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Prologue




The footsteps were slow and steady. They became softer as they reached the carpet of the lounge, but the room remained shrouded in darkness. No flickering or sweeping torchlight.  

She could hear them shuffling about, searching blindly. She desperately wanted to look. Just a quick peek to see if she could see who it was and what they were doing. But she couldn’t even see her hand in front of her face. She knew it was darker back here, crouched in her hiding spot, but she also knew there wouldn’t be much more light out there. No. It wasn’t worth it. She needed to stay put. Stay still. Not risk any movement that could make a sound. 

The air grew heavy as they drew nearer. They were definitely close to her now. She instinctively pushed herself backwards, shrinking further from the threat, trying to meld with the wooden shelf behind her. It dug into her spine.  

Soft shuffles on the carpet. The slow but deliberate moving of furniture as if searching. For what? For her? 

She felt rather than heard them approach where she sat crouched. Even though it was dark, she screwed her eyes shut as if the act of not seeing would make her invisible to her attacker. They were right behind her. She felt it. Almost felt their breath tickle across her skin. Down her neck. She shivered. She imagined it to be a man, but her mind wouldn’t picture who. 

Trying to shrink into herself, she curled her body inwards and crouched into a tighter ball, making herself as small as possible, and prayed that they couldn’t see her. What was taking so long? Why weren’t they moving? Why weren’t they doing anything? Could they see her? She tensed her body ready to spring up in either a counterattack or to make a run for it. Poised, the wait was intolerable.








  
  

Chapter 1

Two weeks ago





Lizzy awoke under the weight of Luke’s arm. She shifted uncomfortably, opening her eyes to be met with his eager, smiling face. 

‘Morning, beautiful,’ he purred. 

She gave a small jolt and gasped. ‘Jeez, I do wish you wouldn’t do that,’ she said, laughing. He nuzzled into her warmth as she absentmindedly stroked his arm, her thoughts racing. She needed to get on; there was no time for lying around. Carefully, she removed his arm and slipped from the covers.

‘Oh come on, Lizzy,’ he protested. ‘Just a quick snuggle before the day begins?’ He looked up at her with pleading eyes and stroked the space she had just vacated.

‘As tempting as that is, I have a busy day. Far too much to get through for me to be indulging in such fanciful behaviour.’ She winked and threw a pillow at him. Then a serious note replaced her playful tone. ‘Sylvie has been on at me again for the final draft of this bloody manuscript.’

‘And?’

‘And I’m still way off. It’s just not flowing.’

‘What you need, Miss Adams, is a more creative and bigger workspace. If we—’

‘Luke, please,’ Lizzy warned, walking from the room and shutting down the conversation before it could begin. They’d had this same conversation over and over recently. ‘We should move out of the flat, Lizzy; buy a house, Lizzy; somewhere nice to raise a family, Lizzy.’ It was all too much, too fast, too much pressure. She liked her little flat. She stopped moving, just a momentary pause, her brow furrowing and heart sinking a little. Her flat, she realised. In her head, it was still hers, not theirs. That wasn’t a good sign.

    
  When Lizzy emerged from the shower, the covers on the bed had been straightened and a coffee was waiting for her on the kitchen counter. Luke had already left for work. She instantly felt guilty and regretted snapping at him. She should be ecstatic that this lovely, gorgeous man wanted to commit and lay down roots together. What was wrong with her? She loved Luke, she really did. So why did the very thought of commitment feel so damn suffocating? 

She dressed quickly in grey sweats and a black long-sleeved tee, scooped her long dark waves into a messy bun, then sat down at the little flip-down corner unit she called her office desk and opened her laptop. Her first book had been quite a success and her publisher was eager to get book two out while there was still interest. Book two, however, was proving to be difficult. It sometimes felt as if she’d used up everything she had in the first one and had nothing left to pour into this one. She was too distracted – that was the problem. 

She read through the last few paragraphs of where she’d previously left off, trying to get back into the story, fingers poised over the keyboard, adding and deleting a few words here and there to make it flow better. As much as she tried though, she couldn’t help but think back to her conversation with Luke. It played in her head like a broken record and, too often, she caught herself staring into space or flicking onto Instagram. 

She pulled herself back once again, typed out a couple of lines, then deleted them. Her focus was shot. Oh, bugger it, she thought, hitting save on the file and changing into her running gear.

Locking the flat behind herself, Lizzy emerged into the brilliance of the day. It may have still been August, but the mugginess of summer had already lifted and the sun on her face felt invigorating instead of repressive, unlike the last few days. It was a welcome relief.

Lizzy started off at a jog, easing her muscles into an easy rhythm, slowly building her pace until her feet pounded the streets. She was going too hard, too fast, whizzing past the chaos of the city; shops, offices, and people rushed past her in a blur. Traffic stop-starting, getting in her way, everything crowding her. Busy and loud. Grey and oppressive. Her legs burned with the effort, but she pushed on harder still, only slowing as the city opened up, died down, ran out. 

Green spaces slowly replaced the grey as buildings gave way to trees and fields. Only when she reached the park did she finally start to feel at ease. She dropped back down to a jog, then slowed to a walk before stopping to stretch out on a bench and catch her breath. 

What the hell was she running from? It wasn’t like her to be so wound up, so stressed. She wasn’t sure it had been intentional to come here, but now, she was glad. She had always loved Fletcher Moss Botanical Gardens. The green space, rambling paths, beautiful blooms, and the peace. 

Who was she kidding – she knew what she was running from. For so long now, she had been avoiding Luke and her feelings. She didn’t know how to process it all, how to decide, how to know anything with him forever breathing down her neck. Demanding so much of her. She took time over her stretches, letting her heart rate settle, then took off at a slower pace. This was better. This allowed thoughts. 

Lizzy took a path along the river, enjoying the serenity and drinking in the peace and tranquillity. The leaves were already turning, the park beginning to burst into the oranges and reds of the fast-approaching autumn. She watched a few flutter to the ground as she ran, enjoying their dance on the breeze. There were always a few people along here at this time of day – an elderly couple resting on a bench, a mother and child feeding the ducks – but most others were at work or school. As she ran, she hoped the quiet would allow her to think, but she still found her thoughts spiralling. 

A run was never going to be enough. She needed time. Time away from Luke, she realised. Him pestering her was only adding to her defiance and stress. She decided that when she returned home, she’d look into her options for a solo vacation, a little writing retreat. Although there was still the mammoth task of persuading him to allow her the space she so desperately needed.

    
  ‘Hello, gorgeous.’ Luke’s face instantly lit as he walked in and saw Lizzy. A cheeky, dimpled smile amidst his stubble. So full of love and admiration. He hung his blazer on a hook by the door and popped his laptop bag down beneath it. ‘Good day?’

‘Yeah, not bad.’ Although now she wasn’t sure if she regretted what she’d actually done today – not only looked into a solo writing retreat but actually booked it. She’d spent the past half hour nervously nibbling and picking at her fingers, watching the clock, and doomscrolling as she awaited his arrival. And the nerves had only intensified.

He came over and planted a kiss on the top of her head from behind, hands light on her shoulders, dropping into a hug as he leaned over the back of the sofa, his cheek brushing hers. ‘How was your run?’

She’d showered and changed an hour ago. She hadn’t told him she was going out today, hadn’t known herself for sure until she was doing it. She pulled away and looked at him, a prickly heat flooding her cheeks.

‘Fletcher Moss, wasn’t it?’

And there it was. How he knew. He’d tracked her phone again.

‘It was fine,’ she replied, her voice small. She cleared her throat, giving more confidence to her voice, and turned in her seat to face him, tracking him with her body as he came round to sit with her.

‘I’ve been looking at writing retreats. I’ve been struggling with this book a while now, and if I keep going as I am, I’m never going to finish in time. I thought it would be good for me to have some time away to really knuckle down, you know? Just by myself.’

‘By yourself?’

‘Yeah… just to give me a chance to finish this book. No distractions; ultimate focus.’ 

His eyes drooped as his face fell.

‘It’s only one week.’ She laughed. ‘I’ll be back before you know it. It’ll give you chance to see the lads and do something fun. Give Jake a call – you’ve not seen him in ages. Go out for a few beers, enjoy yourself.’

He rubbed a hand over his chin and loosened a couple of his shirt buttons. He didn’t look convinced.

‘And on the plus, I shall return a lot less grumpy. I know I’ve been a bit snappy of late, and I’m sorry.’ She gave him the baby-doll eyes. ‘Sooo?’

He finally looked at her again. Stopped his fiddling. ‘Sure,’ he conceded. ‘Of course. Whatever you need.’ 

He gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, but it was all she needed. The relief was so immense she wrapped him in an embrace and kissed him. For the first time in a long time, she felt good, free, as though she was taking back control. 

Luke relaxed into the kiss, and it intensified. She let him lead her to the bedroom. A weight had been lifted from her shoulders, and she fully gave herself to him, briefly feeling the excitement that had consumed their dating days.








  
  
Chapter 2



“Notebook, pens, underwear, purse…” Lizzy ticked off her list in said notebook and then checked she’d remembered everything for what felt like the hundredth time. Finally, she closed her notebook and carefully packed it all into a bag. She didn’t need all that much – it wasn’t exactly a holiday.  

Happy that she did indeed have everything, she zipped it closed and took it, along with her laptop bag, out into the living room, where Luke sat pouting. He’d taken the morning to come and wave her off and sprang up when he saw her.

‘A week is going to feel so long,’ he whined as he picked her bags up and carried them outside, carefully loading them into the boot of her Mini. ‘I can’t believe I can’t even call or message you.’

‘It’s no distractions for a reason.’ 

She had purposely booked the most remote hotel she could find. One with no phone or internet signal. Not only would it mean there was nothing to do but write, it would also stop Luke from bombarding her with messages. She needed space and time, to finish the book, yes, that hadn’t been a lie, but also to come to a decision about the whole house thing. It wasn’t fair to keep shutting him down and cutting him off every time he brought it up. He deserved more from her. Whether she could give it or not, well, that was the question.

‘It will fly by. I promise,’ she said. 

His look was pure sorrow, and he hugged her as if he were a child leaving for his first day at school. It felt almost cruel to break it off, but she really had to get going. It wouldn’t take all that long to get there really, she just couldn’t bear the sorrowful puppy-dog eyes any longer. 

She peeled him off and slipped into the Mini. Luke gathered himself together and plastered a smile on his face.

‘I love you, Lizzy Adams, have a lovely time. Go write me a bestseller.’

‘I love you too,’ she called, strapping herself in and blowing him kisses through the open window. And she did. But that drive down the road, the drive away from the flat they shared, felt very much like her drive to freedom.

    
  Motorways and civilisation gave way to rolling hills that increased in size and beauty as Lizzy neared the Lake District. She had always loved this part of the country. It reminded her of the camping holidays of her youth, of being dragged up mountains under protest by her over-enthusiastic dad, the views being much more the reward than the soggy picnic could ever be. It felt as if she were coming home. The air felt cleaner, lighter, fuller of life even from inside the car. Every exhale seemed to take more of her tension away with it. 

With the mountains now surrounding the car, the roads grew smaller and windier, and even with the satnav, she managed to miss her turn. It took another twenty minutes of driving before she found anywhere big and safe enough to turn in, but, eventually, she was back where she was supposed to be and, by crawling slowly enough, she managed to spot a sign for the hotel before she passed the turning a second time. 

The turn took her onto a single tree-lined track that the satnav didn’t even identify as a road and led her the last few miles down to Briar’s Crag – a four-star country hotel overlooking one of the many glorious lakes the area was famous for. As she approached the hotel, the purple slate of the structure seemed to loom straight out of the brilliance of the water, the sun that glittered over the lake reflecting from the windows in magnificent fashion. Lizzy couldn’t help but break into a beaming smile. She pulled her car round on the gravel driveway and parked in a small bay set to the side along with two others. 

Retrieving her meagre case and laptop bag from the boot, she stood back and took a moment to appreciate the stunning scenery. The hotel was set into a valley with mountains surrounding and hugging each side of it. With the brilliant blue sky they had been blessed with today, it more than lived up to the photos posted on the website. 

Lizzy shivered and hugged her jacket round herself as she made her way to the entrance. A big, old wooden door stood open, welcoming her inside, where it was equally impressive. Oak beams and floral regency wallpaper adorned the walls, and the roaring fire that greeted her in reception was most welcome. Her boots tapped on the parquet floor and echoed round the room as she stepped further in, the chill leaving her body. 

The hardwood desk standing to the side of the room was beautifully panelled and functioned as reception desk and check-in. A vase of fresh flowers sat on top alongside a shiny brass push bell that Lizzy so desperately wanted to ping despite the manager standing next to it, talking on the phone. She decided it was probably not the best idea as she made her way over and stood waiting patiently. His name badge identified him as Gideon. He was dressed smartly but relaxed, in a shirt and thin knit jumper. It was a look that was professional without shouting about it. His six-foot frame towered over Lizzy’s five-foot-five, and his strawberry blond hair was styled into a natural-looking side sweep that unnaturally didn’t move or waver. Behind him was a large board with room keys hanging from it.

He ended his call and turned his attention to Lizzy. ‘Good morning and welcome to Briar’s Crag.’

‘Morning. Checking in, please. Lizzy Adams.’

Gideon tapped a few keys on the computer in front of him. ‘Ahh, yes, here we are.’ He peered closely at the screen and then straightened. ‘I’m afraid your room won’t be ready until 2 p.m.; you’re a little early. But the rest of the hotel is open to you – the lounge, bar, and dining room.’

‘No problem at all, thank you.’

‘I’ll just get you a registration form to fill in.’ He turned to the drawers behind him and took out a single form, which he placed on the desk with a pen. ‘You may also want to check out the grounds while we’re blessed with the sun. The lake is just a short walk out the back and we’ve many footpaths to explore. There’s a storm moving in, so make the most of it while you can. The forecast warns it could be with us a few days.’ 

As Lizzy opened her mouth to reply, a middle-aged man barrelled down the stairs and into reception. He wore a rumpled suit that was snug on the belly of his slightly overweight frame but a little baggy in the arms. His salt-and-pepper hair was short and either gelled or greasy, and his chin was adorned with day-old stubble. His eyes bulged and his face was flushed.

‘What kind of a hotel doesn’t have bloody Wi-Fi?’ he spat as he stomped across the room. ‘Do you realise how many important business calls and emails I’m going to miss? And this sorry excuse for a hotel not only doesn’t have Wi-Fi, I can’t get a bloody signal either.’

The red of his face increased in intensity as he spoke, and as he got to the desk, he all but shoved Lizzy out of the way and slammed his hands down on the smooth surface. She stumbled to the side in her haste to avoid colliding with him. Not wanting to redirect his anger and get on the receiving end, she held her tongue at the sheer rudeness.

‘As I explained to you earlier, Mr Franks, this hotel is run as a complete break and retreat from the outside world. It is advertised as such, and it clearly states on the website that we have no phone or internet signal. Now—’

‘And as I told you, my bloody secretary booked it, not me.’

‘Then I suggest you take it up with her.’

Mr Franks threw his hands up in the air and stormed back up the stairs, muttering under his breath. The manager sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. A door slammed overhead, making Lizzy jump slightly. She quietly slid the long-forgotten form from the desk, and, offering a tight-lipped smile of compassion, took herself off in search of the lounge.

The lounge fed off the reception to the right, and in complement to reception, it was snug and inviting. Sofas, armchairs, and side tables were artfully arranged in the space, and the plush Jacobean carpet and mulberry walls gave the room a luxurious feel. A fire crackled in this room too, and paintings portraying the area’s natural beauty hung on the walls. Only a couple, who appeared to be in their mid-twenties, were using the space. The girl was slim, with long caramel hair, and wore beige skinny trousers and a soft cream cashmere jumper. She had on white pump-style trainers and seemed to be entwined with her partner – a clean-shaven man with dark wavy hair and a cheeky grin. He wore ripped jeans and a college sweater. They screamed lovesick, and Lizzy wondered if they were here on honeymoon or having an affair. They didn’t notice or acknowledge her arrival.

Lizzy set herself up in one of the armchairs and manoeuvred one of the tables in front of her. She quickly scribbled her details onto the form, then opened her laptop bag and got out her laptop ready to set about working on her manuscript. She’d drop the form back later when she formally checked in.








  
  
Chapter 3



At precisely 1:30 p.m., Lizzy was interrupted from her flow by the arrival of another guest in the lounge. An elderly lady who walked with a cane but brandished it as if it were a fashion accessory. She oozed flamboyant style and entered the room as though she had just been announced onto a stage. Her high-cheek-boned face was heavily made up, and she tottered on kitten heels as if they were a second skin. 

‘Where is that boy Evan?’ she demanded, swooshing her shawl over her shoulder in a grand flourish.

Lizzy looked around, suddenly realising that the couple had left her at some point. By process of elimination, the lady must be addressing her.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know an Evan. I’ve only just arrived.’

‘The boy, you know.’ She tutted. ‘Half past one, a glass of brandy before luncheon,’ she continued, somewhat irate at Lizzy’s inability to produce said boy.

Just as Lizzy was about to reply that, once again, she didn’t know anyone called Evan, a young man of about twenty sauntered in. He wore a partially untucked dark grey shirt with black trousers and scuffed his feet as he walked. His curly mop of hair was cut short on the back and sides, and his close-knit brows and snarled lips gave him a permanent scowl. He slowly slipped behind the bar area that sat at the far end of the lounge as though he couldn’t care less who was waiting. This appeared to anger the lady further, who was clearly used to getting exactly what she wanted.

‘It’s 1:35 p.m. now, Evan,’ she shrieked. ‘Brandy is at 1:30 p.m., one-thirty precisely. Oh, I feel so faint.’ She raised the back of her hand to her head dramatically and engineered a very careful fall backwards into one of the waiting armchairs. 

Evan rolled his eyes. He poured the drink and placed it on the bar, managing to slosh some of the amber liquid over the side as he did so. The lady looked horrified and leapt out of the chair with surprising speed. She stood to her full five-foot height to command him. 

‘Well, what good is that? Pour me another at once,’ she demanded. ‘I can’t drink that one.’

‘Deidre, it’s fine—’

‘It’s Miss Malone to you,’ she shot back, batting at the glass, sending it flying over the bar, where it smashed on the floor. ‘I hope that comes out of your wages, young man. Maybe then you’ll be more inclined to do it properly.’

Through gritted teeth, Evan poured a fresh one, muttering expletives as soon as she moved out of earshot. 

Not wanting to be left alone with this vile woman, Lizzy packed her laptop away and, slinging her bag over her shoulder, headed to the dining room for lunch.

    
  The dining room was bright and airy, with sunlight pouring in through two ornate bay windows that overlooked the grounds to the rear. The highly patterned carpet continued into this room, but the walls were papered in a subtle cream floral design. A long, heavy wooden table sat along the far wall, covered with a wonderfully prepared hot and cold buffet. A large, bald chef kept dipping in and out, topping up the platters and rearranging them. The couple from earlier, Lizzy saw, had moved to here, and the girl was busy feeding morsels from her plate to the man. Lizzy couldn’t remember ever being that wrapped up in someone. She wondered if the man actually enjoyed it or was just putting up with it. She supposed that Luke would probably like that kind of behaviour. 

Lizzy picked up a plate and helped herself to some food before finding a seat at an empty table. Instinctively, she reached for her phone, taking it from her pocket for a little banal scrolling before remembering that it was no good to her here. She saw she had five messages and had missed two calls from before the signal dropped, all from Luke. She opened the first one and sighed. It had been sent mere minutes after she’d left.



10:05 a.m. Miss you already. Love you lots xxx

10:35 a.m. You’re going to do great, I just know it! xxx

10:45 a.m. Let me know you have arrived safely. Or give me a call before you lose signal xxx

11 a.m. I love you so much, this week is going to be so long! xxx

11:30 a.m. Are you there yet? Everything ok? xxx



Lizzy powered off her phone and chucked it into her bag. Thank God there was no signal here. It was sweet that he cared so much, but jeez, give a girl a little breathing room. 

She picked at her lunch as the stress from the past few weeks slowly ebbed its way back into her body. After five minutes of moving food around her plate, she conceded that she’d lost her appetite and left, stepping out the front door for a bit of fresh air. 

‘Whoa, steady there.’ A man quickly stepped sideways, a suitcase in hand, and waited for her to pass, pushing his thick-framed black glasses up to sit properly on the bridge of his nose.

‘Sorry,’ she muttered, moving past him to stand out of the way of the door.

Within seconds, he was back outside, hefting a second, larger, suitcase out of the boot. He had short grey hair and a stubbly beard. Lizzy put him at early fifties. In contrast to his reasonably trim frame, the next person to step out of the car, who Lizzy assumed to be his wife, was quite overweight. Her auburn-dyed hair was cut into a straight bob that framed her face, and she wore a cotton dress and chunky cardigan that accentuated her ample bosom and tipped her over to frumpy. 

Yet to leave the car was a teenage girl. She sat slouched in the back seat, door hanging open, her feet resting on the headrest in front of her. She held an iPhone that was plugged into her ears. Lizzy hoped that her parents had prewarned her about the lack of signal here, or they were surely in for one hell of a tantrum later.








  
  
Chapter 4



Eighteen-year-old Ellie Barker dragged herself from the car and was immediately handed a travel case by her beaming dad.  Smile all you like, she thought, doesn’t change the fact that I hate you right now. She narrowed her eyes and gave a snide smile in return. Of all the places her parents could have picked to go on holiday, they chose the bloody Lake District. Were they trying to ruin her life?

She slung her bag over her shoulder and took the handle of her travel case. It bumped and juddered over the gravel. Ellie gave it a sharp tug, causing it to tip sideways awkwardly. She stumbled, turned, and growled at it, then pulled it harder still.

Once inside, her parents approached the reception desk, leaving Ellie standing there like a spare part. 

‘Paul and Fiona Barker,’ her dad announced. No ‘hello’ or anything. Ellie rolled her eyes. What a knob.

She left them to the paperwork and surveyed the room. It gave off old country vibes. Still, at least it looked decent enough. If you liked that kind of thing. 

Her dad turned and dangled a key in front of her face, mock bowing. Ellie snatched it and turned away. Why did parents have to be so bloody embarrassing? 

She turned, looking for the lift, but found none. Another strike. With a huff, she took the stairs, banging the case on every one of them as she dragged it behind her. At least she was getting her own room. That was one small saving grace. If she’d had to share with her parents, she would have seriously considered suicide. It was bad enough that the place didn’t have Wi-Fi. That was a nice little bombshell they’d dropped on her halfway up the motorway. Some shit about reconnecting as a family and getting away from technology. Spending some ‘quality time’ together. That had to be down to Mum. She highly doubted Dad would have come up with anything like that. God, her Insta feed was going to take a serious hit. If she lost followers because of this, she would be seriously pissed. Not that there was anything to post a photo of up here anyway. No beaches, no bikini-clad selfies, no sunset cocktails. 

She sighed. This was going to be the week from hell.








  
  
Chapter 5



Lizzy had followed one of the many rambling, tree-lined footpaths that ran from the hotel and was sat by the water’s edge, skimming stones into the lake and enjoying the sun on her face. The setting was idyllic. The vast expanse of water in front of her mirrored back the peaks and trees that surrounded it. Birds swooped and sang in the blue sky overhead. There was certainly no hint of the threatened storm so far. It was picture-postcard beautiful. Perfect. Every time the tranquil setting started to ease her stresses though, Luke popped back into her thoughts and she was right back to the ball of tension she’d started as.  

Did she love him? Yes. 

Did she enjoy spending time with him? Yes. 

Did she want to buy a house with him? No. 

But was that no to moving out of the flat or no to it being with Luke? This was where she always stalled. No real leaning either way. Should that tell her all she needed to know? If it wasn’t a resounding yes, then surely it was a no. No? 

She picked up a rock and lobbed it into the water, trying to send as much of her frustration as she could with it. With her lips set into a thin line, she stood and started the walk back to the hotel. At least she should be able to get into her room now and do some writing in peace.

Lizzy had been handed a good old-fashioned key on a fob, which she placed on the bedside table of her room. It was more modern up here than on the ground floor, the décor simple but still luxurious, if a little tired, and she could easily imagine that this had once been a grand house. 

Her room was pleasant – a decent-looking double bed shrouded in white linen, ample built-in wardrobe, and the standard hospitality tray you would expect to find. The moderate en-suite was modern enough to have been decorated in the last decade, and she was lucky enough to have been blessed with one of the hotel’s corner rooms that boasted a beautiful bay window. A wooden desk was nestled into the nook it provided, overlooking the surrounding peaks out of the front of the hotel. The view was stunning. Lizzy stood back in admiration and breathed it in. She could never have enough of this.

After unpacking the essentials, she set up her laptop and notebook on the desk and got back into her work. It was slow and steady, but she found that here, the work was at least constant. She revelled in the peace and quiet. No beeps from her phone, no notifications pinging up on her screen, no Luke constantly bothering her. A house with a separate workspace would make it easier to shut him out, she mused. Wait, that wasn’t exactly the right way to think about it though, was it? She shook her head and mentally berated herself for allowing her mind to wander back to Luke again.

Lizzy arched her back, flexed her fingers, and began again. Hours quickly passed, and before she knew it, her stomach was signalling that it must be nearing dinner time. 

    
  The dining room was already a hive of activity when Lizzy arrived. She was shown to a seat by a young waitress whose name badge read Poppy. She wore the same grey shirt and black trousers as Evan, only neater. Her long black hair was tied back into a ponytail, but tendrils hung loose to frame, or rather hide, her pale face. Her heavily black-lined eyes nervously skirted around the room, never meeting Lizzy’s. Poppy held out a menu, which Lizzy took with a smile, then she mumbled something that Lizzy couldn’t quite catch. 

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Would you like to order a drink?’ Poppy asked again, slightly louder this time.

‘Oh, yes, yes, I’ll have a white wine, please. Chardonnay, thank you.’

Poppy gave a small nod and hurried away. Lizzy felt for her. Clearly, front of house was way out of her comfort zone.

The rude man she had briefly seen in reception earlier, Mr Franks, was sitting in a corner, still in his rumpled suit and wearing an expression of pure contempt. Lizzy wondered if he was still fuming or if this was how he always looked. He was eating steak whilst furiously flicking through paperwork, his face flushed with either stress or drink. Evan sauntered over and deposited what looked like a tall glass of Coke in front of him, then made his way over to the two lovebirds, who at this moment in time looked anything but in love. Their voices remained low, but the urgency of their exchange suggested that maybe all was not rosy. As they registered Evan’s arrival, they drew back and plastered smiles on their faces.

The family Lizzy had bumped into at lunch sat on the other side of the room. The girl, who was clearly in a sulk, picked at her plate while her parents ate in mechanical silence. 

Happy families all round, thought Lizzy, casting her eyes over her menu. 

Though there were two wait staff service was incredibly slow. Evan loitered around the room without actually doing anything or speaking to anyone, looking busy doing nothing, and Poppy stood to the side, fidgeting from foot to foot whilst picking at her fingers and avoiding eye contact should anyone even think of trying to interact with her. It wasn’t until Gideon noticed and gave her a nudge that she moved and disappeared into the kitchen.

As Poppy arrived back at Lizzy’s table with the chardonnay, Deidre arrived.

‘Good evening, everyone,’ she purred loudly. Everyone looked up and, pleased she had everyone’s attention, she sashayed into the room. 

Evan, whether finally gathering a little focus or just happening to find himself at her side, showed her to the table next to Mr Franks.

‘No, not this one,’ she hissed. ‘I want my usual one. I’m not sitting next to him.’ 

‘Well, piss off, then,’ Mr Franks spat back.

Deidre’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped at being spoken to in such a way. With a trademark swish of her scarf, she bumped into his table, toppling his drink. The sticky liquid saturated his papers and overflowed the tabletop into his lap. 

He jumped up, face puce and spit flying. ‘You bloody cow. Look what you’ve done.’ 

‘Oh dear, accidents happen I suppose.’ Deidre could barely contain her grin.

‘Do you have any idea how important these are? You’ve probably cost me the deal now.’

Gideon was over in a shot, ushering Evan and Deidre away and mopping down Mr Franks with a very unsubstantial paper napkin.

‘Mr Franks, I’m so sorry. Poppy will get you another drink, on the house. Let me help you with your papers.’

‘Oh, sod off, will you?’ He batted Gideon away as if he were an annoying fly and shook his dripping papers, which were clearly ruined. A vein pulsed in his temple as he threw them to the floor before pointing a stubby finger at Deidre. ‘You’ll pay for this,’ he snarled before hastily gathering his things and leaving the room. 

‘Did you hear that?’ Deidre asked of the room. ‘Oh, I shall need a brandy to recover.’ She fanned herself theatrically, but the smugness that shone through her eyes far outweighed her show of indignation.








  
  
Chapter 6


Fiona sat in silence and watched as her husband slowly drank himself into oblivion. What could she say? She was the reason behind this uncharacteristic change of behaviour after all. She felt bad for Ellie. What must she be thinking? Had she noticed? How could she not. Fiona longed to talk to her daughter. If she could just chat banal gossip over dinner like normal, just sweep everything under the carpet and pretend they were a normal loving family again. But no. It was too risky. To utter a single word would risk opening an invitation of rebuke. Even if those words were said to her daughter and not to him. If she didn’t speak, he would have no reason to respond. To question. To argue. While he remained quiet, so would she. You don’t poke a sleeping bear. 







  
  
Chapter 7



Lizzy’s table was bare all but for her half-empty wine glass. She idly brushed at a few crumbs on the table linen as she mentally debated a dessert. The evening felt a little less tense without Mr Franks’ presence. The lovebirds seemed to have made up during their meal, and after getting a bit touchy feely, they had gone off up to bed. The teenager had apparently caught Evan’s eye, who when he wasn’t hovering around her like a fly, was sneaking glances. It appeared the girl’s parents had yet to say a word to one another. The father, who had been filling the silence with drink, sat with a steely glare, while his wife, eyes cast downwards, looked quite stoic.  No wonder the girl is so surly. Poor kid having to endure that atmosphere. 

As soon as Evan had collected the plates from their table, the girl quietly rose and left. Her mother followed soon after without uttering a single word, leaving the father alone. He didn’t appear bothered by this, only offering the briefest glances at their retreat. Deidre, unusually quiet since the earlier drama, sat sipping sherry. She reached into a clutch bag and drew a cigarette from a slim silver case. Gideon was over before it reached her lips.

‘Now, Deidre, you know you can’t smoke that in here.’

‘Oh pish posh.’ She tutted, waving him away.

‘Let me escort you to one of our lovely outdoor seating areas.’

With a satisfied grin, she accepted. She rose on wobbly legs and took Gideon’s arm. ‘The shock, my dear,’ she said in way of explanation. ‘That Mr Franks really is quite rude.’ 

With her head held high, they left through French doors that led out onto the patio. Lizzy wondered how much of that ‘shock’ had come from the many glasses of brandy Deidre had consumed. 








  
  
Chapter 8



Ellie shut the door behind her and leaned back against it. She had left dinner as soon as she was able and not a moment too soon. She didn’t know what she had done, but she had clearly upset her parents somehow - neither had uttered a single word to her all night. Well, fine with her. She was still cross at them for forcing her on this holiday. Bloody Lake District.  

She plopped down onto the edge of the bed and let herself fall backwards. At least the bed was soft. She ran her hand over the linen, which was unimaginatively white, then grabbed it into fists. She squeezed it tight with a scowl before releasing it and shuffling herself higher up the bed. She plumped the pillows with a good punch and then arranged them behind her so that she was comfortably propped up. 

She had been in a mood about coming here, she couldn’t deny that, but she hadn’t been that terrible about it. Had she? She’d said her piece and then remained quiet. She’d definitely said and behaved worse before. Maybe they’d had a row. That was probably more likely. Something had clearly changed between arriving and dinner and she’d barely been with them.

There was a click of a door out in the hall but no voices as Ellie heard one or both of her parents return to their room. She’d been very tempted to ask for a room change when she found out her parents were in the room next door, but in the end, she couldn’t be bothered to trek all the way back downstairs. She hoped they would make up before morning but hoped to God that it wouldn’t involve make-up sex. She quickly turned on the TV just in case and turned the volume up high. For good measure, she hopped into the shower. 

Shit, this was going to be a long week.
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