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PROLOGUE

She runs out of the hotel lounge, gasping for fresh air, head spinning.

In the corridor, she almost collides with a waiter carrying a full tray of cups and saucers, but he deftly swings to one side to avoid her.

‘Is everything all right, madam?’ he asks, face creased with concern.

But she ploughs on past like he doesn’t exist, his voice fading into the distance.

She needs to get outside. Right now.

It’s stifling in this place.

She’ll suffocate if she doesn’t get away from the pair of them and their lies.

She races onwards. Barges through door after door in the twisting, never-ending passageway. Feels the alternate frowns and looks of pity from guests and staff as she rips past them on a torrent of tears, her face screwed into a tight red knot of anguish.

How the hell has today ended up such a disaster?

Where did it all go so wrong?

She felt more or less on top of things when they arrived, just hours earlier.

Now that feels like a lifetime ago.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

How could she could ever have predicted today’s staggering events?

She’s been blindsided – trapped in a living nightmare – and all she wants to do is escape.




PART ONE – A FRIENDLY ENCOUNTER





CHAPTER 1

EARLIER THAT DAY

She watches from the small sofa as the two young women enter the hotel reception on cue, arm in arm and giggling at some previously uttered private joke. Striding past her with barely a second glance, each pulling a small trolley case, they look so happy – like neither has a care in the world. She clenches her jaw in the knowledge that this will not remain the case. Then she turns the page of her newspaper to sustain the illusion that she’s reading it.

Her deadpan expression hides a struggle to steady her breathing in the face of her racing heartbeat. Not long now, she thinks. Stay calm and play your role.

It’s already proving harder than expected, though: the reality of the situation, as compared to the theory. Sharing the same physical space as her – seeing her in the flesh, with her own eyes, instantly distinguishing her from the friend – is far more powerful than she imagined.

She finds herself fighting an unforeseen urge to walk up to her right now and say something, although she knows that can’t happen. Instead, she bites the inside of her cheek hard enough to draw blood. As the metallic taste spreads across her tongue, she tries not to be too obvious while watching the vibrant pair – both petite blondes, barely more than girls – approach the front desk.

‘Hello there,’ says the smiling, immaculately groomed receptionist. He looks even younger than they do, although his confidence and efficiency suggest otherwise. ‘Welcome to Hornby Lodge Spa Hotel. My name’s Clive. How can I help you today?’

‘Hello, I’m Rose Hughes and this is Cara Wilson. There should be a twin room booked for tonight, under my name. I know we’re a bit early to check in, but we’re planning to have some lunch soon. Could we leave our bags somewhere, or—’

‘No problem,’ Clive replies with a polite nod. ‘I can help you with that. If you could bear with me, I’ll check the system and see where we’re up to.’ After a few swift taps on his computer keyboard, he confirms the reservation, which has already been paid in full, before adding: ‘And you’re in luck: the room is ready right now.’

‘Oh, brilliant,’ Rose replies.

‘See,’ Cara says to her friend in a low voice, making her jump with a gentle dig in the ribs. ‘What did I tell you?’

Rose frowns playfully and whispers: ‘Behave, will you?’

Clive asks the pair to fill in the same brief check-in form that she – still discreetly observing them from the sidelines – had to complete on her arrival yesterday.

Once that’s done, he gives them all the necessary information about the spa facilities, treatment rooms and meal arrangements, before explaining how to get to their room. ‘Would you like any help carrying your bags?’ he asks next, to which they both reply no at the same time, setting them off giggling again.

‘I hope you have a wonderful stay,’ Clive adds, unfazed. ‘Do let us know here at reception if there’s anything we can do to make your visit more comfortable.’

‘Thanks, we definitely will,’ Cara says, nudging and winking at her friend as she does so, provoking yet more laughter as they walk off in search of their room.

Clive watches them for a few seconds, a puzzled look spreading across his face, before calling out: ‘Excuse me! Sorry, but you’re heading the wrong way. It’s left, not right, to get to your room.’

A couple of giddy snorts and screeches later, they head off in the correct direction. Soon the reception area is quiet again, although this lasts for barely a minute before the phone rings and Clive is back in action, sounding as calm and courteous as ever.

She tunes out and, still holding her unread newspaper, closes her eyes in a bid to steady her nerves and reflect. The idea of being here when they arrived was purely to prepare herself for later, like dipping a toe or two in cold water ahead of jumping in. She definitely hadn’t predicted feeling so much at this early stage, when all she had to do was observe, but at least she got through it without incident.

Will Rose or Cara recall seeing her here? She doubts that very much. Not consciously, anyway. If luck is on her side, she may have made a small dent in their subconscious minds, which could prove handy in the very near future. Feeling like you recognise someone can be a powerful thing – a good icebreaker – which was why she used the paper as a prop rather than to conceal herself. Her face was on display the whole time they were in the reception area.

She hides in plain sight again a short while later in the restaurant, where she arrives for lunch a few minutes after them and requests a table in full view but not right next to theirs. It’s no accident, although she does her best to make it look that way, when she knocks and smashes her full glass of red wine all over the table and the poor waiter’s white shirt, instantly drawing the attention of all of her fellow diners.

‘Oh my gosh!’ she says in a voice loud enough to be heard over the gasps echoing around the room. ‘I’m so, so sorry. I can’t believe I just did that. I’m so darn clumsy.’

‘Don’t worry, madam,’ the dazed but deferential waiter replies, making her feel bad for picking him as her target. ‘It’s fine, honestly. Please don’t worry.’

Nonetheless, she stands up with a serviette to offer her help, but it’s declined. As the clean-up takes place, she’s ushered to a new table, on the other side of the dining room, away from Rose and Cara.

This no longer matters. If they didn’t notice her before, they definitely have now.




CHAPTER 2

ROSE

She knows there’s something wrong when Cara’s expression changes after answering her mobile.

It rang while they were roaring with laughter at Cara’s bad but hilarious impression of an English teacher they’d both been taught by at secondary school. Now she’s deadly serious, which is unusual in itself.

Rose should know: they’ve been BFFs since they were tots. Rose’s dad and Cara’s parents were friends before the girls were born; the two families live within walking distance of each other’s homes. Cara is the eldest of three children, but her brother and sister are four and six years younger than her, so for a while at least, she too was an only child like Rose. The friendship went from strength to strength as they grew up, surviving all the stages of their lives so far, from Rose starting school a year earlier than Cara, to them attending universities in totally different parts of the UK.

Rose never even considered asking anyone else to be her maid of honour. They might not always be able to see each other in person as often as they used to, thanks to the logistics of their early twenties day-to-day lives, but they still message each other all the time and phone or video chat at least once a week. When they are together, like now, they pick up right where they left off.

‘Yes,’ Cara says into the phone, perched on the edge of her bed in the swanky hotel room, to which they just returned after a lovely lunch in the restaurant. ‘But can’t you at least—’

She tucks a strand of her long, wavy blonde hair behind one ear while whoever she’s talking to on the other end of the line continues speaking. Eventually, before hanging up, she adds: ‘Fine, I understand. I will. See you soon.’

‘Everything all right?’ Rose asks, moving to sit next to her friend and squeezing her hand. They’re both in their swimwear, ready to head down to the spa; Rose has covered her navy one-piece with the obligatory fluffy white bathrobe provided in the room, while Cara, thanks to the unexpected phone call, is still in just her floral bikini.

‘Not really, no,’ Cara replies. ‘That was Dad. There’s some kind of family emergency going on, apparently – although he wouldn’t tell me what it was, which is a bit weird and, um, slightly worrying. He needs me to head home.’

‘Straight away?’

‘I’m afraid so. Sorry, I—’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. It doesn’t matter. Family comes first. Let’s just go.’

‘No, you’re not going anywhere, Rose. You need to stay and enjoy this. Dad was categoric about that. He emphasised that while it was important for me to come home, everyone was okay and there was nothing you’d be able to do to help.’

‘What? That’s crazy. How can I stay here and let you go? We’re in my car, anyway. You’ll need me to drive.’

‘No, Dad’s coming to pick me up.’

‘But I’ll be worrying about you. Besides, it wouldn’t be the same on my own. Seriously, I’m coming too.’

Cara shakes her head and, placing both hands on Rose’s shoulders, looks her square in the eye. ‘Seriously, you’re not. Listen to me, bride-to-be. This is an order from your maid of honour and oldest friend: you’re staying, end of discussion. I’ll speak to you later to let you know what’s going on and, if I can, of course I’ll come back. Your dad has already paid for all of this so you can relax ahead of the wedding, and it’s not going to waste. You’re going to enjoy your treatments, go on the tranquillity tour, as planned, and make the most of this gorgeous hotel, all right?’

Rose continues to resist for a while longer, but Cara’s having none of it. She rebuffs all of her arguments and won’t take no for an answer. In a matter of minutes, Cara’s out of her bikini, dressed and packed, standing at the door of the hotel room, arms open, offering her friend a farewell hug.

‘At least let me see you off outside,’ Rose protests.

‘In your dressing gown?’

‘Oh right, yeah. Um, I can quickly throw on some clothes.’

‘Don’t be silly. We can say goodbye now and then I want you to forget about me, clear your mind and unwind. This time next week will be your big day! You deserve this chance to chill out and take a break from all the arrangements. Please make the most of it.’

As they embrace, Rose presses her cheek against Cara’s and whispers: ‘I love you so much. If you do need me for anything, let me know. I’ll be there in a flash.’

‘Thanks,’ Cara replies. ‘Love you too.’ A slight waver in her voice betrays her true anxiety about whatever this family emergency might be, but when they pull apart, her mask is back in place and she’s all calmness and serenity.

Once she’s gone, Rose flops on to her bed and sulks for a bit. She’s genuinely worried for Cara and her family, whom she thinks of like relatives of her own. However, she takes some comfort from knowing Cara’s dad told her everyone was all right. She contemplates phoning her own father, Dave, to see if he knows anything about what’s going on, but she talks herself out of it, bearing in mind everything Cara’s just said, and knowing how disappointed he’d be to hear they weren’t having the wonderful Saturday he’d planned for them.

He only sprang this trip on her and Cara a few days ago, having secretly booked it on their behalf, wanting to give them a last-minute treat ahead of the wedding. ‘Dad, it sounds fantastic, but you shouldn’t have,’ she told him when, at breakfast earlier that week, he handed her an envelope containing the details.

‘Why not?’ he replied, standing behind her chair at the dining table and leaning around to plant a kiss on her forehead. ‘You’re my only daughter. I like to spoil you, especially knowing you won’t be my little girl for very much longer. I thought it would be a nice way to spend your last weekend before whatever it is you’ve got planned for next Saturday. Remind me again what we’re doing?’

‘Very funny,’ she said, rolling her eyes at his feeble dad joke. ‘I’ll always be your little girl, incidentally, just a bit bigger, older and wiser. Oh yeah, and with a husband, in a few days’ time.’

She paused before adding: ‘It still feels weird to say that, even though it’s so close to being a reality. I’ve barely got used to calling Ryan my fiancé rather than my boyfriend. Having a husband – being a wife – sounds so grown-up. Anyway, thanks very much for this, Dad. It’s really thoughtful of you. It’ll be lovely to have something relaxing to keep me occupied and away from tinkering or worrying about things.’

Back in the present, Rose looks at her mobile and, seeing it’s just gone two o’clock, gives herself an imaginary slap around the face and jumps to her feet.

‘Come on, Rose. Pull yourself together,’ she says to her pale, makeup-free reflection in the mirror, willing some energy and renewed enthusiasm into her sorry-for-themselves green eyes. She runs her hands through and shakes some life into her straight, shoulder-length fair hair. Without further ado, she grabs the keycard for the room, slides her feet into the complimentary white slippers and heads for the spa.




CHAPTER 3

Having checked in at the spa reception and explained about Cara no longer being able to attend, Rose is shown into the women’s changing room by a friendly member of staff.

‘Help yourself to a spare locker,’ the motherly woman says, handing her a large, soft towel and a pair of flipflops. ‘There’s no key: you set a four-digit PIN of your choice. You’ll find instructions on the inside of the locker door, but if you have any problems, please give us a shout.’

‘Thank you,’ Rose replies. ‘And how exactly does the tranquillity tour work? I get that it’s a series of different saunas, steam rooms, hot tubs and so on. But do I have to move around in a specific order, or—’

‘It’s up to you really. There are signs on the wall to guide you on the recommended route, but you don’t have to follow it. And you can spend as much or as little time in each area as you like. There are no hard and fast rules. It’s all about your relaxation, so please do whatever works for you.’

‘Okay. And are there clocks in there so I can keep track of the time and not be late for my treatments?’

‘Absolutely.’ With a gentle smile and a hand on Rose’s arm, she adds: ‘What a shame your friend got called away, my dear. Don’t worry about being on your own, though. There are several others flying solo today. It’s quite normal. You’ll find most people in there are very friendly. Sitting around in the warmth in a swimsuit tends to lower folks’ inhibitions. And the bar’s open too, if you fancy a little drink, which you can charge to your room if you don’t have cash or a card handy. Anything else I can help you with?’

‘No, that’s great. Thanks again.’

A few minutes later, having had a quick shower on the way in, Rose finds herself standing before the glass door of the journey’s first stage. Would adhering to the prescribed order of things make her terribly boring? There must be good logic behind the sequence, she thinks. Why stray just for the sake of being different? There’s no one else currently inside the small room, described on the sign next to the door as ‘gently warming and fragrant’, so she steps inside and plonks herself down on the tiled seating that runs in a U-shape around the edge of the softly lit space. Soothing music is being played from a small speaker in the centre of the ceiling and there’s a gentle floral aroma.

After a brief feeling of self-consciousness passes, Rose stops shuffling about and looking around, leans back and slowly exhales. Maybe doing this alone won’t be so bad after all. If she could manage to clear her mind of everything that’s been occupying it for the past several months – primarily wedding, wedding, wedding – that would be really nice. And, trying to look at things positively, perhaps being here by herself will even make that a bit easier, since it would have been hard to avoid discussing the arrangements for next weekend with her maid of honour beside her.

Unfortunately, in trying to take a break from the wedding plans, Rose ends up doing the exact opposite. Ongoing niggles about flowers, music, table decorations, last-minute seating tweaks and various other anxieties bob to the surface of her mind, one after another, shattering her serenity. And then the glass door swings open, wafting in cooler air plus a hirsute man and a woman so orange from fake tan that she looks as though she might glow in the dark. The mid-thirties pair both nod politely at Rose, who returns the gesture, and proceed to sit down opposite her. They talk quietly to each other, continuing a discussion about whether or not their teenage neighbour would make a suitable babysitter for Calvin, who she assumes to be their young son.

Their presence puts Rose on edge. Despite being here first, she feels like an intruder, eavesdropping on a private debate. She wants to leave the room but fears coming across as rude by doing so too soon. She hangs on for a short while before finally surrendering to the urge and walking out, offering them a pursed smile on the way.

Following the corridor, en route to the next leg of the tranquillity tour, Rose arrives at what she assumes to be the hub of the spa complex: a small indoor swimming pool and lounging area. Another helpful sign informs her that the pool isn’t a formal part of the journey but may be enjoyed at any point along the way. Since it’s fairly busy with other guests, she decides to skip it for now and, having grabbed a quick drink from a water cooler, walks up to the door of stage two: a menthol steam room.

She notes that other people have brought their bathrobes and towels with them. Many are walking around wrapped up, hanging them on hooks outside the rooms or on the backs of chairs and loungers, as required. Rose left hers tucked away in her locker. She considers going back to the changing room to grab one or the other but decides against it. Why bother? She’s perfectly warm and body confident enough in her swimsuit.

She tries to peer through the door to see how many people are already in there, but thanks to it being a steam room, there’s no real way to tell. As she opens the door, a minty cloud wafts out and the heat hits her immediately. It’s quite a step up from the previous room, although once she sits down, so her head’s no longer in the hottest spot, Rose finds it more manageable and starts to acclimatise.

There are two other women already inside. They both smile at her through the fog and say hello.

‘Hi,’ she replies. ‘Toasty in here, isn’t it?’

‘Certainly is,’ one of them says, letting out a noisy puff of air. ‘I reckon I’ve only got another minute or so in me before I’m all steamed out. I feel like a lobster. I probably look like one too.’

‘No comment,’ the other replies, making all three of them giggle.

Since the pair seem happy to chat, Rose asks: ‘How long are you supposed to stay in each room? I’ve not done this before. Is there a recommended time?’

‘It really depends on how much you enjoy each stage,’ lobster woman replies. ‘If you start feeling too hot, it’s best to get out. As I shall now demonstrate.’ She jumps to her feet and exits the room, adding: ‘See you later, ladies. Enjoy.’

‘Bye,’ Rose says, surprised that the other woman remains behind, having assumed they were here together. Apparently not.

The two of them are silent for what feels like ages. ‘Have you done this before?’ Rose says eventually, more due to feeling awkward than because she’s desperate to know.

The woman, who looks to be somewhere in her early forties – a little younger than Rose’s father – replies: ‘It’s my first time staying at this hotel, but I arrived yesterday and I did pop down here then. I didn’t do the full tranquillity tour, as they call it. I just had a dip in the pool and a quick sauna. But today’s a new day, right? I quite fancy working my way around the whole thing. It sounds like the best kind of challenge – a relaxing one.’

‘Definitely,’ Rose says. ‘I’m planning to do the same. How long are you staying here?’

‘Oh, only a few days. What about you?’

‘I’m just here for the one night,’ Rose says.

The woman nods, adding: ‘Lovely, isn’t it?’

‘Absolutely. Really nice and luxurious.’ Rose is tempted to explain why she’s here and what happened to Cara, but it seems a bit much when they’re just making small talk, so she reins herself in for now.

‘The surrounding area is gorgeous too,’ the woman adds. ‘The countryside is breathtaking.’

This warms Rose’s heart. She might be a guest here in the hotel today, but she’s very much a local to these parts. Lancashire’s Ribble Valley – a beautiful area of calm, green, undulating countryside dotted with picturesque villages and small towns – is her home. She’s hugely proud of it and loves nothing more than to hear visitors wax lyrical about its allure. As part of the Forest of Bowland, much of the district is an officially designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. If Rose had her way, all of it would be.

‘It’s stunning, right?’ Rose says. ‘I live nearby, so I’m used to it. I try never to take it for granted, though. There are few burdens that can’t be lightened by a stroll here. That’s what my dad always says – and I can’t disagree.’

‘What a nice way of putting things,’ the woman replies. ‘Anyway, I don’t know about you, but I’m starting to get a bit too hot.’

Rose wipes some of the accumulated sweat from her forehead and blinks. ‘Totally.’

They get out at the same time and, without specifically agreeing to do so, walk to the next stage of the tour together. It turns out to be a large outdoor hot tub with spectacular views over a gorgeous stretch of luscious meadows and pastures – a stream winding its way through them – and the impressive sight of the mighty Pendle Hill as a distant backdrop.

‘Wow,’ the woman says, surveying the scene while standing in her bathrobe before the bubbling, steaming water. ‘It looks like a scene from The Lord of the Rings. I know they actually filmed the movies in New Zealand, but blimey, this is impressive.’

‘It’s interesting you say that,’ Rose answers. ‘Tolkien was a regular visitor to this area in the 1940s, staying at Stonyhurst College, while he was writing the story. It’s often said that Middle Earth was largely inspired by where Tolkien grew up, around Birmingham, but I think the evidence that he was inspired by the nature all around us speaks for itself.’

‘You like to read?’

‘Definitely. Books have been a big part of my life ever since my father started reading to me at bedtime. He’s always been a bookworm and I guess it rubbed off on me. There was a brief period when I stopped, in my early teens. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was a minor form of rebellion. But I soon picked up the habit again. Don’t get me wrong, I like films and TV shows too, but books are my favourite form of storytelling. I love how personal the experience is; how much of a role your own imagination plays in it.’

‘That’s refreshing to hear. It seems like everyone’s always saying how people your age don’t read books any longer; that they’re too busy on social media, watching YouTube videos or taking selfies. Good to get a different viewpoint.’ She holds out a hand. ‘We haven’t properly introduced ourselves. I’m Cassie Doyle.’

‘And I’m Rose Hughes,’ she says, accepting the handshake with an enthusiastic grin. ‘It’s very nice to meet you, Cassie.’

Considering it’s an overcast but warm afternoon in late July, Rose is surprised not to find the tub rammed with bodies. In fact, the only other people in there at the moment are the same pair that she encountered in the fragrant first stage – Mr Hairy and Mrs Orange. They must have skipped the steam room. At least she won’t be alone with them this time.

Slipping off her flipflops while Cassie hangs up her robe, Rose climbs the three steps up to the hot tub and slides into the wonderfully warm, soothing water, muttering a brief ‘hello’ to her fellow bathers, then promptly avoiding eye contact. Instead, she looks in the direction of Cassie, whose slender form is now approaching in her red and white striped halterneck swimsuit. She looks great for her age, Rose thinks, hoping she’ll manage to stay so trim into her forties.

Cassie’s hairstyle is short – honey blonde, parted to the side with a sweeping fringe – very feminine and glamorous. As she steps into the water, nodding gracefully at the other couple and sitting down directly opposite Rose, she lets out a contented sigh. ‘Oh, yes! This feels sublime. Having the fresh breeze on your face is such a nice contrast to the heat, don’t you think? It’s heavenly, especially looking out on such a lovely landscape. Given half the chance, I could probably stay here all day, easing my achy limbs. But don’t let me do that, Rose. There could be something even better waiting around the corner, right?’

Rose chuckles. ‘That’s possible. This is really nice, though.’




CHAPTER 4

‘A bit odd,’ Cassie mouths to Rose, drawing a smile, after the other two have climbed out of the hot tub. She pulls a face but says no more while they remain within earshot, putting on their flipflops and robes.

Following the earlier discussion Rose had overheard the couple have about babysitting, this time they were busy talking, in loud voices, about the pros and cons of him getting a vasectomy.

Having first looked over her shoulder to double-check the coast is clear, Cassie adds: ‘I can’t believe they were discussing that so blatantly in front of us! You’d think they’d want to keep such matters to themselves, wouldn’t you? And when he burped and they both started laughing. Honestly. How uncouth. What’s your view, anyway?’

‘Sorry?’ Rose replies, unsure what she’s being asked.

‘Do you think he should get the snip or not? I reckon he should. I have a feeling we don’t need any more of their offspring than absolutely necessary.’ She giggles. ‘It’s okay, Rose. You don’t have to answer. I’m being bitchy, aren’t I? Sorry, I can’t help myself sometimes. Ignore me.’

‘You do have a point,’ Rose adds with a wry grin. Recounting how she came across them earlier, she almost makes a joke about the pair’s appearance. However, she bites her tongue, reminding herself that she’s not with Cara now; she needs to be careful not to overstep the mark.

‘What were they talking about then: sex toys?’

‘Thankfully not. It was regarding whether some young neighbour of theirs would make a suitable babysitter for their son.’

‘For Calvin, you mean?’ Cassie asks, raising one eyebrow. ‘Not that they mentioned him a lot or anything. Only every other sentence. Doesn’t look like he’s going to be getting any brothers or sisters, does it? Not if the procedure goes ahead. Anyway, enough about our oversharing friends. Tell me something about yourself, Rose. What brings you here today?’

Before Rose answers this, she has to ask a question of her own; something that’s been bugging her ever since she and Cassie started talking. ‘I will tell you, of course,’ she says. ‘But first – and I’m sorry if this sounds weird – have we met before? You seem familiar and I can’t put my finger on why.’ She holds her hand up to her mouth as another possibility dawns on her. ‘Oh, gosh, you’re not famous, are you? Do I recognise you from the television or something? I’m so sorry if that’s it. I—’

Cassie tips her head back and laughs. Toned arms out of the water, extended in both directions along the curved edge of the hot tub, she says: ‘No, you can relax, Rose. I’m definitely not famous. Not by any stretch of the imagination. And I doubt you’d recognise me from us meeting previously, since I don’t live nearby. I’m visiting the area.’ She clears her throat before adding, with a sheepish look on her face: ‘I have an inkling I might know what it is, though. You didn’t by any chance have lunch in the restaurant here earlier, did you?’

‘I did. You too?’

‘Yes. Let’s just say I was a bit clumsy with my wine glass.’

It only takes a couple of seconds for the penny to drop and, once it does, Rose has to bite her bottom lip to stifle a giggle.

‘Yes, that was me,’ Cassie says, bowing with a mock hand flourish. ‘I can be a bit accident-prone. That poor waiter. He was probably calling me all kinds of names inside his head, but he remained very professional on the surface, I must say. I made a right spectacle of myself, didn’t I?’

‘Accidents happen,’ Rose replies. ‘It could just as easily have been me or someone else. Anyway, at least that answers my question and I know I’m not delusional. It’s always so frustrating when you recognise a face but can’t recall where from. So, you wanted to know why I’m here. Believe it or not, I’m actually getting married next weekend. My dad treated me to a last trip away as a single woman to take my mind off the wedding planning and help me chill out.’

‘Oh, how wonderful,’ Cassie replies. ‘Congratulations! And what a lovely gesture by your father. Is he here with you?’

‘No, no. This isn’t really his kind of thing. I came with my maid of honour. We were together at lunch and then, unfortunately, she got called away.’

Rose is surprised to find herself feeling emotional, even shedding a few tears. ‘Sorry,’ she says, fanning them away. ‘I don’t know why I’m reacting like this now. I thought I was fine about it, but—’

‘You poor thing,’ Cassie says, reaching across the bubbling water and squeezing her hand. ‘Of course you’re upset. It’s totally understandable, with your best friend getting whisked away like that at the start of your special time together. And considering you’re about to get married. Everyone knows how emotional and stressful that can be.’

She pauses briefly, looking upwards like she’s considering something. Rose almost breaks the silence, but her new acquaintance continues, with a twinkle in her eye and an infectious, dimple-framed smile: ‘It sounds to me, Rose, like you need a wing-woman. If you don’t mind being accompanied by someone clumsy, mature, but chatty and young at heart, I’d be delighted to keep you company on this tranquillity tour. No pressure. It’s entirely up to you if you’d rather go on alone, but the offer’s there. What do you think?’

‘That sounds like a lovely idea,’ Rose replies, speaking slowly and steadily in a bid to hide the lump in her throat that this near stranger’s kindness has elicited. ‘Thank you.’

‘Oh, it’s my absolute pleasure.’

The door leading back to the indoor section of the spa swings open and two men and two women emerge, heading for the hot tub.

‘I think this might be our cue to move on,’ Cassie says in a low voice.

Rose agrees and so, before the others get in, they both climb out. They continue following the outside signs to the next stop on the tour, walking around the corner along a paved path that leads to a lively terraced area. Seeing it for the first time, Rose is impressed.

There’s a well-stocked, log-fronted bar next to a seating area with a mix of tables and chairs, alongside some hammocks and recliners. It’s surprisingly quiet, with only a few places occupied by fellow guests. To one side of the terrace is a glass-fronted Himalayan salt sauna. Opposite that is a quirky, rustic barrel sauna: literally a large wooden barrel resting on its side, on a pair of legs to keep it elevated off the ground. This looks full. As for the salt sauna, which should technically be their next stop, there is definitely space for her and Cassie. However, unfortunately, that would mean joining and having to listen to that oversharing couple again, who are currently on display through the glass, each sprawled across a separate bench, treating the place like they own it.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Rose?’ Cassie says, her eyes first darting towards the salt sauna and then to the bar. ‘How about we have a brief pause in our journey and a drink – my treat? I don’t know about you, but I could murder a G&T right now, even if it is early. I promise I’ll do my utmost not to spill it – especially not on you.’

Rose giggles, enjoying her new companion’s self-deprecating humour. She’s very easy company. It occurs to her that not all twenty-somethings would be as comfortable making conversation with someone twice their age and unfamiliar. But having grown up as an only child, raised by a single father, it’s second nature to Rose. She was happy chatting away to adults back when she was a toddler and, over the years, that hasn’t changed. There are folk who think they can only get along well with those of their own generation, but that’s nonsense, as far as she’s concerned. People are people, just at different stages of their lives.

Rose is glad she’s wired this way – and knows it’s largely thanks to her dad. She often refers to Cara as her best friend, and yet the truth is she thinks of her father in the same breath. Is that weird? It might seem so to some people, but not to her. She even calls him Dave sometimes, mainly for a bit of cheeky fun and occasionally to be annoying, knowing it winds him up.

They’ve always had a special kind of father–daughter relationship. It no doubt stems from the two of them living alone together for so long and, perhaps, him being younger than the average parent of a child her age. But that sells her dad short. He’s key to this, because of the way he brought her up … not only as a wonderfully supportive parent, but equally as a mentor, playmate and confidante. He has that rare ability to be both incredibly fun to spend time with, while also being the first person you’d turn to in a crisis.

Having taken Cassie up on her kind offer of a drink, Rose grabs a spare table with two seats and watches her approach the bar. Her dad told her as a child that you could learn a lot about a person by watching how they interacted with serving staff in hotels, restaurants and so on. The idea stuck in her mind and so, ever since, particularly when meeting new people, this is something that Rose likes to observe to help get a sense of their true character.

From what she recalls of seeing Cassie spill red wine all over that poor waiter at lunch, she was very apologetic, which bodes well. Confirming this, she watches her laugh and joke with the young bartender in a shirt and waistcoat who takes her order, thanking him sincerely when he offers to bring the drinks over to them and even instructing him to round up the bill to include a tip for himself.

‘Thank you, that’s very kind,’ he says.

‘Not at all,’ she replies. ‘You’re grafting while we lounge around, spoiling ourselves. It’s the least I can do.’

‘The drinks will be over in a minute,’ Cassie says as she sits down at the table, facing Rose. ‘Are you warm enough in just your swimsuit, by the way? Sorry, I didn’t think. Here’s me wrapped up in my robe and—’

‘No, no. I’m fine. I left my robe and towel in the locker. I can always go and grab them if I get cold, but I doubt I’ll need to. The sun might not be out, but it’s still warm. Anyway, I’ve told you what I’m doing here, Cassie. How about you? What brings you to Lancashire’s lovely Ribble Valley?’

‘I’m from the North West originally, as it happens. I grew up around Blackpool; Preston way for a bit. Later, I lived in Manchester for a little while.’

‘Really?’ Rose replies. ‘I wouldn’t have guessed from your accent.’

Cassie chuckles. ‘I’ve not been back for ages. Where do I sound like I’m from?’

Rose pauses briefly to weigh up this question, before answering: ‘Nowhere in particular. Not that I can put my finger on. You sound kind of neutral, if that makes sense. How would you say the word for the green stuff that grows in people’s gardens and needs mowing?’

‘Grass,’ Cassie replies, pronouncing the word like Rose would, with a short vowel, as in the word cat.

‘And the large container you, um, fill with water to soak and wash yourself in?’

Cassie laughs. ‘This is starting to remind me of a TV quiz show. Bath?’ She says this in the same way, also with a short vowel.

Rose nods her head in reply, smiling back at her. ‘Sorry, was that weird? I’m just doing my best to gauge your accent. If I’m honest, I thought you were probably from somewhere down south to start with, but as we’ve just determined, you speak with northern vowels. There’s a hint of something else too, which I can’t put my finger on. I want to say New Zealand or maybe Irish, but, sorry, I’m stumped.’

The two G&Ts arrive, courtesy of the friendly bartender. ‘Enjoy,’ he says, placing the balloon glasses on the table. They’re covered in condensation from all the ice inside and, aided by a swirl of grapefruit running through the middle of the glass, look utterly mouth-watering.

‘Wonderful.’ Cassie nods enthusiastically. ‘Thank you so much, Greg. You’re a star.’

‘Wow,’ Rose says to him. ‘This looks fantastic. It’s not going to blow my head off, is it?’

‘Don’t worry,’ he replies. ‘It’s not as much as it looks. There’s plenty of ice and tonic in there to keep you refreshed. Have a taste, though. If it is too strong for you, I can certainly change it. No problem at all.’

Rose leans forward and has a sip. ‘Oh, no. That’s lovely. Just perfect. Thank you. And thank you too, Cassie.’

‘Cheers!’ the women say to each other after Greg has returned to the bar.

‘Tranquillity in a glass,’ Cassie adds with a twinkle in her eye. ‘Anyway, my accent. What you said actually makes a lot of sense, as I’ve lived all over the place – all around the world. I had a real passion for travelling when I was younger and I suppose my accent did its best to keep up. Nowadays I’m settled just outside of Dublin; before that, I did spend a little time in New Zealand – probably not long enough to have picked up an accent, though. Still, that was some impressive guesswork on your part. You have a good ear, Rose.’

‘Thanks. Whereabouts outside Dublin is it that you live? I know the area a little, because Dad and I went on holiday there a few years back, when I was sixteen. We stayed in a couple of places; my favourite was a lovely seaside resort to the north-east of the city. Now what was it called? Mal something, I think. It had a castle.’

‘Malahide?’ Cassie replies, open-mouthed.

‘Yes, that’s it.’

‘No way.’

‘What, is that where you live?’

‘Not in Malahide itself. It’s very popular and property there’s expensive. We’re really nearby, though, just across the estuary in a place called Donabate. We’re in and around Malahide all the time.’

‘How funny. Maybe our paths have crossed before, then. Do you think your accent changes depending on where you live?’

‘Sorry?’ Cassie replies with a satellite delay, eyes suddenly distant. It’s like her mind has darted elsewhere but then, with a quick shake of her head, her focus returns.

Rose repeats the question.

‘Oh, right. I think it does a little, in my case. Not deliberately. It just happens. Perhaps I’m a natural born mimic.’

‘Can you do impressions of people?’

Cassie shrugs. ‘It’s not something I’ve ever really tried. You don’t have a strong accent either, Rose. I can tell you’re northern, but that’s about it.’ She winks. ‘You are from a posh part of Lancashire, though. Have you always lived here or—’

‘Pretty much. Other than the three years when I was at university in Sheffield.’

‘What did you study?’

‘English and philosophy.’

Cassie raises an eyebrow. ‘Wow. You must be very academic.’

Rose pulls a face. ‘It was a great course. I had a brilliant time. But I have wondered since whether I should have done something more geared towards a particular job. My dad encouraged me to choose something I found “enjoyable and intellectually stimulating”.’ She makes air quotes with her fingers as she says these last four words. ‘It was lovely of him to take that view. Very liberating. However, I must admit that I’ve found myself a bit lost, career-wise, since graduating last summer.

‘I shouldn’t say this, but I occasionally envy my friend Cara still having another year left of her degree. She’s on a four-year history course in Edinburgh, which she started twelve months after I went to Sheffield. It’s currently her summer holidays.’

Cassie nods, a frown etched into her forehead. ‘So what are you doing at the moment?’

‘Does being a wedding planner count when it’s your own marriage?’ She rolls her eyes. ‘I did have a job in a call centre for a while, although I found it soul-destroying. It suits some people, but it wasn’t for me. Especially when what was supposed to be a temp role started to slip into permanent territory. The instant career progression and management prospects were discussed, I knew it was time to leave. Next, who knows? I’m not thinking further than a week today.’

‘Fair enough. I wouldn’t worry, anyway. You have your whole life ahead of you, Rose. Once you’ve decided what it is that you’d like to do, I don’t doubt you’ll make it happen. I can tell that you’d come across well in an interview, based on our conversation so far.’

‘I’m not sure that’s true, but it’s nice of you to say.’ It dawns on Rose that she’s been busy talking about herself again when, a minute ago, she was trying to find out something more about Cassie. How did that happen?

‘You didn’t say what it is that brings you here,’ she says, taking a sip from her icy drink and throwing an expectant look in her companion’s direction.

‘No,’ Cassie replies after taking a slug of her own drink. ‘It’s a little complicated, to be honest. I have a suggestion, though. Since we’re going to be spending a little time together as we make our way along this tranquillity tour, how about we share our stories?’

‘Sorry, I’m not with you. Stories?’

‘Our life stories. How we got to where we are now. As I said, mine’s a bit complicated – I need to build up to it – but if you were to start …’

‘Hmm, that sounds daunting. How do I know you’ll hold up your side of the bargain? This could be a cunning plan to get me to do all the talking.’

Rose speaks with a half-smile, but she looks Cassie in the eye as she does so, hoping to drive her point home. She’s not sure why, but she really does want to know more about this woman. It’s probably because she’s not been very forthcoming so far; the air of mystery has piqued Rose’s interest. And yet there’s something else. Nothing she can put her finger on. Just a faint gut feeling that Cassie’s story is one she’ll want to hear, as though it could prove somehow useful. Rose is a believer in fate and everything in life having a purpose. Maybe she was supposed to meet this woman here today. Perhaps she’s meant to learn something from her that will prove beneficial in her own life, moving forward. Who knows?

‘You have my word,’ Cassie says. ‘Brownie’s honour! And please don’t pull the age before beauty card on me.’ She grabs Rose’s hand, squeezing it as she gazes at her. ‘I’d really love to hear your story, Rose. Go on. What do you say?’

Rose wrinkles her nose as she briefly considers the proposal. ‘Fine, if I must. What would you like to know? Where shall I start?’

‘At the beginning, of course. As far back as you can remember. Tell me everything you can.’

‘I don’t know about everything – there are only so many hours in the day – but I can certainly try to give you the highlights, if you really want to know.’

‘Absolutely. Fire away, my dear. I’m all ears.’




PART TWO – ROSE’S STORY





CHAPTER 5

I don’t remember the very beginning. Who does? From what I’ve heard, memories that adults claim to have from before the age of three tend to fall into one of two categories: received memories, passed on from others, often parents; and traumatic events that etch themselves with a permanent marker on young minds.

In terms of the latter, I do recall an injury I suffered when I was around two and a half. My dad was showering and I was waiting for him in his bedroom. On the wall opposite his bed was a small oil painting of a black horse in the middle of an otherwise empty field. It’s still there now. Anyway, for some reason it caught my eye that day and I decided I wanted to touch it, to feel the texture under my fingers.

Discovering it was out of my reach, I climbed on to a nearby wooden chair covered in a pile of my dad’s clothes. I stood up on it, reaching over to the painting, only for the chair to tip over, taking me with it. Suddenly my mind was flooded with pain and there was blood everywhere.

I’d smacked my chin at speed, while falling, on the sharp corner of a chest of drawers. My howling soon had my poor father out of the shower, dripping wet, eyes wide with panic. Next he was pressing a clump of tissues on the wound, trying to stem the bleeding, before instructing me – a terrified, sobbing mess – to do the same as he drove us to the nearby GP surgery. A temporary patch later, we continued to A&E, where they stitched me up with what Dad called my ‘cat whiskers’. If you look closely, there’s still a small white scar on my chin today. It looks a little like a bird or an aeroplane.

Some of this memory is probably received rather than actually remembered, as Dad and I have spoken about it many times over the years. That moment of injury, though – my first true experience of real pain – that part of the memory is all mine.

Despite the trauma, I think it’s a fitting first recollection of my childhood, because it demonstrates something that was true throughout: Dad was always there for me. He still is today. I couldn’t wish for a better father. And the fact he brought me up as a single parent, despite only being twenty-two when I was born … There aren’t many fathers who can say that. I’m twenty-two now, for goodness’ sake. I’d definitely like to have kids one day, maybe even soon. But would I be ready to go it alone right now? I’m not sure. It would be a challenge. I might technically be an adult, but I still feel much the same as when I was a teenager.

You’re no doubt wondering what happened to my mother. Sadly, she died when I
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