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To my family – including my in-laws.










Praise for Welcome To The Family



‘The perfect destination thriller . . . a beautiful Italian villa, a messed-up family with devastating secrets and a twisting murder mystery. A stunning summer page-turner’


C.M. Ewan


‘An absorbing and atmospheric summer thriller that is sizzling with twists’


Heidi Perks


‘I was transported to Italy in this utterly addictive thriller. The twists are whip-smart and kept me guessing until the very last page’


Nikki Smith


‘A sticky, sun-drenched thriller to rival The White Lotus, rich with suspicion, deception, and characters you’ll love to hate’


Abigail Dean


‘Simmering tension turns deadly in this twisty and addictive summer mystery – a cracking family thriller’


T.M. Logan


‘A fast-paced, twisty thriller where everyone’s a suspect. I raced through this – the perfect holiday read’


Tariq Ashkanani


‘Oozing with tension, this complex sizzler of a thriller delivers on every level. Brilliant!’


Isabelle Broom


‘A red-hot thriller, which simply demands to be read by a pool. I didn’t know who to believe; lies, betrayal and buried secrets ensured I read Welcome To The Family in one weekend’


Jo Murray


‘A destination to die for – quite literally. Kate dials up the heat in this tense, claustrophobic, addictive thriller – that will make you think twice about going on a family holiday’


Ruth Kelly


‘A masterfully plotted, beautifully written mystery that’s tense, treacherous, and utterly unputdownable’


Katy Brent










PROLOGUE



The police officer’s gun is aimed at her chest. Her eyes dart between the weapon and the deep frown sliced in his brow.


She can’t breathe.


The small interrogation room is too hot. Too cramped. Filled with fear. Her legs shake as adrenaline zips across every tense muscle.


Another officer fires rapid Italian words in her direction. She squeezes her clammy hands. Again and again. Needing to feel something real to prove this is happening. The movement brings a faint waft of the coconut aftersun she rubbed over her skin before she got dressed, reminding her how differently this day had started.


The holiday was never supposed to end like this.


Her eyes fall to the blood stains on her dress. The many rips in the delicate silk material. Once the colour of early-morning sunshine, now smeared with mud and splatters of deep crimson. If she tried to explain the past twenty-four hours, would they believe her? Where would she begin?


The officer’s unarmed colleague steps closer. He looms over her. His eyes are dark and expressionless. She needs to tell them what she knows, but her words escape her. Shock steals her sentences.


He clears his throat and begins again in English. ‘You are under arrest . . .’


A rush of nausea leaps in her stomach. She shakes her head, blinking rapidly.


‘Under arrest? For what?’


Her heart pounds with every second it takes for him to answer. When he speaks again, the world stops turning.


‘Murder.’
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ROSIE – DAY 1


Kill them with kindness, that’s Rosie’s plan. She needs to do everything she can to get Theo’s family to like her. Starting with chocolate. He insists she doesn’t need to bring a gift, but she can’t show up empty-handed. First impressions are everything.


Her plan was to pick up a box in duty-free, but time is running out. They will be boarding soon. The enthusiastic dance music blasting from a speaker above isn’t helping.


Make a decision.


But what do you buy for someone you’ve never met before? Why didn’t she ask Theo to be more specific? She needs something thoughtful but not too over-the-top. Chocolate liqueurs or truffles? Dark, milk, or white? With nuts or without? Triangle-shaped bars or individually wrapped shiny jewels? Choice paralysis takes over. Their flight is announced over the tannoy. She’s stood here for long enough.


Pick something.


She grabs a box of Belgian chocolate balls, praying Theo’s mother doesn’t have any allergies – accidentally killing her would not be a good start – and tries to find her way through the fog of clashing perfume samples to the check-out.


Theo is waiting for her outside the shop, leaning against a concrete pillar, unaware of the stressful last ten minutes. He glances up from his phone screen and the look of recognition as he spots her in the crowd melts her heart. The laughter lines around his brown eyes crinkle under his floppy, sandy blonde fringe. He steps forward with an enthusiastic spring in his step.


Five months in and the honeymoon stage shows no sign of fading.


Theo laces his fingers through hers. Instinctive. Protective. Leading her past the huddles of holidaymakers to check out the departures board. She wonders if he’s nervous, too; after all, this is a big deal for both of them.


‘Gate four,’ he says.


There’s nothing in his chilled demeanour to suggest he’s apprehensive about this trip. It’s their first official holiday, and also the first time she’ll meet his family.


Please let this go well.


Theo has done something no other boyfriend has been able to do; he’s made Rosie feel special. In return, she has embraced his love of fitness – reluctantly at times, but it’s paying off as she’s the healthiest she’s been in years. Her colleagues might tease her for bringing Tupperware filled with nutritious greens and grains to the staff room, but they also admit that it’s nice to see her happy again. She remembers the look on her teaching assistant’s face when she told her about her summer plans; she found it unfathomable that Rosie was about to go on holiday with a family she hadn’t properly met.


‘It’ll be fine.’ She’d laughed. ‘How bad can they be?’


***


Rosie locates their seats on the plane. The stuffy cabin air is uncomfortable after the chill of the departure lounge. She fiddles with the controls above their seats to allow more air flow, and quickly writes a text to her mum, telling her she’ll be in touch soon. Her earlier messages remain unread. She knows her mum’s signal is patchy, but it’s frustrating not to hear from her more. Perhaps it’s a good thing. She would interfere otherwise.


Theo offers to help an older lady struggling to lift her scuffed travel case into the overhead locker. His arms flex to reveal toned biceps, the result of dedicated gym sessions. Rosie tears her eyes from him and takes out a bottle of mineral water from her backpack, spotting the notebook she tucked behind a copy of Heat magazine.


She quickly zips the bag shut.


‘God, I think she’s packed a dead body judging by the weight of that bag.’ Theo laughs, slipping into the seat beside her. ‘Do you want me to put that up too? Give you more room?’ He nods at her backpack resting on her knees.


She gulps a mouthful of water.


‘No. I mean . . . no thanks,’ she adds quickly.


The words written inside the notebook zoom to the front of her mind. She should have left it at home.


She shoves the bag under the seat in front.


He keeps his eyes on her. ‘You ok, babe?’


‘A bit nervous,’ she admits, truthfully.


‘The flight will be fine.’ His bright smile helps calm her racing heart.


‘I wasn’t thinking about the flight . . .’ She wafts her boarding pass at her face.


‘Oh, I see. You don’t need to worry, they’re going to love you.’ He plants a reassuring kiss on her forehead. ‘Nothing’s going to go wrong. Trust me.’
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FENNA – DAY 1


‘This holiday will do you good,’ Luke says, reaching over the handbrake and squeezing his wife’s upper thigh, leaving a clammy hand resting there. She’s told him enough times that he needs to have both hands on the steering wheel, especially with the kids in the car, but she bites her tongue. She can’t face another row before they arrive. ‘Hopefully bring the old Fenna back.’


The old Fenna. The old Fenna is strutting down a catwalk in Paris, partying until three in the morning, surviving on Malboro Gold’s and espresso, laughing and dancing, oblivious to her unbridled freedom and pert breasts.


The old Fenna is not sitting next to her husband in a stuffy and sensible Italian hire car. This version feels a hundred years old, survives on minimal broken sleep, and has a newborn who painfully tugs her nipples when he feeds. She’s ruled by a petulant ‘threenage’ toddler, who hasn’t taken to her new baby brother as seamlessly as everyone told Fenna she would. Not to mention the stretchmarks across her fleshy stomach, the swollen ankles, and the postpartum thinning hair that comes out in clumps in the shower.


She knows he’s trying to be positive, but she can’t help but be irritated.


‘Yeah, maybe.’ She lets out a yawn. It’s been a long day. The tense moment in the crowded check-in hall leaps to the front of her mind, when they were told they had exceeded the baggage weight limit and needed to cough up an extra £45. Luke paid with gritted teeth, moaning loudly that he didn’t understand why they needed to bring So. Much. Stuff.


Fenna snapped that since he didn’t pack the cases, he didn’t know how much of a military operation it was to reduce the sheer number of things the children needed down to one hold suitcase. If anything, he should be congratulating her on her packing skills. So what if the case was a little heavier than allowed? She’d forgone the things she wanted, the many outfits she would have bought pre-kids.


The marital row was diffused when Fenna bought them both over-priced lattes as an apology. A frivolous expense. They are supposed to be tightening their belts until she’s back to work from maternity leave and Luke is able to pay himself a decent wage from his company’s accounts. Every new business has teething problems; she just didn’t realise they would be budgeting for things for this long.


‘Daddy?’ Alba pipes up from the back seat.


‘Yes, poppet?’ Luke asks, pulling down his trendy sunglasses to see his daughter in the rearview mirror.


‘Where’s Binky?’ Alba asks. The bright sunlight catches those baby fine wisps that curl around the edge of her heart-shaped face.


‘I don’t know, darling. Is he not next to you?’


Fenna twists in her seat, the seatbelt cutting into her, to search for their daughter’s ratty comforter. ‘I can’t see it. Did you put it in the boot?’


For a few moments, the click of the indicators is the only sound in the car.


He swears under his breath. ‘I might have left it on the plane.’


The relentless clicking goes through her.


‘Luke!’ Fenna cries. ‘I asked if you had everything.’


One job. He had one job to check they hadn’t left anything behind. Why didn’t he check the seat pockets?


‘I’ll find it for you when we get there, poppet. Ok?’


Fenna bites down the urge to ask him where he is expecting to find a replacement Binky in the middle of the Tuscan countryside.


Alba starts to cry.


‘Don’t worry. Daddy won’t let you down. Let’s listen to some music, hey?’


Luke turns the radio on. An uplifting dance song from a TV advert blares in the car. The noise somehow calms Alba, and she burrows back to her tablet.


Fenna crosses her arms. Their daughter’s screen time is something else to add to her never-ending list of Things To Worry About. She tries to push it to the back of her mind and focus on good things instead. The thought of spending two free weeks in Tuscany has kept her going during many long, lonely night feeds. Marianne and Gerry’s holiday house is her dream home. And, despite the stress of travelling with two young children, she knows it’s going to be good for them all to have a change of scene.


Marianne had summoned everyone on this family holiday in her hectic, whirlwind way. A style Fenna still struggles to get used to after five years of knowing her mother-in-law. Marianne is getting worse. More emotional, more forgetful, more highly strung. If that’s possible.


The car in front suddenly brakes.


‘Remind me why your mum asked everyone to visit in peak season?’ Fenna asks as they come to a stop yet again.


The motorway traffic has been near-gridlocked since leaving the airport. Not to mention the debacle of the hire car – Luke was determined to persevere with the Italian salesman, despite Fenna offering to translate everything.


‘Something to do with Theo’s new girlfriend. She’s a teacher, so we’ve had to fit in with her summer holidays.’ He wafts a hand. The one that’s still not on the steering wheel. This is the first time Theo has introduced someone he’s dating to the family. It’s a big deal.


She reaches to find the dial for the air-conditioning, needing a blast of icy air. There is a faint but distinctive smell wafting from Raffi’s nappy. He’s not complaining about it yet so she doesn’t mention it, praying that Luke will change this one. Or maybe it can be a welcome gift for Marianne.


‘What’s so funny?’ Luke asks. Fenna hadn’t realised she was smiling to herself.


‘Nothing.’


He looks relieved to see her relaxing.


‘How does the air-con work?’ she asks.


‘Try turning that.’ He reaches over and flicks the dials. The radio gets louder. The windscreen wipers come on.


Back in the day, when they were dating, she would have found this funny; they both would. But with sweat dripping down her swollen breasts and the heat from his gaze still upon her, she’s not in the mood. The car swerves while his eyes are off the road.


‘Jesus, Luke!’


‘I’m trying to help. How am I supposed to know how to work it? I’ve never driven this before.’


‘Let me deal with it. You concentrate on driving.’


Her phone chimes with a reminder from Alba’s nursery to settle the outstanding balance. Luke was supposed to set up a direct debit. She’s about to ask him why he’s not done it when she spots a sign from her window that makes her heart skip. Laprezia.


Coming here feels like coming home.


Villa Speranza. The name literally means peace. Set among five acres of land and built in the fifteenth century, it is to die for. From the first day she pulled up and saw it all those years ago, it’s never failed to make her catch her breath. The big wooden shutters, open balconies, tall ceilings, and stunning Italian tiled floors; it is utterly beautiful.


It’s the only place in the world where she can fully relax, even with her in-laws nearby.


‘We’re almost there,’ Luke says in a sing-song voice for the children’s benefit. ‘I bet Uncle Theo will be excited to see you, Alba.’


Alba ignores him. Her pudgy finger drags streaks across the screen of her tablet.


‘How are things with you and Theo?’ Fenna asks, her voice low and cautious.


Luke’s been quiet about spending a fortnight with his younger brother. As an only child, she struggles to relate when he moans about Theo. There isn’t any bad blood between them; they prefer to live their lives separately from one another, unless family circumstances call for it.


Theo hasn’t met Raffi yet, but he did send a ‘Welcome to the world’ greetings card and a plush stuffed giraffe, which Luke took great delight in googling the price of, grumbling about how over-the-top it was.


The brothers are close in age and share the same competitive streak. Fenna knows Marianne wishes they were best friends, but instead, it’s more of a love-hate relationship. You never know if they’ll blow hot or cold.


‘Things are fine.’ The inflection in his voice sounds forced, but she’s too tired to question what he really thinks.


It’s a shame the brothers don’t have a closer relationship. She would like to be a little close-knit foursome with Theo and his partner. Who knows, maybe this holiday will change things. The air will be cleared and a budding friendship will be born.


‘You’ll get so much help,’ Fenna’s mum friends chimed when she told them about her summer plans.


Fenna had nodded and smiled, saying how lucky she was. But her smile was forced. They’ve not met her mother-in-law. Marianne has different ways of doing things. And it’s her way, or the wrong way.


If she’s honest, it will be a miracle if they all survive the fortnight.
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ROSIE – DAY 1


The taxi cuts through the narrow mediaeval lanes, which are punctuated every few metres by tall, elegant cypress trees. Rosie wasn’t prepared for the wall of oven-like heat that hit them the moment they stepped off the plane and hasn’t eased off since. The last thing she wanted was to arrive with sweat patches under her armpits, but it’s too late now.


They’ve swapped a grey strip of motorway for winding roads through terracotta-tiled villages, steep hills, and vast farmers’ fields filled with drooping sunflowers. They venture further into the countryside, past a derelict old farmhouse with spindly trees poking from holes where the roof once was. The Mediterranean sunlight hits the weathered stone buildings so they glow.


It’s a world away from her life in a market town in North Yorkshire, where summer has been a total washout. She pictures the grey, rain-drenched streets, the familiar smell of boiled vegetables at the primary school where she works, and the early-morning alarm that forces her to start the day with her class of seven and eight-year-olds.


‘Are you nervous?’ she asks, looking at Theo’s handsome face, his earnest brown eyes, those long blonde lashes.


He’s grown quieter as the journey from the airport has gone on.


‘Me? No.’


‘Really?’ She nudges him.


‘Really! Why would I be? I know they’re going to love you.’ He grins.


She crosses her fingers.


‘You didn’t tell me how gorgeous it is here.’ She nods at a hand-painted road sign, yellowed from the sun, with an arrow pointing left. ‘What’s Lago Parrocchetto?’


‘It’s a lake not far from here. It used to be a nesting place for green parakeets, hundreds of them, but they’ve all vanished. Like the tourists. Back in the day this town was different, it’s not that popular now . . .’


She’s about to ask what made them disappear when there’s a sound from the front of the car.


The driver mumbles something.


‘What’s that, mate?’ Theo asks.


There’s no response. The driver shakes his head, flicking his attention back to the road.


‘Is he listening to our conversation?’ Theo drops his voice to a whisper. His breath tickles her ear.


‘I hadn’t noticed,’ she lies. She’s been aware of him watching them with a furrowed brow since he picked them up at the airport and Theo gave him the address of where they wanted to go.


‘Could you turn up the music, mate?’ Theo asks loudly.


The driver doesn’t say a word but he must understand the request as a pop song fills the car.


Shortly after, the taxi turns a corner and sweeps down a long gravel driveway towards a farmhouse made with apricot-hued bricks. Neat flower boxes sit under every one of the second-floor windows, a splash of pink petals and trailing vines against the worn, wooden shutters. The sun bounces off the terracotta roof. Lush, glossy green ivy spreads itself across the faded facade. Clay urns and pots hold bushy fat olive trees and spiky herbs.


It’s almost like a child’s drawing has come to life. The wide-open door in the centre, the same number of windows on either side, a neat chimney sticking up from the middle.


Villa Speranza has been in Theo’s family for thirty-plus years. For him, being here is like coming home. However, to Rosie’s eyes, this place looks like something you’d see in a film.


‘We’re here.’ Theo glances up from his phone, quickly silencing it. ‘What do you think?’


‘It’s not exactly how you described it,’ she says, her pulse quickening.


Most of her childhood holidays were on the west coast of England in a budget holiday park, playing solitaire as rain pounded the roof of their mobile home and her parents bickered in the cramped master bedroom. In later years, she was dragged away by girlfriends to cheap sunny resorts full of lairy men and lurid shots of booze. She’s never been anywhere like this.


Theo’s brief description of where they would be staying rushes to her mind. It’s like a hundred years old. Not exactly modern. But it’s homely.


Homely is not a word she would use to describe this enormous farmhouse. The driveway alone would fit ten cars, easily. There is another building further to the right, of a similar age but half the size. Well-maintained gardens hug the main house from all sides, the lush green grass stretching as far as she can see. There’s not a neighbour in sight.


‘There must be like twenty bedrooms.’


Theo laughs. ‘No, there’s only six. The rooms are large to keep it cool; there’s no air-con but there are loads of fans. Like I said, it needs updating.’


A short, pear-shaped woman in her early sixties bustles out of the open door. She waves her arms at the driver as if guiding a jet to land.


‘There’s Mum.’ Theo smiles, raising a hand. ‘Park anywhere near those big planters, mate.’


Rosie takes in the bright, welcoming smile of Marianne, his mother, and the spike in anxiety simmers a little. She looks approachable and friendly.


Marianne turns, calling something to someone inside the house. A tall, rakish man with a neat white beard stoops slightly through the dark doorway and emerges into the sunlight.


‘Gerry, my stepdad.’ Theo shifts in his seat. ‘Let’s hope he’s in holiday mode.’


Gerry Fraser. A retired photographer, and, according to Theo, ‘a bit of an arse’.


‘No sign of Luke yet . . .’ Theo peers around.


It’s not just Theo’s mum and stepdad to impress. She needs to get his brother and his sister-in-law on her side this fortnight, too. No pressure. It will be good to meet the mysterious Luke. Theo rarely talked about him, despite her attempts to find out more about his older brother. At least she’s more confident about winning their children over. The gifts she bought them should help.


The taxi stops and the driver jabs at the electronic display showing the cost of the fare.


Theo leans forward to pull the right euro notes out of his wallet. ‘Keep the change.’


The driver’s face doesn’t break from the permanent scowl he’s worn all journey.


There’s a knock on the car window next to Theo, making Rosie jump. Marianne waves from the other side of the glass and Rosie plasters on her brightest, widest smile.


‘Here we go. Good luck.’ Theo leans to give Rosie a reassuring kiss on the cheek before opening his door. High-pitched shrieks fill the space he’s left behind.


Rosie swallows and wipes her sweaty palms against her thighs. She steps out into the dry heat before she can overthink those final words.


The taxi driver pops open the boot and throws their cases to the ground. He clears his throat and steps closer. The smell of stale nicotine hits her.


‘Stai attento.’ His voice is raspy. His weathered brow is knotted in concern.


‘Sorry, I don’t speak Itali—’ she starts to explain before realising that he’s gesturing to something.


He’s glaring at the high brick walls that edge around the house. Or, more precisely, at the many CCTV cameras dotted about. A shiver rolls across her.


‘Stai attento,’ he repeats, quieter this time.


Before she can ask him what he means he burrows his head out of view and leaps into the front seat. He races up the driveway, skidding over the gravel, churning up a cloud of dust in his wake.


What the hell?


Rosie tucks her hair behind her ears and presses her crumpled sun hat further down on her head, praying that her cheeks aren’t too flushed.


‘Ah, and this vision in pink must be the famous Rosa. Ciao bella!’ Marianne wraps her arms around Rosie. She smells of lemons and something sweet and buttery. Rosie is aware of her own less-than-fresh smell and the clammy, recycled air of the aeroplane coating her skin.


‘Rosie,’ she politely corrects her, unsure if that ‘vision in pink’ was a compliment or not.


A hand flies to Marianne’s mouth at her error. ‘Sorry, Rosie.’


Theo shakes his head at his mother but there is a broad smile on his face.


Rosie can instantly see the similarities between the pair of them. They both have the same big, expressive brown eyes and neat chin. At first glance, she thought Theo’s mum was more of a homebody but closer up Rosie can sense the money. Marianne’s shoulder-length blonde hair looks like it’s had an expensive blow-dry and her polished nails suggest a recent manicure. Delicate gold bracelets studded with clear diamonds dance on her tanned wrists as she waves her arms, punctuating every sentence with a soft chime. The oatmeal linen shift dress hugs her curves, the neckline open to reveal a chunky gold necklace with two gold stars; one is engraved with an ‘L’ and the other with a ‘T’.


‘How was your flight? Have you eaten? Was the traffic ok?’ Rosie tries to follow Marianne’s continuous barrage of questions. She doesn’t take a breath. Is she also nervous? The thought makes her feel a little better. ‘Luke and Fenna and the babies haven’t arrived yet. They should be here soon. Luke’s my big boy,’ she says for Rosie’s benefit. ‘His wife, Fenna, is half Italian, so you never know when they’ll turn up. She follows her own schedule.’ She gives a slight eye roll and claps her hands. ‘I can’t wait to have my boys back together. We’re going to have the best time.’


During this conversation, Gerry has joined them. Rosie glances over to see Theo saying hello. Gerry looks like a tourist in knee-length khaki shorts, a shirt covered with lime green pineapples and a camera with a worn leather strap draped around his neck. His dark, square sunglasses hide his eyes. The older man jerks out a stiff, robotic arm and vigorously shakes Theo’s hand for a painfully long couple of seconds. Neither meets the other’s gaze.


‘You’ve lost too much weight.’ Marianne clasps a hand against Theo’s face. ‘I’ll be getting Julietta to fatten you up, mark my words.’ She steers Theo into the house, leaving Rosie and Gerry alone.


‘I’m Gerry.’ He offers a hand. It’s cool and bony with a firm, authoritative grip. ‘Welcome to the family.’
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ROSIE – DAY 1


The last half an hour has been spent traipsing after Gerry as he led the ‘unofficial’ tour of the house for Rosie’s benefit.


‘Glad to see Gerry’s his usual chirpy self,’ Theo says to Rosie as they walk down a corridor, just the two of them.


Villa Speranza is breathtaking. Every high-ceilinged room oozes warmth, style, and personality. And money.


Theo puts his hands in his pockets to find a key. ‘Luke says Gerry likes to wear those bright shirts to overcompensate for his lack of personality . . . That’s one thing I agree with him on.’


‘He is passionate about this place,’ she replies, tactfully. There’s something about his stepdad’s rigid body language and tight smile that does little to calm Rosie’s nerves.


‘It’s best not to encourage him or else you’ll be listening to him drawling on for days.’


Rosie had clocked Theo yawning as Gerry revealed the historical features of the restored fifteenth-century farmhouse. He must have heard the same story countless times. Marianne had to take a phone call so apologised for missing the tour. Before she went she hugged Rosie and thanked her for the chocolates. She told her they were her favourites. Rosie appreciated the compliment, but there was something in Marianne’s eyes that made her question if she was telling the truth.


‘This house is amazing, I’m genuinely interested,’ she says as they move past a textured oil painting of a washed-up ship hanging from a picture rail that runs the length of the honey-coloured corridor.


‘I thought you were doing it to be polite.’ Theo laughs.


‘No.’ She blushes. ‘There’s clearly so much history to this place and he was keen to share it with us.’


Maybe she went OTT with the questions. But Gerry didn’t seem like he minded.


You never get a second chance to make a first impression.


‘I find it annoying how he acts like he put every brick here when the truth is it’s not even his home. Mum bought it with Dad back in the early nineties and it’ll be left in a trust for me and Luke when she dies. Gerry won’t get a look in. We may all be Frasers in name but that’s it.’


Rosie remembers Theo telling her about Gerry taking her mum’s surname when they got married in the early noughties. Marianne refused to give up her identity. Even before meeting her, Rosie understood Marianne Fraser to be a woman who knows her own mind.


They stop outside a closed wooden door.


‘There was one thing I didn’t ask . . . What’s with all the security?’


‘Huh?’ Theo struggles with the key in the lock.


Some of the rooms downstairs were locked too. One stands out in her mind. Down the hallway, leading off the vast farmhouse-style kitchen, was a door with a padlock and thick metal chain. When she’d asked Gerry what was behind it, she was sure she’d seen a flicker of something pass his eyes.


‘That leads to the basement,’ Gerry had answered after a beat of hesitation. ‘The laundry rooms and larders and other boring places like that. The gardener stores his tools down there. It’s locked so Alba won’t accidentally wander in.’


Rosie watches Theo struggle with the lock. She remembers the CCTV cameras watching the property, and the way the taxi driver had looked at her. What was he trying to tell her?


She takes a breath. ‘I noticed the cameras outside. They look pretty high-tech.’


‘Gerry’s paranoid about someone breaking in when the house is empty. It’s over the top if you ask me.’ He mutters under his breath at the stiff lock. ‘Mum likes things to stay as they are, which means never updating these old heavy doors.’


She’s about to ask if he needs help when there is a loud click. It echoes.


‘And this is where we’ll be staying.’ Theo smiles, pushing open the door.


Bright sunlight makes her blink. A king-size bed stands in the centre of the enormous room, lit from the wide windows. The duvet cover is a pale forget-me-not spring blue. Oversized voile drapes hang from a wooden rail, the ends trailing into a sheer puddle. The white-washed stone walls are rustic. There is a wooden chest of drawers underneath an oval mirror. The décor is simple but full of Mediterranean charm.


There’s a shelf with a collection of photographs. She’s drawn to one of Theo with some famous footballer taken when he was a young teenager. Next to it is a framed certificate from when he took part in a football competition in 2010, and a polished silver trophy.


He looks embarrassed and goes to turn the frames over. ‘I didn’t know Mum still had these.’


‘No, don’t. You look so young.’ Rosie pulls his hand away.


‘I was sixteen and thought I knew everything . . .’ he says with a poignant sigh. ‘Seeing them reminds me of what I could have achieved. I was this close to making it, getting signed to a professional club.’ He pinches his fingers together.


She can’t imagine him in that world.


‘You’ve never told me that before. What happened?’


He takes one last look at the shelf. ‘Life.’


Rosie steps towards the large oak wardrobe. It has fancy curved handles and looks about a hundred years old. The doors creak with age as she opens them.


‘Julietta will have done it,’ Theo says, watching her shake her head in awe.


All of her clothes are hanging neatly from hangers, colour-coordinated.


‘Julietta?’


‘She’s worked here for years. You can’t leave anything lying around for a second without her tidying it up.’


He says it like it’s a bad thing.


‘You didn’t tell me about the place having staff,’ Rosie says.


‘You didn’t ask.’ He laughs. ‘It’s not a big deal, baby. It sounds grander than it is.’


Maybe not to him.


She moves towards the open window, breathing in the fresh summer air. The land around the house goes on for miles. The neighbours, some distance away, are hidden behind tall trees. It’s a lot more remote than she’d pictured. Rosie had hoped that once she’d arrived and completed the initial introductions she would start to feel less on edge. If anything, she is even more anxious.


‘There’s Julietta, who’s the chief housekeeper.’ Theo comes and stands behind her, pressing gently against her. ‘There’s kitchen staff to wash the pots, local teenagers usually, and the groundskeeper, Paulo.’


Rosie’s gaze follows to where he’s pointing. An older man dressed in green has his back to them, bent over an iron trough full of flowers.


‘And all this land belongs to this house?’ Rosie asks.


‘Yeah. You can’t see the pool from here, but it’s pretty nice.’


There’s a patchwork of low bushes that separate the olive grove and the orchard, individual smaller gardens with ornate stone statues dotted in between. Her eye lands on one that looks out of place, full of wildflowers and long, stringy grass. It’s a contrast to the manicured lawns of the others.


Theo follows her gaze. ‘That’s Mum trying to save the planet or something. Gerry hates that it’s such a mess; ruins the aesthetic, apparently,’ he says, deadpan. ‘It’s best not to go there.’


She takes one final look at the view, unsure what to say, before Theo pulls the drapes shut and tugs on her waist.


‘Come here.’ He leads her towards the bed. She knows what’s on his mind.


‘No! I need a shower. I’m gross.’


‘Not to me you’re not.’ He gives her a look that melts her heart. ‘Mum and Gerry are heading out. I told them we were having a nap. The others haven’t arrived yet. We’ve got loads of time before dinner . . .’


***


Half an hour later, having been unable to resist his advances, she walks into the ensuite to have a shower and freshen up for dinner. The contents of her make-up bag are displayed like a counter in a department hall. Everything is laid out in size order, silver lids glinting under the spotlights. It’s a little unnerving to think of a stranger going through her things. Thankfully she didn’t pack any sex toys. A rush of heat washes over her at the thought.


She takes her mind off it by connecting to the Wi-Fi and opening her messages. The WhatsApp she sent her mum at the airport remains unread.


‘Everything ok?’ Theo asks.


‘Fine,’ she replies, minimising the app.


She goes to unpack her carry-on rucksack and frowns. Where is everything?


‘If you’re looking for your passport that’ll be in the safe.’ He shrugs, eyes back on his phone screen, playing snippets of tinny pop music she’s heard on TikTok.


‘The safe?’


‘Yeah. Gerry has this thing about making sure all the valuables are locked away.’


She clenches her jaw at her things being rifled through, decisions made on her behalf.


She realises what he’s said. Locked away. Another security precaution. What is there to be scared of?


He must see the look on Rosie’s face, picking up on her apprehension.


‘Don’t worry. He’s being overly cautious. Nothing ever happens around here. I promise.’
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ROSIE – DAY 1


Rosie’s flip-flops slap across the polished Italian tiles in the dining room. She hovers behind the patio doors, watching the family through the glass, drawing up the courage to join them on the large terrace. The festoon lights that trail across a long wooden table sway in the evening breeze. A silver tray is covered with small bowls of nuts, plump black olives, and crisp breadsticks. Slender flutes of bubbles are topped with thinly sliced strawberries hanging over the edge of the glass. Aperitivo. Everyone is outside apart from her.


They are all at ease and relaxed. Rosie is not.


Marianne is rocking a pushchair; the thick rubber tyres gently move back and forth over the terracotta tiles. A little girl – who looks about three – sits on Gerry’s knee entranced by an iPad. They must be Theo’s niece and nephew.


His sister-in-law, Fenna, is beautiful. Her dark brown hair is braided in a long, intricate plait that falls over her slender shoulder. She’s wearing a floor-length midnight blue skirt, a relaxed cotton vest top, and a cream belt that cinches in her waist. Rosie has seen some of her modelling shots on Instagram, and considering she’s recently had a baby she looks fantastic.


Theo and Luke are sitting on an outdoor rattan sofa drinking pints. Luke has one leg cocked over the other, flashing a sockless ankle in his tan deck shoes. According to Theo, Luke looks most like their father who died when the boys were young. He has much darker features compared to Theo and Marianne’s light complexion. His deep, brooding eyes and sharp, angular face shape is less welcoming than his relatives. He throws back his head and chucks a handful of nuts into his open mouth.


It’s all convivial and easy.


Rosie steels herself.


Get out there and be yourself.


Her stomach growls with hunger. She wishes she could get Theo’s attention so he would walk over to her. He’d asked if she wanted him to wait with her whilst she finished getting ready, but she told him she’d be ok, wanting to take five minutes alone to psych herself up.


She’d left their bedroom in a fluster, unsure if she was supposed to lock the door behind her. But as Theo didn’t leave a key, she left it open. Hopefully she won’t get in trouble for not knowing ‘the rules’. She has her phone on her and her other valuables are locked in the safe – well, all of them except her notebook, which she’d slipped in between the pages of a magazine. Julietta hadn’t tidied that away at least.


A burst of laughter from outside pulls her attention. They will be wondering where she is. Rosie takes a deep breath and plasters on a bright smile. She pushes the patio door but it’s stiff and refuses to budge. For a horrifying split second, she panics that she’s broken it, but then the wood gives and a loud creak heralds her arrival.


They all turn to face her.


Rosie wipes her sweaty palms against one another. Luke lets out a snigger from the side, and Fenna shushes him.


‘Ah, here she is! Fenna, Luke, this is Theo’s girlfriend – Rosie,’ Marianne says with a wide smile, spreading her arm out as if heralding the main act.


Heat rushes to Rosie’s cheeks. She’s not used to being in the spotlight like this. She knocks into a side table. The glasses wobble dangerously.


‘Hi.’ She’s unsure whether to go and hug them or shake their hands. She feebly lifts her left arm and gives a pathetic wave.


‘Hello, I’m Fenna, Theo’s sister-in-law.’ Fenna steps forward and gives her a light kiss on both cheeks. Rosie isn’t expecting a double kiss so awkwardly bumps her nose to Fenna’s cheek.


‘Oh, gosh, sorry.’


‘She’s half Italian, that’s their way. I’m Luke.’ He leans forward with a polite handshake. His aftershave smells delicious and expensive.


‘Hi, nice to meet you both.’ Rosie smiles.


Marianne bursts with pride as she introduces her grandchildren. Rosie allows herself a moment to relax. They are both adorable.


‘Here.’ Theo hands her a cold glass of Prosecco from the rattan coffee table once Marianne has finished. ‘You look beautiful by the way.’


She feels underdressed in her jean shorts and plain white cotton t-shirt but she appreciates his compliment and nestles into him. The bubbles pop up her nose when she takes a sip. It’s not a great idea to drink but she’s craving something to take the edge off.


‘So, Rosie, I hear you were given Gerry’s famous tour?’ Luke says. ‘You should get a badge. “I went on the tour of Villa Speranza and survived”.’


Marianne throws him a look.


‘Come on, you know I’m teasing.’ Luke grins. He’s got the same broad smile as Marianne. Dazzling teeth. Rosie tries to find similarities in the brothers’ appearances but there’s not many. ‘I’m sure Gerry wowed her with his facts.’


‘It was a pleasure,’ Gerry replies, not picking up on Luke’s tone. ‘Rosie was asking lots of great questions. She kept me on my toes.’


‘Your house is amazing,’ Rosie says to Marianne and Gerry.


‘Thank you, darling. It was a project. A labour of love.’ Marianne turns to face the building as if greeting an old friend. The up-lighters throw a golden glow against the chunky Italian stone. ‘I’m sure Gerry would love to show you his photos. You’ll be able to see all the work we’ve done on this place over the years. We’ve got so many photo albums in the library here. I must dig them out.’


The fact they have a library blows her mind. There’s also a drawing room with a piano and an ornate chess-set, laid out as if someone paused mid-game. This is a world away from what she’s used to.


‘I’d love that. Now?’


Everyone laughs and she realises how eager she sounds. Her cheeks flush.


‘There’s plenty of time whilst we’re here, darling.’ Marianne smiles fondly. ‘I have to say, it’s refreshing for one of my boys’ girlfriends to take an interest. Most of the others were empty up here.’ She taps her head.


‘Charming.’ Fenna sniffs.


‘I don’t mean you, dear. We all know that not all models are airheads.’ Marianne laughs but Fenna doesn’t crack a smile. ‘Have you been to Tuscany before, Rosie?’


Theo puts a warm arm around Rosie’s shoulders. ‘This is her first time to Italy.’


They look at her with pitying glances.


An uncultured slug in their midst. Her northern accent sets her out as different from everyone here with their soft, southern-clipped consonants. Theo’s ‘posh boy’ tones were what caught her attention when they first met. He could be the main British character in any American movie. She finds the way he pronounces certain words endearing, but now the shoe is on the other foot and she’s the one who stands out.


Gerry looks as if Theo told him Rosie has never drunk water before.


‘Oh, lucky you. You’re going to love it here; we might be biased but Tuscany is the best part of the country. It’s so peaceful. And the light. It’s wonderfully inspiring.’ Marianne nods to her husband. ‘Gerry photographs the landscape and I used to paint it.’


‘Theo said that you’re an artist?’ Rosie asks, hoping her question sounds innocent.


To look at her this evening, in her freshwater pearls and pashmina, she doesn’t have the air of a bohemian artist, but Rosie knows exactly who Marianne Fraser is. She’s read articles in The Times about her influence in the art world. Her paintings are worth thousands of pounds. Marianne is a celebrity in her own right. Or at least she was. She hasn’t exhibited anything for the past fifteen years. She never gave a reason for her sudden departure.


‘Gerry used to own a gallery in Soho many moons ago. It’s where we met. He was in charge of my exhibition,’ Marianne explains.


‘Ah yes. The Dursak Gallery; it’s on Bold Street, around the corner from the big Starbucks. Easy to find. It’s a beautiful space. The good old days of the Soho set. They wrote a book about us, you know – The Light Within,’ Gerry says, sounding equally proud and nostalgic. ‘Elton John bought one of your pieces at the publisher’s launch, didn’t he? Told us he hung it in one of his guest bedrooms.’


Luke lets out a dramatically loud yawn, patting his open mouth.


‘You must miss it? Painting I mean,’ Rosie asks Marianne.


‘No.’


There’s a painful beat when nobody talks. Has she said something wrong?


Marianne picks up her glass, her bracelets jangling on her thin wrist and takes a long, slow sip. ‘I retired a long time ago.’


‘I wish you would pick up a paintbrush,’ Luke pipes up, breaking the strange tension. ‘We all know how much you could sell your art for.’


‘Anyway, enough about me,’ Marianne forces a smile, ignoring her son. ‘You must try the sun-dried tomato tapenade. It’s from Monterchi. Julietta picked it up at the market this morning. Sadly, the one in Laprezia has finally closed as there are simply not enough customers. It was heading that way for a long while but the locals didn’t want to admit defeat.’


‘Another nail in the coffin for this place,’ Gerry says wistfully. ‘Such a shame and all because of that girl.’


‘Who?’ Rosie asks Fenna. She nibbles a spindly, salty breadstick, dropping fine confetti-like crumbs on her lap.


‘Danielle Dixon,’ Fenna leans across and whispers, darting her eyes to her mother-in-law. ‘Bit of advice, don’t let her hear you say that name.’


Rosie is about to ask her why when a clay dish of olives is passed around. She politely takes one, despite being hungry enough to eat the whole bowl.


‘What are you two whispering about?’ Marianne asks, dabbing a napkin to her mouth.


Fenna shifts in her chair. Her cheeks redden. ‘Nothing.’


‘You were talking about something.’ Marianne flashes her perfect teeth. ‘Go on. There’s no secrets here.’


Rosie glances at Theo but he’s not listening to this conversation. She tries to decipher what the women are saying with their eyes.


Fenna takes a deep breath. ‘Rosie was asking about Danielle.’


At the sound of the name, the others stop their conversation and turn to face her. She immediately feels like she’s done something wrong, without realising.


‘I wasn’t. I mean, well, I was. I wondered who you were talking about and—’ She starts, coughing on the olive.


Theo rubs a reassuring hand across her shoulder and passes her a cold glass of mineral water. Heat flames across her face.


‘Theo’s not told you? Well no, I suppose he wouldn’t. It’s not much of a selling point for the town,’ Gerry says, over Rosie’s splutters. ‘There was a foreign exchange between an all-girls school from Surrey and a high school not far from here. During the trip, a British student called Danielle went missing. She was maybe sixteen or so, and—’


‘No. She was younger than that,’ Luke interrupts.


‘Not by much. Fifteen perhaps? Yes, that’s it. She was a year younger than you, Theo, if I remember rightly,’ Gerry replies. ‘Anyway, it’s the fifteenth anniversary of her disappearance this week. They’re still hoping that people might remember something. Clutching at straws if you ask me; everyone knows she’s dead.’


Marianne dabs her napkin at the sides of her mouth. ‘Last week, an Italian TV news programme filmed a reenactment by the lake, which was terribly upsetting.’


Gerry nods. ‘They still think her body might be in there. That’s where a Polaroid camera and a denim jacket that belonged to Danielle were discovered.’ He adds for Rosie’s benefit, ‘Sadly, that’s the only trace of her.’


‘Is that the same lake where the birds vanished?’ Rosie asks. ‘Something to do with parakeets?’


‘Yep. Lago Parrocchetto. People say the birds left because of Danielle,’ Luke whispers in a ghoulish tone.


Rosie grips her wine glass.


‘Ignore him.’ Gerry rolls his eyes. ‘There’s a lot of local superstition as to why the birds chose a different nesting place. Not everyone listens to facts about climate change, instead believing what they want to believe.’


Luke leans back in his chair, a toothpick angled in his mouth.


‘But they’re still looking for her?’ Theo asks.


Marianne takes a deep breath. She straightens, brushing her hair from her face. ‘Do we have to talk about this now?’


‘The strange thing about the Danielle Dixon case is that—’ Gerry starts.


‘Let’s leave it there, darling.’ Marianne pats Gerry’s hand firmly. ‘It’s not exactly dinner party conversation.’


Gerry’s response is cut off by the sound of glass cracking.


Rosie looks down.


The stem of her wine glass has broken in two.
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