
   
[image: Cover image: The Serial Killer’s Wife by Alice Hunter]




THE SERIAL KILLER’S WIFE

 

 

Alice Hunter

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Avon Logo]




Copyright

Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2021

Copyright © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2021


Cover design by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photograph © 2023 Paramount. All Rights Reserved.



Alice Hunter asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

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

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

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

Source ISBN: 9780008414078

Ebook Edition © May 2021 ISBN: 9780008414085

Version: 2024-01-15



  
Dedication

For Katie Loughnane

an inspiring editor and friend, thank you.



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication
 
Chapter 1: Beth

Chapter 2: Beth

Chapter 3: Beth

Chapter 4: Tom

Chapter 5: Beth

Chapter 6: Beth

Chapter 7: Beth

Chapter 8: Tom

Chapter 9: Katie

Chapter 10: Beth

Chapter 11: Tom

Chapter 12: Katie

Chapter 13: Beth

Chapter 14: Beth

Chapter 15: Tom

Chapter 16: Beth

Chapter 17: Beth

Chapter 18: Beth

Chapter 19: Beth

Chapter 20: Beth

Chapter 21: Beth

Chapter 22: Beth

Chapter 23: Beth

Chapter 24: Tom

Chapter 25: Beth

Chapter 26: Katie

Chapter 27: Beth

Chapter 28: Beth

Chapter 29: Beth

Chapter 30: Beth

Chapter 31

Chapter 32: Tom

Chapter 33: Beth

Chapter 34: Beth

Chapter 35: Beth

Chapter 36: Katie

Chapter 37: Beth

Chapter 38

Chapter 39: Beth

Chapter 40: Beth

Chapter 41: Beth

Chapter 42: Beth

Chapter 43

Chapter 44: Tom

Chapter 45: Beth

Chapter 46: Katie

Chapter 47: Beth

Chapter 48: Beth

Chapter 49: Tom

Chapter 50: Beth

Chapter 51: Beth

Chapter 52: Beth

Chapter 53: Beth

Chapter 54: Tom

Chapter 55: Beth

Chapter 56: Katie

Chapter 57: Beth

Chapter 58: Katie

Chapter 59: Beth

Chapter 60: Beth

Chapter 61: Tom

Chapter 62: Beth

Chapter 63: Beth

Chapter 64: Beth

Chapter 65

Chapter 66: Beth

Chapter 67: Beth

Chapter 68: Tom

Chapter 69: Beth

Chapter 70: Beth

Chapter 71

Chapter 72: Beth

Chapter 73: Beth

Chapter 74: Beth

Chapter 75: Tom

Chapter 76: Beth

Chapter 77: Beth

Chapter 78: Beth

Chapter 79: Tom

Chapter 80: Beth

Chapter 81: Beth

Chapter 82: Tom

Chapter 83: Beth

Chapter 84: Beth

Chapter 85: Beth

Chapter 86: Beth

Chapter 87: Beth

Chapter 88: Tom

Chapter 89: Beth

Chapter 90: Beth

Chapter 91: Beth

Epilogue

Keep Reading …

Acknowledgements

About the Author

About the Publisher



Chapter 1

BETH

Now

I’m half relieved, half annoyed when I hear the insistent knocking on the front door. Poppy has only just settled after the third reading of The Wonky Donkey. I’ve promised her repeatedly that Daddy will definitely be home to give her a goodnight kiss. It’s gone eight, two hours past her usual bedtime. 

‘Daddy’s here,’ she says, her aquamarine eyes springing back open, all sleepiness evaporating. 

‘And it seems he can’t be bothered to use his key,’ I sigh, rising up from the Disney Princess bed. ‘You close your eyes again, my Poppy poppet, and I’ll send him up in a minute.’ I run my index finger from the bridge of her tiny button nose to the tip. 

I dash down the stairs, unconsciously bobbing under the low oak beam, ready to fling the door open and shout at Tom for his lateness and lack of consideration. But at the same time, I want to throw my arms around him: he’s never late back from work and I’ve been winding myself up thinking something bad must’ve happened to him. I’ve tried convincing myself his train was delayed, or he’s been caught up in traffic on the way back from Banbury station – having to commute from Lower Tew to central London and back every day isn’t the quickest of journeys – but if that’d been the case, he’d have called to let me know he was running late. He wouldn’t let his little Poppy down – he loves hearing her delighted squeals when he does the daft voices. It’s something I clearly haven’t mastered, given the number of times she made me ‘try again’ to get it right.

I unlock the solid wooden door and take a steadying breath. There’s no need for me to be mad at him. He’s late, that’s all. Doesn’t matter if he’s woken Poppy up; he’ll happily settle her while I reheat his dinner. Don’t shout at him. 

I swing the door open. ‘Why haven’t you got your key?’ The scolding words are out of my mouth before I even realise.

It’s not Tom.

‘Oh, erm … sorry, I was expecting …’ My sentence trails off. My heart tumbles in my chest.

‘Good evening. Mrs Hardcastle, is it?’ one of the two men says. They stand shoulder-to-shoulder at my small doorway, obscuring the view outside. I can’t see the vehicle they’ve arrived in but given their smart, suited appearance and the fact they know my name, I instinctively know they’re police.

‘Y–yes,’ I stutter. 

My limbs tremble. I was right. Tom’s had an accident. I grasp hold of the edge of the door frame, closing my eyes tight. My breaths are coming fast and shallow as I wait for the inevitable.

‘We need to speak with Mr Thomas Hardcastle, please.’ The man, who looks to be in his early fifties, with hair greying at the temples and thinning on the top, opens a leather wallet and flashes a badge at me. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Manning from the Metropolitan Police and this is a colleague from Thames Valley, Detective Sergeant Walters.’

His words fly over my head as relief floods through me. If they’re asking to see him, they’re not here to tell me he’s been killed. 

‘He’s not here. He’s late back from work. I thought you were him, actually,’ I say, my voice now more controlled. ‘What’s it in connection with?’ I frown, suddenly aware DI Manning is encroaching on the threshold of my cottage. The other detective, whose name I’ve already forgotten, has stepped back and is now strolling around my front garden. 

Manning doesn’t respond. 

‘Can I help?’ Irritation is creeping in now. What do they want?

‘We’ll come in and wait,’ he says. He turns to the detective, who’s now back by his side. ‘Walters – check the back first,’ he demands, in his gruff voice. I log his name in my memory this time. I don’t feel I have a choice about letting them in to wait, despite my apprehension at allowing two men inside my home at this hour when I’m on my own. As if sensing my unease, DI Manning asks if I want to call the station to confirm they’re official. I give a nervous laugh, say it’s fine, and open the door wider. 

I hear Poppy calling from her bedroom and shout ‘I’ll be up in a minute, sweetie,’ up the stairs. ‘Go on in there,’ I point towards the kitchen and follow behind DI Manning as he walks. His stride is long, purposeful. I check my mobile. No missed calls. No texts from Tom. 

Where the hell are you?

I slip the phone into my trouser pocket. ‘Can I offer you a cup of coffee, or tea?’ 

‘Yes, thank you. Tea. Black, no sugar.’

My mind works overtime as I put the kettle on and take two mugs from the kitchen dresser hooks. ‘You didn’t answer me. What is this about?’ I attempt to keep my voice light – a curious tone, not a demanding one.

‘Just a few questions at this stage,’ he says, sitting heavily at my large oak farmhouse table. It was one of my favourite buys when we first moved here two years ago. I’d wanted to embrace the change, so we’d gone from modern, London furniture to the rustic Cotswold cottage look. 

My pulse quickens at DI Manning’s choice of words. At this stage.

‘Oh? Questions relating to …?’

Before he can answer me, the back door into the kitchen rattles. I open the upper part of the barn-style door. DS Walters is there. He’s obviously been checking the perimeter of the cottage. 

Do they think Tom is hiding? That I’m hiding him? Something close to panic rises inside me as my imagination begins to run wild. I swallow hard, trying to push it back down. 

I let Walters in and ask if he wants a drink. He doesn’t speak, just shakes his head – a piece of sandy-brown hair flopping over his forehead with the motion, which he silently brushes aside with his forefinger. If they’re trying to put me on edge, they’re doing a great job.

‘You say your husband is late home from work. Do you have any idea where he is?’

‘He commutes to London Monday to Friday. He works in banking … for Moore & Wells.’ I can’t think of what else to say, so I stop talking.

‘Have you tried calling him?’

‘I did earlier, just before putting our daughter to bed. But not since, no.’

‘Could you try again now, please?’

My fingertips shake as I attempt to press Tom’s name on the ‘last numbers dialled’ display. I accidentally press Lucy’s instead and have to quickly cancel the call. On the second try, I hit the right contact. It rings twice, then goes to voicemail. Christ, he must’ve diverted it. I’m about to try again when I hear the front door.

It’s Tom. Thank God. Now whatever this is can be sorted out.

‘Tom! Where’ve you been?’ I rush up to him, pulling him towards me tightly, taking in a slightly sour smell. He isn’t wearing his suit jacket; he must’ve left it in the car. I whisper in his ear. ‘Some detectives are here and they want to talk to you.’

I pull away from him in time to see his face go pale. His peacock-blue eyes flicker – with what looks to me like fear.

Anxiety gnaws at my stomach. 

‘Mr Thomas Hardcastle?’ DI Manning is standing now as we walk back into the kitchen, his badge outstretched as he approaches Tom. ‘Detective Inspector Manning, Metropolitan Police.’

I see Tom’s Adam’s apple bob as he swallows. 

‘Yes. How can I help?’ Tom says, glancing at me before returning his attention to the detective. Did I catch a tremor in his voice?

‘We believe you might be able to assist us with a murder enquiry.’




Chapter 2

BETH

Earlier

The Nespresso coffee machine whirs noisily as I dash around the kitchen trying to do three tasks at once. It’s not just because it’s a Monday; every weekday morning begins like this. Frantic, loud, rushed … and very early. Poppy was awake by five, and for about ten minutes I could hear her pottering about in her bedroom, talking to her most-prized stuffed animals – a lion, a tiger and a sloth that Tom bought her – before she came in to me, not a hint of bleariness in her pretty eyes. 

Unlike in mine. I never seem to sleep for more than four hours, meaning my eyes are always bleary. 

Tom was already up, showered and dressed in one of his many suits – dark grey, his colour of choice for the majority of his clothes – sitting at the farmhouse kitchen table, his nose stuck in his iPad, awaiting his coffee, and for me to cook up a quick breakfast. It’s the usual morning routine before he heads off, driving the twenty minutes to Banbury station where he’ll catch the 7.04 a.m. train to Marylebone. He has no clue what my routine is after this, but I often tell him when I kiss the top of his head, as he sits calmly sipping his coffee and eating his scrambled eggs, that it’s chaotic.

And he always smiles, looks up into my eyes, winks and says: ‘But you wouldn’t have it any other way.’

He’s right, of course. Life is great. We both get to do what we love – him a finance portfolio manager and me, finally my own boss running a ceramics café – and then we come home to each other and our little Poppy. We are the envy of our neighbours and friends. Well, I suppose I have one or two friends, anyway – Tom is rarely inclined to socialise and hasn’t really got involved in village life at all since we moved here. That’s what living in London for too long will do to you – he’s become de-skilled in the art of making friends. When I first met him, seven years ago, he’d been the life and soul, oozing charm, wit and intellect. But the London scene doesn’t require effort like he’d need to put in here, in a small village. I must try and organise a dinner party; push him along a bit. It would help me, too – I work such a lot at the café I’ve been rubbish at ‘putting myself out there’. But I’m hoping to change that with my new book club.

After Tom finishes his eggs and pops his plate and mug in the dishwasher, he kisses Poppy goodbye first, then comes to me, wrapping his arms around my waist, pulling me in close as he plants his lips on mine. His deliciously soft, full lips. As rushed as our mornings are, I savour this moment. Drink him in. He grabs my bottom and squeezes hard, immediately stirring up my excitement. 

‘I could take you right now, against the worktop,’ he breathes heavily into my neck, peppering it with more sensual kisses.

‘You could. But I think our daughter might have something to say about that,’ I whisper, breathlessly.

Poppy is too engrossed in moving her breakfast items from one segment of her plastic plate to the other, mixing the toast soldiers with the banana slices, then stacking the halved strawberries on top, to notice what we’re doing. But he pulls away anyway, and takes a deep breath. 

‘God, what you do to me, Mrs Hardcastle.’ He laughs at his usual joke, causing the corners of his piercing blue eyes to crease. ‘Fancy sending me off to work in this state,’ he says, taking my hand and pressing it against his crotch. ‘You really should finish what you’ve started. What am I meant to do with this?’

I laugh. ‘Oh, behave! You’ll cope.’ I go to remove my hand, but he holds it tight against him for a moment longer.

‘Right. Well, clearly I’m going to have to. I’ll be on my way, then. Maybe we can pick it up from here when I get home.’ And he’s gone, leaving me slightly breathless, my back against the worktop. Poppy makes a grab for Tom’s iPad, which he’s left in the middle of the table. 

‘Watch CBeebies?’ she says, her hands outstretched.

‘Ooh, hang on.’ I snatch a wet wipe and quickly dab her hands with it. ‘Don’t think Daddy would want sticky little fingers on his screen.’ In actual fact, Daddy wouldn’t want her to use it at all. He’s very protective over his iPad, but it’s so convenient for keeping Poppy entertained, and I’ve been using it myself a bit more recently too when he’s not around. I hand it to her to use while I get ready. 

* * *

Just over an hour later, Poppy is dressed, her little In the Night Garden rucksack packed, and she’s waiting patiently at the front door for me to gather my things. She wiggles side to side, singing something to herself that I can’t make out. Bless her. She doesn’t love going to nursery, but she’s okay once she gets there. She hasn’t particularly warmed to any of the other children; at least, she never seems to mention any by name. I think she takes after me at that age – slow to trust. Maybe I still am. I grab my keys and the pile of posters from the hallway table.

‘Oh, wait a moment. Where did you put Daddy’s iPad, sweetie?’ I glance around the hallway and then quickly peer into the kitchen, but don’t spot it.

‘Er … I put it in … er.’ Poppy gives a shrug.

‘Never mind, I’ll find it later.’ I haven’t got time to search now. ‘Okey-dokey my little Poppy poppet, let’s go!’

When we step outside, I take her hand. ‘They’re very pretty, Mummy, aren’t they?’ she says, pointing at the flowers in the garden with her free hand. I’m unsure what any of them are, but she’s right – they are beautiful: purples, blues and pretty pinks. Trailing white flowers frame the doorway, giving it a homely and happy feel. It was what drew us to this large cottage when we decided to move to Lower Tew from London. Immediate kerb appeal. With its picture-postcard thatched roof and striking red bricks, we fell in love with it almost as quickly as we’d fallen in love with each other. 

I first set eyes on Tom at the Sager + Wilde bar in Bethnal Green on the night of my twenty-fifth birthday. I felt a spark of energy as he moved through the people sitting at the outside terrace to get to my table. Another at his confidence when he ignored my friends and spoke just to me, taking my hand and kissing it. There was a spark when we saw this cottage, too. It was meant to be. 

I believe in sparks.

‘They are lovely, Poppy,’ I say, bringing my attention back to the moment. ‘I must find out what they are.’ It’s only been two years, I add to myself. Two years, almost to the day, since we moved in, and not long afterwards that I began my pottery café business – a dream I would never have thought possible when I was working as a recruitment consultant in the heart of London. I can’t believe how everything has aligned so we can have this life. It’s very nearly perfect. 

But there’s always something more, isn’t there? Something else to strive for. Perfection is a state which is always at least one step ahead of where you already are. A completeness that’s not really achievable. Flawlessness rarely is. 

‘Morning, Lucy,’ I call as I walk into Poppy’s Place half an hour later. I’d wanted to call it ‘Poppy’s Pottery Place’, but Tom said it was alliteration overkill. 

I hear a distant, muffled ‘morning’ from out the back. Lucy must be taking out the now-cooled glazed items from yesterday’s painting session from the kiln. 

After dumping my stuff in the break room, I take one of the posters I made up at home and pin it on the noticeboard. I’m excited about starting up the book club here again, but nerves aren’t far beneath the surface. I’m not entirely sure how it’ll go down; I don’t want people to think I’m trying to jump into Camilla’s shoes. A shiver runs down my back. It’s been nearly a year, though – I’ve given it a respectful amount of time after her passing, haven’t I? She was such a hugely popular member of the village, among the mums especially. There might be some who think it’s inappropriate I’m taking over something she started. The effects of her sudden death are still felt – the aftershock rippled through the community, because she left a two-year-old without a mother. Little Jess is almost three now, the same age as my Poppy – I can’t even think about leaving her; it’s too heart-breaking. Camilla’s husband, Adam, must have gone through unimaginable pain. Probably still is doing.

I shake my head; I don’t want to dwell on the tragedy.

‘We all set?’ Lucy’s voice makes me jump. I spin around to see her, apron on, all ready to open up. Her long, auburn corkscrew curls are bundled up in a loose bun, a blue, flower-print bandana headband fixing the rest in place. She’s only twenty-three, but she is confident, hard-working and trustworthy – and the kids (and adults) love her bright, cheery demeanour and the way she sings while they paint. Mainly it’s songs from Disney films, but she pops in the occasional show song for the adults. She was a great choice when the café got popular enough for me to need someone else to help. She prepares the café and ensures all the machines are on and the fresh pastries and cakes are displayed, while I drop Poppy to nursery. Then she holds the fort while I leave to pick her up. She even opens up from nine until midday on Saturday mornings to serve hot drinks and snacks – my weekends are always reserved for family time; I was adamant about that right from the start. Lucy basically does all the hard work – something she jokingly tells me on a daily basis. Then I tell her she’s paid well, and we laugh and carry on.

‘We are indeed. Let today’s fun commence,’ I say, rubbing my hands together.

If only I’d known the day would end on such a serious note.




Chapter 3

BETH

Now

My hands tremble as I pour a glass of Pinot Grigio. DI Manning and DS Walters have taken Tom with them to the police station in Banbury. 

‘Does he need a solicitor?’ I’d asked, cautiously, as they led him out. 

Manning had used the same phrase, ‘It’s just a few questions at this stage’, before thanking me for the tea and turning his back. It was surreal – my mind was two steps behind. I’d watched helplessly as Tom had left, only moments after he’d returned home. I’d had no chance to talk to him; ask how his day had been; ask why he was late. His shocked expression is imprinted on my mind. 

But was it something more than shock I saw fleeting across his face? 

I push the thought aside.

Oh, God. Poppy.

Poor little mite – I’d said I’d be up in a minute when the detectives first arrived, and that was over half an hour ago. Leaving my glass on the worktop, I run upstairs to check on her. Through the crack in the open door, I can see her, sound asleep, her hands lying over her chest. My heart melts. So innocent. The closest thing to perfection we’ve ever achieved, I think, as I gently close the door. My sleeping beauty.

All I want is the best for her; the best I can ever give. 

I won’t abandon her the same way I was as a child. I’m still haunted by the memories of my father not loving me enough to want to stay. My mother sank into depression and later, alcoholism, leaving my nanna to practically bring me up. She did her best, but the damage was done. It still affects so many of my decisions.

Poppy won’t have a bad childhood; I refuse to let that happen to her. She has to have a happy, secure home with loving parents who will never let her down.

I drain the glass, then open the fridge, grab the wine bottle and refill. As I take another large mouthful, an image of my mother flashes across my mind. 

Don’t be like her.

I pour the remaining liquid down the sink and put the glass in the dishwasher. I need to stay clear-headed. It’s only been half an hour since they took Tom; they’ve probably only just got to the station. He could be hours yet. Maybe I should try and settle in front of the telly – or even go to bed. Although I’m fairly certain that’ll be pointless; I can’t quell the tumultuous thoughts racing around in my head now, let alone if I lie down in a quiet room. 

A murder enquiry, Manning had said. 

Whose? Where? When? How?

And what makes them think my Tom will know anything about it? 




Chapter 4

TOM

Now

I call my solicitor, Maxwell Fielding, en route to Banbury police station. I don’t believe there’s any such thing as an ‘informal chat’ where police interviews are concerned, and although I’m not being arrested or detained, according to DI Manning, I’m not taking any chances. Whatever this is about, I’m assuming they think I’m connected to the murder victim, so until I find out more, I want someone present who can advise me. 

The fluttering in my chest intensifies as we reach the station.

A chill wind whips across the open space as the three of us walk from where DS Walters has parked his vehicle to the entrance of the police station. I shiver, cursing myself for not grabbing a coat before leaving the cottage – I had to leave my suit jacket in the car. I cross my arms firmly as I stride, stopping when I realise I’m too far ahead of the detectives. I’m not that eager to get inside. If I think I’m chilly now, I imagine it’ll only get worse once they start on me.

Don’t jump to conclusions: you’ve not been arrested.

My mind flits around as I attempt to predict the who, what and where. I’m shown into a small room inside the station and told to sit and wait. These kinds of delaying tactics are employed to make you nervous. Edgy. Cause adrenaline to pump around your body while you sweat about what’s to come. 

Maybe I’m overthinking it. I hope against all hope they really are just asking a few questions about someone who I’ve not seen forever – or even better, have never actually met. Maybe I don’t even know the person. The victim. It could all be some tenuous link, like we went to the same gym, or they’re an old banking client of mine. Yes, that’ll be it.

I take a slow, long breath in, trying to compose myself.

I don’t want to appear guilty before I’ve even opened my mouth.

My mind wanders to Beth’s face as I left with the detectives. Her mouth agape, all colour drained from her pretty heart-shaped face. 

She looked afraid. Like she had reason to be.

This isn’t the first time I’ve been in a police station, but it is the first time I’ve been interviewed in relation to a murder.

I clench my fists under the rectangular table. My wedding ring digs into the flesh of the neighbouring fingers. I will my hands to relax again, pulling my arms from beneath the table and resting them loosely in front of me. I’ll come across as less stressed if I do that. I close my eyes lightly, blocking out the dull yellow, windowless walls. The room is claustrophobic, airless, and that’s without other bodies in here. Why couldn’t they ask their questions in the comfort of my own home for God’s sake? 

Because it’s bad, the voice in my head answers.

Oh, God. What’s coming?

My eyes spring open at the sound of the door.

I guess I’m about to find out.




Chapter 5

BETH

Now

The mattress dips, shifting my body only slightly, but enough to wake me; I’d only been in a light sleep.

‘Tom? What time is it?’ I sit up, blinking rapidly. 

‘Shhh. Don’t worry, go back to sleep, love,’ he says. He swings his legs in under the duvet and cuddles up to me. His skin feels cold against mine and I shiver. ‘Sorry, Beth,’ he breathes into my neck.

‘Sorry for being cold?’ 

‘No. You know what I mean. I’m sorry for tonight – for being late, then … well, the rest.’

‘Is everything sorted now?’ Tiredness has drained me; my voice is a whisper.

‘We’ll talk in the morning.’

‘But we never have time for that,’ I say, groggily.

‘Well, never mind – don’t worry about it now.’

Being told not to worry about something tends to have the opposite effect. 

‘We’ll talk now,’ I say, pushing myself up on my elbow and looking at Tom. The moonlight creeps in through a gap in the curtains, but it’s not enough to see any of his features. I flip over and turn on the bedside lamp.

‘Oh, Beth! Not now.’ He shields his eyes.

‘It has to be now. There’s too much going on tomorrow – I’ve got to prepare for a birthday party and then collect Poppy from nursery and take her back with me as the party starts at four—’

‘It is tomorrow,’ he groans, cutting me off. ‘There’ll be time in the evening. Now try and settle back down.’ He begins to turn away from me.

‘No, Tom. Sit up, please. I need to know what happened at the station,’ I plead. ‘Were you able to help them with their enquiries? Who is it they were asking about? Someone you know? Please tell me it’s nothing bad.’ 

He relents, huffing as he stacks his pillows up against the headboard and leans back into them. I hear a long puff of air expelling from his nostrils. My pulse bangs in my neck as I wait for the answers.

‘It was about Katie,’ he says, simply.

‘Shit.’ He doesn’t need to say more than her first name. I know who she is. Katie Williams was Tom’s girlfriend just prior to meeting me. As far as anyone knew, she went off to travel the world, or something like that. I knew she’d broken Tom’s heart – he’d told me on our first date. But we’d only ever spoken about her once since then. Tom doesn’t dwell on the past. You have to keep looking forward, he always says.

‘Yes. Shit.’ He lowers his head, his chin almost touching his chest. I move close to him, laying one arm over his stomach, my fingertips circling the hair around his belly button.

‘Right. That’s a shock. When did they find her?’

‘Oh, no,’ Tom says, shaking his head. ‘They haven’t. They only suspect she’s come to harm.’

‘Well, that’s good, then,’ I say, optimism filling my voice.

‘Maybe.’ 

‘They only wanted to talk to you because you’re an ex-boyfriend, then. Did they ask if you’d spoken to her recently?’

‘That sort of thing, yes.’

‘Which means you couldn’t really help them, then. Seeing as you haven’t.’

‘Exactly. So, nothing to worry about. I’ve done my bit. Now, go to sleep, Beth. You’ll be knackered when the alarm goes off.’

‘I’m always knackered – it’s my default setting,’ I say, attempting a smile.

‘I’ll fill you in properly tomorrow.’

For the moment, I’m satisfied. I switch the light off, wriggle down the bed and lay my arm across Tom’s waist. I want to let him know I’m there; the supportive wife. My mind doesn’t want to settle, though, and it goes into overdrive, thinking about everything I know about Katie – which isn’t a whole lot. She’d been on the scene not long before me and had been besotted with Tom. She’d spent all her free time with him. 

I think about how charming Tom was; how easily I fell under his spell. And how I remained under that spell, too. Katie only lasted six months. He’d been burned by her, he’d said – she’d changed, wanted different things.

I got to marry him. Have his baby.

I always considered myself the chosen one.




Chapter 6

BETH

Now

I hear the jets of water hitting the shower screen and lazily turn over to face the en-suite. Tom’s left the door open, as he always does, and I can see him through the glass, gel lathered all over his torso, shampoo running down from his head. I watch intently, all the while wondering exactly what DI Manning asked him last night and how Tom responded. He appeared calm when he got into bed, so maybe that’s the end of it. I tear my gaze away from him and rather than attempt to fall back to sleep, I get up. 

He was right: I am knackered. I catch the dark circles beneath my eyes as I look towards the mirrored wardrobe. I’m going to need a trowel and heavy-duty concealer and foundation to cover those up this morning, plus a vat of coffee to perk me up. I’ve a busy day ahead and a child’s party to get through. It’s not until four p.m. and it’s only for ten people – a handful of three- and four-year-olds and their parents – but it’ll still take time to set up and I know the hour-long session will feel double that. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea agreeing when Sally, the mum, had asked to book. Younger children are generally more difficult to cater for: their attention spans aren’t quite long enough; they aren’t so keen on sitting down for longer than five minutes. I was about to say no – but she mentioned Jess would be coming with Adam, and a twinge of guilt turned my no into a ‘yes, of course’. How could I say no once I knew they would be coming? 

Poppy’s footsteps pad across the landing.

‘Morning, my little one,’ I say, sweeping her up. She squeezes me with her chubby little arms. ‘And how did you sleep?’

‘I had a long sleep, Mummy.’ She beams at me, then suddenly scowls. ‘But Daddy was naughty.’

‘Oh, was he now?’ I know what’s coming.

‘Yep.’ She pouts. ‘He didn’t kiss me goodnight.’

The shower screen creaks, and within moments, Tom is out, his lower half wrapped in a towel. ‘I’m so sorry, Poppy poppet! Daddy is a silly man, isn’t he?’ he says, grinning and reaching for her, his arms outstretched.

She giggles as he splashes her with droplets of water.

‘Daddeeee!’ she squeals as she dives behind me.

‘Just let me get dried and dressed, then I’ll give you the biggest bear hug ever to make up for it. Okay?’

‘O-kaay,’ she says, running out of the room. ‘I going for my bekfast now, Mummy.’

‘I’ll be down in a second,’ I call after her. ‘Just wait at the table.’

‘I know you’re going to start on me straight away, Beth, but we really don’t have the time now. Look, I’ll give you all the details when I get back later, okay?’

‘I’m not Poppy. Don’t speak to me as though I’m a bloody kid, Tom.’

‘Darling,’ he sits on the bed beside me, taking my hand in his. ‘I’m not. We will talk about it, but you know our mornings are hectic. There’s honestly not much to say. And definitely nothing to worry about.’

‘Really? Nothing?’ I hear the incredulousness in my tone. Tom straightens, moving away from me.

‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ he repeats, his eyes cold and serious. ‘Like Manning said, it was just some questions.’

‘Fine.’ I let a long, slow breath out. But I can’t shake my unease. Or the uncomfortable feeling that I don’t believe him.

The walk to nursery is slow, with Poppy stopping every few steps to admire something she’s spotted: a tabby cat; some flowers in a garden; a snail on a wall. We bump into Shirley Irish from the pub, who asks me about the book club.

‘I was surprised to see your poster when I popped in for my order yesterday afternoon,’ she says, her pointed nose wrinkling as though she’s caught a waft of something unpleasant.

‘Oh, really? I wouldn’t have thought a book club was much of a surprise in a community such as ours, Mrs Irish,’ I say, lightly. I always call her Mrs Irish to her face for some reason, despite her telling me to call her Shirley.

‘Well, no. But you do remember it was Camilla Knight’s book club before, don’t you?’

I bite the inside of my lip to prevent myself saying I don’t think she’ll mind, now. It’s not as though she’ll know. Instead, I smile and tell her I thought it would be a nice nod to Camilla, and that she’d have loved to know the villagers were continuing something she’d started. Shirley bobs her head several times, her sheer, silky black hair swinging each side of her face in what I assume to be agreement, and I escape while I can. Is everyone going to be against me starting it up again?

‘I didn’t think I was ever going to get here this morning,’ I say when I finally make it into the café. 

‘I was beginning to wonder if something was wrong,’ Lucy says.

‘Oh, no. Nothing wrong,’ I say quickly. Too quickly. ‘Just that Poppy was on a go-slow and then I ran into Shirley, from the pub.’ 

‘You were lucky to get away, then. She doesn’t half go on, doesn’t she?’

I laugh at Lucy’s comment. She’s not wrong. As I go to take my things into the back room, my eyes fall on the book club poster. I take it down. Not because of what Shirley said – I’m determined to go ahead with it regardless of what she thinks – but because I would hate for Adam to see it later and think badly of me for taking over Camilla’s club. She started it and she’d been running it for a number of years. When we first moved here and I opened Poppy’s Place she’d swept in one day, her golden hair flowing over her shoulders like glossy honey, her slim figure encased in black, skin-tight leggings and a leopard print tee, and asked if she could use the place once a month on a Wednesday evening for her book club to meet. She usually had it at her house, she’d said, but the group had become larger and their rowdiness had reached a level where it disturbed her one-year-old’s sleep. 

I’d always kind of hoped she’d invite me to read their chosen book; sit with the other yummy mummies and discuss what they thought about it. Instead, I was on the periphery for two hours each month, serving drinks and cakes. But I got to know their names and who their children were. I heard their gossip and what was going on in each of their lives. It was an eye-opener; I had no idea so much went on in such a small place. 

And still, Camilla didn’t accept me into her inner circle. The only time we’d bonded was over my cookie recipes, as she liked to bake too. Seems a lifetime ago now.

‘Are you giving them the choice of any of the bisques?’ Lucy asks. 

‘Oh, er … no.’ I pop the poster under the counter. ‘I think just the medium-sized animal ones, thanks, Lucy.’

‘Righto,’ she says. As she goes into the back, I hear her break into song. I smile, but then a cloud descends. Yesterday had been so normal: happy, carefree. Today, things are different. A heavy weight is squatting inside me, waiting. A sense that something bad is on its way.

Four o’clock comes around quickly and I’m glad we did the majority of the prep in the morning, as it’s been really busy and I’ve been out over half an hour collecting Poppy, making a quick detour home to collect more cakes. I couldn’t be more proud that Poppy’s Place has taken off so well here. Bearing in mind I was a newcomer to a close-knit community, people have been keen to support me and the café. I glance over at the freshly baked cakes, muffins and cookies arranged in the glass display case next to the counter. They look and smell delicious. Some of them are from suppliers but I bake a lot of them myself at home – it’s my passion, and it’s a huge positive being able to fit my baking around Poppy and even involving her too. I’ve enjoyed experimenting with new recipes, and Poppy loves being my official taster. The feedback has been great – I even overheard someone saying I make the best cookies she’s ever had. Tom laughed when I told him. He said he’d never imagined me to be the homely, wifely type when we first met. I never decided if it was a compliment or a dig – but either way, being here, and running the café, has made me the happiest and most content I’ve felt in my life so far.

Poppy has been a little angel waiting for the kids to arrive, patiently sitting at the table nearest the counter, playing with the table-top café set I bought her because she wanted to be like Mummy. Luckily, Sally’s invited her to Molly’s party so at least I haven’t had to worry about finding a babysitter. 

The bisque animals are lined up ready to be chosen by the kids and their parents; the eight tables are all prepped with different colour paints. There are brightly coloured balloons dotted around the café, and ‘Happy Birthday’ banners on the walls. I look over to Lucy, who’s tied her bandana in place and donned her apron. I feel like we’re about to be invaded.

‘We’re all set,’ Lucy declares.

‘Great. And thanks so much for all your help – as ever. Just think, in an hour or so it’ll all be over, and you can have a relaxing evening with Oscar,’ I say. 

‘Oh, I love it, you know that. I’m in my element with the kids. Besides, Oscar is working late tonight – something about having to complete a car service and deliver another car somewhere and get a train back,’ Lucy says, waving her hand dismissively. ‘God knows what time he’ll rock up.’ Lucy isn’t a car person. She’s never owned one: she prefers to tear around the village on her trusty, rusty bike or take public transport. Mechanics are a mystery to her, and she often tells me she goes to sleep listening to her boyfriend rattling on about it. I think it’s pretty funny, although Oscar might feel differently. 

‘Ah, the joys of owning your own business, eh? I can relate,’ I say. ‘He’s done so well taking over the garage from his dad, Lucy. Can’t have been easy for him.’

‘No, he misses him a lot. But you know, he’s worked hard without much help. His dad would’ve been proud.’ 

‘I’m sure he would, hun,’ I say, reassuringly, and then I plaster on a warm smile and open the door to greet the birthday girl.

The calm quiet of the café explodes – a noise bomb of deafening toddlers and parents competing to be heard. It sounds like a party of twenty, not half that. It takes about fifteen minutes to get everyone sitting down at a table with their animals. I do a quick headcount: one child down. Adam and Jess aren’t here yet – perhaps they cancelled. I ask Sally if everyone is here.

‘Oh, er … no, actually. One more to come – Jess and her dad aren’t here yet,’ she says, her eyes flitting around the café. She flings her arm up and waves suddenly at something behind me, and I turn to see Adam walking in with Jess. She looks tiny – smaller than the other kids her age – which makes it even easier for her to maintain position, hiding behind her dad’s legs, gripping tightly. He tries to pry her off so he can walk to a table, but she holds on desperately. Sally jumps out of her chair and bends down to her level to coax her away from him, without success. As Sally returns to her seat next to Molly, I notice a toy white cat is grasped in the crook of Jess’s arm, which gives me an opening. 

‘I see your favourite animal is a cat, Jess,’ I say. ‘There’s an incredibly special cat waiting for you over here – would you like to see her?’

Jess peeks around from behind Adam and cranes her neck to where I’m pointing. I hold my hand out to her and she tentatively takes it. Adam smiles at me as I lead her to the bisque pieces, and Jess chooses her cat. 

‘Thank you, you were great with her,’ Adam says when they’re sitting at the table ready to start. I draw up a chair and sit beside him.

‘It must be such a challenging time for you both – it can’t be easy to adapt.’

‘No, it’s not,’ he lowers his gaze, but not before I see the tears in his eyes. ‘You’d be amazed how many people think that because it’s been a year, we should be over it and getting on with life. To be fair, I suppose we are getting on with it, to a degree. I’m back at the office part-time – I can do a fair bit from home to be around Jess more. But honestly,’ he pauses, as if contemplating whether to confide in me, ‘I need to be with other adults sometimes, you know? It’s what keeps me sane. Whatever I choose, I feel like I’m doing everything wrong …’ His voice breaks, and he coughs as though he’s clearing his throat to cover it up. I really want to pop my hand on his or something, to show I empathise – but this is the first time I’ve properly spoken to him, so it doesn’t seem appropriate. Instead, I ask him about Jess: how she’s getting on at nursery; what she enjoys; how he manages with working and looking after her. Somehow I end up offering to have her for tea next week.

‘Really? Yes, that would be great. She needs to mix more with children her age outside of nursery. She’s quite shy.’

‘Oh, Poppy is the same. You’d be doing me a favour!’ I grin. ‘I’ve spent so much time here, trying to make a good go of the business, I fear I’ve neglected her a bit.’

‘Ah, I’m sure you haven’t. You’ll be an inspiration to her. And no doubt you spend lots of quality time with her when you’re away from here.’

I wonder if he’s just being kind, but then he stares right into my eyes and gives me a genuine-looking smile. 

‘I love being with her. Being a mother is the best job in the world.’ As I say it, my heart drops. Oh, God – why did I say that? I didn’t think. ‘I – I mean …’

‘It’s fine, Beth. Really. Being a parent is the best job – no need to feel bad on my account.’

‘I don’t think before I open my mouth sometimes,’ I say, my face hot.

He laughs. ‘Do you know most people avoid me like the plague? Even now, they don’t know what to say. They feel awkward, so they give me a pleasant good morning, or a how’s things? But then they panic if I give more than a one-sentence answer.’ He brings his head closer to mine and whispers conspiratorially, ‘I’m surprised we were invited to this party, actually. Honestly, I’m thankful you’re talking to me! Please don’t worry about saying the wrong thing. I can assure you I won’t take any offence.’

‘Okay, that’s good,’ I grin, relieved, as I get up from the table. ‘Right, I’ll leave you and Jess to paint – looks like your cat is going to be the most colourful one I’ve ever seen!’ I smile at Jess. ‘Best check up on the others.’ 

I do the rounds, glad I’ve spoken with Adam. It must be so lonely for him. Maybe getting Poppy and Jess together will be of benefit to both of us.

As five o’clock approaches, a nervous knot starts tying itself tightly in my gut as I think about getting home. Now the party is almost over, I can allow myself to think about the murder enquiry. I’ll finally be able to talk to Tom soon. I don’t know how these things work, given they don’t have a body, but if they’re treating it as murder, they must have sufficient evidence pointing them in that direction.

Poor Katie.

I can’t imagine why they thought Tom could help, though. Despite him seeming fine this morning, it must’ve unsettled him to have the police turn up.

‘Thanks so much for letting us have the party here,’ Sally says, squeezing my arm. ‘Molly’s really enjoyed it. So have I. I’d love to come in on my own soon, actually, and make something a bit more … adult!’

‘Well, you’re very welcome, of course. And I’m glad Molly liked her party – it’s been fun!’ And I mean it, even if I hadn’t expected to. I’m utterly exhausted, but admittedly, it wasn’t as stressful as I’d imagined. 

The stress is yet to come.




Chapter 7

BETH

Now

Tom’s car is parked in the lane outside the cottage. It invokes mixed emotions in me. I’m thankful he’s home on time, but a wave of nauseous anticipation still surges through me. I take several deep breaths and open the front door.

I immediately sense a problem. The house is silent. 

Tom isn’t here.

‘Daddy?’ Poppy calls, running into the lounge, out again, then into the kitchen, looking for him. For a moment, I stand stock still, my mind in disarray. His car is here. He is not. I check my mobile. If Tom was going to go out, surely he’d have texted? There’s a missed call from an unknown number, but zero new messages.

‘Maybe he’s gone for a run,’ I suggest to Poppy as she toddles back to me. It is possible. As we weren’t home, rather than waste his time sitting on his own, he could’ve taken the rare opportunity to run. He used to regularly, but with our busy days, he prefers to spend his time with Poppy before she goes to bed.

‘He back in a mimmit,’ she says with a shrug. 

‘Yes, I expect so, sweetheart. Let’s get tea, shall we?’

As I pop my bag on the hallway table, I see the flashing red light on the answerphone. I press play.

‘I don’t want you to panic, Beth …’ Tom’s voice fills the hallway, so loud it’s distorted, the echo bouncing off the walls. I quickly tap the volume down button, blood whooshing in my ears. ‘Sorry. I’ve been brought into the station again. I might be a bit longer this time. Don’t worry, I’ve got my solicitor here with me. I’ll call again when I can,’ he says. I think he’s finished, but then I hear a sigh. Followed by the whispered words: ‘I love you, Beth.’ The line goes dead.

My arms and legs are leaden. I can’t move. What am I supposed to do? I wonder if I should call the station. Or Tom’s solicitor. Although if he’s with Tom he won’t be able to shed any light yet either.

Jesus Christ.

The detectives obviously came to the cottage to get him, because Tom’s car is here. Did the neighbours see?

A shiver tracks down my spine.

I feel light-headed. 

I need to call someone. Do something. But apart from Tom, I have no one I can turn to or lean on. How did I let that happen? Too busy setting up the café. Too busy with Poppy. Too busy being a wife. Tom has always said friends are over-rated and they’d distract us from each other. I’ve kept Lucy and the nursery group mums at arm’s length, and so I’m not comfortable turning to them now. Tom’s voice fills my mind:

We only need each other, Beth. No one else matters.

But Tom isn’t here. And suddenly, I realise he was wrong – I do need other people.

Only now, there is no one. I’m in this alone. 
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