ‘I could have ended up on the streets if it hadn’t been for you.’

Lina rolled her eyes in mock exasperation. ‘Always this same argument. How about you agree that you saved each other?’

‘No,’ Carolyn said. ‘Because Amelie saved me.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Because Carolyn saved me.’

We ducked as Lina threw a cushion across the room towards us.

Justine arrived as we were having dessert.

‘That took a long time,’ Lina said, raising her eyebrows. ‘What did Ned want?’

‘A party.’ Justine reached for her wineglass. ‘And to invite all the people that we’ve featured in the magazine, as well as those we’d like to feature. He wants me to help him organise it.’

Lina nodded. ‘Sounds good. Will we be allowed to go, do you think?’

‘Yes, the staff will be invited, and we can bring a plus-one.’ Her eyes danced as she looked across the table at me. ‘I don’t have a boyfriend so I can take Amelie. But I don’t know about you, Lina. It would be a shame if Carolyn couldn’t come.’

Lina sighed. ‘You know I don’t have a boyfriend, Justine. So yes, Carolyn can be my plus-one.’ But I saw that her cheeks had flushed. Maybe Justine was right, maybe Lina did have a boyfriend.

‘When will the party be?’ I asked, feeling a buzz of excitement. I’d never been to a glamorous party.

Justine pulled her panna cotta towards her. ‘Not until late September. We need time to arrange it and for everyone to be back from their summer breaks. Ned wants to make it a fundraiser, with the proceeds going to the Hawthorpe Foundation. I wanted to tell him that his father will never accept it. But I want to keep my job, so I didn’t say anything.’

‘Why won’t his father accept it?’ I asked.

‘Because Jethro Hawthorpe doesn’t approve of the way Ned lives his life.’ Justine glanced across at Lina and they exchanged a look I couldn’t quite read. ‘I’m not telling Amelie anything she can’t find out from the internet. Everyone knows that he didn’t intend for Ned to inherit vast amounts of money, which is why he invested it in the foundation instead.’

Lina leaned towards me. ‘Jethro had another son, but he died from a drug overdose.’

‘She doesn’t need to know about that,’ Carolyn reproached, and I loved that she was so protective of me. But I was intrigued.

Later, when Lina and Justine had left, and Carolyn was in bed, I googled Jethro Hawthorpe and discovered that after the death of his eldest son, he created the Hawthorpe Foundation to help fight drug addiction, and donated almost all of his money to it. If some of the more salacious articles were to be believed, Ned resented what his father had done and appealed to his doting grandfather, who changed his will in Ned’s favour, bypassing his own son Jethro. He then conveniently died when Ned was twenty-one, making him one of the wealthiest young men in the whole of the UK.





Chapter 10

 

I’m curious to meet Mr Barriston, to have this connection to my past. He knew my father; Paul said they’d been friends. I wish I’d known that Papa had had a friend; it would have made me happy to know that he hadn’t spent all day, every day in his armchair in the sitting room, that sometimes he’d met with Mr Barriston. And then I feel guilty; I can’t remember ever asking Papa about his day. Maybe if I had, he would have told me.

Anthony Barriston ushers me into his office, offers me a seat, and coffee, which he makes himself from a machine behind his desk. This gives me time to study him. He seems to be about the same age as Paul Carr, late forties or early fifties, with a full head of thick black hair and matching eyebrows. He has a kind, open face that makes me instantly warm to him.

‘I’m so glad to meet you at last, Amelie,’ he says, once he’s served the coffee. ‘I’m very sorry for your recent loss and of course, about your father. I’d seen him about a month before he passed away. I had no idea the end would come so swiftly. I was away on holiday at the time and I feel terrible that I wasn’t there to tell you about your father’s will. We searched for you extensively, and I had you listed as missing. But not one person came forward to say that they’d seen you.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘If I’d known about you, and the house, I’d never have left.’

‘And you managed on your own in London?’

My throat tightens. ‘I was lucky, I met some lovely people, they were like family to me.’

He smiles. ‘I’m glad you didn’t have to face any real hardship. Especially when your father provided so well for you.’

‘He never told me he’d bought the house, so it was such a shock to know it was mine. I think I’ll probably end up selling it. I want to go to college to study law, and with the money from the house, I could hopefully do it next year.’

‘Then, in that case, I’m delighted to tell you that if you don’t want to sell the house, you won’t have to. Your father also left you a substantial amount of money.’

I stare at him. ‘Money?’

‘Yes. I don’t know if you’re aware, but your father sued the hospital in France for negligence, in relation to the deaths of your mother and baby brother.’

‘Yes, of course. But nothing ever happened.’

‘Well, I’m delighted to tell you that the hospital finally admitted liability, and that you were named as the beneficiary of any settlement.’

‘But – when did that happen?’ I ask, my mind spinning. ‘When did they settle?’

He shifts uncomfortably. ‘About a month after your father died.’

‘So he never knew?’ Tears fill my eyes and I dig in my pocket for a tissue. ‘This is awful. That’s all he wanted, an acknowledgment from the hospital that they had been negligent. Why couldn’t they have accepted responsibility sooner? They must have known he was ill, I’m sure his lawyer in France would have told them.’

‘I’m sorry, Amelie, I don’t know the full circumstances.’

I scrunch the tissue in my fingers, fighting anger and frustration.

‘What I don’t understand is why he never told me he’d bought the house. It would have made so much difference.’

‘I think he would have, if he’d known the end was imminent. Would you like me to go through the details of the settlement from the hospital trust with you?’

‘Please, if you have the time.’

I spend another hour with Mr Barriston, and by the end of it, I’m so tired I can hardly think straight. I have money, more than I’ll ever need. I should be happy, Mr Barriston had expected me to be happy, but I’m not. I’m too angry, angry at the hospital for taking so long, angry that Papa died never knowing he had won. I don’t deserve this money anyway, not after what I agreed to with Ned.

‘Take care of yourself, Amelie,’ Mr Barriston says as I leave.

‘I will, thank you.’ I turn to look at him. ‘Can I ask you something? Did you ever come to the house? It’s just that it would make a difference if I knew that my father had had a friend.’

‘No, not to the house. But we were definitely friends. I saw him on several occasions, here in the office, and we sometimes had lunch. He was a very good man.’

I nod. ‘I should go, I’ve taken up a lot of your time.’

‘Not at all,’ he says. ‘But you probably want some time to think everything through. I imagine it’s all been rather a shock. Would you like me to call a taxi to take you home?’

‘Thank you, but I’m going to go shopping. There are a few things I need for the house.’

I walk to the shopping area, wishing there was someone I could talk to about how I feel. But there’s no one left; everyone I cared about is dead.





Chapter 11

 

I stand outside the DIY shop, my arms crossed over my body, waiting for it to open. It’s out of town, so I had to take the bus here. I could feel panic rising inside me as the bus became fuller at each stop, everyday people going about their everyday lives.

On paper, my own life has changed from nightmare to fairy tale in the space of a few weeks. I’m no longer a prisoner, I am safe, I have money. But it is still a nightmare. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep. And when I’m awake, my mind is so full that I find it hard to focus on anything. If only I could stop thinking about the kidnapping, about my abductor, the man I fought and scratched and bit.

Twice now, when I’ve been out shopping, I was so sure that he was close by that I actually spun around, thinking I would find him standing behind me. It was only my imagination, but it had felt so real. I will never be rid of him, I realise. For the rest of my life, I will imagine him walking towards me in a pitch-black room with a boarded-up window.

A man unlocks the doors to the shop.

‘You’re eager,’ he says, giving me a smile. He has an orange name tag clipped onto his black T-shirt, the name Scott embossed on it.

‘Do you sell chipboard?’ I ask.

‘Sure,’ he says. ‘Let me show you.’

I follow him through the store, its high ceilings echoing our footsteps.

‘What’s it for?’ he asks.

The question throws me. ‘Sorry?’

‘The chipboard. What are you making?’

‘I just need it,’ I say.

We arrive at an area of divided sections, with different sizes of chipboard leaning against each other.

‘What size?’ he asks.

I tell him and he drags one out.

‘Do you need anything else?’

‘Yes, I’ll need a hammer and nails.’

‘To put the chipboard up?’

‘Yes.’

‘This way.’

He lifts the sheet of chipboard and I follow him to another aisle where he picks out a black-handled hammer, and farther along, a box of nails.

‘Two-inch nails,’ he says. ‘That should do it.’

‘Great, thanks.’

We walk to the register, I pay, put the hammer and nails into my bag, and pick up the chipboard.

He looks at me doubtfully. ‘Sure you can manage?’

‘Yes. Thank you.’

He nods. ‘Have a nice day.’

The chipboard isn’t heavy, but its size makes it awkward to carry between my hands. I make it to the bus stop, and when the bus comes, I manoeuvre it down the aisle and slide it into a seat, then sit down, my knees jammed awkwardly against it. Back at home, I push it through the front door and lean it against the wall while I catch my breath, then drag it up the stairs into Papa’s bedroom. A company came yesterday and took away the bed, the chest of drawers, and the single wardrobe, so the room is completely empty of furniture.

I take the hammer and nails from my bag, lift the chipboard off the ground, and hold it into place. But every time I let go with one hand to reach for the hammer and nail, the board slips down.

‘Damn!’ I shout, as it falls for the third time and lands on my foot.

I slump to the ground, my arms aching. I’m not going to be able to do it without help. But I have no one to help me; there is only me.

I think for a moment, then reach for my bag and take out my phone.

 

‘Thank you so much for coming, for doing this. I know it’s an odd request,’ I say to Mr Barriston, an hour later. ‘I didn’t know who else to call.’

He’s standing in Papa’s bedroom, his shirtsleeves rolled up. There are beads of sweat along his hairline.

‘I’ve never been asked to do this for a client, I have to say,’ he replies with a smile. ‘But I have a daughter and if she needed help with a job like this, I’d want someone to give her a hand. It was lucky you called when you did. And it’s good for me to get out during lunchtime.’

‘Thank you,’ I say.

He looks around the room.

‘You’re . . . decorating?’ he asks.

I feel a flush of embarrassment. ‘Yes. I feel like I need a change.’

He nods. ‘Right.’

I walk behind him down the stairs.

‘Well, good luck with everything,’ he says.

‘Thank you again,’ I say gratefully, and he leaves with a wave.

I return to the bedroom and work until dusk, pulling up the threadbare carpet and stripping off the wallpaper. When I’ve finished, I go to my bedroom, strip the bed, drag the mattress through to Papa’s room, and place it in the far corner, against the wall. And then I close the door. With the window boarded up, the room is completely dark. Moving to the mattress, I lie down, pull my blanket over me, and close my eyes. And for the first time in weeks, I sleep.





Chapter 12

 

September melts into October. I sit at the green wrought-iron table I bought for the garden, listening to the radio on my phone, my legs stretched out in front of me, my head tilted towards the sun. It’s a beautiful autumn day and I feel an unexpected burst of happiness. I try to hang on to it – but as always, memories intrude, always the same memories, of Carolyn, of Justine and Lina. Of Hunter.

I want so much to be at peace with myself, for my mind to be still. But how can it be, when I’ve seen so much?

The news comes on.

Human remains, thought to be from two bodies, have been found in Epping Forest by a member of the public. The police are releasing no further information at this time and are asking people to stay away from the area.

A strange stillness comes over me. In a trance, I pick up my phone, locate my news app. The breaking news story is a repeat of what I just heard: human remains, thought to be from two bodies, have been found in Epping Forest.

A low, dull thud begins in my chest. I go into the house and hunch on the sofa, switching to different news sources on my phone, checking the story. There is nothing more, just the same bleak headline repeated over and over again. I draw my legs up, wrap my arms around my knees and lay my head down, subconsciously protecting myself from the emotional blow that I’m scared is coming.

It does, the next day, when I click on the BBC News alert banner on my phone. There’s just one line: bodies found in Epping Forest confirmed to be female. I wait desperately for the news story to load, read it once, then again. It doesn’t say much, just that the police can confirm that, in an effort to identify the bodies, they are investigating all reports of missing women aged between twenty and forty.

There’s a part of me, a huge part of me, that wants to phone the police anonymously, and give them the names of Justine and Lina as possible victims. But the bodies might not be those of Justine and Lina. And what if they trace my call? They might ask questions that I won’t be able to answer for fear of incriminating, not just myself, but my kidnappers. What if, under the strain of the questioning, I crack?

I think about the relatives of women who have gone missing, who will be in desperate anguish, waiting to hear if their daughter, sister, mother, wife, is one of the victims, and my guilt increases. It haunts me that the police investigation to identify the bodies might drag on for weeks when I could help it along, if only I wasn’t frightened of the consequences.

I find myself grieving for Justine and Lina all over again. It comes in huge insurmountable waves. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, not even when I lie on the mattress in the room with the boarded-up window, wrapped in my blanket. And then, a few days later, the news I’ve been dreading, but which also comes as a relief. After an anonymous tip, the bodies found in the forest are confirmed as those of Justine Elland and Lina Mielkutė, former employees of Exclusives, the magazine run by Ned Hawthorpe before his suicide six weeks previously. Before the media can start speculating about the involvement of Ned in the murder of two of his staff, the police announce that their deaths have been attributed to Amos Kerrigan, a man with links to the underworld, who was shot at point-blank range sometime in August, in what police say was a gangland killing.

It stuns me, the news that Amos Kerrigan, the man who I’m sure disposed of Justine’s and Lina’s bodies, is dead, until I realise that he had to be killed, because he was the link between the murders and Ned. In a search for a motive for Lina’s and Justine’s murders, a theory is put forward – perhaps by someone wanting to steer the investigation even further away from Ned – that Amos Kerrigan was a drug dealer and that the two women had threatened to denounce him to the police. A stab of bitterness at the efforts to protect Ned cuts through the crushing numbness that has invaded my body.

I sift through my emotions, my throat swollen with unshed tears. It’s good that Lina and Justine have been found, and can now be laid to rest. But who will organise a funeral for Lina? If she doesn’t have a family, who will be there to say goodbye? And Justine? Will her family come from France, or will her funeral be in Bordeaux, where she came from?

I don’t know what happened to Exclusives after Ned’s death; I haven’t been in contact with anyone at the magazine since I left for Las Vegas with Ned and came back married to him. What must Vicky and the other staff have thought when they heard the news of our marriage? I hadn’t found any messages of congratulations on my phone. Maybe they’d thought me a gold digger, who had tricked Ned into marrying me.

I find the new laptop I bought, log in to Facebook, and bring up the Exclusives home page. I don’t expect to find anything except a notification that the magazine has been shut down, due to Ned Hawthorpe’s death. But to my surprise, it still exists, and is now run by Vicky. My heart goes out to her. She must be feeling terrible, she will know now that the messages she received from Lina, saying she was back in Lithuania, weren’t written by her, but by someone else.

I scroll down, reading the posts. There’s already an outpouring of grief for Justine and Lina and a colleague has asked about a funeral or memorial service. As the day progresses, there is talk, not just on the Exclusives website, but on various platforms around the world, of a vigil, and I’m glad their story has touched people’s hearts.

My phone rings. It’s Paul Carr.

‘How are you, Amelie?’

It’s a hard question to answer when I don’t know how much he knows.

‘I’ve been better,’ I say.

‘I’m sure. I imagine you knew Justine Elland and Lina Mielkutė from your time at the magazine.’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘Can I do anything?’

‘No, thank you. It’s kind of you to phone, I appreciate it.’

‘Well, you know where I am.’

‘Yes, I do. Thank you.’

I hang up, wondering if he phoned me on his own initiative, or if he’d been asked to check on me by the kidnappers.
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