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PRAISE FOR SAM CARRINGTON

‘Lacing everyday life with menace is Sam Carrington’s greatest strength as a storyteller.’

The Times

‘A, compelling read, full of twists and turns with well-drawn, unreliable characters that kept me guessing!’

Sarah Pearse

‘A kick-ass page turner … I was knocked senseless by the awesome twist.’

John Marrs

‘Sam Carrington has done it again … A twisty, gripping read. I loved it.’

Cass Green

‘Expertly written … with plentiful twists and unforgettable characters. An insightful and unnerving read.’

Caroline Mitchell

‘A claustrophobic psychological thriller that had me double checking my doors and windows were locked!’

 Vicki Bradley

‘I devoured this story in one sitting!’

Louise Jensen

‘Tense, convincing and complex, it kept me guessing (wrongly!).’

Caz Frear

‘This book is not only gripping, but it explores the mother/daughter relationship perfectly, and ends with a gasp-out-loud twist.’

Closer

‘How do you support victims of crime when you live with unresolved mysteries of your own? Psychologist Connie Summers is a fascinatingly flesh-and-blood guide through this twisty thriller.’

Louise Candlish

‘Keeps you guessing right to the end.’

Sue Fortin

‘I read One Little Lie in one greedy gulp. A compelling thriller about the dark side of maternal instinct and love – I couldn’t put it down!’

Isabel Ashdown

‘A gripping read which moved at a head-spinning pace … I simply couldn’t put this book down until I reached the dramatic and devastating conclusion.’

Claire Allan

‘Utterly original and thought provoking … This cries out to be made into a TV series.’

Amanda Robson

‘Engrossing psychological suspense … Sam Carrington had me hooked!’

Emma Curtis



  
Dedication

The Couple on Maple Drive is dedicated to one of my favourite couples – J and San.

Good friends and excellent plotting accomplices!
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Chapter One

Christie’s Crime Addicts – True Crime Podcast

Live stream:

[DOUG] It’s all happening in the bay, listeners! Just after we hit the stop button on today’s recording, we had news of a developing situation right here in our English Riviera – I reckon Agatha Christie herself would be following along if she could. We thought we’d tag this on to the end of the usual podcast to let you know the armchair detectives are all over it! I’ve got Ed on the phone from the scene. [Crackling noise] So, Ed – bring us up to speed – what’s happening in Torquay right now?

[ED] Well, there’s a heavy police presence in the Wellswood area, Doug. One of our regular podcast listeners gave us the heads-up and we got ourselves straight here.

[DOUG] Any specifics yet?

[ED] Sketchy at the moment. We’re down a team member today, too, so it’s just Christie doing the behind-the-scenes searching while we’re live on air … Oh, hang on, Christie’s here now.

[CHRISTIE] Hey. This incident is working its way through the usual social media channels – I see Devon Live has just posted something …

[DOUG] We’ll do our own research, eh?

[CHRISTIE] Hah! Yep, sure thing.

[DOUG] Some onlookers are messaging me saying there’s some movement outside a house. Can you see anything?

[CHRISTIE] A body perhaps … I’m trying to get closer. Looks like police are bringing someone out.

[DOUG] Do you guys think it could be a murder?

[ED] Forensics are on scene. Maybe. I’ll leave you with Christie while I see if I can find a credible source.

[DOUG] Well, true-crime fans, looks like we might have a serious one on our doorstep. As this is early news, we’ll keep digging and bring you more tomorrow following our planned podcast. As ever, let us know if you’ve any information to share. We’ll be live again just after ten a.m. In the meantime, Christie’s Crime Addicts wish you a safe day in the bay.




Chapter Two

Isla gingerly shifted sideways and stretched her good arm down between the sofa and wall, her hand feeling for the TV remote. She lifted it back up, together with an empty Galaxy wrapper. Wrinkling her nose, she un-balled it to check if any shards of chocolate remained. Disappointed it was completely void of even one crumb, she screwed it back up again, launching it towards the waste-paper bin – which it missed by a foot – realigned the cushions snugly behind her back, and returned her attention to the telly.

The hundredth rerun of Murder She Wrote played on the screen. It didn’t matter how many times she’d seen the episodes, they made a great distraction. Good old Jessica Fletcher – she always found the culprit. The show was a childhood favourite, one she’d always watched during ‘The Good Days’ with her parents and older brother back in Scotland. It was her go-to cosy crime programme when she was feeling low. Glum. Bored. Depressed. Lonely.

Scared.

Isla shook off the feeling. Her home was her safe space. She had to slow the thoughts in her head, make them go from fearful to positive – that’s what the online therapy course had encouraged her to do. Or, something like that. It was positive, anyway. No more dwelling on what had happened, what she couldn’t change – she must focus on the measures she could take to help herself, not on her reactions to the event. Not on feeling helpless.

‘Look forward to where you are heading, not back to where you’ve come from,’ the middle-aged, mothering voice of Dr Emile Forrester told her.

Easier said than done. And it’s why she’d slammed down her laptop screen and diverted her attention to fiction instead. All that talk of optimism, the psychobabble nonsense, was giving her a headache. Of course, when Zach returned home from work later, she’d tell him she’d completed the day’s online workshop – filled in her therapy journal as instructed. Everything she’d promised Zach she’d keep doing. It’s not as though he’d check up on her, was it?

What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him.

Isla felt a flash of guilt. He was only trying his best, ensuring she had a fighting chance of recovering mentally as well as physically. Although the bruising was slowly fading, the fractured wrist bone mending, her mind was failing to heal as quickly – her confidence had been knocked, her vulnerability brought into sharp focus. Zach intended to rectify that. His idea to move in had been a life-saving act in her eyes. Although, their relationship hadn’t quite been there yet, if she were being honest. They were work colleagues, of sorts. She’d known of him since she first started as an intern at his father’s financial company, but they hadn’t become an item until three months ago. Isla had put off agreeing to a date with the boss’s son for numerous reasons – some more obvious than others.

They’d bypassed a lot of moving-in-together chat once it became clear she would need extra support following the attack. And Zach had been only too keen to offer himself up as housemate potential. It made sense, he’d said. And he’d been right – Isla had needed him. Probably still needed him.

The end credits rolled impossibly quickly up the screen, and Isla immediately flicked to Netflix and began scrolling through the dozens of programmes in her ‘continue watching’ list. All true-life crime documentaries, or crime series. She clicked on Unsolved Mysteries and picked up where she’d left off yesterday. She didn’t watch these programmes while Zach was home, and luckily for her, he rarely switched to Netflix – he was more into current affairs, news channels and stuff on Sky. He’d be unlikely to uncover her daily crime-fix obsession.

It’d become worse since the attack. She felt compelled to watch everything relating to crime – to delve into the minds of criminals, figure out their motivation, the reasons they gave for what they’d done. It wasn’t because she thought it was helping her – in fact most people would be against her habit, telling her not to think too hard about perpetrators of crime, of the bad people out in the world. But for Isla, understanding the underlying factors, having knowledge of the whys, was something she needed in order to help her recognise dangerous people and situations in the future.

‘You shouldn’t have been walking on your own.’

She’d heard those words a dozen times since it happened – both from the accusatory voice in her head and from well-meaning family, friends and colleagues. Together with: ‘You put yourself in such a risky situation, Isla.’ But why? Why shouldn’t she have been out on her own in the town she lived in? How come walking in the street alone at night is classed as putting yourself at risk? As far as she was concerned, she had every right to do that and shouldn’t be in fear of her life – fearful of what someone else might do to her – if she didn’t adhere to the unwritten rules of being a woman.

Isla was fearful, though. As much as she argued against the reasoning, she couldn’t shake the anxiety created by the person who mugged her. He’d taken away her right to feel safe. He’d not only stolen her mobile phone and handbag, he’d stolen her confidence. Forced her to put up a protective wall. And with each day, tucked away from the real world, cocooned within her own four walls, she was becoming something less.

She’d lost control of her life through the actions of someone else. And despite the therapy suggesting she would be able to take it back, her mind had yet to believe the claim. She knew she had to focus on herself, on the steps she could take, but for now, she was obsessing far more about the actions he’d taken.

And whether he would strike again.




Chapter Three

As Zach approached Isla’s rented, semi-detached house, he noted that the curtains to the front-room bay window were drawn again. It wasn’t even dark, yet she’d already shut herself off to the outside world. In fact, he doubted they’d been pulled back at all and she’d likely been cooped up in there, the heavy, grey blackout material obliterating natural light, for the entire day.

He gave a furtive glance towards the adjoining house as he climbed the steps, wondering if they’d noticed the closed curtains day in, day out. Probably not, he concluded. He’d never even met the couple next door. Isla said they weren’t the type of neighbours who popped in for a coffee and a chinwag. He paused as he reached the top step, his gaze fixed on the chrome number five on the door and fingers gripping the key, as he contemplated the scene about to greet him.

Isla would be on the large, bottle-green-coloured sofa, legs sprawled to the side of her, remote control in hand when he walked inside. The position he’d found her in on each of the previous evenings spanning the last two weeks. He was trying to be supportive and understanding. She’d experienced a traumatic event, physically and psychologically – of course it would affect her badly. But he wished she would show signs of progression. Something positive, however little, in the right direction. He’d organised online therapy sessions, texted or rung throughout the day, made sure she had a phone to receive messages from her family and friends, and was being as patient as possible with her when he got home from work.

There was only so much he could do to help her, though, and he was running out of ideas. He didn’t want to come across as pushy, and he didn’t want to rush her – as that was the last thing she needed. He was there, by her side. Maybe that was all that mattered for now. She’d said she felt safer with him living there, so that was his current role. Like her, he needed to take it one day at a time.

Zach inhaled deeply, turned the key, and pushed the door open. ‘Hello, my gorgeous lady, how are you?’ he called. He dropped his briefcase beside the round antique-wood hall table, carried on down the hallway to the lounge and approached the sofa, bending over to kiss the top of Isla’s head. A musty odour mixed with a sour scent wafted upwards. She had the same pyjamas on as when he left her this morning – a pale-blue top with her initials embroidered on, and black chequered bottoms. The same ones she’d been wearing for at least a week. Had she even washed today?

‘Fine, thanks. How was work?’ Isla slowly swung her legs off the sofa and pushed herself up with her good arm, turning to face him. She winced with the movement – the bruising was obviously still causing her some discomfort. Zach almost winced himself as he noted Isla’s colourless complexion. Her skin looked practically translucent. He decided not to comment on it, aware it was an observation he should keep to himself. He’d have to keep a closer eye on her, make sure she was eating properly.

‘I’ll tell you over dinner.’ Zach sighed, widening his eyes. ‘I’ve had a bastard of a day!’

‘Oh, no. I’m sorry. Is it because you’re one down? Has your father not brought someone in to take up the slack while I’m off?’

No. His father had not drafted in any support, deciding it wasn’t required yet. Basically, Zach had assumed he’d rather save the money and merely share out Isla’s work among the executives. Kenneth Biggins was what was commonly known as tight as a duck’s arse – it’s how he made his money in the first place, he’d often told Zach. He called himself frugal. His employees called him Scrooge. Not Mr Big, like he thought. Zach had never had the heart – no, the guts – to inform him otherwise.

‘Don’t worry yourself over it, babe.’ Zach batted her concern away with a flick of his wrist. ‘Have you spoken with your mum today?’

‘Of course,’ Isla said.

There was a hint of weariness to her voice and he wasn’t sure if it was because he’d asked, or because she was tired of her mother’s daily phone calls. Living at the other end of the UK was taking its toll on Isla’s mum; she’d made no bones about the fact she would rather be at Isla’s side during this time, but due to her own health concerns she’d had to make do with checking up on her daughter via telephone. Zach had also reassured her she was being well looked after, so not to worry about putting her health at risk to travel such a long distance.

‘She needs to check in with you, that’s all,’ he said.

‘I don’t have anything new to tell her, though. We end up talking about Fraser and what he’s up to. I swear my brother stopped growing up once he hit eighteen, you know.’

‘You’ll have more to talk about when you’re back to work.’ Zach kissed her again then headed for the kitchen before his words sank in. ‘Fancy a Chinese tonight?’ he called. There was a pause before she responded, and Zach imagined she was debating whether to say anything about his comment. He knew she didn’t feel ready to return to the office, and he couldn’t rush her. He was keen to get an indication, though, as in theory she was physically able to conduct her role at the business now, and he was acutely aware his father put the needs of the business before those of his employees. Even his family came second to his blessed company.

‘Sure,’ Isla shouted finally.

Zach rolled his head and pushed his shoulders down, attempting to relieve the built-up tension. The muscles in his neck were rigid, like a slab of stone. A hot shower with the water jets all hammering his back would be just the ticket. He found the takeaway menu and called up, placing an order to be delivered. He tidied away the breakfast bowl Isla had left on the worktop, wiped down the granite surfaces and then put out the plates and cutlery ready for the food. After taking two glasses from the cupboard, he filled one with chilled sauvignon blanc and the other with a pre-mixed G&T. He didn’t see the attraction in the cans Isla stocked in the fridge – he was sure they had barely any alcohol content. May as well drink fizzy pop. Although maybe that was the point. That, and their convenience, was probably the appeal and as long Isla was happy, that was all well and good.

He walked back into the lounge. ‘Here you go,’ he said, handing the highball glass to Isla. ‘I’m going to hop in the shower. The cash is on the hall table, just in case.’

‘Oh.’ Isla sat upright, a look of horror passing over her face. ‘Can’t you just wait until we’ve eaten?’

‘I’ll be quick. I promise,’ Zach said. ‘I’m sure it won’t get here within the next ten minutes – it’ll take them that long to cook it, babe.’ He smiled, but underneath, his concern mounted. Isla hadn’t left the house since returning from the hospital. Not once. It was partly his fault, he knew, because he’d been so keen to help out – be her knight in shining armour – that he’d pretty much taken over her house; her life. He wanted to make it all better. But in fact, he’d made her more dependent on him. And now, it was becoming increasingly difficult to pull back, stop being quite so eager to step in and do the things she should be doing herself. Now, he felt like he was forcing her to face up to reality against her will.

‘Don’t be longer than five minutes, then,’ Isla said.

Zach frowned. ‘Didn’t realise I’d have to be timed,’ he said a little too sarcastically.

‘Well, it was your idea to order it.’

He nodded.

Pick your battles.





Chapter Four

THEN – The night of

‘No thanks,’ Isla said, pushing her hand across to cover the glass. ‘Really, I’ve had more than enough celebration for one evening and you know I can’t handle wine.’

‘Oh, come on! It’s not every day you get the promotion you should’ve got two years ago. It calls for more than your usual G&T, Isla.’

‘Wow, Nicci – don’t pull any punches, will you?’

‘Well, you know what I mean. You’ve worked there since you graduated, for Christ’s sake. You deserved this long ago.’

‘I’ve got it now – that’s all that matters.’

‘Hence the party,’ Nicci said, dramatically sweeping an arm towards the gathered group. Her heavily made-up, wide-set eyes scanned the lounge and kitchen and when she returned her attention to Isla, there was an expression in them that Isla couldn’t quite read. Nicci was like that – often her eyes would tell a different story to the words she spoke, and even though they’d been friends for the best part of two years, Isla still hadn’t learned to decipher their meaning. It had made it difficult for Isla to fully trust her, the disparity a bit unnerving. It’s how her father used to be, too – and he’d managed to let everyone down. Maybe that was another reason she couldn’t allow Nicci into her life as fully as she’d have liked. She wanted a best friend, needed one – and on most counts, Nicci was it.

It was just those eyes.

Isla tore her gaze away from Nicci and, reluctantly, took a swig of wine. She groaned inwardly as another Ed Sheeran song began playing. ‘Ugh,’ she said. ‘Excuse me one moment.’ She walked to the sound system, giving Alex a gentle nudge out of the way. ‘Come on, Al – you’re killing me, mate.’

‘What? Doesn’t everyone like Mr Sheeran?’

Isla shook her head, her honey-brown curls bobbing like springs around her face. She’d decided that night would be the one she experimented with her new spiral curling wand and she’d overdone it. By tomorrow morning they’d probably look perfect. ‘How about something a little … livelier. The Weeknd? Dua Lipa? It is my party …’

‘Hey! I’m only playing what my Danny-boy requested. Don’t get all gobby with me, pal!’ He put on a terrible Scottish accent to mock Isla, undeterred by the fact she’d completely lost her Glaswegian inflection and sounded more Devonshire than him. He flicked his hair, throwing his head to one side, pretending to be offended. But Alex was never offended by anything; his skin had grown too thick for that during the years of bullying and abuse he’d received growing up a gay man in a sleepy Devon village. ‘What about John Legend—’

‘No, Alex! Jeez.’

‘What’s wrong with a bit of lurve? Thought you’d be well into that at the moment, given you’re bonking the boss’s son.’

‘Do people say bonking anymore?’ Isla said. ‘And just because I’m dating again, doesn’t mean I’m going all-in for the romantic, trashy slush that goes with it.’

Alex backed away, his hands raised in submission. ‘Go on, then – take over the deck, Miss McKenzie – you’re in charge now.’

‘I’m not actually staying for much longer …’

‘Really? You make all the fuss, then you’re going to leave early. From your own party?’

‘I’m sure you guys can continue the celebration without me.’ Isla gave an exaggerated eyebrow raise.

‘Always, darling!’ Alex reached out an arm and grabbed Danny’s wrist. ‘Come on, hon – it’s up to us to keep the party going. Miss I’ve-Been-Promoted-Above-You is a right party pooper.’ Alex spun Danny round in the middle of the lounge, people parting quickly so they didn’t become casualties of the couple’s overly dramatic moves.

Captured in their moment, Isla watched them dance. She couldn’t help being a little envious. It would’ve been nice to have Zach here – she would stay for the duration if he was with her, dancing the evening away. She sighed, unconsciously. It was a big deal getting the promotion, and he wasn’t here sharing in her celebration. Typically, his old man was making him work late so there wasn’t much Isla could do about it. She’d adopted her best powers of persuasion but in the end, she’d been left disappointed. He was going to make it up to her, he said – and his surprise would be ‘far better than some loud, drunken party’.

Tearing her gaze away, she began fiddling with the sound system, before realising it was linked to Nicci’s iPhone. She picked it up and began to scroll, accidentally accessing her contacts. Isla noted a few unfamiliar names – some were clearly nicknames – and wondered if they were new men on the scene she hadn’t been told about. Maybe she’d drop that into the conversation in a minute. She located Nicci’s Spotify playlist and smiled as she found some upbeat songs in her ‘good vibes folder’. She clicked on it and ‘Blinding Lights’ by The Weeknd started up. That was more like it.

Isla turned to face the room of people. It wasn’t a huge crowd – they were mainly from work, and although Biggins & Co had expanded a fair bit since she’d started there, it was still small enough that you knew everyone. Mingling with the work crowd, somewhat awkwardly, were a few of Nicci’s neighbours. She always invited them to things so they would feel less inclined to complain about any noise. Much like the road Isla lived in, Nicci’s neighbourhood was a quiet one. Isla danced between the people, back to Nicci, who immediately picked up the conversation from where it was left. She had an uncanny knack for being able to do that. No thread of conversation was ever lost with Nicci.

‘So, I couldn’t let this momentous occasion go without some serious recognition.’

‘And I appreciate it. It’s been great to mark the event with friends,’ Isla said, her smile wide. ‘But it’s late, and I want to give my mam a call before I’m incapable of coherent speech.’

‘You haven’t told her yet?’

‘No. I hadn’t even mentioned it was in the pipeline – call it superstition – you know, just in case something went wrong and someone else got the promotion instead.’ Isla shrugged. ‘Scrooge can be a little … well, let’s say … un—’

‘A bit of a dick,’ Nicci cut in, her cornflower-blue eyes squinting as her face contorted into a sarcastic expression.

‘I was going to say unpredictable.’ Isla laughed. ‘But we could go with dick.’

‘He certainly comes across as a man’s man. Since I started there, he’s barely uttered a word to me. I’m lucky if I get a curt nod of the head if he passes by me in the office.’

‘Give him another two years – you might get a hello then.’

‘I didn’t think misogynistic employers were still in existence.’

Isla frowned. ‘I’m too drunk to tell if that’s sarcasm.’ She remembered the unknown contacts in Nicci’s phone. ‘By the way, do you have anything you want to tell me?’ She raised one brow, smiling coyly. As Nicci frowned, opening her mouth about to speak, someone shouted from across the room.

‘Hey, Isla. Finally joining the elite, then?’ Graham Vaughan bellowed as he moved purposefully through the group clogging the kitchen and joined them in the lounge. A sheen of sweat clung to his forehead, which he swiped at with the back of a hand, exposing a damp patch blotting the underarm of his off-white shirt sleeve. He hadn’t changed out of what he’d worn all day at the office, so clearly he’d headed straight to the party from there.

‘Yes, Graham. I’ve finally earned my place in the circle of trust.’ Isla gave a tight-lipped smile.

‘I’ll be seeing more of you in the glass dome, then.’ His tone was abrupt, just like his phone voice when he spoke to clients. Isla had always wanted to say something to him, wondering if anyone else had ever pulled him up on it. Ultimately, she hadn’t felt it was her place, and no doubt because of his status within the company, it wouldn’t be received well. Now, though, maybe she shouldn’t be so concerned about creating the odd wave. ‘Will be good to get some new blood up there, if I’m honest,’ he continued. ‘Seriously could do with an injection of youth.’

Isla didn’t have much energy left to converse with Graham, who, at fifty-two was still single and seemingly didn’t have a life outside of the company. He’d been with Kenneth Biggins since the beginning and was his second in command as he liked to tell everyone on a daily basis. It’d never been clear to Isla whether the boss actually considered Graham as highly as he considered himself. As much as she’d been desperate to be promoted, she wasn’t as keen on the prospect of moving to the ‘glass dome’ – as the execs called the top-floor office containing the ‘elite’ staff – as people might think. It meant being away from the colleagues she’d come to think of as her friends – particularly Nicci and Alex – and instead, being closer to Zach.

She knew that was weird, given they’d been dating now for almost three months, but she was keen to keep her romantic life separate from work this time. Especially when her new boyfriend was the boss’s son. It made life a little more awkward. Before her promotion she knew she could gossip with the people in her office and it was unlikely Zach would ever hear what she said about Scrooge. Who didn’t slag off their boss on the odd occasion? That was part and parcel of employment, wasn’t it? But now she’d have to curtail vocalising her annoyances – and self-editing had always been one of her weaker skills.

Still. She’d earned the rung up on the career ladder; she wouldn’t let something so minor ruin her enjoyment of it. She’d deal with problems as they arose, not create them from nothing. And she already had one burning issue that would require her attention, one that was more important than being unable to openly talk shit about the boss. Her first day as marketing and budget manager was going to entail beginning an awkward conversation and possibly ruffling a few tail feathers. Graham’s in particular.

‘You off already?’ Graham caught hold of her elbow as she squeezed past him to escape into the hallway. ‘I hoped me and you could have a little chat.’ He tapped the side of his nose.

‘Yeah, well, I’m not exactly one to burn the midnight oil,’ Isla said.

‘I thought you youngsters were all party-party,’ he said, jiggling his hips in a creepy, bizarre way, which she assumed was to symbolise dancing. Something told Isla he hadn’t been to a club in his adult life. It was far more likely it was at an Eighties disco where he last wiggled those hips. She suppressed a smile.

‘I’m not exactly a teenager, Graham. Those days have gone for me, too.’ She was twenty-six, not eighteen. ‘I’ve got work tomorrow. As do you,’ she said, poking her finger into his belly. For a moment, it sank into the soft folds and she regretted her action. She snapped her hand back, but he didn’t seem bothered.

‘All work and no play …’ he said, grinning.

Don’t, Isla thought. Please don’t say it. ‘See you in the morning. In the glass dome. We can chat then,’ she said quickly, before heading to the front door.

‘I’ll look forward to it,’ he said.

Isla flinched. ‘You don’t know what’s coming, yet,’ she called over her shoulder. She wasn’t sure if he’d heard her above the music, but a shiver tracked down her back as though his eyes were still on her.

Maybe he did know, after all.





Chapter Five

The doorbell rang just as Isla heard Zach’s footsteps on the stairs. Good timing. She huffed out her breath, the sounds of voices at the door both comforting and alarming. It wasn’t as though she were afraid of absolutely everyone – just most people. A healthy wariness, she concluded, given what had happened. Nicci had referred to Isla’s reactions as similar to those of people who were suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, but she disregarded her concerns. She would get over it. It was temporary. Two weeks was hardly any time at all, and she’d spent a few days in hospital, so there really hadn’t been much time to recover yet.

Time was a good healer, didn’t they say? She was doing okay – despite what Zach clearly believed. His over-reaction just now about her asking him to wait to shower had upset her. He seemed like he was becoming impatient, wanting her to make huge leaps of progress as fast as possible. She had an urge to tell him that if he was getting bored of being around her, then he should feel free to move back to his parents’ place.

But she bit the inside of her cheek and smiled at Zach as he brought a tray in, placing it on her lap. No one else had jumped in to offer their help; Zach was all she had. And most of the time, she really was grateful he was there. Her mood swings were likely challenging for him to cope with and she was acutely aware she was unfair to him sometimes. Expecting him to know what to say, what to do. It wasn’t as though he knew her inside and out, even before the attack. It must be really hard for him to adjust too.

‘Thanks, babe. Smells delish.’

‘Tuck in, then,’ he said, sitting down beside her on the sofa. ‘What’s on?’ He nodded towards the telly. ‘Please, no more Love Island!’

‘Hah! No, thought we’d watch Gone Girl.’

‘Really? Haven’t you seen it before?’ Zach screwed his eyes up and inched his hand towards the TV remote. ‘Not sure it’s a good choice anyway.’

‘Why?’ Isla said. She put down the fork, then reached her good hand across her to grab the remote before Zach did.

‘It’s just, well – a bit violent in places … and God, I hate Ben Affleck.’

‘Well, I don’t. I think he’s rather cute. For an older man. And anyway, it’s all that’s on. Apart from the usual reality stuff, which I do believe you hate even more than Ben?’

‘Yeah, true. Well, if you’re sure it’s not too much.’

Isla stared at Zach for a moment before speaking, carefully planning out what she wanted to say in her head before engaging her mouth. ‘It’s okay, you know. You don’t need to wrap me in cotton wool. I’m managing to do that very well myself – as you keep reminding me. Normal life will resume shortly. I have to start somewhere.’

Zach narrowed his wide-set eyes almost to the point of closing them, then nodded silently before refocusing on his food. Isla pressed play on the film.

She found her thoughts wandering, though – and hated to admit that some of the scenes did make her anxious, just as Zach had prewarned. Her stomach knotted as snapshots of memories from that night flashed through her mind. A sharp pain in her head, cracking of bone, darkness enveloping her. Her limbs sprawled on the pavement, then the sensation of being dragged. A gasp escaped her lips and Zach turned sharply to face her.

‘I told you this was a bad idea, Isla! I wish you’d listen to me more.’ He moved the trays with the remnants of the takeaway and sidled up to her, placing a protective arm around her shoulders. ‘Come on, babe. Let’s watch something else.’ He took the remote and flicked through the channels. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘this is more like it.’ Isla stared blankly at the screen – at the face of Graham Norton – and cringed at his laugh.

‘Sure,’ she muttered.

‘Laughter is the best medicine, so they say,’ Zach said. He pulled her in tighter and she winced.

‘Oh, shit. Sorry. Forgot,’ he said as he relaxed his grip.

Zach faced the TV, leaving his arm loosely draped over her shoulders. Isla fought to focus on the show, but zoned out. A ping from the mobile phone brought her back to the moment. She slithered out from under Zach’s arm and leaned forwards to take the phone from the table.

‘Who’s that?’ Zach asked, not shifting his attention from the screen.

‘I don’t know yet; I haven’t opened it. Stupid thing is so slow.’ She was grateful Zach had given her a phone to use while she waited for a replacement, but going back to an older-style one was taking some getting used to. ‘It’s just a text from Alex,’ she said when she’d finally opened it.

‘Oh? What does he want?’

Isla sighed. ‘I imagine he’s wondering how I am? Like most of my colleagues.’ She inhaled deeply. Her irritation was uncalled for – she knew that. She really needed to relax. The film had unsettled her and the fact Zach had known it would made her feel a bit stupid. As she read the message from Alex, though, her tension eased. He was always so light-hearted and funny, she couldn’t help but smile.

Hurry up and get that lardy arse (because I know you’ll be sitting down all day, snacking!) back to work, eh, chuck? Missing you. Well, missing your work ethic anyway – no one else here will do my paperwork or put up with my shit [image: Emoji Crying Laughter] Or help me devour the midweek doughnuts. And you heard about the abysmal attempt in the escape rooms I assume? [image: Emoji shocked] Jeez, love. We NEEDED you! Let me know if you require a compass to find your way back. Your favourite work colleague, Alex xx

Isla sniggered. No mention of the attack, no pussyfooting around her. She liked that. It was nice not to read a soppy message for a change. Although she really appreciated her mam’s daily check-ins, they didn’t exactly lift her spirits. Mostly, she just felt guilty after speaking with her or reading her texts.

‘What’s funny?’ Zach craned his neck to get a better look at Isla’s phone. ‘What does he say?’

Isla tilted the phone screen away from him slightly. ‘Says they could’ve done with my help at the escape rooms event. You didn’t go then?’

‘No. I didn’t want to leave you, babe.’

‘Oh. Sorry—’

‘You don’t have to be. That’s why I’m here, remember? I want to look after you. And anyway, I hate those things. Is that all he said then?’

Isla frowned. ‘Pretty much, yeah.’ She placed the phone back on the table. ‘Do you know who won?’

‘The lock-in thing? Er … Maybe Graham’s team. Didn’t really take notice.’

‘Oh, you don’t know what you’re missing out on, Zach. They’re great fun. Don’t you love trying to work out the clues?’

‘Nope. I guess I don’t think in the right way. All that cryptic nonsense – it’s stressful, not fun!’

‘That’s a shame. It would be great to go as a couple. And I’d absolutely love to host a murder mystery night here when I’m feeling up to it. It would be a great way to finally make friends with the neighbours.’

‘Oh, God, Isla. I can’t think of anything worse. People dressing up and getting in character and everything. It’s like bloody amateur dramatics – it’s weird. I’d rather quiet, cosy nights in alone with you, not spending time with rowdy idiots all playing Miss Marple. Plus, you said yourself, the couple next door aren’t even up for a coffee and chat, let alone a meal and daft game night.’

She was fighting a losing battle with this, she realised. ‘Oh well, I’m sure we’ll find something to occupy our time that we both enjoy.’

Zach grinned. ‘I can certainly think of one thing, yes.’ He slipped his hand under Isla’s top, giving her breast a gentle squeeze as he lowered his lips to hers. She kissed him briefly, then pulled away.

There was something about the way the evening had played out that irritated Isla. As much as she believed Zach had her best interests at heart, and he seemed to be acting with care and compassion, the uncomfortable feeling that she wasn’t in control of anything anymore forced its way to the surface. Before the night of the party, she’d been hopeful their relationship would progress to a more permanent status – she’d been starting to imagine him staying over at weekends, them lying in bed together on a Sunday morning eating breakfast and getting crumbs in the sheets. She’d even dared to think they had a future together. It struck her now, though, that everything was moving too fast. 

If it hadn’t been for the attack, he probably wouldn’t be living in her house at this point. And maybe it would be better if Zach moved out again once she was deemed ‘recovered’. Then things could return to how they’d been before life had catapulted them onto this path. Following the awful, complete head-fuck experience with Lance, she’d been adamant she would never rush into another relationship. She had allowed her feelings for Zach to flourish, and thought she’d found her soulmate, but now she’d lived with him for a couple of weeks, she found herself wishing they could move at a slower pace again.

The realisation she needed to take back some control was motivation to make some changes, if nothing else. Isla needed to pull her finger out and get with the programme. The quicker she could get back to her own life in her own space, seeing Zach when she chose to, the better.




Chapter Six

Christie’s Crime Addicts – True Crime Podcast

Excerpt from Episode 161 – The Couple on Maple Drive

[GUEST] Yes, I knew them. Well. I knew of them, maybe I should say. Saw him coming and going mostly. Not her as much. But I heard them sometimes. You know – arguing one day, and … er, well … [coughs] … making up another.

[ED] And did you ever suspect anything untoward was going on?

[GUEST] It was none of my business, really. Live and let live is my motto in life. Only, in this case, I suppose that’s the wrong phrase to use …

[ED] Where were you – that day when the police were called?

[GUEST] My sister’s. Had the fright of my life coming back to find the road crammed with people, cameras everywhere, police vehicles … God, it was terrible – so much fuss. Poor thing. Bet they didn’t think they’d get that much attention.

[ED] Murder tends to have that effect.

[GUEST] Yes, yes. I suppose. But still. No privacy these days, is there? Everyone is too keen to force their noses into situations they have no business in. All those onlookers … nothing more than rubberneckers. Should be ashamed of themselves.

[ED] How has this affected you, personally?

[GUEST] It’s made me ever so jumpy. I’m constantly looking out my window, checking the pavements for shadows. For strangers – or, at least for people I don’t recognise as being from my road. I feel vulnerable. In case—

[ED] In case the story gets out and more people come to gawp at where it happened?

[GUEST] There’s that, yes. But it’s more about the issue of whether they took the right person away in cuffs, isn’t it?




Chapter Seven

Zach sensed a shift – a pulling away. Not just physically, but mentally as well. Had he been too overprotective? Maybe Isla believed he was taking over – controlling aspects of her life: like enrolling her in the online therapy course, and saying what she should or shouldn’t watch. Couldn’t she see he was only being supportive? Someone had to take the reins because she certainly wasn’t capable at the moment. It was more ‘tough love’ than being controlling. He had to be the stronger person. Ultimately, that’s why she’d agreed for him to move in: to help, to take charge of things. At least until she was feeling stronger. Until she felt safe to live life normally again. Surely, she could see that’s why he’d argued that the film choice was a poor one and why he’d switched channels to something light-hearted, funny.

He wanted to ensure Isla’s mind wasn’t returning to the horrors of the attack.

She couldn’t remember everything about that night – the doctors said the head trauma in itself might be the reason. She’d taken a blow to the back of her skull, and although it wasn’t fractured, she had been severely concussed. The team at Derriford Hospital had been fantastic, full of reassurances that all of her memories would return. Eventually. But not to rush it. And Zach got the impression that’s precisely what Isla was trying to do. That’s why she wanted to watch dark, crime films, in the hope it would shake a memory free. Personally, he believed that would be the worst thing for her recovery. Not remembering the awful details of an attack, moving on instead, had to be better. That was the key to her recovery – distraction. The therapy he’d suggested, after carefully researching the available online courses, advocated looking forwards, not back.

He had to make sure that’s what Isla was trying to do. It was down to him to put her on the right path. Her moods were problematic; he had to admit that. They were all over the place and he couldn’t predict what he was coming back to after work. He’d perhaps do some research himself, look into the after-effects of a traumatic event to ensure he was supporting her in the best way he could.

A small part of him wondered if he’d done the right thing suggesting he move in. After all, being the victim of a violent mugging threw so much more into the mix than a new relationship would usually have to cope with; it was inevitable it wouldn’t be plain sailing. They would work out, though; he was confident of that. Once Isla had stopped trying to remember that awful night and was back at work, in a regular routine, her mind focused on her new role, she would come to realise that moving in together had been the best thing for them. And their lives could progress towards a bright future together.

All Zach had to do was remain in the house, offering his love and support to Isla.

Be patient.

And everything would be fine.
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