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To Shelley 
For being a brilliant mother-in-law 
(and absolutely nothing like Geraldine!)
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Chapter One

2018

HELENA

My mother-in-law is already holding court in the dining room when I arrive to meet her for lunch. Just like every other Monday, regardless of anything else I might have going on. God forbid if I were to ever miss the bi-weekly torture session Geraldine subjects me to.

‘You’re late,’ she calls as I walk in, voice booming across the space. I glance at my watch – it’s one minute past – and my heel catches in a gap between the flagstones causing me to stumble a little. ‘Drunk?’ she asks, and her minions titter into their hands.

When I say I’m meeting her for lunch what I really mean is that I’m having lunch in her general vicinity. There are at least a dozen other women here, each an almost carbon copy of the others: perfectly coiffed hair, skin lined from far too many summers in the South of France, matching Brora cashmere cardigans. They are all wives of important people. Or at least people she considers to be important. The Grange is a very exclusive private members’ club, with a stringent set of rules around who can – and more importantly who cannot – sip a cocktail at the large mahogany bar, eat a steak in the damask flock-wallpapered dining room, or stay in one of the handful of bedrooms each equipped with its own claw-foot bath. My husband’s family have owned this club for decades. 

‘You have something on your dress,’ Geraldine wrinkles her nose as she gestures to an almost microscopic piece of fluff on my ribcage. 

I pluck it off as I go to sit down and place it carefully on the napkin at my side. ‘Probably from the lining of my coat.’ I hate myself for explaining. I hate myself even more as I hold my breath to wait for her next criticism.

‘You should be more careful if you’re going to wear black.’ Her tone is clear: black is not appropriate for lunch. Black is for funerals and the weddings of women she loathes.

‘I came straight from a meeting with a client.’

She takes a sip of her water before she replies. ‘Yes, well I suppose it is admirable to have a hobby.’ Translation: she does not think it’s admirable. She is just making sure she gets in her usual dig about me having a career. Taylor wives do not have careers. They have charities they support, husbands they look after, and – most importantly – children they coddle. And you thought 1950 was a lifetime ago. ‘But next time, please ensure you are dressed appropriately for lunch. There are important people here and I do not wish for you to embarrass me fur—’ 

Her last sentence is cut short as she notices the waitress hovering next to her, the large glass of wine in her hand dangerously close to sloshing over the brim as she bobs and weaves to avoid Geraldine’s gesticulations.

‘Just put the glass down you stupid girl,’ Geraldine snaps. I catch the waitress’s eye and offer a small smile of encouragement. She looks terrified. I can’t say I blame her. My best friend calls Geraldine ‘Smaug’ – not to her face though, obviously – because she thinks she’s a wealth-obsessed dragon. Geraldine is also a stuck-up class A bitch and she’s rather prone to firing any member of staff at The Grange she deems ‘not up to par’, despite the fact she’s meant to leave the day-to-day running of the place to the manager.

As lunch continues, I find myself desperately trying to ensure conversation around the table remains in a territory I’m at least vaguely comfortable with, such as the weather or the new coffee shop opening in the next village. Edward and I have been married for almost six years now, so I’m well practised at staying away from anything political to avoid an inevitable argument, but I’m also trying to steer clear of anything baby related that might trigger Geraldine to bring up the subject of her lack of grandchildren. At least the food is incredible, and I have to confess I love cracking the burnt sugar on top of the world’s smallest – and possibly most pretentious in a really quite fabulous way – crème brûlée.

After the dessert plates are cleared, I excuse myself and duck out of the side door of the dining room. Geraldine believes it is the height of rudeness to ‘check one’s telephone in polite company’, but I’m waiting on an important email from a potential investor. I pull my phone from my bag as soon as I’m outside and I’m ecstatic to find an invite for a lunch meeting next week to ‘discuss the finer details’. My dream might actually happen and I almost prance around the corner to ensure I’m fully out of Geraldine’s sight before I call to confirm. I nearly fall over a slim, blond haired young woman in the signature black skirt and bottle-green shirt of The Grange staff, sitting on the floor, smoking, who I realise is the same terrified waitress Geraldine was haranguing earlier.

‘Shit! Sorry!’ She leaps to her feet, grinding her cigarette butt with the block heel of the ridiculous shoes Geraldine insists the female staff wear with their uniform. ‘I . . . err . . . I was just . . .’

‘Hey. It’s OK. I promise I won’t tell.’ I give her a smile. ‘But get one of the barmen to show you the spot on the roof. It’s a much better place to hide from Smaug.’ The name flies out my mouth before I really think.

‘Smaug?’ She mouths the name back at me, but her eyes are dancing as she suppresses a giggle. ‘Like the dragon in The Hobbit?’

‘My mother-in-law,’ I confirm with a raise of both eyebrows.

‘Ouch.’

‘Yeah. Complete cliché, I know, but in this case it’s true. The whole mother-in-law from hell thing. I’m Helena by the way.’ I extend my hand to her.

‘Ella,’ she says. Then her face crumples, ‘I think she’s going to fire me.’

‘That might be a blessing in disguise.’

‘Except that I have to pay my rent and this is the only job I could find. Maybe once I’ve saved a bit and I can buy a nice suit for interviews . . .’ she trails off. ‘Sorry. You don’t want to hear my problems.’ She lets out a shuddering sigh that should be melodramatic but instead seems . . . well, she seems vulnerable, as if she’s balanced on a precipice and liable to fall at any moment.

‘I could help you. I mean, we’re probably not that different in size. And I have a wardrobe full of “interview suits” that would work with a few adjustments. I’m a stylist.’ I say the last bit with pride, despite Geraldine’s insistence that ‘shopping for other people is rather beneath the Taylors – people shop for us’.

‘Would you?’ she stares at me, her whole face hopeful.

We are both five foot four, slim (well she’s probably a ten and I’m a fourteen, but close enough); so similar in appearance it’s like looking into a mirror back to 2005. Her long blond hair is glossy, falling in gentle waves down her back – although mine now requires over three hours in the salon every month to achieve the same look. Her skin has that effortlessly dewy appearance that requires no makeup and her teeth are white and perfectly straight (I’m a teeny bit jealous: no one tells you that your teeth move as you head towards forty and you find yourself googling how intrusive adult braces might be). ‘When you finish your shift, pop round, we only live down the road, on the corner, just before the Welcome to Ofcombe St Mary sign. The Gatehouse, you can’t miss it.’

‘Thank you!’ She launches herself at me and wraps me into a tight hug as if we’ve been friends for years. ‘You’re a life saver.’

Back inside the dining room, Geraldine leans in to sniff my hair the second I slide onto my chair. ‘Fraternising with the staff, were we? Well, I guess you can take the girl out of Torquay but you can’t take Torquay out of the girl. But really, Helena, you need to be more careful around smokers.’ Her expression hardens, her eyes piercing through me. ‘Especially if you’re going to start IVF soon.’

I stay silent, crossing my arms across my chest. It looks defensive but it hides the way I’m pinching the delicate skin on my inner arm, the bruising covered by the bolero I’m wearing. It’s the only way I can stop myself from hitting her.

‘Oh, don’t give me that sourpuss look. You’re hardly the only person to ever do it. Moira’s niece did.’ Geraldine points to a small woman with blond hair so perfectly styled it looks like a helmet. ‘Moira!’ The woman looks ecstatic to be singled out. ‘Your niece did the IVF, didn’t she?’

‘Oh yes. Six rounds in the end. Horrible process, but needs must.’

‘See,’ Geraldine hisses. ‘She did six rounds. And you won’t even do one.’

‘Edward and I are looking at our options,’ I tell her, wishing we could drop this ridiculous charade. I do not want children and neither does my husband: we never have, our love for each other is more than enough, and we want to have careers and travel and freedom. I once asked Edward if he was upset that the Taylor name would end with him. He had smiled and gently chastised me that ‘continuation of the family name’ is probably the worst possible reason for having children. His mother,  however, is of an entirely different opinion and continues to insist I must be having trouble conceiving.

‘I just don’t understand why you haven’t made an appointment yet. I gave you the number of that specialist who Cecily’s friend was seeing. She just had triplets.’

‘I—’ But my reply is interrupted by the sound of glass on concrete. A lot of glass. Ella is standing in the doorway of the dining room amidst a sea of glittering shards, a look of abject horror frozen on her face, an empty tray held vertically out in front of her.

‘Oh, you stupid girl!’ Geraldine exclaims. ‘Look at this mess!’ Geraldine turns to her friends and rolls her eyes. ‘At this rate I’m going to have to find yet another waitress.’ She turns her gaze to me. ‘As if I don’t have enough to worry about.’

***

When Ella turns up at my house later that afternoon, frazzled and nervous, I immediately assume the worst.

‘Did she fire you?’ I ask, trying to sound sympathetic, pushing my rising anger to one side.

‘Not yet,’ Ella’s voice cracks as she talks, ‘but I think she wants to.’

‘What did she say?’

But Ella only shakes her head, dashing her hand across her face as if to hold back her tears. My heart breaks a little for her; she looks so vulnerable, so young.

I take a step to the side and motion for her to come inside the house. ‘Let’s have a drink, OK? And I promise I will help you to find something else, something better.’

‘Why are you being so kind to me?’ she asks.

I shrug. She’ll probably assume it’s to get back at Geraldine, and I admit that is part of it, but I just can’t help but see myself in her. Once upon a time I was completely out of my depth, stuck in a place where the people around me treated me as if I were a second-class citizen. Ella and I have a lot in common.

‘Follow me,’ I say to her, and lead her down the hallway and into the kitchen. It’s my favourite room in the house; light grey cupboards and oak worktops give it a modern farmhouse vibe, and there’s a large island with these fabulous bar stools. Although I’m not the most talented chef, I love to cook for Edward as he sips a glass of wine and we talk about nothing in particular, as if we are the only two people in the world.

‘Wow!’ Ella exclaims, turning slowly to take in the whole space. ‘Your kitchen is bigger than my flat.’

‘You should see Geraldine’s place,’ I say quickly, doing what I always do when people assume we’re wealthy, putting someone else in the spotlight.

‘I bet that isn’t any near as stylish as this,’ Ella replies with a grin.

‘Let’s just say her place isn’t to my taste,’ I reply and then cover my mouth with my hand. ‘Don’t tell her I said that,’ I add.

‘Your secrets are safe with me. Now, are you going to give me the tour?’

I show Ella around the house and she oohs and ahhs at the open-plan living and dining room, the walled garden with its pretty patio seating area, the three large bedrooms each with their own en-suite. ‘It was originally the gatehouse for the estate, but it’s been expanded over the years,’ I tell her, ‘and then I redecorated when Edward and I got married and moved in. It was almost derelict before then.’

We end the tour in the bedroom I predominantly use for additional storage. It is impeccably neat – my tidiness is a bit of a hangover from my boarding school days – with deep pile carpets, light oak built-in wardrobes and a fabulous purple sofa to add just the right pop of colour. ‘Now then. Let’s find you an interview outfit.’

***

Half an hour later, I’ve found the perfect skirt suit for her; classy and demure but with a clinging skirt that keeps the look feeling young enough for someone who is only just twenty-three. The only problem is a blouse, as Ella is blessed in a way that I am not and so all of mine gape unattractively. ‘How about I take you to this outlet place I’m a member of?’ I offer.

‘That would be amazing!’

‘Great. Now, shall we have a sneaky cocktail?’ I ask her. I’m enjoying her company and don’t want her to leave just yet.

‘Hell, yes!’ she replies with gusto, and we head down to the kitchen. Her enthusiasm is infectious, she’s so different to most of the other people in my life. Geraldine and her geriatric mean girls. Edward and his ‘rugger chums’ – his term, not mine. Apart from Thea, all my friends are parents now, conversations dominated by school choices and screen-time limits. They’ve moved on from the baby phase, passed the toddler days, careering towards the tween years as I stay exactly where I’ve always been. I stand by the decision Edward and I made, but if I’m entirely honest I hadn’t realised how much my life would diverge from the lives of my peers. Or that there would be some parts I would miss: no first words, first day at school, dance recitals, chess tournaments, their first love and first heartbreak. I’ve never told even Edward but I was pregnant once, but it wasn’t meant to be. I would have called her Thea after her godmother and she would have been fierce and fearless. She would have changed the world.

‘You must be so proud of your business.’ Ella pulls me back from the daydream. She’s scrolling on her phone. ‘This is UH-mazing!’ She turns her screen to show me what she’s looking at. It’s my Instagram feed. ‘You have like a hundred thousand followers. You’re practically a celebrity.’

‘Hardly,’ I reply, but I can’t help smiling while I busy myself by preparing us a Mojito. I try to avoid glancing at the alcove I use as a home office, the vintage roll top closed to hide the chaos of papers sprawled across it. And the hidden drawer stuffed full of the evidence of my notoriety.

‘Tell me all about it,’ Ella begs, taking the proffered cocktail, curling her legs underneath her on the sofa.

‘There’s not a lot to tell.’

‘Really? I don’t believe that for one minute.’

‘Well, there’s this investor who is interested . . .’ I trail off. ‘But it’s early days and I can’t really talk about it.’

Ella applauds. ‘Brilliant. I’m in awe of you. It must piss your mother-in-law off, seeing you with this big successful business.’

‘Not quite . . . Geraldine is horrified that I suggest people 
wear high street.’ I do my best Geraldine impression and Ella snorts mojito as she laughs. ‘Like where else do real people shop?’ My mother-in-law only wears vintage Diane von Furstenberg wrap dresses; she has a whole wardrobe of them. Geraldine’s functionally bankrupt, essentially living on money borrowed against The Grange, but she’s very good at keeping up appearances. The late Mr Edwin Taylor – my father-in-law – put all the cash assets in trust rather than leave them to his wife, or directly to his son. Which means there is no Taylor money unless Edward produces an heir. Edwin revelled in making everyone’s lives as shitty as possible when he was alive and he just couldn’t help continuing his sadistic legacy in death.

I drain my glass, pushing the thought of him from my mind. ‘Another Mojito?’ I ask Ella, not waiting for her answer before walking back into the kitchen to prepare another cocktail.

‘I’d love to, but I’d better run.’ She wrinkles her nose and sounds genuinely disappointed. ‘But I’ll see you on Thursday?’ The question is accompanied by a raised eyebrow and hopeful smile.

‘Absolutely,’ I confirm, following her into the hallway.

‘Ooh, what’s that?’ She scoops a little envelope from the door mat and passes it to me. It’s small, about the size of a postcard: Helena written on it in elaborate calligraphy. Did I miss it earlier, or was it delivered while we were sipping ­mojitos? I try to peer round Ella, but it’s almost dusk, the trees silhouetted against the darkening sky, offering the perfect place for someone to hide. A chill runs down my spine.

Is someone watching from the shadows?

‘Thank you, Helena,’ Ella says, lifting the suit slightly. ‘For the suit and for . . . well, for treating me like a person.’

I close the door behind her and look at the envelope in my hand, exactly like the others hidden in my desk. Inside is a simple white card, a single sentence written on it.

We all have secrets . . . but you’re going to pay for yours


Chapter Two

2018

HELENA

We all have secrets . . . but you’re going to pay for yours

Just a single sentence written in curling lettering on a plain blank card.

Just like the ones which have come before:

Secrets and lies ruin lives

Some secrets are buried deeper than others

How far do I need to dig before I find yours

I feel numb as I head back into the kitchen and the open bottle of rum. My hand is shaking as I pour two fingers into my glass and gulp it down, wincing at the taste of the salt I’d applied to the rim. I pour another shot, the sound of the bottle thumping onto the work service as loud as thunder in the silent kitchen.

Fortified with alcohol, I pick the card back up, turning it over in my hands. There is nothing else written on it except that one line.

We all have secrets . . . but you’re going to pay for yours

The first note arrived just under two weeks ago, pushed through the letter box while I was upstairs. Sometimes when Edward is out – this time Geraldine had dragged him to dinner with some boring banker types she was hoping would invest in The Grange – I lock myself in the bathroom so I can pretend I’m not all alone in the house in the dark. The Gatehouse can feel so isolated, surrounded by tall trees that block the noise from the road and cast eerie shadows against the windows.

I thought it was junk mail at first, expecting to open it to find a flyer for a local takeaway, or a letter from an estate agency telling me they wanted to help sell my home. But then I read those five words, written in curling copperplate:

Secrets and lies ruin lives

I had frozen, staring at the words as the room started to swirl and shift around me. My feet turned to blocks of ice on the cold stone floor and all the blood rushed to my heart, beating a mile a minute. Who had sent it? How could they possibly know?

After a few minutes the spell holding me in place had begun to dissipate. I locked every door, every window. Lowered every blind. Drew every curtain. Tried to fight the overwhelming desire to crawl into the darkest corner of the house and hide there until morning. In the end, I went to bed, the covers pulled over my head, praying for the sun to rise and reveal this was all just a bad dream.

But the note was still hidden in my desk when I looked the next morning. And so I composed myself, put on a nice dress and some makeup, and went to the police.

The police officer was an attractive guy in his late twenties. He’d put the note in one of those evidence bags – you know, the ones that look like a glorified sandwich bag – and spent all of about twenty seconds looking at it before he handed it back to me. ‘And?’ he asked, tilting his head slightly.

‘And?’ I replied, confused.

‘Is this all?’

‘It’s a threatening note, sent to my home. Someone knows where I live.’

‘Right.’ He drew the word out. ‘It doesn’t seem very threatening.’ He shrugged his shoulders.

I went back a few days later when the second note came. Some secrets are buried deeper than others

It was the same officer. ‘Back again?’ He read the new card before sitting back into his chair. ‘Do you use social media, Mrs Taylor?’

‘Of course.’ I stopped myself from adding who doesn’t? ‘I blog and use Instagram. For my business.’ I added that last bit hoping it would make him take me more seriously.

‘And do you post pictures. Of yourself, your home?’

‘Of course.’

‘Could someone have seen your address online? A stack of post in the background of you pout— err, posing, I mean.’

‘Well . . .’

‘Because I think this is probably just someone messing with you.’

‘You think it’s a prank?’

I didn’t bother going back. Especially after what had happened to my friend Natalia.

Natalia Ormerod was a fashion blogger and Instagram star, one of the very first ‘non-celeb’ people to hit over a million ­followers. Was. Past tense. Eighteen months ago she began receiving these anonymous notes. Day after day she would get them, week after week, month after month. She only showed us the first few. A year ago, someone hacked her Instagram account and uploaded photos onto her feed. They weren’t explicit – ­Instagram would have deleted them if they were – but they pretty clearly showed Natalia with a guy who wasn’t her husband. The next day her entire social media just vanished. We met through this group chat for ‘influencers’, a bunch of us getting together so we’d feel less alone in an industry that is basically bonkers. She posted a cryptic message before leaving the chat: about wanting to be left alone to ‘rebuild’ but that she wished she’d just given them what they wanted.

The rumour mill had gone into overdrive, but the consensus was that she was the victim of a reputation scam and had refused – or been unable, I guess – to pay the demands. So whoever was behind it had revealed everything. Her shameful ­secrets splashed across the internet for everyone to see.

For her husband to see.

I didn’t tell Edward when the notes first started arriving. My husband is supportive and lovely and even helped me to set up my website back at the start of this crazy journey. But he also hates what he calls the ‘celebritisation’ of my job, the way I have to give over a huge part of myself to appear approachable and real on social media. I get what he’s saying, but I love that I get to help people, that my clients don’t think of me as some faceless person hiding behind a corporate machine. He thinks I am making myself a target for weirdos and freaks. I knew that first smooth white card with those five perfectly written words on it would just prove him right. Plus of course he would worry and he has so much else on his plate right now. He’s always tried to take my problems and make them his own, looking for a solution, for an answer. And then he would have started digging and eventually started asking questions. Questions I’m not sure I want to answer.

Questions like what secrets I might be keeping.

We all have secrets. But one of mine might break him. Might break us. So I just kept stuffing the notes into the little drawer of my desk, until they threatened to explode. I began to have nightmares where the drawer would fly open, the notes – in my dream there were literally thousands of them – raining onto every surface of the house, drowning me in little rectangles of card, cutting my skin to shreds, the blood staining the white.

***

His key scraping in the lock makes me jump. The card is still in my hand and I only just make it to the desk before he’s inside.

‘What a day!’ he calls as he moves from the hallway to the kitchen. ‘You have no idea how busy things are. It’s a fucking nightmare.’

‘Hmmm,’ I say, trying to slide open the secret drawer in silence. The note safely ensconced inside, I vow to forget about it. Plaster a smile on my face and have a glass of wine with my husband. I’m good at pretending nothing is wrong, I’ve had plenty of practice.

‘Mum said you were a bit off at lunch earlier,’ Edward says as he settles on the sofa. He takes a huge swig of wine and watches me over the brim.

‘Off?’ I ask. Because what the hell does off actually mean?

‘She’s worried about us.’

‘No, Edward. She’s worried about herself.’ I’m tired, a little drunk after the rum earlier and my mind is half concentrating on the notes tucked in the drawer of my desk. I am absolutely not in the mood to talk about his fucking mother.

‘She wants what is best for all of us.’

‘No, Edward, she doesn’t. She wants what’s best for her. She’s banging the babies drum louder than ever. You aren’t the one who has to sit there while she makes not-so-subtle digs in front of her awful friends.’

‘I’m sure she isn’t making digs.’

‘She is. Jesus, she brought Moira along today just because Moira’s niece had the IVF.’ I mimic Geraldine, a nasty nasal quality to my tone.

Edward sighs and runs his hand through his hair. I stare back at him, waiting for him to finally agree to tell her the truth. But he doesn’t. That would involve having a proper adult conversation with his mother, one he has avoided for years. ‘She thinks she’s helping, H-Bear.’

The way he uses our nickname while defending her makes me want to scream. ‘Why do you always take her side?’

‘I don’t.’ He almost sounds offended, like he doesn’t see the same dragon I see; he sees some poor innocent old widow instead. ‘She just wants to be a grandmother. That’s all.’ 

He still thinks she wants a grandchild to coo over, that it would break her heart if she knew her only son was denying her that dream. He really can’t see that a baby would simply be the key to unlocking all the Taylor money.

‘I’m going to bed,’ I tell him, picking up my glass and heading to the kitchen for a refill.

‘Night, H-Bear,’ he says softly from his position on the sofa. I don’t answer, but I take a full bottle of Sauvignon Blanc from the fridge and go upstairs without another word.

***

He slips into bed, making the mattress buck slightly beneath me. ‘Are you awake,’ he whispers.

‘Yes,’ I reply.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’ I hold my breath as I wait for his answer.

‘I just want you to be happy.’

I try to dampen my disappointment in him. All I want is for him to recognise that his mother is a bully. I just want my husband to take my side for once. ‘Good night, Edward.’ I keep my voice neutral. It just isn’t worth fighting anymore.

‘Night, H-Bear,’ he says softly, burrowing a little more under the duvet. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you, too,’ I reply, almost reflexively; the same words we always say in the dark.

Five minutes later he’s snoring softly, but sleep evades me. You know how when you try not to think about something, it just gets bigger and bigger and bigger? It’s only words on a piece of A6 card. Words can’t hurt me.

We all have secrets . . . but you’re going to pay for yours

But whoever is sending these notes can hurt me. Especially if they really do know the truth.

Everyone has secrets. But mine could tear my life apart.

At one a.m., I’m still wide awake. Edward has curled himself into a ball, taking most of the duvet with him. I debate stealing it back, but I know that would only wake him and at least he isn’t snoring. The house is silent, the moon casting a grey glow in the darkness. Outside an owl hoots, a fox screams, and I curse them both for the racket they are making, even though they are hardly to blame for my insomnia.

After another five minutes I give up and pick up my phone from the bedside table, reducing the screen brightness so I don’t disturb Edward or attract moths in through the open window. I fire off a stream of texts to Thea in a veritable bitch-fest about my mother-in-law. It’s about seven in the evening in New York, so she’ll still be at work, but it feels good to just offload into the ether, to alchemise all that fear into hate. I’m lucky my mother-in law is such a justified target for it.

Thea is my ‘little sister’. She’s not actually my sister; we’re not blood relatives, but she was also a scholarship girl at Ferndown, a few years younger than me, and I took her under my wing. There was a time when she was basically the only friend I had in that place and even two decades later and with over three thousand miles between us, we’re still close.

I’m awoken at five by the dinging of a stream of messages from Thea, replying to my earlier diatribe. She is absolutely vicious in her response and I love her for it. I won’t repeat what she wrote about Smaug verbatim, but she can be wonderfully creative in her use of expletives.

Just cut Edward some slack, she adds.

I wish he was on my side, I reply.

He is for the important things. And imagine having that woman for a mother . . .

I guess she has a point on that last one.

Buoyed by Thea’s bitching, I decide to get up and follow her lead of an early yoga session. Thea left Ferndown with the best set of A-level results they had ever seen, was sponsored through her under- and post-grad studies at MIT and LSE and is now the youngest director of an incredibly prestigious hedge fund in New York. She lives the most regimented lifestyle I have ever seen, starting the day with thirty minutes of yoga at five a.m. and dividing the next nineteen hours into perfectly choreographed segments. It must be exhausting but she seems to thrive on it.

***

Three hours later and I’m starting to wonder if maybe there is something to this whole five a.m. yoga thing. I’m on fire; my To Do list complete, the house clean and tidy, the card still tucked away in the drawer, and I’ve barely even thought about it. I’ve even made Edward a breakfast of eggs Benedict with a side of fresh fruit, and I’ve brewed coffee properly, in a cafetière and everything.

‘Are you feeling OK?’ he asks, humour dancing across his face and eyes alive in a way I haven’t seen for a while.

‘Can’t I make my husband breakfast?’ I reply lightly, spearing a strawberry from his plate with my fork and popping it into my mouth. For a few delicious moments it feels like normal again. But then his phone rings and he jumps, his hand moving to swiftly cover the screen. But not before I see who is calling.

‘Sorry,’ he tells me, standing up and moving to his study to take the call. Can’t his fucking mother give us just one morning to ourselves?

Ten minutes later he’s left for the office and the house is silent. I walk listlessly from room to room, waiting for inspiration to strike me on how to fill the day ahead. I have a ton of admin to do, but I’ve run out of steam after my flurry of earlier activity. Perhaps the whole five a.m. yoga session wasn’t such a good idea after all.

I’m in the hallway, idly wondering if I should replace the gilt-edged mirror his mother gave us as a housewarming gift with something more modern like the gorgeous, burnished ­silver one I’ve been coveting after seeing it in the window of a designer boutique in town, when the doorbell rings.

‘Flower delivery,’ a voice says – rather unnecessarily – from behind an enormous bouquet of roses and other flowers I don’t have names for. They are already in a vase and I discover it weighs a ton as I take it from him, followed by an awkward few moments as I try not to drop it, before setting it on the floor.

‘Nice place you’ve got here.’ He takes a step closer. He’s probably late forties and looks like he works out, muscles visible under his rather tight T-shirt. ‘Lovely and quiet. No neighbours close enough to be a bother.’ He grins in a way that makes my skin crawl and takes another step forward, his dark eyes travelling from my face down to my chest.

‘Honey!’ I call over my shoulder into the house, the same way I’ve been forced to do more than a few times. ‘Can you come help?’ I take a step back, careful not to trip over the lip of the door frame. ‘My husband’s in his office,’ I say to the delivery guy pointedly.

His whole demeanour changes in a moment, the leering grin replaced with a pleasant smile. ‘Have a great day,’ he says and turns to leave. I wonder how many times today he will creep along that line between acceptable and entirely inappropriate.

I close the door and take a few deep breaths, willing my heartrate to return to normal. My fear begins to fragment, reforming into anger at the sheer fucking audacity of him! What gives him the right to stand on my doorstep and look at me like that?

Creepy delivery driver . . . so gross!! I text Thea.

Eurghhh. I’m sorry!! You should kick them in the balls, she replies immediately. She’s had her own share of unwanted attention over the years, I guess we all have. You OK? she adds.

Yeah. He’s gone. Balls intact unfortunately.

Be safe. Love you millions xx

As hoped, venting to Thea has made me feel calmer and I stoop to pick up the vase. The flowers are absolutely gorgeous, in all shades of red from the colour of fresh crimson blood to a deep burgundy like a fine wine. Thankfully my hair is behaving and my makeup is freshly applied so I set them on the counter and start taking photos of them, my smiling face appearing in a few selfies alongside the bouquet. Nestled in the foliage lies a small rectangle of contrasting white, but I ignore it as I pick the best photo.

 Another happy customer? #blessed I post to Instagram, where almost a hundred of the loyal followers of @BigSisterHelena instantly like it.

I pluck the small envelope from its place in the flowers, Helena written on it in a fancy calligraphy by someone with a talented hand. I jump backwards as if the bouquet might be hiding a hand grenade. It must be a coincidence: florist cards are always written a bit fancy.

But it isn’t a coincidence.

I’m watching you, Helena. I see who you are behind the mask


Chapter Three

2022

THEA

Armed with a coffee in each hand, I turn down one of the narrow side streets and use my elbow to press the buzzer on a bright purple door. The receptionist buzzes me in, the lock clicking before the door swings open. Jen is waiting at the top of the stairs, one hand already reaching for the cup with her name on it. She takes a deep slug, smacks her lips in satisfaction and performs a little shoulder shimmy.

‘I think I might be a little bit in love with you,’ she says seriously, before her face breaks into a grin and her cheeks flush red. ‘Gosh, that sounded a lot less weird in my head!’

I take a sip of my latte to cover my own awkwardness; I’m not great at taking compliments, especially those which are more in jest. I know how I’m meant to act, that I should wink and make a quip, but it never quite feels right. Luckily Jen has known me long enough to ignore my lack of social graces.

‘I need you to sign off the pictures,’ Jen tells me as we walk towards our desks. We both rent space in one of those shared office places. After spending my previous life in investment banking I needed to find somewhere with a buzz, the silence at home was giving me headaches. Jen is a social media consultant and so could easily work from home, but she’s so chatty she would have driven herself mad if she didn’t have people around her to talk to.

I steel myself as she pulls up the images onto her screen. I hate – and when I say hate, I mean truly abhor – pictures of myself. It’s not that I’m unattractive, I know that objectively, but something happens to my face when there’s a camera in my proximity, my features twisting in an inexplicable fashion. There are so few photos of me in the world, Helena used to make a running joke of it, saying I was her imaginary friend whose existence she could never actually prove. But Jen thinks a few shots on my new Instagram profile she’s been helping me with will make me more approachable.

‘Look, I feel the same way about pictures of myself,’ she says when she sees my expression.

‘Do we have a picture of you as my new social media tsar?’ I ask.

‘You’re the star of the show, Thea.’

I groan loudly. ‘OK then. Let’s use these two,’ I say as I point to the least objectionable ones.

Jen yawns and rubs her hand across her face. ‘Sorry. It’s not because I’m bored.’

‘Late night?’ I ask her.

‘Just Mum, you know.’ She shrugs her shoulders, but the tiredness etched into her face belies her apparent nonchalance. ‘The home called just before ten to say she was refusing to settle unless I spoke to her.’ She takes a gulp of coffee. ‘Sorry. I’ll be alright once the caffeine kicks in properly.’ I reach over to give her hand a little squeeze. She offers me a thin smile in return. ‘Thanks. Sorry, I don’t want to be a downer, but I’d better finish up. I need to find a new commission this week or I won’t be able to pay for Mum’s extras; it’d break her heart not to have the hairdresser and the nail technician come in to keep her looking vaguely like herself.’

‘You know I’d help, if you need it?’

‘I just don’t know when I’d be able to pay you back.’

‘I’m not offering you a loan, Jen. Just one friend giving the other a gift to help her out.’

‘Thank you,’ she says and then suddenly hops up, wrapping her arms around me in an awkward sitting hug. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ she whispers into my shoulder.

‘Right then. I guess I’d better get on,’ I say, partly to get out of the hug which feels increasingly uncomfortable as the seconds tick past, but also because I have a ton of work to get through.

***

I bought the Harris Bay vineyard in late 2019. It’s a completely gorgeous place, with a whitewashed colonial house converted into a restaurant and boutique hotel; all you can see is green for miles and miles.

‘One day,’ Helena had told me when we were teenagers, sitting on the windowsill of her dormitory, feet dangling into the darkness below, ‘we’ll live somewhere completely cool.’

‘Like where?’ I’d asked her, taking a long drag on the cigarette and leaning even more dangerously far out of the window to exhale the smoke.

‘I don’t know. Like a posh hotel. Or a private island.’ She leant into me to take a toke. ‘Ooh!’ she exclaimed. ‘How about a vineyard?’

‘But you don’t like wine,’ I reminded her. She was sixteen and drank vodka mixed with orange juice. I was fourteen and could just about stomach a sickly sweet Malibu and pineapple.

‘That’s just a technicality.’ She waved a hand dismissively. ‘It’ll be fun. And we can hire hot guys to pick the grapes.’ She snorted with laughter and bumped her shoulder against mine. ‘Come on, Thea. Promise me we can buy a vineyard one day.’

‘I promise.’

Helena never got to see Harris Bay, even though I know she had finally developed a taste for Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc. I bought it on a whim, a way to feel close to her. I think some small part of me thought it would squash the guilt that threatened to consume me. But it didn’t work. Perhaps it would have done if I’d stayed in New Zealand, if I hadn’t come to the UK and ended up locked out of NZ by the pandemic.

I try to push the thoughts of her aside and open my To Do list. The effect of Brexit, Covid and the looming cost-of-living crisis is leading to huge demand for cheap – but drinkable – wine from outside Europe. I’m importing huge quantities of the Harris Bay for restaurants, bars, and events companies. Business is booming. But this is definitely not the glamorous ­vision Helena had romanticised about; I don’t think she dreamt of spreadsheets and meetings and late nights in the office, followed by evenings spent alone with a ready meal.

***

It’s gone nine before I get home and I close the door gratefully behind me. But the scent of vanilla and coconut in the air almost makes me stumble. My rational brain knows that the cleaner came today and she must have used some kind of new product. But my mind’s eye is in the Mirage hotel in Las Vegas, Helena at my side as I try to teach her the basics of blackjack.

It was her hen party. Or at least that was what we called it. In reality it was just the two of us having a riotous time, getting pissed on these huge novelty cups of sickly bright pink frozen Margaritas, people watching by the pool, playing cards late into the night.

‘Why does it smell so good in here?’ she had asked as we walked into the foyer of the hotel. She stopped dead – causing the couple behind to swerve to avoid her, tutting as they did so – before spreading her arms wide, turning in a slow circle with a beatific look on her face.

‘Vanilla and coconut. They must pump it in to cover up the smell of smoke and stale beer.’

She stopped turning and hooked a finger into her sunglasses, pulling them down to look me in the eye. ‘It wasn’t an actual question, Thea.’

I nodded. ‘Noted.’ I cleared my throat and tried again, this time with a level of joviality that mimicked her own excitement. ‘It’s like Piña Coladas!’

She winked. ‘Now that sounds like an excellent idea. To the cocktail bar!’

Helena was always patient to point out when I had responded in a way that wasn’t . . . well, she described it as strictly within the confines of what other people would call normal. If I missed that a question was rhetorical, or gave an honest opinion when the recipient really wanted someone to say ‘no, of course that dress doesn’t make you look washed out’. It was just one of the many things I loved about her. She never made me feel like a freak, and she helped me blend in. That was her special skill – making you feel like you belonged. Even if you were always the one on the outside, she would bring you right into the middle.

I order a pizza – extra pepperoni and triple jalapeños – and change into some joggers before heading to the living room. The house belongs to my godfather, but he’s been living in Dubai for the past few years so I have the run of the place. It’s not one hundred percent decorated to my taste – there’s a little too much dark wood and a rather masculine ambience – but it’s comfortable and I’ve never been much into interior design. That was always more Helena’s forte; when she first renovated The Gatehouse she would send me a constant stream of Pinterest boards and photos from Country Living magazine.

I know it would be better for my back to sit at the desk in the study, but the hunter green wallpaper and bookcases full of dusty leather books remind me too much of Ferndown. So instead, I find myself sitting cross-legged on the floor of the living room, my laptop balanced on the coffee table.

Ten people have responded to the question I posted on Reddit. The subreddit /r/peoplefinder is apparently the go-to place to find out how to track someone. Nine of the responses tell me pretty much the same thing: Google search, reverse image search, friends and family connections; none of the suggestions are any help at all. The last response is some guy wanting to know if I’m single because he’s a veteran and a single dad and a good god-fearing man who would show me the respect I deserve. His avatar is the US flag and he’s undoubtedly a fake account, probably from a bot-farm in Russia. I post an update into the thread, thanking everyone for their super helpful suggestions and adding If only Ella Hazelwood would contact me 😆  I’m assuming she will periodically Google her own name – don’t tell me you don’t ever do this; the internet has made narcissists of us all – and come across my post.

I run through my own Google searches, not my own name, but the names of all the people who were part of Helena’s life. The people she called her friends, her colleagues, confidantes and even casual drinking buddies. I check their social media profiles: Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, even TikTok. Nothing catches my attention.

Closing my laptop, I pick up the final slice of pizza from the box. It’s cold, the cheese congealed into a solid shiny mass. There was a time I would have looked up the exact calorie count on the Pizza Hut website and calculated the precise distance I would need to run to burn them off. But that was back then, when my life made sense, when it had structure and meaning.

Now nothing really matters except finding out exactly what happened to Helena.

And bringing her killer to justice. 


Chapter Four

2018

HELENA

I’m watching you, Helena. I see who you are behind the mask

The arrival of the note with the flowers was the catalyst I needed to finally tell someone. Surely the other ladies in the group chat will have some thoughts, even if they’re bound to chastise me for not being more careful with putting my name and address online for anyone to find. And isn’t the whole point of the informal network of bloggers and Instagrammers to be there to support each other? I mean as much as a bunch of women in competition with each other can – and they are the closest thing to colleagues I have.

I spend half an hour typing a single line and then deleting it, over and over again, unable to find the right words. Once it’s said, I can’t take it back. But in the end I just blurt it out.

Helena: I had a note.

Shaz: Note?

Helena: Like Natalia . . .

Charlotte: What, like a death threat? Or fishing?

Shaz: OMG! You did not?!

Tori: Oh, sweetie . . . Natalia was like mega huge. She had like a million followers. Honeybunny, I hardly think the same person would target you. You have like ten thousand 😞

I push my laptop away from me after I read the last message. Everyone knows Tori is a bitch, and I have almost a hundred thousand, thank you very much, but she kind of has a point. The general consensus of the group is that Natalia’s notes were fishing for information and then the author found a chink in her life to exploit.

Maybe the note writer isn’t targeting me because of @BigSisterHelena.

I’m watching you, Helena. I see who you are behind the mask

What if they know about @PAGEFree?

It was just a joke at the beginning; a way to let off a bit of steam. Besides, @PAGEFree didn’t exactly have a lot of followers on Twitter, I was basically tweeting into the void.

@PAGEFree. An acronym for Poise And Graceful Elegance. We had lessons in deportment at Ferndown and it was the only class Thea ever failed; the teacher was adamant she would amount to nothing given her shortcomings. ‘No! You must be better! Poise and graceful elegance!’ she would screech at poor Thea who was trying not to giggle as the book slipped off her head for the second time in ten seconds. I thought it was kind of fitting as I eviscerated the great and the good who patronised The Grange, obviously anonymised and changed just enough so no one would ever know who I was talking about.

Trust me Mr B, she knew you were rich and that is 100% why she started dating you #RealityCheck This was in response to this awful family friend, Rob Braithwaite, who droned on for almost an hour over dinner about how his wife Charlie ‘didn’t even realise he was rich until they’d been dating for six months’.

Being forced to wait in line like everyone else is not *­persecution* #CryBaby One of Geraldine’s cronies had been left flabbergasted when he tried to push to the front of the queue for a rollercoaster at Thorpe Park with his grandson. ‘It wasn’t that they didn’t seem to care who I am, it was the sheer joy with which they sent me to the back of queue’, he had wailed.

Yes you do know how anyone lives on less than £100k pa, you watch your cleaner struggle on far less #OutOfTouch Two women about my age were having lunch at the table next to me and discussing their children’s schools and future prospects. ‘Arlo is going to be a doctor, or something professional at least. How anyone can live on less than a hundred grand a year is beyond me.’ Just ten minutes later, her friend expressed dissatisfaction with her cleaner. ‘Oh, you should try mine. She’s not cheap though; ten pounds an hour, which I think is rather steep.’ She said it without a shred of irony.

It made me feel like I was getting one over on Geraldine. You might have already realised that my husband’s family are dysfunctional at best, although I wouldn’t really hesitate to call them sociopathic. Geraldine is an awful human being, but she does have one redeeming feature. She really does love Edward, even if she doesn’t always show it in the healthiest of ways; prone to forgetting he’s a fully grown adult capable of looking after himself, especially when it comes to his allergies.

‘You have your EpiPen?’ she’ll ask him every single time she sees him, her hand out palm up, foot tapping out the seconds until he produces one. ‘This expires in two months,’ she said last time as she inspected it. ‘I’ll make you an appointment to renew your prescription.’

‘She treats you like you’re still five years old,’ I told him later that day once we were home.

‘Better than being without one,’ he replied. He doesn’t see it – he doesn’t see that it’s just another way for her to control him.

But however much I hate Geraldine, Edwin was far worse. To the point that I almost felt sorry for her a few times. ‘Geraldine, don’t slouch,’ he would bark at her, rapping the back of her chair with his walking stick. And he got worse once he got ill; it was as if he felt he had carte blanche to just spew whatever shit came into his head at any moment.

‘You’re not what I’d hoped for Edward,’ he’d sneered at me, lying in the huge wooden bed of his bedroom. We were alone, the nurse had gone to fetch his prescription and Edward and Geraldine were getting some air on the patio below us.

‘I’m sorry I’m a disappointment,’ I replied, trying not to rise to him.

‘I should have been stricter with him. That bloody woman coddled him, made him soft. I should have made more of a man out of him.’

‘I’m sure you were plenty strict enough.’ I managed to keep my voice level, despite the abuse I know Edward suffered from his father over the years in the name of ‘ensuring he was a proper man’, whatever that was even supposed to mean.

‘Pfff. Evidently not.’ He waved a wizened hand at me, the skin almost transparent. ‘At least you’ll be a breeder. Girls like you just can’t help popping them out.’

I should have walked away; he was on his deathbed, this might even have been the last time I had to visit the hateful old bastard. But I couldn’t let it go. I leant in closer, my eyes on his, fingers gripping his wrist. ‘There will be no children. Edward is the last Taylor. 
No one else will be saddled with your legacy. It ends with us.’

Edwin’s eyes widened, I think in shock that someone was impetuous enough to use that tone with him. But then I watched as the words sunk in, burrowing into his brain through the fog of his drugs. He went through the full cycle of grief in front of my eyes: denial, a tiny shake of the head, almost imperceptible; anger, a flare of his nostrils; bargaining, a pleading in his eyes that I refused to react to; depression, the furrow in his brow deepening; acceptance, the relaxing of his features. He had closed his eyes and I had walked away, assuming that would be the last time I saw him. I should have stayed, I should have realised there’s a reason it’s described as a cycle because he went back round again and evidently settled on anger.

Edwin didn’t die that day. He held on for another few weeks. Just enough time to get his lawyer to change the terms of the will, ensuring all the Taylor money was locked behind a condition of Edward’s heir. Fucking bastard. He grinned a lipless smile at me as he gathered us around his bed to announce the changes. And then he was gone.

I didn’t tell Edward what I’d done. We had promised we wouldn’t tell Edwin that we didn’t want a family. ‘Why upset a man who is going to die within days?’ he said. I should have kept that promise.

The funeral was a predictably depressing and dour affair: a sea of old men in dark suits; their wives in almost identical black dresses, competing for attention only with their choice of hats and fascinators, although a few had even gone so far as to wear a veil.

Geraldine had played her part to absolute perfection: stoic and composed during the service and the first hour of the wake – held at The Grange, of
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