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				About the Book

				She stole her husband. Now she wants to take her life.

				After the horrors of the past, Louisa Williams is desperate to make a clean start.

				Her husband Sam is dead. Her children, too, are gone, victims of the car accident in which he died.

				Sam said that she would never get away from him. That he would hound her to death if she tried to leave. Louisa never thought that he would want to harm their children though.

				But then she never thought that he would betray her with a woman like Sophie.

				And now Sophie is determined to take all that Louisa has left. She wants to destroy her reputation and to take what she thinks is owed her – the life she would have had if Sam had lived.

				Her husband’s lover wants to take her life. The only question is will Louisa let her?
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				1

				‘Get back. Get back!’

				In the roar of the night, her blood-red eyes flick to the rear-view mirror. Behind, the scarlet Porsche bears down on her, the headlight dazzle blinding her, even through thick sheets of rain. She takes a sudden turn onto the unmade track that leads to the clay pits. But he follows, stuck to her like the devil. Stones ricochet against the side of her little white Fiesta, whose worn wheels lurch in and out of potholes, which, brim-full of water, are deeper than they appear in the darkness.

				The children, blanket-wrapped and strapped snug in the back, do not stir.

				Thank God.

				Thunder cracks the night. Her head pounds as if Thor himself were swinging a hammer around and around inside her brain. Her heart is so fast, so big in her chest that it seems as if there is no room for her lungs.

				She floors the accelerator, but it is not good enough. She has got this far, but she knows he won’t let her make it away.

				The lane widens slightly and he takes his advantage, roaring up against her, barging her off, off towards the dark side of the track.

				Unannounced, as if suddenly placed to meet her, the giant, solid oak presents itself.

				The nose of the Fiesta meets the trunk of the tree, the Porsche piles into the back of the little car, crumpling all of its safety zones, activating airbags, bringing everything to a sickening, juddering, slap of a crash of a stop.

				Black. Silence. Tick of hot exhaust.

				Hiss of steam where rain meets hot metal.

				Louisa twists her head against the press of the airbag and turns her wild eyes to the furthest edges of their sockets to check on the children. They look like sleeping angels.

				Where is he, though? Are they still in danger?

				Somehow she manages to squeeze herself out of the remains of the driver’s door. Her legs don’t seem to work, but whatever pain she will feel has not yet surfaced from the adrenaline surging through her sinews. She drags the rubble of her body towards the smoking ruins of the Porsche, which appears to have ingested the rear of her car through the maw of its windscreen.

				In her way, in the road in front of her, a football.

				A football?

				No. Something else.

				A black lump in an oily puddle, the headlights catching a flame of hair.

				Sam’s eye, glinting blankness at her.

				The horror.

				But all she feels is relief.

				All she thinks is: So it’s all over, then.

				So. She and the children are free.

				Knowing this, she drags herself back to the Fiesta.

				Her shaking hand – three fingers broken, and that’s the least of her woes – grasps upwards for the back door handle.

				But before she can even begin to yank the jammed thing open, something bright and loud and hot lifts her body and blasts it away, up, and twenty feet through the blue-black, sodden night.

				She doesn’t know it, but she lands on a soft, mossy patch.

				Out, they tell her much later, of harm’s way.

				She is, they tell her, lucky.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				The distant long, flat beep wakes her. Or she thinks she’s awake. Her eyes are open, so she supposes that must mean she’s not sleeping.

				Rapid footsteps hurtle past her bed, heading in the direction of what has now turned into a shrill alarm. Out of the edges of her fixed gaze, she detects movement, urgency.

				Then all is still again, except for the constant, steady beep that she instinctively knows is to do with her – her companion beep, she calls it – to tell the others that she is doing fine.

				Immobile, incoherent, unable to communicate, but fine.

				She has no idea who she is, or where she is, but she has a sense that, someday soon, things will be clearer.

				People come to her from time to time. The women she thinks of as her attendants – there is a word for them, but she can’t quite find it – check things, do things, put things in her to stop her hurting. Others come, too. Someone who calls herself Fiona, who says she is acting for her. She comes quite a bit and sits by her side, tapping away at something. Another woman with grey hair appeared once: a lined, worried face looming over her.

				‘Can she hear what I’m saying? Does she know who I am?’

				She knew that she had some connection to this person, but beyond that, nothing.

				‘I said something like this would happen at some point, didn’t I?’ the woman said, looking at her with weary eyes. ‘Didn’t I?’

				‘Now then, Celia,’ a male voice said from somewhere outside her field of vision. ‘Don’t go upsetting yourself.’

				‘It’s all my fault,’ the woman said, and as she leaned over her, a fat tear dropped from her eye.

				She tasted its salt as it trickled between her dry lips, around her breathing tube.

				‘It’s not your fault, hen,’ the man said. ‘Everything that’s happened is down to her.’

				Is it? she thought. Is it really?

				What has happened?

				And now, in the silence following the beep and the footsteps and the flurry, she drifts away again to the greyer part of her world.

				But just as her eyelids are beginning to droop and block out the half-light of her clinical surroundings, the pale face of a girl floats over her. It’s thin, with dark-ringed, bloodshot eyes and a downturned red gash of a mouth. Black, gauzy pieces flutter around the face, long, dark hair trails onto her face, annoying her.

				She can’t even flinch, let alone brush it away.

				This face, too, is familiar. Something about it stirs a heat deep inside her, in the part of her that is hidden, beyond thought.

				Her companion beep picks up pace.

				The red mouth opens. The voice that comes from it is deep, croaked. ‘What did you do, Louisa?’

				Louisa? Is that who she is, then?

				Something inside her lets go. Beneath her a fluid gurgles and for a moment she registers a sense of relief. But the easing is only physical. The tension inside her is still there, pricked and pointed by the presence of this face above her.

				‘What the hell did you DO?’ The voice is harsh now, whispered, heavy with pain.

				Two hands hover between this face and her vision. She has a moment to register the bitten fingernails, the worn red nail varnish, before bony fingers pinch her nostrils and a clammy palm is placed over her mouth, around her breathing tube. It only lasts for a couple of seconds, and, thanks to the ventilation tube that does her breathing for her, it poses no real danger. But the intention is clear, written on the face hovering behind the hands.

				‘I could do whatever I want to you right now,’ the voice goes on, as the hands are removed. ‘It’s you who should be dead right now, not Sam. You should have got what was coming to you.’

				She tries with all her might to make a sound. Every scant fibre of her strains to speak. But nothing comes out.

				‘It’s all your fault, Louisa,’ the girl says.

				Nothing works.

				The face disappears from above her and she thinks she has escaped. But then, a prickle of hot breath burns at her ear. ‘If you survive,’ the voice says, ‘if you survive, I’m not going to let you get away with it. If you survive, you’d better watch out, Louisa.’

				Then the girl is above her again, pulling pads from her chest, undoing wires, tugging clips from her fingertips. Her companion beep goes flat like the one that woke her. An alarm sounds and there’s a terrible clatter and a scuffle to her side as the attendants arrive.

				‘Out!’

				‘Her again. Call security.’

				‘Too late.’

				‘Is she all right?’

				The familiar face of the top attendant looms into her view. Her gentle smile soothes her. ‘Let’s get you sorted, Louisa, shall we, then?’

				The attendants busy themselves cleaning her up and reattaching her wires and monitors and drips.

				The girl is gone. But she – Louisa – remembers this visit.

				It marks the beginning of her recovery.
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				Paul, the doughy young orderly, wheels Louisa backwards into the coroner’s court through the accessible entrance, so her first view is of pale wooden veneer doors closing behind her, bashing the foot of her extended, pinned leg so that, even though she doesn’t want to appear to be a wimp, she can’t help wincing.

				‘Ooh, sorry love,’ Paul says.

				She could have walked, she’d told them. It would be on crutches, slow, painful and graceless, but titanium rods and endless months of intensive physiotherapy mean that it is, with those qualifications, possible.

				Her lawyer Fiona advised, however, that she should stay put in the wheelchair.

				‘Sympathy is your friend,’ she said.

				Louisa closes her eyes, and tries to breathe whiteness up through her cramping feet and into her heart and mind. It’s a technique they’ve taught her at The Pines to deal with the panic that can, without warning, claw at her ribcage and squeeze all the breath from her.

				As Paul pushes her over to the wheelchair space, she gazes up at the raked rows of metal chairs, which are upholstered in that blue fabric you only ever see in offices. He tilts and turns her – jerkily – and she takes in the raised desk, behind which the coroner will sit.

				The room waits expectant, like a stage before the entrance of the actors.

				But, unlike a play, here the star, the main draw, is absent. More than absent: dead, in fact. Incinerated, ashes, dust.

				Louisa yearns for her peaceful room at The Pines – her home for the past three months and for the foreseeable future – with its soft feather cushions, high thread-count sheets, quality sound system: the little personal touches she has been encouraged to add to make her lengthy rehab more homey.

				Money, after all, is no object. Not now.

				Whatever it takes to make her better, Fiona says, her steely Rottweiler eye glinting. Fiona is now no longer pro bono.

				Whatever it takes.

				How ironic, though, that she should now consider The Pines – a rehab hospital, the sort of place Sam used to threaten her with – to be her sanctuary. Life surely throws some curve balls.

				There will not be a big crowd today. There are very few people for the coroner to ask about Sam. His parents died before she met him, when he was in his twenties. His brother, who lives in Sweden, declined – via Fiona – to come, and Louisa would truly rather die than have her parents anywhere near her.

				No. It will just be her, Paul the orderly, Fiona, the coroner and, she supposes, the police.

				As good as all alone, then.

				She swallows down the taste of self-pity that refluxes into her mouth.

				‘I’ll get us both a cuppa, then, love,’ Paul says as he parks her in the accessible space at the front of the bank of blue chairs.

				‘Lovely, thanks.’

				‘Bar of choc?’

				Louisa shakes her head.

				She doesn’t like this spot he has put her in. It is overly exposed, and, thanks to the neck support of her chair – five months after the accident she is still troubled by whiplash injuries – she won’t be able to turn around and see what’s going on behind her. Already her scalp is tingling with the sense of uninvited presences that has plagued her since her time in intensive care, when she wasn’t sure which were ghosts flitting around her bed and which real people.

				She thinks again about getting to her feet and moving to a ‘proper’ seat. But Fiona is right. It looks better if she stays down here in the disabled spot, stuck under the coroner’s nose, openly displaying the collateral damage, the fallout from Sam’s rash and violent impulses.

				Doors slam behind her and a shudder runs down her back. Has someone come in?

				She tries to imagine herself back in her room at The Pines. She’d be playing music on that sound system. The old, familiar, calming structures of a Bach piano concerto, perhaps. Or, more likely, the Music to Relax to Spotify playlist that she has, quite unexpectedly, taken to – meditations in slow guitar, or strings gently plucked to a backdrop of rainfall. Stuff she used to reject as anodyne, soppy.

				Great trauma, of course, leaves its mark on a person. Particularly when it involves head injuries and coma. But for it to completely change her taste in music? And it’s not just that – the transformation has also extended to food, clothes, books. Everything now points to the comfortable for her: custard, half-hour comedies, soft, fleecy garments, stories with happy endings. Lines that were sharply drawn are now softened. Pen has turned to charcoal.

				It’s as if she has become a completely different person.

				‘Two sugars, right, yeah?’ Paul says, handing her a cardboard cup of scalding, pale-beige liquid. Yep. She even takes sugar in tea now, something she is trying to give up, because she is trying hard to consolidate her remarkable coma-diet weight loss.

				He settles himself beside her and they wait for the others to turn up. The others. What, Louisa wonders, would you call them? Not guests – it’s far from a party. Attendees? Witnesses? – Well, there weren’t any witnesses except herself, and she’s already here. Investigators?

				Again, she shudders.

				The tea smells faintly of air freshener, though when she sips it all she can taste is the mercy of sweetness. Paul unwraps a KitKat and breaks it into four pieces, which he lays out on his navy trouser leg like fat chocolate matchsticks.

				‘This room’s too brightly lit,’ she tells him.

				Pushing a whole piece of biscuit into his mouth, he nods in agreement, his sparse, straggly comb-over flopping out of position.

				She sighs and looks around. The functional air of this room could bring a person down. Yes, the bureaucratic unpicking of a death may be necessary, but it’s so far removed from the reality, the pain that operates on every conceivable level, the stink, the blood, the blackness and horror, that it might as well actually not happen. They might as well all say: well, that’s it then; they’re dead, it’s awful, and there’s nothing to be done.

				That would be wrong of course. But she is so numb at the moment, she can barely think straight. Grief – or perhaps the drugs they give her to cope with it – has not only changed her predilections, but also the way she constructs logic.

				She has lost her husband and – this is the thought she can bear the least – her children. Sometimes she wonders if there is anything left of her.

				The doors behind her open again, but the presence of Paul – marshmallow-textured though he is – makes her feel protected. A rustle of tights, a clop of formal high heels, a blast of too much perfume. People take their places around the room and, from the sounds they make, they must be mostly women. Women in tailoring. Louisa must be the only one here in loose-fitting clothes – a long, felted skirt to cover the alarming bolts protruding from her extended shin and a loose, soft tunic on top. It’s all about textures and the way they fall when you’re in a wheelchair, she reckons, ever the one with an eye for this sort of thing.

				‘Hiya.’ Fiona takes her place beside her and squeezes her hand. Louisa’s eyes prick with tears, as they do these days whenever anyone shows her an unasked-for kindness. But she’s not going to let herself cry. Not now.

				The coroner strides up to her raised desk, her manner as perfunctory as a teacher about to take form time. Fiona has briefed Louisa that Madam likes to keep it as relaxed as possible in this, her domain, over which she reigns absolute. As if to confirm this, she turns and beams at the assembled – what, audience, then? – before smoothing her red tweed skirt and taking her seat. Just before she speaks, she directs a sympathetic glance over at Louisa, which, like Fiona’s touch, almost does her in.

				She starts the proceedings and calls the detective sergeant who has been working on the case – a sure-footed woman called Pam who has been Louisa’s constant point of contact throughout her ordeal. Pam goes through the details that Louisa knows off by heart now: the tyre tracks and skid marks that support the story that Sam forced her car off the road and straight into the tree; the clearly documented and medically recorded history of domestic abuse Louisa suffered at his hands. Louisa closes her eyes and tries once more to breathe the white up inside herself.

				DS Pam goes on to outline the forensic evidence found in Sam’s study which, though circumstantial, points to the fact that he was, in all probability, responsible for the death of his first wife Katie, who was found bludgeoned to death in a wood at the back of the marital home she refused to leave.

				Louisa is certain she hears someone gasp behind her. Who else is here? Why can’t she turn and look?

				‘Is this relevant?’ the coroner asks. ‘We are here to establish the facts of death.’

				‘It demonstrates that he was an unstable man prone to violent outbursts. That his death was due, in part, to that.’

				The coroner nods and makes a note.

				‘You OK?’ Fiona whispers in Louisa’s ear.

				Blood roars through her brain. This is not a good sign. Her chest now feels doll-sized, and part of her mind is floating away.

				‘Is she here?’ she asks Fiona, who looks around behind where they are sitting.

				‘Oh, shit,’ Fiona says, her brow descending. ‘She is.’

				‘Louisa, are you all right to give us your version of the events?’

				The coroner’s kindly voice hauls her attention back into the room. She snaps her eyes open and nods. Paul wheels her forward and positions her at the front and to the side, so that she is facing both the coroner and the rest of the room.

				And then she sees her: Sophie, sitting at the back of the room, all done up in black, draped crepe, as if she were the grieving widow, her dark, hollow eyes boring into her.

				It’s the first time Louisa has seen her in the flesh since she was in intensive care, and even then, she’s not sure if she dreamed that episode – those episodes? – or not. The cruelty of Sophie’s ripe belly straining at the fabric of her dress is almost too much for Louisa, when she can no longer even touch her own children. A wave of nausea hits her and she is just about to say that she can’t go on when a clerk – another woman, in another suit – bustles over with a bible and swears her in.

				‘You are Louisa Williams, widow of the deceased?’ the coroner asks in a voice that one might perhaps use on an upset four-year-old.

				‘Yes,’ Louisa says, feeling very much as if she is that child.

				‘I know you have had the worst of times, and I’m so sorry to put you through this again, my dear. But we have to have it down as a matter of record. Could you just this one last time take us through what happened on that night?’

				Fiona stands. ‘I have to remind you, madam,’ she tells the coroner, ‘that my client’s recall of events, while better than it was, may well be incomplete due to the head injuries and shock sustained as part of the incident.’

				The coroner closes her eyes and nods her assent.

				The set of Fiona’s shoulders as she turns to sit suggests to Louisa that she is giving Sophie one of her steel-laser looks. But once she is back in her chair, facing towards her, she is all gentle, encouraging smiles. Fortified by this, Louisa takes a deep breath and dives in.

				‘I was driving my car. We were –’ she looks at Fiona, who smiles and nods at her, ‘ – we were escaping.’

				‘Escaping?’

				Louisa keeps her eyes on Fiona. She must resist the temptation to look up at Sophie. ‘I was scared. I was desperate. I was at the end of my tether. We had to get away.’

				‘How was it that Sam was behind you?’

				Louisa closes her eyes and speaks. ‘He came home as we were leaving. He – he was chasing us. He’d said many times before that we’d never get away from him. That he’d hound me until I died if I tried to leave him. I should have pulled over. I should have stopped and faced him, turned back, waited for another time . . .’

				She has told this story so many times it feels as if it has taken a life of its own. Despite this, she has to stop talking to calm her breath.

				‘Take your time, Louisa,’ the coroner says.

				Louisa looks up, ready to speak again, but Sophie hooks her gaze, draws one long finger across her throat then points it at Louisa.

				Louisa blinks. Her lungs shrink to the size of a foetus’s curled fist, and she gasps for air.

				The coroner catches her look, follows it, and clocks Sophie.

				‘What’s going on?’

				‘This is the girlfriend of the deceased,’ DS Pam stands and says, every tiny note of her inflection implying that this intruder is an irrelevance.

				‘I am a person of interest.’ Sophie stands, her burning eyes still locked on to Louisa, scorching her like a match on a piece of cellophane. ‘She’s a liar,’ she says. ‘Everything she’s telling you is a lie. She drove him to it. He was trying to save them. Sam would never hurt anyone.’

				‘This is all nonsense, discredited and irrelevant to the inquest.’ Fiona says. ‘And I want it on record that this woman has a history of drug abuse, and has served a custodial sentence for perverting the course of justice, wasting police time and possession of Class A substances. Since the accident, she has pursued a vicious social media campaign against my client. I must ask that she is ejected from this court.’

				‘Yes. I’m aware of what’s been going on. Hard to miss it,’ the coroner says.

				DS Pam makes her way up the steps towards Sophie, followed by two court orderlies.

				Louisa, who can barely breathe now, succumbs to a panic which engulfs her, sending a message out to the far parts of her body to shut down.

				Sophie stands and puts her hands in the air. ‘I’m going. You don’t need to touch me. Don’t fucking touch me,’ she shouts as Pam puts out a hand towards her. She turns on her high, spiked, vampish heels and heads out of the room. At the top of the steps, she stops, and gives Louisa one long, last look, and, with her lips, outlines the words:

				I’ll get you.

				Then she is gone.

				But the effect is lost on all but Louisa. Everyone else is too busy taking care of the object of Sophie’s performance, whose airways have finally shut up shop. Paul produces an oxygen mask from somewhere under the wheelchair and clamps it to her face, but despite his attentions, Louisa cannot find enough air to keep her brain running. As she blacks out, the image of Sophie’s crazed expression burns on the back of her eyelids; her mouthed words, translated into a harsh whisper, echo in her head.

				The coroner’s verdict, Louisa finds out as she comes round from the heavy sedative Paul felt compelled to empty into her veins, is death by misadventure.

				Misadventure indeed.

				What a grade A, one-hundred-per-cent, undiluted bastard.

				Bastard.
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				Three Years Earlier

				‘Fen Manor. So grand!’

				‘And, Mrs Louisa Williams, you are now the lady of it all,’ Sam says, sweeping her burgeoning figure up into his arms. He carries her across the threshold of their new home, which smells of paint, beeswax, old and new wood.

				She relinquishes her bunch of anemones, placing them on the ancient oak console in the hallway, their stems crushed from the tight clutch she had on them all the way from the registry office.

				She keeps telling herself that he is a good driver, but he steered the Porsche so furiously down the narrow lanes leading here that she was afraid she would not live to see her new home.

				‘You’re just not used to being a passenger,’ he said when he noticed her pale face and knotted hands.

				And he has a point. Before him, she had been entirely in the driving seat of her life. Sure, her parents, on pulling their disappearing act, had paid to see her comfortably through art school. They also bought her an apartment in the centre of Bristol, a seeming act of generosity that she knew was, in fact, born out of guilt and designed to keep her away from them. But, apart from that, she has stood on her own two feet since the age of eighteen.

				And then, at twenty-four, she met Sam.

				She looks up at him in the entrance to their new home. Even two years on since they first met, the sight of him still gives her a rush of pleasure.

				‘I’m the luckiest woman alive,’ she tells him. ‘I can’t believe all this has happened. From design briefing to this.’

				He had come to Paradigm – the Bristol consultancy where she was star designer – for a complete visual identity for his high-tech, app development start-up. From their very first meeting, the chemistry between them encompassed the whole periodic table.

				‘It’s been a long road,’ he says. ‘But we’ve got here at last. And now you’re mine, to have and to hold, for ever.’

				‘For ever,’ she says, reaching up and kissing him.

				The big problem had been Sam’s wife at the time, Katie, who hadn’t been too pleased. But they were powerless to stop what was happening between them. And then, tragically, poor Katie was removed from the picture.

				They’re trying to put all that behind them, though. Because now, here she is, Lou – or Louisa, as he prefers to call her – moving right across the country to rural Cambridgeshire to stand beside him, while his booming business, with its fresh, bold logo, typeface and colour ways, marches on to conquer yet more corners of the digital marketplace. And all this after she supported him through the fallout from the horrible, brutal murder of his first wife, the ensuing intrusion and suspicion of the police and, finally, vindication of his pleas of innocence and the dropping of all charges. He wouldn’t be able to find anyone else who would love him like she does.

				‘You like it, yes?’ Sam says, breaking away and gesturing at the wooden panels and grand, turning staircase.

				‘You’ve done a beautiful job.’

				Louisa had been too busy finishing projects at Paradigm, mollifying George her boss about her departure, to have any hands-on involvement in the refurbishment. So, after selecting the architects, she was happy to let him have the reins, so long as he allowed her the occasional glimpse of photographs and drawings. After all, he was on the ground in Cambridgeshire, and she was over in the South West. ‘I love it,’ she says. ‘I love it.’

				He takes her hand and leads her further into the house. She feels like some sort of medieval princess in her empire-line cream silk and lace dress, designed to show off the breasts that appeared like a novelty to delight them both the moment she fell pregnant. Her hair, loose, long, thick and blond, decorated with flowers woven into tiny plaits, waves around her shoulders, helping to complete the illusion.

				‘We’re going to be so happy here,’ she tells him.

				‘We are. We deserve this.’

				‘A fresh start,’ she says.

				He stops, turns, puts his hands on her shoulders and kisses her on the top of her head. ‘A fresh start.’

				He flings open a heavy, wooden door to reveal a beautiful, bright room. ‘The perfect kitchen for my perfect family.’

				A gleaming cream Aga thrums away in the centre of the back wall, complemented by more practical ovens and a gas hob set amongst sleek, streamlined units and clean, Corian work surfaces. It is everything Louisa had hoped for, almost the exact room that, as a child, she saw herself standing in, babies all around, making cakes and presiding over bubbling pots. There’s even an armchair to sit in and breastfeed.

				‘And here . . .’ Sam steers her through a door at the far end of the kitchen – ‘is your studio!’ He stands back to reveal an ultra modern extension on the back of the ancient house – all window and wood and stone, still smelling of fresh plaster.

				He has equipped the room with everything she needs, and it’s all top of the range – a 32-inch monitor, large scanner, laser printer, A3 digital drawing pad, Bluetooth this and that, storage, Aeron chair. And, to top it all, the view from the fold-back glass doors is a lake full of bullrushes, giving on to an endless fen, just hazing slightly in the late August afternoon.

				‘What is it?’ Sam says, drawing her to him and wiping away with his thumb the tear that has trickled down her cheek.

				‘I can’t believe it all,’ she says. ‘It’s too perfect.’

				‘What did I tell you?’

				‘I know.’ She shakes her head.

				‘You just had to trust me. I didn’t want you to worry. George was pushing you too hard.’

				She nods. ‘He was so cross about me going.’

				‘It’s none of his business. It’s your life. Our life.’ He puts his hand on her belly. ‘Our baby’s life.’

				Louisa nods. But it had been hard on her boss. He had put so much time and effort into nurturing her. Over the five years she had been with him, he had come to rely on her skills. When she told him she was leaving, he had made her an offer which, had she not had Sam’s bright future to play a part in – and the whole poor Katie business to escape – she would have found impossible to refuse.

				But she has always tried to do things to the best of her ability, and she wants to do this motherhood section of her life as perfectly as she did the rising designer part. And, through almost no effort of her own, everything has fallen into place.

				‘Come on, just one glass won’t hurt,’ Sam says, popping a bottle of ready chilled champagne he has pulled from the fridge.

				Louisa puts one hand on her belly, holds up her free index finger and shakes her head.

				‘Better not to touch a drop,’ she says.

				‘Just wet your lips, then,’ he says, handing her a tulip stemmed glass, half full.

				She puts it to her pregnancy-sensitive nostrils. It smells, well, delicious. She takes one tiny sip, closes her eyes and lets the bubbles play on her tongue before guiltily swallowing.

				Her heart rockets, fuelled by instant doubt. What if she has ruined her baby, after seven months of perfect eating and drinking? What if this one sip short-circuits the nervous system, blasts some tiny part of the DNA, malforms?

				Stop thinking this, she tells herself. Stop it.

				Sam, who has downed his glass, gives himself a refill and leads her through another door into the vast living room.

				‘The wedding presents!’ she says, running towards the pile of beautifully wrapped gifts stacked around the fireplace.

				A frown flickers across his forehead. ‘We’re not opening them until tomorrow, remember, Louisa? You’re supposed to be admiring the work I’ve done on the house at the moment.’ He smiles.

				‘Sorry. It’s lovely, of course. And there’s my trophy cabinet!’

				‘And there’s your trophy cabinet.’

				‘Thank you. I know it doesn’t really go with the scheme, but it means so much . . .’

				He lifts his hand and brushes it aside. It’s just a minor detail to him, so long as it makes her happy, and she loves him for that. ‘Downstairs living rooms knocked together as instructed,’ he goes on. ‘So that we can all live with each other. No shutting away into little boxes.’

				‘Not like how I grew up.’

				‘Not how you grew up.’

				‘The opposite! There’ll be no TV,’ she says, starting the game they have played throughout her pregnancy.

				‘Interested parents.’

				‘Home schooling.’

				‘Well, let’s see about that – you may be too busy with work, though. Umm . . . home-cooked meals.’

				‘Lively discussions at the dinner table.’

				‘Long country walks.’

				‘Parents who aren’t alcoholics, or handy with their fists, or emotionally abusive.’

				‘Careful now, Louisa. Positives, remember?’

				‘OK, then. Errr . . . ponies when they’re older – like my Star. But our children won’t need their ponies for emotional support.’

				‘No. They’ll just love their ponies because they’re lovely ponies, lucky kids.’

				‘Lucky kids.’

				‘Lucky us.’ He presses his nose against hers, and they absorb this picture of the new life they are going to build for themselves here, in this house.

				She tries not to allow the thought, but it keeps popping up in her mind: if there’s one consolation to be had from Katie’s death, it’s that it made all this possible.

				She kisses her new husband. He smells delicious, of Eau Sauvage and champagne, with a faint, minty note on his breath. Their eyes meet; they smile.

				‘OK, then, Mrs Williams,’ he says, his voice low. ‘Let me show you the rest of your domain.’

				Taking her by the hand, he leads her upstairs.

				He shows her, briefly, the nursery: just one of the four children’s rooms, waiting to be filled. But right now, they have exhausted their interest in interior decor and nest building.

				He opens the door to the vast master bedroom, which is built on top of the studio extension. She pushes him back onto the bed and, still in her cream silk and lace, undoes his fly buttons and straddles him, laying claim, christening the room.

				Much later, among tangled sheets and discarded finery, she wakes to full moonlight flooding through a roof that she now sees is mostly made of glass. The sky is velvety black, punctuated by stars so much brighter than she knew back in Bristol.

				Quietly, so as not to disturb her new husband, who lies like some auburn Greek hero on the good linen sheets, she picks her way out of the bed and, naked and round as a puffball, tiptoes out into the hall and sits at the top of the stairs, where she can see out of a high window onto the blue-shadowed field beyond. All she can hear is the tick of the clock in the hall and, from time to time, the hoot of an owl, somewhere out there in the warm summer night.

				This is peace, she thinks. This is my haven.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				5

				Now

				Red.

				Sophie slams into her bedroom in her high heels, kneels in front of the shrine and keens, a flood of scarlet washing up through her so that she is certain that, any minute now, she will start crying blood.

				‘Fuck Louisa. Fuck the police. Fuck that fucking ambulance chaser Fiona.’

				As she spits out her litany, she fixes her eyes on the centrepiece, the one photograph she has of herself and Sam, taken on her phone as they lay in bed in this room.

				There were other images – more explicit, more sexual – but they were all on his phone, and that went up in flames with him, in the car, so they are lost to her. She loves this picture though, because of its simplicity and innocence. It reminds her that there was more between them than just that extraordinary sex. He’s lying on his back, his arm around her, his head angled towards her, his gaze one of adoration. She laughs up at the camera as she holds it above them both. Yes, she used to laugh. She knew then how to be happy, and – unlike Louisa ever did – how to make him happy.

				She knew so well how to make him happy. They were so good together.

				After he died – or, as she likes to put it, after Louisa drove him to his death – she had the picture printed out and framed. Sitting on a small round table covered with an Alexander McQueen skulls headscarf, it now forms the central point of this corner of her bedroom, the area she has devoted to what might have been. Among the items arranged around it are the last red roses he brought her – now crisp, browned, disintegrating, and the coiled-up leather straps she liked to use on him. A ticket for the one film they saw together lies next to the bottle of Eau Sauvage he kept here to cover up the smell of her when he left.

				Sophie opens the scent, dabs it on her pulse points, inhales the lavender and citrus and wood. It calms her. For one second, it almost brings him back.

				But it doesn’t, of course.

				Nothing will bring him back.

				Closing her eyes and saying her own atheist prayer – because she, more than anyone, knows there cannot be any God – she puts the bottle back in its place.

				She lights a stick of incense and sets it in a holder at the front of the shrine and breathes in the sweet smoke. Her feet tingling with pins and needles from kneeling, she levers her foreign, inhabited body upwards, and staggers backwards towards the bed, bringing the photograph with her. This baby inside her is the surprise gift he left her – on his last night on earth, if the dates are anything to go by. It means that she is special, that she will always have a part of him.

				She pulls her smart shoes off her complaining feet. Four-inch Manolos are hard work when your body is carrying extra weight. It’s a novel experience, this roundness. Until now, she has always been effortlessly slim, elegant, catlike. For her brief yet successful modelling career, it defined her, made her. It was also her undoing. Scouted at fifteen, she morphed too early from Mancunian council estate Sharon to huskily well-bred Sophie, earning more money in a week than her alcoholic, unemployed old dad saw in a year, and all for being photographed in glamorous clothes in exotic locations. It was all lovely, until, like all fairy tales – and, she’s coming to believe, bloody everything in her life – it went wrong. In her case, the big bad wolf was the celebrated middle-aged man – The Photographer – who raped her repeatedly until she was eighteen and so addicted to the cocaine he fed her that she gave up resisting him.

				‘I ballsed it up at your inquest,’ she tells Sam’s photo.

				She had planned to go in there all ablaze and say her piece, defend her man. But the moment she set foot in that horrible, formal room, she had frozen. All she could remember was the humiliation of standing up in a different court, aged nineteen, to hear all her former so-called friends and colleagues provide character references to support The Photographer against her allegations.

				Her mistake back then had been that, in a moment of sore lucidity, she had gone into a police station and reported him for the abuse she had suffered. The ensuing trial turned out to be hers though, not his, the charge perverting the course of justice, with the juicy addition of possession of a quantity of cocaine. After standing in court for two hours of humiliation and tellings-off, she was made a high-profile example and sent down – via a phalanx of snapping flashbulbs – for two years. Because of her offence – supposedly lying about being raped – the other inmates, who, to a woman, it seemed, had suffered some sort of sexual abuse of their own, viewed her as a stuck-up, spoiled little falsifying bleater who devalued their own experiences. Her policy had been to stay out of their way by hiding in her bed. This often worked, but not always, and then violence was meted out. But it did mean that her sentence was reduced to one year for good behaviour.

				‘No one believed me then. No one believes me now. I’m useless, Sam, and I’m sorry.’ Her reputation goes before her: she is a beautiful madwoman, an unreliable witness.

				She knows that, if he could answer, Sam would tell her she’s talking rubbish, that she’s better than all that. When they met here in Cambridge – where she had come after prison to get away from her old haunts to start a new, cleaned-up life – she confided in him that her dream was to be a lawyer, to support women like herself, to stop more injustices happening. Instead of laughing at her as she had feared, he had been amazed, brilliant. He even supported her through college – where she had to start with the GCSEs she failed to take at sixteen – so that she didn’t have to work behind a bar, as she was doing when they first met.

				When he died, she was moving on to A levels. But she has jacked in all her courses now. The untouched books sit on a shelf in the living room. Grieving, pregnant: how could she think of going on? Another bit of wreckage of her life.

				Another piece of hope Louisa stole from her.

				The red rises again.

				She massages the cramp from her toes. Along with the vintage YSL crepe jacket worn over a Moschino shift that stretches neatly over her bump, the shoes had been a currency, a tactic for the inquest. She had looked fucking serious, not to be fucked with. It was the sort of outfit she imagined herself wearing in court, had she managed to become a lawyer.

				But she blew it today. She clammed up. In that poisonous setting, her grief at losing Sam – still raw and bloody after just five months – coupled with her desire to see Louisa annihilated, overwhelmed her. And then that policewoman said something about some bullshit evidence proving that Sam murdered his first wife.

				Bringing that up again.

				‘They’ve always been desperate to frame you for that,’ she says to Sam’s picture. ‘And now you can’t argue with them, poor love; they want to get their hooks into you again. I tried to speak out, but that Fiona started on about my past. She made me out to be worse than a piece of shit on her shoe.’

				She had been a fool to think that she would have been taken seriously in that room full of dull women in cheap tailoring, with their clean hands and their clipped nails, all creaming themselves with sympathy for poor Louisa, all looking out for Poor Tragic Louisa. Not one of them is considering for one moment what happened to her, Sophie.

				And with that thought of Louisa, the swell of anger bursts. She had it all, Louisa did. The man, the house, the children, the money, even the looks – or so Sam said, although it was hard to see them under all the blubber.

				Louisa all but pushed Sam away. Was it any wonder he found his way into Sophie’s slender, toned arms, which were, as he pointed out to her on several occasions, made for wrapping around him, pinning him down in bed.

				Yes. She held him down. For the first time in her chequered sexual history, she was in control. After the shit and the fallout from her nightmare in fashion, Sophie had been so close to her first ever chance of happiness – to being with Sam, in that beautiful house in the countryside. She would have made a wonderful wife, the third-time-lucky Mrs Williams. And she would have looked fantastic, too, in a retro fifties pinny and little else, the little baby at her feet, her briefcase full of worthy, knotty case files in her study.

				Maid in the living room, cook in the kitchen, whore in the bedroom. With the piquant addition of tiger in the courtroom, Sophie had been so ready for her Jerry Hall moment.

				And then instead she went all limp kitten at the inquest.

				What a failure.

				She has to do better.

				Taking her own cue, she stretches over to her bedside table and picks up her iPad. Time to get to work, patrolling the Internet for mentions of Louisa, using her multiple online identities to put the truth across, to help the world to see events from her point of view, the point of view of truth, the point of view of the woman who really loved and knew Sam. It’s working, too. She has already garnered a generous handful of replies supporting her and condemning Louisa. And not from people who know her or Louisa, but complete strangers who can view the facts objectively – about how Louisa is just making Sam out to be the bad guy, about how he couldn’t have done the things they accuse him of doing. It all makes so much sense to Sophie, and she is beyond enraged that the police, the judiciary, the solicitors, the doctors, the nurses, the press and a large, insensate slab of the general public just don’t see it, that they discredit her point of view just because of some stupid mistakes she made in the past.

				She loves Sam.

				She loved Sam.

				She will go to the ends of the earth to salvage his name. For him, for his baby growing inside her.

				For herself.

				Evidence pointing to him killing his first wife?

				Smashing his second wife and children into a tree?

				She cannot believe it of him. She will not.

				He is her faith.

				Too agitated to sit still, she casts the iPad to one side, stands, tiptoes her stockinged feet to stretch them out, and reaches down one of the many identical Cambridge Evening News front pages pegged to the washing line cordoning off her shrine corner from the rest of the bedroom.

				MY LIFE OF HELL: TRAGIC LOUISA TELLS ALL, the headline shrieks.

				‘Tragic fucking Louisa,’ she says, as usual, addressing the accompanying photograph.

				The headline taunts. The image – a close-up of Louisa’s miserable, bloated, bruised doll-face, taken shortly after she woke up from the coma – mocks. Sophie bought every copy she could find. Her supply, while diminished, is still quite sufficient for a good few more of these moments.

				‘Liar,’ she says to Louisa’s lost eyes on the cover.

				‘Bitch,’ she says, as she tears the photograph from its nest of viper words.

				‘Cunt.’

				She reaches Sam’s Zippo lighter from the shrine, from its place beside the last bag of tobacco she and he had shared that very night, the night of the crash.

				Holding Louisa’s picture by its corner, as if it were contaminated, she lights the part furthest from her fingers. As usual, it takes immediately, and the flames lick upwards, consuming those puffy, poached-egg features, which, after extensive study, look to Sophie like those of an over-inflated Barbie sex doll.

				She doesn’t like to admit it, but Louisa looked better than that today – she has lost weight, started taking care of herself. She has the air now of a shabby Marilyn Monroe. It all reeks of insincerity.

				She holds the paper until the flames burn her fingers and she is forced to drop it to the already scorched carpet. She doesn’t care. She has no reason to be maid, cook or whore any more.

				Or shit-hot lawyer.

				She stamps out the flames, singeing her feet through her sheer Lycra stockings.

				If it weren’t for the baby, and the possibility of revenge, she’d lie down in the middle of it and let it all burn.
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				‘Don’t look at it,’ Fiona says, her pale-blue eyes stern under her blond crop.

				Louisa tries to shift her gaze, but the iPad remains firmly on the lectern on her over-bed table, the Daily Mail article about the inquest and verdict in full view, drawing her to it like light to a dark star. The press have been all-night partying with the new evidence, which, in the weeks since the inquest, has been made public – the bloody shirt, found hidden in Sam’s study in Fen Manor, which proves beyond reasonable doubt that he not only tried to kill his second wife, but that he also, in all likelihood, murdered his first. They love it, of course they do.

				So poor Katie’s photograph – captioned His First Victim – appears above a picture of Louisa being wheeled away from the coroner’s office, headed Tragic Louisa Williams. That prefix has been applied to her name so many times that she should probably add it to her passport.

				All this intrusion into the tragedies of Louisa’s life would be painful enough, but it is the comments below the line that stab her most viciously. She should have got used to them by now, should have done as Fiona has told her time and time again and stopped looking. But still, the poisonous lies, the hundreds of vile green arrows, the upward-pointing ‘likes’ for the most toxic remarks – those blaming everything on her rather than him, supposing she must have goaded him into it, stating that she was a drunkard, a terrible mother, self-centred and vindictive – cave her in. Making a monster of the victim is a popular sport, particularly when she’s a woman.

				She looks through the window at her view of a green meadow and a river. The sight often – but not unfailingly – helps her find peace. She has the best room, with the most stunning outlook The Pines can offer. It is also the most expensive, of course.

				‘How can so many people be so mean?’ she asks Fiona. She doesn’t know if she’ll ever be able to face the world outside these walls again.

				‘They’re not talking about the children in the press, though,’ Fiona says. ‘I’ve nipped all that in the bud.’

				Louisa winces at the mention of Poppy and Leon. She can bear all of this horror but that, and Fiona knows it. She has locked thought and mention of them far away in the darkest corner of her mind, and the only way she can cope is by not being reminded.

				‘Sorry,’ Fiona says.

				‘No,’ Louisa tells her. ‘I know, and thank you.’

				‘Sophie’s got to be behind at least half of these comments,’ Fiona says. ‘And the rest are just other lonely, vicious, libellous shits. My team pick up on everything iffy, so it’ll all be taken down within the hour.’

				‘What about Katie’s sister?’ Louisa says, taking the weekly gossip magazine from underneath the iPad and holding it up in front of Fiona’s face. ‘“I’ll Never Believe My Sister’s Husband Was Her Murderer”? We can’t un-print this. Old Lucy always had a soft spot for Sam, even when she was getting at him for “abandoning Katie” and “running off” with me. She always had it in for me, and I’ll bet Sophie’s got in touch with her and wangled herself into her favour.’

				Fiona takes the magazine from her and looks at it. ‘Who brought this in for you?’

				‘One of the care assistants.’

				Fiona shakes her head. ‘I didn’t want you to see this. We’re taking care of it. We’ve got the rest of Katie’s family publicly disowning Lucy. I pointed out to them that if they didn’t step up, their compensation from Sam’s estate would be in question.’

				Louisa shakes her head.

				‘And to hammer it home,’ Fiona goes on, ‘we’ve arranged for an exclusive interview in next week’s issue of this particularly shitty little rag. It was that, or libel, I told the editor. The mother, father and brother are being paid three times more than Lucy got to put their side of the story: “I Knew My Son-in-law Was a Bad ’Un”, et cetera. They’ve done very well out of it.’

				‘And Lucy took money for calling me a liar. What a cow.’

				‘People do the strangest things.’

				‘I don’t know why she said that. He was a monster, Fi.’

				‘I know. You had a lucky escape.’ Fiona squeezes Louisa’s hand, then moves across the room and drops the magazine in the wastebasket.

				‘Lucky.’ Louisa gloomily looks out at her view.

				The two women have grown close over the past few months. So much so that Louisa has to remind herself from time to time that every moment Fiona spends with her is charged in fifteen-minute units.

				She refreshes the view on the iPad and grimaces. ‘Yet more comments. Sophie would need to make multiple accounts to do all this, have hundreds of email addresses.’

				‘And you don’t think she’s obsessed enough to do that?’

				Louisa frowns.

				‘Of course she is,’ Fiona goes on. ‘She’s mentally unstable. She’s taken too many drugs, been in too much trouble, to remain sane. Sophie is a mess, an irrelevance.’

				‘A nasty irrelevance.’

				Fiona presses the button on the iPad and dissolves the Daily Mail. ‘You don’t have to look at this, either, you know. Look: don’t worry about her. Soon all this will blow over and the trolls will be on to the next scandal, and even if Sophie does carry on, in all likelihood no one will be bothered. We’ve kept her physically away from you since that time in the ICU. And there’s no way she can get at you here.’

				‘I know,’ Louisa says. ‘No better security than in a rehab unit where the other half of the occupants are sectioned.’

				‘We’ve removed you from Google, and we’re on to her on Facebook and Twitter, closing down every account she tries to open.’

				‘I know.’ Louisa closes her eyes. Fiona always makes it sound so easy, reducing pain down to bullet points.

				‘I could push for a restraining order so she can’t get at you when you leave this place,’ Fiona says.

				Louisa smiles weakly. ‘No, Fi. I don’t want to put her back up any more. You’re right. I don’t have to read all this.’ She gestures at the iPad. ‘I just want to draw a line under it and move on.’

				Fiona raises her eyebrows and inclines her head. Louisa knows she can see her point, even though clearly she is dying to get her lawyer’s teeth into Sophie.

				‘If I ever get out of this place—’ Louisa says.

				‘Which you will,’ Fiona says, squeezing her hand.

				‘If I get out of here, I don’t want to see her ever again. Likewise, I don’t want people pointing out Tragic Louisa Williams while I’m in a shop, or when I’m having my hair cut. I don’t want to be reminded, every road I walk down – if this leg ever mends and I’m able to walk – of what went before, what happened, what has become of me. I don’t want people finding out.’

				Fiona looks at her hands and nods.

				‘If I mean to go on—’

				‘Which you do . . .’

				‘Which I do, I need to make a completely clean start. Somewhere new, somewhere anonymous, where no one knows who I am.’

				She revives the iPad and brings up the page she has bookmarked, with the pictures of the apartment she has found – a set of square rooms on the thirteenth floor of The Heights, a listed modernist block in Central London just south of the Thames, all concrete and steel and glass and light.

				Fiona eyes the images. ‘Well, that would be a change, for sure.’

				‘It’s got a shared pool, gym and steam room, too.’

				‘Nice. Good for your physical therapy.’

				‘I want to sell Fen Manor. And I want to put an offer in on this place.’ Louisa taps the screen with her index finger.

				Fiona squints at the asking price. ‘You don’t need to sell up to buy this.’

				Louisa knows this only too well. No doubt believing he was immortal, Sam died intestate. However much he wished to hurt her when he was alive, upon his death – after taking care of the necessaries – all his money, his business and his property came to her. Acting on her instructions, Fiona has already disposed of the company. When it comes to cash Louisa is, therefore, mercurially liquid.

				‘I just want shot of the place,’ she says. ‘And I want to live there, in the middle of the city, where there are so many people, I won’t even be seen.’

				‘Sounds like a plan.’ Fiona can’t quite hide, however, a look on her face that suggests she isn’t convinced it’s necessarily the right plan.

				Louisa forges on, regardless. ‘I’ll go back to my old name and no one will ever bother me about all this again.’

				‘Can’t we just get a nice little restraining order put in place, just in case? Belt and braces?’

				Louisa shakes her head.

				‘OK. I hear what you’re saying. But we need to keep her quiet, or she could keep on resurfacing for ever.’

				‘We do.’

				‘So the other way is to do a deal,’ Fiona says. Sometimes Louisa can almost hear the cogs turning in her lawyer’s brain.

				‘What sort of deal?’

				‘We – I mean you – let her stay in the Cambridge flat until, say, her baby is six months old.’

				‘What?’

				‘No, hear me out. Sophie has to keep quiet or we throw her out on the street. Plus you have the PR advantage of having been incredibly, blood-lettingly generous. Tragic Louisa becomes Noble Louisa. Letting her late husband’s lover—’

				‘I’d hardly call her that,’ Louisa says, her mouth tight.

				Fiona smiles. ‘OK, bit on the side, then, floozy—’

				‘Whore.’

				‘Yes, that, if you like. Letting his whore stay in your flat until she has her baby and it’s old enough for her to stick it in a nursery so she can bloody well go out and find herself a job.’

				Louisa frowns.

				‘OK, so I can see you’re not convinced. And yes. That woman has made your recovery a hundred times more hellish than it had to be.’

				‘And she caused all the grief in the first place.’

				‘She played her part,’ Fiona says. ‘But you have to remember that it was mainly down to Sam, wasn’t it? Look what happened with Katie. He was bad from the get-go.’

				‘So the idea is that if I go ahead with this plan, I’m not only watching my own back, but I’m also showing myself to be good. Putting some goodness back into the world.’

				‘After everything Sam did to you and the children—’

				Louisa draws away sharply, closes her eyes. ‘I don’t want to talk about the children.’

				Fiona touches her arm. ‘Yes. I know. I’m sorry.’

				Louisa nods.

				‘Look,’ Fiona goes on, holding Louisa’s hand, her voice taking on an uncharacteristically gentler tone, ‘it’s a win-win. We make it clear to her what the deal is, how long she’s got, and you’re away.’

				‘And if she doesn’t go when the baby’s six months?’

				‘We’ll evict her. She’ll technically be a squatter if she’s staying there without your permission.’

				‘And you’ll make sure that she has no idea where I’ve gone or what I’m doing?’ Louisa says. ‘I don’t want her to come anywhere near me. She scares me.’

				‘She scares
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