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LAYLA

I’m not a thief! I’ve never stolen anything in my life. 

My hands tremble with anger as I spray my hair with a ton of dry shampoo in the bathroom mirror; I didn’t have time to wash it. I slept through my alarm after finally falling asleep around 4 a.m. I’d lain in bed replaying that awful scene in my head when Mrs Cavendish had accused me of stealing a ring from a guest’s room. Someone supposedly saw me going into the hotel suite on Saturday. What a lie! I told Mrs C they were either mistaken or deliberately framing me.

But she wouldn’t listen. She fired me on the spot.

Be grateful I haven’t rung the police.

Before I’d headed to the sea tractor in tears, Rachel, one of the full-time housekeepers gave me a hug and insisted she believed me. She told me jewellery, money and a silver leopard ornament have disappeared from rooms in the Sea Haven over the last few months. Mrs C was looking for a scapegoat – she’d smoothed things over with the old lady by sacking someone over her missing ring, but she didn’t want the police turning up again. She’d claimed a dead drunken guest had been bad enough for business this season. 

Still, why me? 

Mrs C hasn’t said anything outright racist, but she never attempted to pronounce my surname, Abdullatif, correctly and thought it was hilarious to call me Q. L. short for Queen Latifah on the rota. Of course, all the staff born and brought up in north Devon miraculously escaped her witch hunt. Mrs C hadn’t even punished the estate manager for forgetting to restore the DANGER sign on the clifftop behind the hotel where that guest fell to his death. 

‘Hurry! It’s half past,’ Mum hollers up the stairs. 

‘I’m coming!’ 

I can’t tell her what’s happened – her worry list is full. I’ll pretend I quit my Saturday job after getting sick of cleaning toilets. That part of my story is true. I’ve texted Frankie, the Lobster Bar’s manager, and she’s agreed to a trial waitress shift on Saturday night. I can shadow Liam – the brainiest student in my maths class and the entire school. Probably the whole of Devon.

‘Layla!’ This time it’s my stepdad Leon. ‘The bus won’t wait for you!’

Tell me about it. 

Silas the Sadist closes the bus doors and pulls away to make me run whenever he spots me in his wing mirror. I regularly do the walk of shame to my usual seat, three rows from the front while the other kids slow-clap, the ones who are awake anyway. 

‘I’m almost there!’

I head to my bedroom, past Salih’s door. I peer inside – the floor is a Lego death trap as usual, deliberately designed to cause maximum pain to bare feet while posters of famous footballers plaster every wall. His head rests on the pillow – bald, where once there were dark brown curls. I pause, listening for his breath, but he’s completely silent. I pick my way around tiny bricks and lean over the bed, frantically scanning his mouth and chest for movement.

Suddenly he sits bolt upright.

‘Get out before I throw something at you!’

I jump guiltily. ‘Sorry, habibi! Do you want anything?’

‘A less annoying sister? And I’m not your darling!’

I retreat, limping as a tile maliciously clamps to my heel. ‘Okay, I’m outta here.’

‘And close the door behind you, MM!’ 

I hate that nickname – it’s short for Mini Mum – but I leave the door open a crack before hurrying downstairs. 

‘Don’t forget to arrive early tonight to bag a good seat,’ I tell Mum as I sling my rucksack next to the washing machine. I leave the tickets on the table as she and Leon peer at a message on her phone. I stick bread into the toaster and put water, ground coffee and sugar into the kanaka. I’ll never survive maths first period without caffeine. 

I place the long-handled pot on the hot plate and check my mobile as I wait for the mixture to heat up and froth. My friend Alvita has messaged: 

Don’t miss the bus. Save a seat for Kai!

She’s attached a GIF of two teddy bears kissing. I reply with a blushing emoji. I should never have admitted I fancy him. She’ll keep bugging me to flirt on the way to school. Luckily Alvita gets on after him, at the biggest pick-up point, and he’ll be sat down already. I need to get a move on. There’s only one morning bus for kids who can’t get lifts. I’ve zero chance of Mum or Leon dropping me off, and I can’t start driving lessons until I turn seventeen in January.

I pull the pot off the heat as the foam rises and put it back, the way Baba – Dad – taught me. I glance at Mum and Leon but they’re glued to her phone. 

‘Did you hear me? The concert starts at five but the doors open from four thirty.’ I peer into the toaster – it works okay for everyone else, but I must have crossed it in a previous life. It always cremates my bread with its malevolent death rays.

‘What’s that?’ Mum looks at me blankly. She has dark shadows under her eyes – another disturbed night as she checks on Salih every few hours. She brushes back a tendril of chestnut-coloured hair that falls loose from her unwashed ponytail.

‘Is something on the calendar?’ Leon chips in.

‘Hello? My choir concert – we’re performing songs from The Greatest Showman.’

‘Has that come round already?’ Mum asks, frowning. 

They’ve forgotten! Ever since Salih was diagnosed with neuroblastoma seven months ago, he’s come first, which is only right. We’ve all had to give up things, make sacrifices. But scraping into second place … well, it hurts sometimes.

Mum tuts as she scours the dates on the fridge door. ‘I did write it down. I got caught up in Salih’s trial – it slipped my mind to find a babysitter – sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’ I fight to keep the disappointment out of my voice. This experimental US medical trial is all Mum and Leon can think about since they applied last month. 

‘I’m on the back row. You wouldn’t see much of me anyway.’ 

‘I thought you were one of the soloists?’ Leon asks.

I shrug. ‘I didn’t get the song I wanted.’

That’s a lie, but they don’t need to know the truth. Mr Grange relegated me to chorus after I missed too many rehearsals. He’d switched the sessions from lunchtime to 4 p.m. and I hadn’t wanted to bother Mum and Leon about late pick-ups. I’m also supposed to attend after-school homework club to catch up with my music and drama assignments. Lack of sleep is wrecking my concentration. I jiggle the toaster before turning it off at the wall and stabbing a knife inside. My bread is being incinerated. Smoke drifts out as I free the smouldering black slabs. I drop them into the bin and turn to the kanaka. The coffee’s boiling over. Seriously I give up. 

‘No, Layla, it’s not okay!’ 

I spin round as Mum covers her face with her hands, her shoulders slumped. Leon puts his arms round her. I’m a horrible selfish person. I wish I’d never mentioned the concert. It’s probably best they don’t come. I don’t want them to bump into Mrs C – her daughter, Fliss Cavendish, is one of the soloists. Wait, did Fliss get me sacked so she could spread fake news around the sixth form? I wouldn’t put it past her.

‘It doesn’t matter, honestly!’

Mum shakes her head, wiping her eyes with her sleeve.

‘What is it? What’s going on?’

‘The doctor in the US has emailed about the trial,’ Leon says quietly. 

A tiny dagger stabs my heart. ‘He won’t take Salih?’

‘No, your brother’s been accepted.’ Leon’s eyes mist up. ‘We could fly out and begin treatment straight away.’

‘I d-d-don’t understand. That’s great … right?’ I scan their faces. They look anything but happy. ‘This will make Salih better. You said the treatment was experimental, but it could get rid of his cancer for good.’

‘You’re right,’ Mum says. ‘It’s his only—’ 

‘Sandy!’ Leon interjects.

‘I mean … this is Salih’s best chance of getting well.’

I inhale sharply as her meaning sinks in. This is Salih’s only chance of recovering from his cancer – a rare but aggressive one. I catch hold of the worktop as the room spins. At his last hospital appointment the doctor said he was responding well to treatment. Mum and Leon had hugged and performed a goofy dance around his bed. But as I look at their stricken faces now, I realise I’ve been dumb. The tumour is still there. It could grow, spread, like Baba’s lung cancer. He died a year after his diagnosis, shortly after Salih’s third birthday.

‘What’s the problem?’ 

I bite my bottom lip as Mum stares at a stack of bank statements and unpaid bills on the table.

‘How much do we need?’ I pause, doing a quick calculation in my head. ‘I can help out – I’ve saved about four hundred pounds.’ If I land this waitressing gig, I could beg Frankie for weekday shifts as well as weekends.

‘Layla, it’s two hundred and fifty thousand dollars,’ Leon says quietly.

My knees weaken. Icy fingers crawl up my spine. He may as well have said £2 million. Mum looks after Salih 24/7 and Leon’s back injury has ruled out building work. He’s only found a part-time delivery driver position since we moved to Sandstown, a village outside Kingsborough, nine months ago.

‘What are we going to do?’ My voice falters.

‘That’s not your problem. We’ll think of something.’ Leon frowns. ‘I’ll plead with the bank for a loan. Perhaps my parents could remortgage and—’

‘I’m setting up a JustGiving page today,’ Mum cuts in. ‘And I’ll ask your grandma for help.’

I raise an eyebrow. Teta stopped talking to Mum when she married Leon three years ago and she rings me to get updates on Salih. Before retiring, she used to own a ful medames shop in Cairo, which was successful and served scores of hungry customers a day, but she’s never been mega wealthy. 

‘I’m sure lots of people will want to chip in when they hear how –’ Mum’s voice wobbles horribly – ‘how important this is.’ She means vital, lifesaving.

They both attempt fake smiles, but they won’t earn Oscars for their acting skills. The pain in my chest grows sharper, pincers grinding deeper and deeper into my flesh. 

I open my mouth to speak, but Leon thrusts my rucksack and coat into my hands, steering me into the hall. ‘Silas will go without you!’

He manoeuvres me out of the front door and shuts it behind me before I can protest. I don’t know how I’m making it down the hill; my legs feel like leaden weights. I’m half walking, half lurching to the bus stop, my stomach churning queasily. 

If we don’t find a way to come up with $250,000 my super-irritating, funny, football-loving little brother could die.

I can’t let that happen. 

I’ll do absolutely anything to save him.
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FLISS

I’ll do anything to stop those photos appearing online.

My hand trembles as I reread the text: 

I have yr pix. £5,000 IN CASH or they go viral.

When the first message landed late last night, I only just made it to the bathroom in time. I’d vomited repeatedly into the toilet until there was nothing left to bring up. Another wave of nausea hits me now. I take a swig of latte, but it makes me feel worse. I push my travel mug into the holder and sink deeper into the cream-leather seat, swallowing hard, as we leave the hotel grounds and cross the causeway. Usually I enjoy the morning commute to school. I’ll post a cute picture on Insta from the back seat of our driver Aaron’s Range Rover to make everyone jelly before checking Daddy’s Facebook to see what he and Amanda got up to over the weekend. I always ‘like’ his photos, even though a tiny part of me shrivels and dies inside. But it’s worth pretending to be happy for them. It reminds him to check my socials before he goes to bed. He’ll make a ‘funny’ comment and I’ll reply with an eye-rolling emoji. Or he’ll FaceTime if I lay it on thick enough about how much I miss him. 

That’s not a lie. 

It’s hard to schedule regular calls when he works such long hours in California, weekends too. Some days the time difference feels more like a century than eight hours. But there’s nothing usual about this morning. No way can I take a selfie after my sleepless night – my concealer barely covers the dark circles under my eyes. And I definitely can’t tell Daddy about my blackmailer. He’d go ballistic and want to know everything. Mother says it’s our secret; he must never find out what really happened this summer.

I study the message. I don’t recognise the mobile number. Who’s trying to ruin my life? If they hacked my phone over the weekend, it narrows down the culprit. The mobile was only out of my sight on Saturday afternoon. I’d paid for the gang to share a private lesson at the surf school. Has one of them guessed my password? Maybe Tristram or Spencer found my mobile in the changing hut. They could have scanned through my pics for a laugh and stumbled across the incriminating ones. But they wouldn’t demand cash. All my friends – or, rather, frenemies – have generous monthly allowances. 

Kim, who runs the surf school, rakes in thousands from holidaymakers and can’t be short of cash. But that kid from my art and psychology classes was teaching a beginners’ surfing group. What’s his name? Something short and snappy and beginning with ‘K’. Kit? No idea. It could be him. He looks like he sleeps rough on the beach. Whoever sent this message thinks I’m a rich bitch and needs money quickly. They believe £5,000 isn’t a big deal for someone like me – probably thanks to Devon Life. Earlier this year, the magazine carried a feature about our renovations to the Sea Haven – it was built in 1895 and had belonged to a local family for decades. The piece casually mentioned ‘the multimillionaire Cavendishes – the picture-perfect family who currently run north Devon’s top luxury hotel’. 

As if. 

By the time the glossy article was published, Daddy had left us and moved to Malibu to be with Amanda, a stick-thin influencer who’s half his age. Sure, we’re wealthy, on paper, but Mother has gone all Ebenezer Scrooge since the refurb and scours my bank statements. She’ll notice if I dip into my savings account, and no way can I beg Daddy for cash. He negotiates massive property deals in the States and pores over contracts, challenging every figure that looks out of place. He’ll see straight through my lies. He and Mother are no longer on speaking terms, but he’ll force his PA to ring and find out what’s going on. That will spark another furious row over money. I have to sort out this mess myself. 

I scroll through my album for the millionth time. All four photos are missing. In hindsight, it was a mistake to keep them. But I’d wanted evidence in case the police ever returned and I’d needed a defence. The pictures would help back my version of events. But now they could seal my fate after I’ve lied to cover my tracks. Whoever hacked my phone must have deleted the pics and kept copies. Or are they just trying to freak me out? If so, they’re succeeding. I take a deep breath and open the second – and worst – message, which landed shortly after the first: 

If u don’t pay, EVERYONE will find out what u did.

Cold shivers run up and down my spine. My blackmailer isn’t bluffing. They know. But how? They can’t possibly … 

I close my eyes, but that makes everything far worse. Terrible images flash into my head, one after another, like a sequence from a horror movie. Shame floods me, followed by white-hot anger and dizzying panic. I’m spinning out of control. 

Bang!

I scream, my heart racing. My eyes fly open as sand thuds into the windscreen.

Aaron glances in his mirror. ‘Sorry! My bad.’ 

He sweeps a thatch of ginger hair from his forehead and brakes, before fiddling with the radio button. His hand is covered in freckles, along with his nose and cheeks. The slightest ray of sunshine and he fries – like bacon, he claims.

‘No music.’ My voice is strangely high-pitched. ‘Turn it off!’

‘Okaaaay.’ He raises an eyebrow, but his hand returns to the steering wheel.

I feel a small twinge of guilt for snapping. Aaron always looks out for me – he’s driven me around ever since we moved to Sandstown when I was ten. Mother probably doesn’t pay him enough to put up with my crap.

‘Sorry.’

‘A bad case of Monday-morning blues?’ 

‘The worst!’ I stare out of the window at the deserted beach. The wind is picking up. Huge waves are crashing swathes of seaweed on to the sand. Mother and I used to hunt for lost washed-up treasure during weather like this in those early days, when Dad ran the hotel, and she was less hands on.

‘I know a way to cheer you up.’ The skin round his bright blue eyes crinkle at the edges. ‘You used to love me and Mrs C doing this when you were little.’

‘No, I didn’t.’ 

I’m not in the mood. Plus, I’ve outgrown childish games.

‘Get ready!’

Before I can protest, he turns on the radio. Loud house music blares out. He rams his foot on the accelerator and we fly across the beach, deliberately spattering sand on to the windows.

‘Nooooooooo!’

I grip the seat, laughing, as Aaron whoops loudly and beats his hands on the wheel. All my worries and fears slip away. I’m eleven again, squealing with delight, as we head to a birthday party, racing against the incoming tide that could cut us off. Mother would smile and say, ‘Can you go faster, Aaron? Fliss wants to travel at the speed of light. She’s our little record-breaker.’

The touchscreen console lights up as his phone rings. 

‘Whoops, it’s your mum.’ His shoulders tense and his foot eases off the pedal.

I roll my eyes. She must have a sixth sense that we’re having fun. Aaron manoeuvres the Range Rover off the beach and pulls on to the narrow road that leads to the car park. I glance at my mobile – no reception as usual. Mother must be trying his phone to apologise to me for working solidly all weekend.

Aaron’s voice is bright and professional when he answers. ‘Hello, Mrs C. I’ll pass the phone to Fliss.’ He fumbles with the mobile holder.

I lean forward, yanking at my seat belt.

‘No need, it’s you I’m after, Aaron,’ she says, sighing. ‘I want you here. I have an urgent appointment.’

My cheeks smart as I slump into my seat. 

‘Understood, but we’ve only just crossed the causeway. I’ll be another ninety minutes or so.’

‘Drop Fliss at the nearest school bus stop and head back, please.’

‘You have to be kidding!’ I interject. 

‘See you soon.’ 

An awkward silence stretches between us as she hangs up. Aaron puts his mobile back in the holder and restarts the engine. 

‘You’re driving me to school as planned. Agreed?’

‘I don’t have a choice, sorry. Mrs C is the boss.’

My mouth falls open. ‘B-b-but she can’t mean it.’

It’s bad enough my parents never sent me to private school – the nearest decent one is more than thirty miles away – but there’s no way I’m slumming it on public transport.

‘What will everyone say when I roll up to school on the Poverty Express?’

‘Come again?’ Aaron flinches in the mirror. He hates me making digs about the ‘less fortunate’ kids at school.

‘I meant the bus,’ I mutter.

‘You might enjoy a different journey. You could see someone you know.’

I shudder. ‘I hope to God not. That would be beyond embarrassing.’ 

He sighs deeply. ‘There’s nothing I can do. The bus stop isn’t far away. I doubt you’ll have long to wait.’

I punch the seat with frustration until I remember that the kid from the surf school will probably catch the bus. This is the ideal time to confront him about the hacked pics away from my gossipy friends. 

I’m not the only person about to have the journey from hell.




[image: Image Missing]

LIAM

‘I don’t think we’ll split before uni.’ Tristram taps the steering wheel of his mum’s old Volvo. ‘I’m just saying lots of couples went their separate ways at the end of sixth form last term.’ He sighs. ‘I’ll be so wrapped up with my training and after-school rehearsals – you could be sick of me by the time we have to apply!’

‘That will never happen,’ I say quickly.

‘Thanks, babe.’ 

I wait to hear the same reassurance, but silence stretches between us for what feels like eternity. Oh God. I want to be swallowed by a black hole and spat out in another universe. Is Tristram fed up of me? I’d only said it would be stupendous if we both applied to Cambridge – he’s previously described the university as a conveyor belt to the England rugby team, and the stage via Footlights. But bringing it up again was a miscalculation. He did all the chasing a few months ago and messaged me dozens of times a day, but he didn’t text back this weekend or last. The probability of us being together this time next year is 63 per cent and decreasing rapidly.

Is it because of the way I look? 

However hard I work out, I’ll never have the perfect body like him, his rugby teammates and all those surfers at school.

He reaches over and squeezes my hand. ‘Stop catastrophising.’

‘I’m not, honestly!’

He eases his foot off the pedal as we crawl behind the tractor.

‘Let’s just enjoy us and not stress out making plans. Live for the moment. Right?’ 

I clear my throat. ‘Affirmative!’

Another lie. I feel stressed without plans. I draw up lists every day. I have my heart set on studying maths at Jesus College followed by a PhD at Stanford. Is it misguided to hope that Tristram could share my medium-to-long-term goals?

‘Do you need another cushion? I can pull over and get one out of the boot. It’s not a problem. The traffic’s practically stationary!’

‘I’m good, thanks.’

I wince as my neurons fire and retrieve a memory buried deep in my brain. Dad had asked the same question on that torturously slow drive back from the hospital when I was twelve. I’d had surgery on my back to correct the curvature and was dosed up on painkillers, but every bump in the road was agony despite the pillows. Worse still, Mum and Dad were arguing. Dad had announced he’d accepted a building job in Dubai and would be gone for months. I’d guessed by Mum’s reaction that he wasn’t coming back. I’d thrown up and screamed, ‘Don’t go! Don’t leave us!’ 

Panic claws at my throat. I fight back the temptation to repeat the same pleas to Tristram by thinking of all the prime numbers between forty and sixty.

Forty-one, forty-three, forty-seven, fifty-three, fifty-nine …

‘Aargh! You’ll miss the bus if we’re stuck behind this much longer.’ He applies the handbrake as the tractor labours up the sloping, twisty lane.

A ray of hope creeps into my heart as he checks his watch. His parents presented him with a vintage Breitling timepiece for his eighteenth birthday last week, but he’s wearing the £200 Samsung Galaxy I gave him. He catches my glance and ruffles my hair affectionately.

‘Best present ever!’ 

My heart flutters the way it always does when he gazes at me with those gorgeous bluish-green eyes. His dark brown hair is tousled, his cheekbones high and chiselled. He is the most devastatingly attractive boy I’ve ever seen. As he leans over and kisses me on the lips, I inhale citrus, woody aftershave, and butterflies dance in my stomach. All my insecurities slip away. Tristram was held back a year due to glandular fever but has returned to captain the rugby team and take the lead in this term’s production of Phantom of the Opera; he’ll probably be head boy in the upper sixth. But despite the long trailing scar down my back, he chose me. 

We spring apart as the motorist behind us toots his horn. The traffic is moving. 

‘Okay, okay!’ Tristram stalls the engine and struggles to get it into gear. ‘Dammit. Why can’t I have a decent drive, like a Jeep? That’s what I’ll pick if my parents ever offer a set of wheels.’

That’s unlikely in the short or medium term. He’s in his dad’s bad books after the Merc theft. Tristram had borrowed his car during an overseas business trip. He couldn’t admit he’d left the keys inside while he’d grabbed a Coke in a pub after rugby training – his dad would have gone ballistic. Instead, we’d agreed to tell the police it was stolen from outside my house, two days before we got together.

He hits the accelerator as the tractor takes a left turn. ‘Okay, we should have enough time,’ he says. 

I check my watch, a scratched Sekonda. We have three minutes and forty-five seconds before my bus arrives. He’s dropping me at the nearest stop before heading to the coach pick-up – his team is travelling to a match at a local school. 

‘Thanks for doing this.’

‘We needed quality time together after I missed your calls over the weekend. Talking of which, have you thought any more about Verbier? The lodge deposit is five hundred pounds each.’

My heart sinks. I can’t ask Mum for money. Her hospital trust is being restructured and members of her nursing team could be made redundant or relocated elsewhere. I only have a few hundred pounds saved from my Saturday job at the Lobster Bar. There’s no way I can afford the deposit, let alone the £3,000 cost of jointly hiring out the ski lodge with his friends over New Year. 

I did something despicable to buy his watch. I can’t do it again. I’ll tell him no.

‘Please say “yes”. New Year’s Eve will suck without you. I’ll die of loneliness.’

My resolve crumbles and I hear a small voice say, ‘I’ll get the deposit to you.’ 

‘Brilliant! We need it by the end of next week.’

‘It won’t be a problem. Promise.’

Inwardly I groan. How can I come up with £500 by next week? Plus another £2,500 before Christmas? It’s a mathematical impossibility.

What have I done? 
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KAI

How did I let this happen? What the hell am I going to do?

I run down the hill to the bus stop, cursing myself. Lack of food has left a gnawing pain in my belly and scrambled my brain, which is foggier than usual. Energy bars for supper and breakfast barely touched the sides, but I couldn’t risk stealing food from the cupboards. The rich Londoners who own my crash pad have laminated lists for everything, including the number of bags of pasta and bog rolls, which the cleaner checks each weekend. Anyway, I’m not a thief. Not yet. Kim has paid this month’s wages in advance, and I can’t ask for another sub; surfing lessons are drying up. Soon I’ll only have Mrs Gibson’s weekly gardening to tide me over – maybe I can charge extra for odd jobs around her house. She’s always been warm and supportive, offering drinks and big slices of her home-made cakes after my shifts.

I’ve been dead careful – not trampling in sand or showing any sign someone is secretly sleeping here. I put the spare key under the flower pot, but this morning I overslept. In my rush to leave, I left the key on the kitchen table and slammed the back door shut. I’ll have to smash a window to get in. The cleaner will report a break-in and the last thing I need is the police turning up. 

I’ll have to move on, which is a pain in the butt. I can’t afford rent – the cash Mum left me ran out, and our old landlord has changed the locks. This house has a great view of the beach, and I can check out the surf without listening to the radio. Best of all, it’s in the middle of a ghost village, surrounded by other empty holiday homes. I don’t have to worry about turning on the lights now it’s off season. Mrs Gibson – the last remaining local on this road – lives six houses down. Her grounds are vast, and I need a garden tractor to mow them. No one knew I was here until I screwed up and ruined Plan A. I catch a glimpse of the school bus in the distance and sprint across the road. I’ll have to figure out where to go next – Plan B. Maybe I could—

Tyres squeal.

Shiiiiiiiit! My hands slam on to the bonnet of a blue car. Luckily I haven’t bounced off it. Or been dragged under the wheels.

‘Sorry, sorry!’ I mouth at the smeared windscreen, my heart hammering against my chest with the adrenaline. Jeez, that was close.

The driver – dark-haired, skinny and probably in his thirties – winds down his window and screams his head off. I’m tempted to give him the finger back, but his eyes are dead and soulless. I imagine this is the way serial killers gaze at you, right before they gut you from throat to belly with a knife. 

I tap my head, pretending I’m an idiot – honestly that’s not a stretch for my acting skills. I make it to the other side of the road and jump on the bus, trying to look casual rather than like someone who’s almost shit their pants. If I’d been knocked down, doctors would have asked awkward questions about my home address and next of kin. The police too. I need to blend in, the way I do at school – telling my D&T teacher I’d volunteer to meet and greet next week. It helps distract from the fact that Mum unfortunately can’t make parents’ evening. She sends her apologies.

I stagger past Silas.

‘What did that guy say to you?’ he demands.

I double back. ‘Come again?’ 

This is a first. Silas took over the morning bus service after Bob, rest in peace, was killed in a hit-and-run two months ago. Since then, the only word I’ve heard him mutter is ‘Morning’. Today Silas has the same pale listless grey eyes and hair the colour of stale ginger biscuits, but his skin is greyish and his brow has a slick of sweat. He looks ill. I edge back; I don’t get sick pay.

‘I’m talking about him.’ Silas jerks his head at the window.

The car, an Audi, has pulled over, engine running. The guy has a mobile clamped to his ear – he’s not a local. Maybe he’s lost and accidentally ended up in Shitstown. Frankly I’m surprised – and touched – by Silas’s concern. Obviously he’s not a patch on lovely old Bob, but I should give him a chance.

‘I’m okay, honestly,’ I say brightly. ‘No damage done.’ I tap my skull. ‘Hard on the outside, but soft on the inside. That’s what everyone says.’ I wink.

‘Tell me what the driver said.’

Apparently we’re done with pleasantries. 

‘An A to Z of all the swear words in the dictionary.’

‘Did he ask you anything about me?’ 

‘Erm, why would he do that?’

He shakes his head, drumming his fingers on the wheel.

I peer out of the window. ‘Wait, do you know him?’ I’m not sure what’s more surprising – the fact our monosyllabic driver has a friend, or that his mate happens to be a total psycho. 

‘Sit down!’ 

He rams his foot on the accelerator and the bus pulls away before I have a chance to grab the handrail. My forehead bounces off a rail. 

‘Jeez!’ Gingerly I touch the skin. A lump swells beneath my fingers. 

Silas glances at me but doesn’t apologise. What is it with everyone this morning? One-handed, I chuck my rucksack into the usual place – the baggage rack closest to his seat. It lands on top of a large blue holdall.

‘That’s fragile!’ he shouts. ‘Sling your stuff elsewhere!’

Whatever. As I scoop up the rucksack, my fingers brush his bag. It’s bulky and hard. ‘Do you have bricks inside? Fragile bricks?’

Silas scowls at me in his mirror. My forehead’s pounding. I don’t think today can get any worse until I look straight ahead, out of the back window. The Audi’s following us. Is that a coincidence? Or is the driver waiting for me to climb off …? I duck down but realise that’s a dumb move because he watched me get on. 

I steal a look to my left and get that familiar fluttery feeling in the pit of my stomach when I spot Layla three rows from the front. Her eyes look teary as she sweeps her long dark brown hair off her face and leans against the glass. I will her to notice me, but I’m the invisible man. I’d tried asking her in registration last week why she’s stopped uploading her music, a fusion of Arabic and western influences, on to her YouTube channel. But she must have thought I was a weird stalker. She’d changed the subject and called me Kyle.

Do I look like a Kyle? Please, God, no!

Most of the seats are empty today; only three other students are on board. Maybe it’s a bad case of Mondayitis. Liam – or HMG (Hot Maths Geek) as my best friend, Lou, calls him – is sitting in the row opposite Layla. He pushes gold-rimmed glasses up his nose as he checks his phone, a maths textbook balancing on his knee. He’s an actual genius and has probably memorised it by heart. Or written it himself.

‘Where’s everyone else?’ I mumble.

‘Inset day for lower school,’ he replies. 

I catch a glimpse of the Insta photo on his phone – it’s his douche bag boyfriend Tristram mid-tackle, or rather mid-pulverising his latest victim to a bloody pulp. Liam ‘likes’ the pic. Personally I’d prefer to delete Tristram and not only on social media.

I look up and immediately wish I hadn’t. A girl with long auburn hair and green eyes glares at me from the back row.

What is Fliss Cavendish doing here? She gets chauffeur-driven to school. And why does she look like she wants to murder me? We’re in the same art and psychology classes, but she never usually registers my existence.

‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ She flies out of her seat. Correction, my seat. Mascara is smudged beneath her eyes. She swings from side to side as the bus picks up speed.

‘Sit down!’ Silas bellows.

She ignores him and ploughs on.

‘Erm. What are you talking about?’

‘I left my mobile in my bag at the surf school on Saturday. You were one of the instructors.’ She glowers at me accusingly.

‘Yeah. And?’

‘You must have found it and worked out the password.’

I pause for a beat. ‘Why would I want to hack your mobile?’

‘Because you were looking for something incriminating?’

Interesting. 

‘Wait, you have dodgy stuff on your phone?’

She ignores the bait. ‘You’re the only person I recognise who was hanging around. Kim said I could leave my bag in the hut. She wouldn’t go through my stuff, but I bet you would!’

‘Nice!’ I exclaim, clinging on to the rail. ‘What about your so-called friends? One of them could have nipped back from the beach while you were in the sea.’

‘Ha, you did notice when I was surfing!’

‘That’s what you were doing? Thanks for clarifying. I wasn’t one hundred per cent certain.’

‘Wow!’ Layla stands up, facing Fliss. ‘What a surprise! A Cavendish pointing the finger without bothering to learn the facts.’

My heart beats faster as she heads over, swaying from seat to seat. I’m picturing the sparks flying between us after I thank her for coming to my defence. I’ll lean towards her and—

Tyres screech. A loud bang rings out, followed by a searing jolt. The bus stops and Layla flies forward. Fliss’s forehead crunches into my eye socket. My grip on the rail loosens. I slam on to the deck, air squeezing out of my lungs as she lands on top. Groaning, I shift position and notice glasses and a phone by my hand. Both are cracked. Beside them lies Liam, clutching his textbook like it’s a life jacket. 

‘Is everyone … okay?’ My voice cracks.

‘Think so.’ Fliss rubs her temple as she scrambles off me.

Liam gropes for his glasses. I push them closer, trying to catch my breath. 

Layla crawls towards us on her knees, taking short, sharp breaths. ‘Are you hurt?’ she asks softly.

‘Kai not Kyle,’ I gasp. 

‘What?’ 

‘My name.’

‘Huh?’

She doesn’t remember our last encounter, and I feel stupider than before if that’s humanly possible.

‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘I think you might be in shock.’

She helps me on to a seat, flashing me a warm smile. She has hazel-coloured eyes with green flecks and long, long lashes. I touch my temple tentatively. A bruise the size of a duck egg is no doubt rocketing me up the attractiveness stakes.

Liam joins Fliss at the window. He breathes out deeply. ‘Did we hit something?’

She peers out. ‘I think a car went into the back of us.’

I kneel on the seat. Jeez. Psycho Driver’s car is totalled.

‘Why did you hit the brakes, Silas?’ I holler.

He’s staring in his wing mirror. Maybe he’s in shock because he hasn’t done responsible adult-in-charge things like make sure we’re not bleeding to death or get out to swap insurance details. 

‘Aren’t you going to check the other driver is okay?’ Fliss chips in. ‘The bumper’s hanging off his car.’

‘I think he’s injured,’ Liam adds. 

Silas doesn’t turn round or speak. 

The guy falls out of the Audi, holding a bloodied tissue to his head. His eyes are dark with fury as he staggers towards us. Oh God. We’re miles from anywhere – stuck in no-man’s land between two villages. Not many cars use these lanes at this time of the morning – there are more direct routes to Kingsborough. 

I pull myself out of the seat and make a beeline for Silas. ‘Call the police! That guy’s certifiable.’

As if to prove my point, the driver slams a hand against the bus, smearing blood on the window like a returned-from-the-dead-murderer in a horror movie. 

Fliss screams and white-hot panic courses through my veins.

‘Silas?’ I need him to take charge because I’m crap in emergency situations.

Too late.

The man’s bloodied face appears, contorted with fury, at the door. He beats his fists on the glass as Silas starts the engine. The bus pulls away.

‘You can’t escape!’ he yells, stumbling after us. ‘I know where you live. You’re dead meat!’

Shiiiit! 

‘Silas! What the hell?’

He finally speaks as he changes gear. ‘I can’t risk letting him on my bus.’

I gape at him. ‘But you’ll call the police, right? Or an ambulance?’

‘Of course! What do you take me for?’

A frigging lunatic obviously.

‘But—’

‘Sit down and I’ll report it!’

I stagger towards the others as the bus picks up speed. Out of the back window, I watch the guy limp to his car. He pulls off the damaged bumper and climbs inside.

Within seconds Psycho Driver is burning rubber, chasing after us.




[image: Image Missing]

LIAM

‘Hold on!’ Kai shouts, slumping into the nearest seat.

The bus swings round a tight corner. Brambles and branches thump into the windows in violent protest. Clinging on to the handrail, I shove the glasses up my nose. The right lens is cracked, and the other arm is twisted, but it’s better than nothing; I’m practically blind without them.

‘Slow down, Silas!’ Layla cries.

‘For God’s sake!’ Fliss hollers, gripping the handrail tightly. 

I must stay focused despite my throbbing lip. I’ve memorised the registration plate of the Audi and jotted it down in my maths book, along with a description of the motorist and the time of the crash. Kai explained why Silas didn’t stop, but the police will need precise details later and I wouldn’t trust this lot to accurately describe a food fight in the school canteen. 

I check my phone for signs of life but it’s officially dead. I toss it aside as we veer on to the opposite side of the road. Oh God! I’m stuck in a remake of Stephen King’s Duel. I touch my swollen lip and a small red smear appears on my fingertips. My chest tightens. I hate the sight of blood. The air is squeezed out of my lungs. Black dots multiply in front of my broken lens. I need to hear Tristram’s voice. He’d help calm me down, the way Mum does whenever I feel a panic attack coming on. I close my eyes and breathe slowly. 

I love maths, classic horror movies with shock twists and Tristram. Not necessarily in that order.

Concentrate on the numbers. Count prime numbers forwards and backwards.

Two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen, seventeen. 

Seventeen, thirteen, eleven, seven, five, three, two.

‘Does anyone have mobile reception?’ I ask when my breathing is normalish. ‘We should call school to say there’s been an accident. Silas will have to pull over soon and we’ll be late after giving statements to the police.’

‘Seriously?’ Layla snorts. ‘That’s what you’re worried about? Missing maths?’

I can’t admit this is my way of coping in stressful situations – I distance myself and organise. I draw up plans, spreadsheets and logic diagrams in my head and analyse the relevant data in order of priority to stop myself from totally freaking out. 

‘We could call Kingsborough police station. Tell them what’s happened in case Silas misses out any pertinent information.’

Layla shakes her head.

‘One bar,’ Fliss says. ‘Not enough to make a call.’

Kai checks. ‘Nope. Not yet.’ He covers his head with his hands as we take another bend too fast. ‘Jeez!’

I check my watch. Silas will stop in approximately three minutes and thirty seconds at the biggest morning pick-up. It’ll be a short jog to the nearest house and a landline. If we don’t get off, it’ll be twelve to thirteen minutes before we clear the coastal roads and regain decent mobile reception. 

‘Get ready to jump off at the next stop!’ I tell the others.

We career past a lay-by where a cyclist is fixing his tyre. At least that’s what I’m guessing the man is doing. He dissolves into a blur of silver. The engine roars deafeningly as we begin a steep incline.

‘You mean this stop?’ Fliss points out of the rear window as the road levels.

‘Alvita!’ Layla pounds on the glass to one of the girls at our school who’s waiting to get on. 

I hear a snatch of cries. Puzzled students point and gesticulate as we speed past. Now they’re reduced to matchstick figures in the distance. 

‘They’ll get detentions for being late,’ I say.

‘Well, at least they’ll be alive!’ Layla exclaims. ‘We’re about to enter Sick-bag Pass!’

‘W-w-what?’ 

‘The coastal road – it’s windy. I don’t think my stomach can take it.’

‘I’ll talk to Silas. Get him to slow down.’ I’m hoping I sound brave. The others are making my anxiety go through the roof. If I stay around them much longer, I’ll throw up, Exorcist style.

‘Good idea. I’ll come with you.’ Fliss brandishes her phone. 

We plough forward, grabbing for the rails. I make the mistake of looking ahead. My vision is partially obscured by the cracked lens, but my stomach heaves at the grey expanse of ocean beyond the windscreen. 

‘You’ll be done for dangerous driving.’ Fliss pushes past, filming Silas on her phone. ‘Mother knows everyone. She’ll—’

A loud roar fills the air as the Audi overtakes, swerving in front of us.

‘Hold on, kids!’ Silas yells.

I grab Fliss’s arm as the bus smashes into the back of the car with an explosion of grinding metal and splintering glass. The Audi spins round and round. 

Fliss screams. 

‘Silas!’ Layla yells.

Blood pounds in my ears. Did Silas mistake the accelerator for the brake?

We slam into the side of the car. That wasn’t an accident. I hear dull thumps behind me – rucksacks dropping from the baggage rack into the aisle. I fall, spread-eagled, on to a seat as the Audi loses control and careers off the road. 

‘W-w-what are you …?’ 

The words catch in my horribly dry throat as we veer after the vehicle, bouncing downhill through long grass.

‘Stop!’ My voice is barely a whisper. It’s not nearly loud enough. 

‘Let us the hell off!’ Kai bellows from the back.

Silas must have heard that, but doesn’t slow down. 

‘You’ll get us all killed!’ Layla cries. 

‘Please, Silas!’ Fliss says, sobbing. ‘The cliff is … there!’

She touches my arm, her eyes wide with fear. ‘He’ll stop in time, right?’ 

I gulp. My throat feels as coarse as sandpaper. Silas will come to his senses and brake! This will be like an action movie – the motorist will perform a last-minute handbrake turn, missing
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My idea for Four Good Liars came from holidaying in Devon and imagining a dramatic clifftop school bus crash, with students forced to put aside their personal differences to escape. I used a fictional location – the village, hotel and restaurant don’t exist – but the dilemmas facing the characters felt very real, and I couldn’t wait to start exploring them. The novel wouldn’t have been possible without the support, hard work and talent of my agents, Izzy Gahan and Alice Lutyens at Curtis Brown. Thank you for making dreams come true. 

Writing is a solitary process, but publishing requires a massive team effort. I’m very lucky and grateful to be working with the best possible team at HarperCollins Children’s Books. Thank you to my brilliant editor, Natalie Doherty, and to Michelle Misra who was my first champion – both of you have shown such passion for my writing.

Thank you to Jennie Roman for your incredible eye for detail during copy edits and editor, Jane Baldock, and publisher, Nick Lake, for all your support. A special shout out must go to Matt Kelly for designing my wonderful cover – I love it!

Thank you to the wider team that has worked so hard to bring Four Good Liars to the bookshelves: Jasmeet Fyfe, Charis White, Aisling Beddy, Rosie Hawkins, Ruth Burrow in UK sales; Victoria Boodle and Caroline Fisher in international sales, and Kirsty Bradbury in publishing strategy. A huge thanks also to Geraldine Stroud, Elisa Offord, Alex Cowan, Sarah Lough and Isobel Coonjah in marketing and communications.

I’d like to thank my friend, Hala Khalil, for her invaluable help with Layla’s Egyptian heritage and use of Arabic. Once again, I turned to crime fiction advisor, Graham Bartlett, for assistance with the police procedural scenes – the former chief superintendent has helped me with my previous adult books, and I’d highly recommend his services to authors. 

I also received help from Natalie Cooper, communications officer at Scoliosis Association UK, for scenes involving Liam’s scoliosis. Thank you for answering all my queries.

Kai is a product of my imagination but, sadly, there are many teenagers like him who are homeless through no fault of their own. Latest government data shows there are more than 125,000 homeless children living in temporary accommodation with their families in England today – a 67 per cent rise in ten years. They can be stuck in emergency hostels, B&Bs, one-room bedsits and cramped flats for months or years on end due to a shortage of affordable homes. The country should do much better for these young people and their families. For more information about the problem, visit www.shelter.org.uk

Thank you to my friends who read early drafts – Victoria Crook, Jo Megaw and Rosie Megaw, along with my author friends, Lindsay Galvin, Sarah Govett and Faye Bird. I found all your feedback incredibly helpful during redrafting.

A huge thank you to my family – my mum and husband, Darren, are always my first readers and your opinions are invaluable. With much love also to my dad, sister Rachel, mother-in-law, Maureen and sons, James and Luke. Finally, none of this is possible without you, the reader. Thank you for choosing to read my book!
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