
Copyright 2024 Blackwych Books

All Rights Reserved

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events, entities and places are either products of the author's imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people, businesses, entities or events is entirely coincidental.

Kindle edition

First published in February 2024

by Blackwych Books, London

This edition: February 2026

Ten grooms died that day. One widow still wants answers.

Years ago, a bus full of newlywed husbands crashed on the edge of Sobolton. All ten men died, leaving behind a town drowning in grief – and in secrets.

Now, only Susan Walpole remains. The last of the widows, she’s never stopped searching for the truth about what really happened on that fateful day. Everyone tells her to let it go. But Susan has a secret: she believes the dead are trying to speak to her.

As Sheriff John Tench and Lisa Sondnes begin their own investigations, they uncover chilling clues suggesting that the tragedy was no accident. And something still waits on that cursed stretch of road – something ancient, vengeful, and unfinished.

What Susan finds in her search for truth might not bring peace. It might only summon another tragedy.

Dead Widow Road is the third book in the Horrors of Sobolton series, which tells the story of one small town's struggle to deal with the paranormal monstrosities on its doorstep. Each book tells a standalone story, but there are cliffhangers and readers are recommended to go through the series in order.
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Chapter One
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Today...

“Baby you're the one, you're the light of my life. You're the girl of my dreams I wanna make you my wife. Ooh-ah, ooh-ah, ooh-ah badda-boom! Yeah!”

Drumming his fingertips against the top of the steering wheel, Doctor Robert Law couldn't help singing along to the song as he drove. He was having to keep his speed low to navigate the twisting, icy roads leading back to Sobolton; having taken his monthly trip for an evening meal at a favorite restaurant out of town, he was making his way home with only the radio for company, and that was just the way he liked things. Having always been a somewhat solitary man, and a confirmed bachelor, Robert was even bopping slightly in his seat as he felt the beat of the music flowing through his body.

“Girl you make me wanna do bad things,” he sang loudly, accompanying the song as it reached its crescendo. “Girl you make me wanna blow the doors of this thing! Gadda-go!”

As snow fell down, picked out by the car's headlights, Robert steered the vehicle around the next corner. He knew these roads like the back of his hand; better, even, since he'd been driving in the area around Sobolton almost all his life. He felt completely at ease, almost at one with the car, and as he took a tight left-hander with slightly too much speed – for the conditions, at least – he paid no care as he felt the tires slipping slightly. He knew he was in total control of the vehicle, and he knew -

“Girl, you're a whole lot of -”

Suddenly he spotted a figure ahead, standing in the middle of the road. Startled, he barely had time to slam his foot on the brake pedal before turning the wheel, spinning the car around until it bumped to a halt just a few feet from the solitary person who apparently had no idea that standing in the road might be a dangerous move.

“What the -”

After taking a few seconds to get his breath back, Robert peered out at the figure. He could just about tell that it was a woman, wearing a long dark dress and with some kind of shawl over her head, perhaps even a veil covering her face. She was standing in the snow, apparently oblivious to the icy conditions, and she appeared to be focused entirely on the space beyond the road's far side, where an old guardrail marked the start of a precipitous drop into the river below.

“What the...”

With his mouth hanging open, Robert continued to stare at the figure for a few more seconds before switching the car's engine off. His heart was racing, and as he opened the door and climbed out – taking a moment to grab his walking stick – he began to wonder whether he'd almost run straight into a complete lunatic.

“What... the...?”

He waited, but she showed no sign of a reaction at all.

“What are you doing there?” he called out, holding onto the car door in case his feet slipped on the ice. “Are you crazy? I almost ran you straight over!”

The figure turned to him, and despite the dark veil over its face, Robert let out a sigh as he realized that he recognized her after all.

“Susan?” he continued. “Susan Walpole, what are you doing out here so late at night? You're gonna catch your death of cold!”

“I had to come,” she replied, her voice sounding a little frail. “I just... I had to. It's only on nights like these that I can properly hear them.”

“Hear who?” he asked incredulously, already wondering whether this usually sensible woman had suffered some kind of brain injury. “Susan, you're in the middle of the road!” He waited, but she still somehow seemed completely unaware that this was a problem. “Susan, have you lost your mind? I'm being serious here, what if I'd hit you?”

“I have to try to hear them again,” she said, before slowly turning and looking over at the guardrail. “I'm the only one left, Robert. If I don't do something, who will?”

“Well...”

He hesitated, but deep down he already knew what she meant. Staring at the guardrail, he could almost hear the cries and screams echoing through the years; he remembered that day so very well, and he knew that in some ways the pain and horror had never quite left his sleepy little hometown. After a moment – against his better judgment – he let go of the car door and carefully picked his way across the ice until he reached the guardrail, and then he looked down at the darkness far below.

“I hear them sometimes, Robert,” Susan continued. “I always have. They're still down there.”

***
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“Daddy, can I be excused to go and fetch some of my toys to show John?”

“Did you finish your meal?” Tommy asked, craning his neck to get a better look at Josh's dinner plate. “Well, it looks like you did. You can go if your mother says it's alright.”

“Mom?”

“Go on, then,” Tracy sighed, smiling as she watched her son clambering off his chair and racing out of the dining room. “Sorry, John,” she added, turning to their guest, “but Josh really seems to have taken a liking to you.”

“That's fine,” John replied, feeling distinctly out of place as he sat at the far end of the table. “He's a sweet kid. He's a credit to you both.”

“I don't think I asked,” Tracy said, as she got to her feet and began to gather the dirty plates. “Do you have any children, John?”

“Uh...”

For a moment John hesitated, not really knowing what to say.

“A son,” he managed finally, “but... he lives a long way from here.”

“Oh? Is he abroad?”

“No, he's... in the country,” John continued, already wondering whether he should have lied. “I don't see him that often. He's a long way from here.”

“Is he going to come visit you soon?”

“I really don't know.”

“Sorry, I shouldn't pepper you with questions,” she admitted as she carried the plates toward the kitchen. “I guess I just can't help the fact that I'm a little nosy. Tommy'll tell you how often that gets me into trouble, I should know better by now but I guess it's just something that's part of me.”

As she disappeared into the kitchen, John and Tommy were left sitting in awkward silence at either end of the dinner table. John knew he should say something to his host, but in truth he was feeling distinctly uncomfortable and he was already wishing that he'd postponed the night altogether; the invitation had been weighing on him for a few days, and he'd decided to simply rip the band-aid off and hope for the best, but deep down he knew he'd never been the dinner party type. As far as he was concerned, small-talk was a foreign language.

“Did you like the food?” Tommy asked finally, clearly keen to get the conversation flowing again.

“Wonderful, thank you,” John replied, forcing a smile. “Your wife's a very good cook.”

“I did the pastry,” Tommy explained. “I'm not a great cook, but for some reason I'm really good at pastry. Tracy calls me a pastry whisperer sometimes, which I don't mind. I don't know where I got the skill from, it just seems to be something I'm naturally good at.”

“She's a very nice woman.”

“I hope so! I'm married to her!”

The silence returned, and John was now wondering whether he could make another trip to the bathroom. He'd gone twice already since arriving a couple of hours earlier, just to gain a little respite from the otherwise stifling atmosphere, and part of him worried that he seemed like he had a bladder problem. He glanced around the dining room, wondering when Tracy would return and save them both, but he could hear her pottering around in the kitchen so he figured she'd be a while; he could also hear Josh bumping around in a room upstairs, and he had to admit that even the young boy's return would be a blessing in that moment. No matter what else he tried, he'd already come to accept that he and Tommy simply didn't have much to talk about besides work.

Which was fine, if they were at work. But if they were in a social situation... not so much.

“So how's Sobolton treating you?” Tommy asked finally, clearly running out of things to say. “You've been here... what, three weeks now? Are you liking the place?”

“Sure,” John replied, even if that wasn't entirely true just yet. “It's certainly got an... interesting vibe.”
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Chapter Two
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Twenty years earlier...

“So he's going to be fine, as long as he keeps resting that leg,” Lisa said as she helped Gary Dufresne carry his dog Wilbur out to the car in a sling. “The most important thing is that he doesn't get to the stitches, which he won't be able to do so long as he's wearing the cone.”

“The cone of shame,” Gary chuckled, taking a moment to adjust his grip before setting Wilbur down on the back seat. “There you go,” he continued. “Man, he's not happy about wearing that thing. I've got a feeling he's gonna make my life hell for the next week.”

“Try ten days,” Lisa replied as she took a step back. “It was quite a big operation, so the recovery time won't be quick.”

Spotting movement across the road, she looked over toward the diner and saw a dozen people gathered in front of the small memorial near the diner. She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun; squinting as snow continued to fall, she watched as a woman stepped toward the memorial and knelt to set down a wreath.

“Huh,” she continued. “Is it that time of year again?”

“May they rest in peace,” Gary murmured.

For a few seconds they stood in silence, watching the ceremony. Lisa had seen the annual ritual many times in the past, but it always sent a chill through her bones. The worst part was seeing the assembled mourners and realizing that year by year their number dwindled a little more; two decades had gone past since the tragedy out at Henge Cliff, and while plenty of people in Sobolton still remembered that day so well, Lisa figured that one day that would change. Eventually there'd be no-one alive who'd experienced the tragedy, and then what would happen to the memorial ceremony? She couldn't help but wonder whether it would die out completely.

“You know,” Gary said cautiously, “I even hate driving past that place.”

She turned to him.

“Henge Cliff, I mean,” he continued. “Is it crazy that I kinda get the willies out there? Even in broad daylight, I don't like the place. Sometimes I drive the long way round, just to avoid it.”

“I know the feeling,” she replied.

“This town has certainly seen its fair share of sorrow over the years,” Gary said as he slammed the door and made his way around to the other side of the car. “Don't you think we're about due a period of peace and quiet?”

“I think everyone'd like that,” Lisa admitted, unable to stop watching as the ceremony continued.

“I mean, look at the place,” Gary said. “Sobolton's not a huge town, it's not near anywhere important. People here just like to get on with their lives and be left alone.” Pausing, he furrowed his brow for a moment. “Do you think every small town in America's like Sobolton?” he asked. “They can't be, can they? They can't have so many weird things happening, it's just impossible. Sobolton's a little... unusual in that respect, isn't it?”

“Definitely,” she replied, before turning to him. “Listen, I should get going, but remember to let me know if the stitches on Wilbur's side look at all red or swollen. I'd rather deal with any problems early. If you leave these things, they only get worse over time.”

***
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“And one of those cookies, please,” Lisa said a short time later, standing at the counter in the diner and looking at the offerings in a nearby display unit. “The ones with the pink icing?”

“Incredible,” Wendy replied with a grin as she grabbed a pair of tongs.

“What do you mean?”

“Just that you're so like your father, it's unreal,” Wendy continued, opening the back of the display. “We used to stock these exact cookies when I first worked here, and your father loved them. Then the factory burned down and we couldn't get them for years and years, until they came back into production a few months ago. Of course, your dad didn't live to see that day, but here you are asking for the exact same cookie.”

“Huh,” Lisa replied, trying to hide the fact that she felt a little uncomfortable. “That's... odd.”

She watched as Wendy moved the tongs toward the cookie she'd requested.

“Actually,” she said suddenly, “can I go for the blue one instead?”

“Are you sure?” Wendy asked.

“I changed my mind.”

“Not the pink one?”

“No, not the pink one,” Lisa continued, and now she was wishing she'd never even looked at the cookies. In fact, she was starting to wonder whether she should have ventured into the diner at all. “The blue one.”

“Your dad never went for the blue ones,” Wendy replied, taking one of the blue cookies out from the unit. “I remember him telling me one day that he'd tried a blue one and hated it. He was a man of his habits, wasn't he?”

“Apparently so,” Lisa said through gritted teeth.

She watched as Wendy finished making her coffee, and then – hearing the diner's front door open – she turned just in time to see some of the mourners from outside making their way inside. As well as a few local dignitaries, including Sheriff Joe Hicks, she spotted three women wearing black, and she knew that these were the three surviving widows from the awful accident many years earlier. She watched as they made their way around the corner, and then she glanced out the window and spotted a fresh wreath next to the memorial.

“Great,” Wendy whispered, keeping her voice low as she set the coffee and cookie down in front of Lisa. “I know I shouldn't say this, but I never like it when they come in after the ceremony.”

“It's only once a year,” Lisa pointed out as she handed her some money.

“I know, but they sit there for hours,” Wendy continued. “Like, I get it, what happened was tragic. But it's been twenty years now, do we really have to see the entire town come to a standstill just to remember the time a bus drove off the road? At least there are only three of the widows left now. I'm going to sound like a total stone-cold bitch for saying this, but I'll be glad when there are none of them left. At least then we won't all have to keep remembering bad things that happened years and years ago.”

“I'm sure it'll be fine,” Lisa murmured, surprised by Wendy's slightly callous tone.

“It's alright for you,” Wendy replied, passing some change over, “you're not going to have them sitting around near you for the rest of the day. It's the same every year, they talk about what happened endlessly, repeating themselves over and over again.” She let out a heavy sigh. “I know I sound bad, but it's just relentless. This one day each year is enough to make me lose my mind. Why can't they go to a bar and get drunk like normal people?”

“Maybe because they still don't have closure?” Lisa suggested. “After all, no-one ever worked out exactly what caused the crash.”

“Sure, but just... get over it, already,” Wendy added. “It's not like anyone can bring them back. If you ask me, sometimes the past is better left in the past. There's no benefit in constantly digging things up and never just letting it rest. Focus on what's going on now, because at the end of the day, that's all that matters.” She paused before sliding the coffee and cookie across the counter. “Enjoy your blue treat. Let me know what you think of it.”

“Thanks,” Lisa replied, taking her order and heading toward the door, only to slow a little as she saw the mourners taking their seats at the far end of the diner.

She felt a shiver run through her bones. She remembered her father talking about the tragedy of 1984, about how ten good Sobolton men had lost their lives in a tragedy that had never been explained; she remembered all the hushed gossip, all the rumors, all the arguments that had erupted as people had tried to guess what had caused the accident. Aside from the deaths in the crash, other lives had been ruined as well, and even two decades later battle lines remained drawn between those who believed one theory and those who favored another. The terrible crash at Henge Cliff had left a scar across the town that had never healed.

“This whole town needs a cone,” Lisa muttered under her breath, before opening the door and stepping outside, then stopping for a moment to take a deep breath of fresh wintry air. “Then again, maybe some scars never heal.”
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Chapter Three
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Today...

“Okay, just sit down for a minute,” Robert said as he shut the door to his house. “The heating's on, but I can turn it up a bit.”

“You don't need to do that,” Susan replied, stepping across the hallway before turning to him. “I shouldn't be here,” she added, as if suddenly struck by a sense of panic. “Robert, I need to get back out there and keep listening.”

“You could have died tonight,” he pointed out.

“Nonsense.”

“It's not nonsense,” he continued. “You were standing in the middle of an icy road in the middle of winter, during some of the worst weather this town has seen in a century! Do you have any idea how dangerous your actions have been tonight?”

“And do you have any idea how desperate I am?” she asked.

“Susan...”

“Doris Warner died,” she told him.

“I know. I heard.”

“So that makes me the only one who's left,” she pointed out, taking a step toward him. “Ten women lost their husbands in that crash, Robert. Over the forty years since that day, the other nine have died and now I'm the only one. Do you think it's a coincidence that, as time goes by, I'm also the only one who hears their voices?”

“What voices?”

“The voices of those poor men,” she continued. “They call out to me. Sometimes I even hear them when I'm at home, when I'm in bed.” She paused again, with tears in her eyes. “I hear all of them, at least I think I do, but it's my dear Timothy I hear the most. His soul is still out there, Robert, and he can't rest until the truth has come out about what really happened. You know it's been covered up, you know someone has been hiding things. If I don't find a way to listen to those voices, and to act on whatever they're trying to tell me, the truth might stay buried forever.”

Robert opened his mouth to reply, before turning and making his way over to the liquor cabinet in the corner of the room.

“Whiskey?” he suggested.

“I don't drink,” she replied. “I'm surprised you don't remember that.”

“I remember,” he said as he poured himself a drink. “I just thought over the years...”

His voice trailed off.

“I suppose I just thought,” he continued, “that over the years you might have been... driven to it.”

“By grief?” she suggested. “By sorrow? Rage? Regret? Perhaps I would have been if I'd been able to pick just one of those emotions, but instead I felt them all and more besides. The truth is, if I'd started drinking back then, I'd be dead from alcohol poisoning by now.” She let out another heavy sigh. “Perhaps that would be for the best. Does anyone really want a silly old woman running round, trying to rake over the past? Isn't it maybe better if it's just left as a mystery?”

Robert hesitated, before taking a sip of whiskey. He thought for a moment, and already an idea was forming in his mind.

“Joe Hicks isn't the sheriff round these parts now,” he pointed out finally. “A new guy took over a few weeks ago. I know him a little, he's a good man. He might be able to help out with things that Joe Hicks couldn't.” He paused again. “Or wouldn't.”

***
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“Are you okay in here?”

Surprised, John turned to see that Tracy had made her way through into the kitchen, where John had spent some time looking out the window after fetching a glass of water.

“Oh, I'm fine,” he murmured, making his way over, “I was just -”

“Spending ten minutes in the kitchen,” she replied with a faint, knowing smile. “I'm sorry if Josh overwhelmed you, he can be a little excitable. He's not too good at understanding social boundaries.”

“No, that's fine,” John said. “I just -”

“You look so uncomfortable,” she added, cutting him off.

“I do?”

“Tommy's noticed it too,” she continued. “We're not blind. You're not really a dinner party kind of guy, are you?”

“I'm very grateful to you for inviting me over,” John replied, worried that he'd caused offense, “and for the lovely food and -”

Before he could finish, Tracy started laughing.

“What?” he asked, confused by her response. “What's wrong?”

“Nothing,” she replied, shaking her head. “It's just that you're saying all the right things, which is very sweet. But none of that changes the fact that you look like you'd rather be anywhere else tonight. And before you apologize yet again, let me reassure you that you haven't been rude and we haven't taken it personally. In some ways, it's actually refreshing to meet someone who's so bad at lying.”

“I don't really know what to say next,” John admitted.

“Then don't say anything at all,” she said, smiling as she placed a hand on the side of his arm. “I'm just sorry that you've wasted several hours this evening, trying to do something you probably knew was impossible. I might be reading too much into the situation, but I'm getting the feeling that you don't have a huge amount of experience with the traditional family unit kind of set-up.”

“It's... complicated,” John replied.

“Life usually is,” she pointed out. “Listen, Tommy and I really enjoy having you over, but we also don't want you to feel uncomfortable. So why don't you stay for dessert, and then remember that you can leave at any point, and no-one will be offended.”

“That's very kind of you.”

“I'm used to dealing with awkward men,” she said as she led him through to the front room. “You've met my husband, right? And my son.”

“I've really enjoyed your hospitality this evening,” John told her, still trying to find a few polite things to say. “Your son's a very smart young man, he's clearly been raised very well. He's a credit to you and Tommy.”

“He has certain challenges,” she admitted as they stopped at the window and looked out at the snow-covered garden, where Josh was throwing snowballs at a wall while Tommy watched and laughed. “One thing you're going to realize once you've been in Sobolton for a while is that a lot of things are waiting just beneath the surface. People who drive through the town, or who just stop for a little while, think that we live in a nice normal little place. I get that, I really do, but once you've been here for a while you start to see that there's a lot more going on. I'm sure people say that in a lot of towns, but here in Sobolton it's really true.”

“I almost feel like you're trying to warn me about something,” John admitted.

“I'm telling you to trust your instincts,” she continued. “I was at that town hall meeting you called a while back, the one where you were talking about Little Miss Dead. I noticed how Joe Hicks acted, and I think you noticed too. That man is bad news, Mr. Tench. Worse than that, he's a menace to this town and to everyone good who lives here. You seem like someone who likes to treat people fairly, so I can imagine that you might hold back from forming too strong a judgment, but I want you to know that Joe Hicks can't be trusted.”

“I admit that he's made some contradictory comments,” John replied, “but I'm a little surprised to hear you talk about him this way.”

“I've seen what he gets up to,” she explained. “With my own eyes, and also through Tommy's comments as well. When I heard that Joe was being forced out, I felt hopeful for the first time in many years. I felt as if maybe, just maybe, this town might be able to breathe again. I can't prove it, John, but I have a strong suspicion that Joe Hicks has had his fingers in a lot of pies. That's one of the reasons I wanted Tommy to invite you tonight. I wanted to get a handle on you, to see whether you're like Joe or whether you're something better. And I see now that you're better. So much better.”

“I do my best,” John told her. “I wouldn't have moved up here otherwise.”

“Don't trust Hicks,” she said firmly. “I'm not telling you what to do, I'm just hoping that you'll listen to your own gut feeling on this matter. If Joe Hicks tells you that the sky's blue, look up to check.” She saw that Tommy had looked over, and she took a moment to smile at him and wave. “Okay, John, how about dessert? You can handle that, can't you?”

“Absolutely,” he replied as she walked away, although he couldn't help but wonder why she'd been so determined to warn him about his predecessor. “Thank you.”
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