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About the Book


A BRAND NEW STEPHANIE KING NOVEL, FROM THE +3 MILLION COPY-BESTSELLING QUEEN OF PSYCHOLOGICAL THRILLERS 


A year ago today, we all gathered for Lucas’s wedding at his glorious Cornish home overlooking the sea.


But no one was married that day.


Now Lucas has invited us back to celebrate the anniversary. But the anniversary of what? The wedding that never happened, or the tragedy that occurred just hours before the ceremony was due to begin?


He’s told us that tonight he has planned a game. We have our costumes, we have our parts, and everyone must play. The game, he tells us, is about to begin.


What does Lucas want from us? What are we not being told? And what’s going to happen when this terrible game is over?
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Prologue


I reach for the door handle with shaking fingers, wishing I’d said no – that I’d refused to play the game that is planned for tonight. Maybe I’m not as brave as I would like to think. I clutch the black envelope in my other hand, holding it close to my body as if somehow the words on the card inside might burn their way through its satin-smooth parchment for all to see.


As I step into the corridor other doors open and I struggle not to gasp at the sight of Isabel in her silver sheath and Chandra in her long turquoise silk skirt. I feel dizzy with memories. But I suppose that is the point of the game.


No one speaks and without a shared smile between us we trail down the elegant stairway. I glance at Matt, my husband of three years, and I don’t know if I recognise him any more. His face is set, his mouth a straight line, and his own black envelope is peeking out of his jacket pocket. He sees me looking and reaches up to push it firmly out of sight.


How different from the night a year ago when we had spilled from our rooms, excited about both the evening ahead and the wedding the following day.


I’ve tried to ask Matt what he thinks tonight’s game is all about, but he refuses to discuss it. Apparently, it’s what Lucas wants – and what Lucas wants, Lucas gets. At least as far as my husband is concerned. Not that I know what Matt is thinking any more.


Most unhappy couples, I suspect, are unable to identify the moment their relationship begins to disintegrate; when closeness turns to distance and banter becomes thinly disguised contempt. I, on the other hand, can pinpoint exactly when my marriage began to crumble.


Our life together had seemed effortless up to that point, as if we were swimming side by side in a calm river. But then the surface of the water changed. We hit the rapids and we were wrenched apart. Now we can see each other in the distance, but we seem unable or unwilling to steer ourselves back into still waters, together.


It’s one year to the day, almost to the hour, since we began to hurtle in opposite directions, and now it feels as if there is nothing to cling to, no rescue in sight.


Yet we have never discussed it, because to acknowledge it we would have to refer to the event that tore us apart.


And we would have to talk about Alex.




PART ONE
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One Year Ago


I pull the car over to the side of the road, wheels on the grass verge, and turn to Matt.


‘Okay, you can stop twitching. I’ll let you drive the last stretch.’


He gives me a look of mock surprise. ‘Twitching?’


I laugh as I open the door and jump out. Matt hates my driving. According to him, I drive too fast and brake too hard. He’s probably right. I consider driving to be one of life’s necessities – like doing the washing-up or buying toothpaste – but it’s a long way to Cornwall and Matt had been at the wheel for two and a half hours when I took over.


I grab a bottle of water and a white envelope from the back seat as Matt walks round the front of the car to join me, and we both lean on a metal field gate and gaze out over the countryside, listening to the sound of cows munching on grass, passing the water between us.


‘Excited?’ I ask him.


‘Yes, I think so.’ That’s a typical Matt response – cautious, measured.


I pull a thick white card from the envelope. Matt has told me the date and the venue, but I’ve never bothered to look at the invitation until now.
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‘Polskirrin’s where we’re staying too, isn’t it? Has he hired a country house or something?’


Matt stares straight ahead. ‘No. It’s his home.’


I had forgotten that he’d told me Lucas is well off. I’ve never met my husband’s friends and he hasn’t seen them for ages, although he’s in touch with Lucas fairly regularly. We didn’t invite them to our wedding two years ago. We kept it small because my mum was ill, and life has been hectic ever since with demanding jobs and a new home.


‘Where did Lucas meet Nina? Do you know?’


‘Paris, I believe. He was there on foundation business.’


‘Foundation?’


‘Yes, the Jarrett Foundation.’


I spin round to Matt. ‘You are joking, aren’t you? He’s not part of Blair Jarrett’s family?’


Matt grins. ‘He is Blair’s family – his son, in fact.’


‘Oh – my – God! Why didn’t you tell me? Shit, Matt – he must be absolutely loaded.’


‘I didn’t not tell you. It never came up. You knew I had a friend called Lucas and that I spent a lot of time at his house in my teens. I didn’t think it necessary to give you details of his bank balance or his family tree.’


Classic Matt. He wouldn’t have thought it either relevant or interesting that Lucas was the son of a man who had made a fortune writing some early search-engine algorithm or other and had gone on to form a charitable foundation with the proceeds.


‘Tell me again how you got to know him?’


Matt turns towards me. ‘I told you when the invitation arrived. His dad played golf with mine.’


‘Matt! That’s not an explanation. I’m sure your dad had lots of friends with sons. Be more specific, will you.’


He leans towards me and kisses me so gently that it tickles my lips. I’m not so easily distracted, though. Matt is always economical with information, but this time I’m not giving up and I give him a fierce glare.


Matt chuckles. ‘Okay, you win. Our fathers both decided when we were about fourteen that we should learn to play golf. My dad wanted me to master at least one sport, and I’d been a total disappointment at all the others, so golf was something of a last resort. Lucas and I, together with our dads, went out as a foursome for about three weekends. Obviously I was rubbish. It wasn’t helped by the fact that I was short for my age, and Lucas was already a giant at nearly six feet. We must have looked ridiculous. Lucas could see how miserable it was making me, so he suggested to his father that instead of playing golf the two of us should spend the weekends hanging out at his place. They had a pool, and when the weather was bad we played snooker.’


‘That was very thoughtful for a teenage boy,’ I say, resting my head on his shoulder. I know he didn’t have the most comfortable time growing up, failing to live up to his father’s sporting expectations and wondering if he was ever going to achieve any height above five feet – which, of course, he did. Eventually.


‘It’s typical of Lucas. He’s always been sensitive to other people’s feelings. Anyway, we spent the whole of that first spring together. Then we were joined by Nick, and finally Andrew. I’m sure they’ll both be ushers at the wedding too.’


Matt’s tone of voice has changed. ‘You don’t sound too happy about the fact that two became four.’


He sighs. ‘It’s not that. They’re okay. They’re good fun, and I’m sure you’ll like them. I had a bit of a time keeping up with them, if I’m honest. They were both nearly as tall as Lucas, and I suppose I sometimes felt like the runt of the litter.’


I wrap my arm around his neck and pull him close again. ‘But not any more, Mr Esteemed Plastic Surgeon.’


I lean back and look at him, at his near-perfect features. He looks as if he’s modelled his face with his own scalpel: straight nose, even lips and eyes that are absolutely symmetrical. I sometimes wonder why he chose me, with my slightly over-wide top lip and high eyebrows which I think make me look perpetually startled. But he swears he wouldn’t change a thing.


‘Why don’t you still see them now?’


‘You know how it is – we’re all busy, and we don’t live near each other. I call and email Lucas, and get to see him if he’s in London, but mostly he’s either down here or somewhere remote on foundation business. Since his father died, he’s taken the reins. Andrew’s off sailing the world whenever he gets a chance, and although Nick’s a banker in the City, he lives in St Albans.’


He gives me one last squeeze. ‘Come on, let’s get back in the car. We’ve only got about half an hour to go, and it’s too bloody hot out here.’


He’s right. The weather is astonishing for England. It feels like we’re in southern Italy.


We climb back into the car, Matt in his preferred position behind the wheel. I’m having a minor panic about whether my wedding outfit is good enough, but I don’t mention it. I hadn’t realised what fancy company we were going to be keeping.


‘Tell me more, Matt. What do I need to know about these guys before we get there? How did Lucas meet them?’


He shakes his head in mock despair. ‘You’ll be able to ask them yourself very soon, Jem. The only thing I will say is that money doesn’t make anyone special, so don’t let it define your perception of them. It’s their least important attribute.’


I nod slowly. I know he’s right. But whatever he says, the little kernel of excitement that had been growing inside me as we drew closer to our destination has now lodged itself in my throat.


The last ten minutes of the journey are driven in silence, Matt leaning forward unnaturally in his seat, like a child arriving at the seaside for the first time. Or maybe it’s because the lanes are narrow with high hedges on either side, and he has no idea what’s coming round the corner.


He turns his head every now and again to look at me and smile reassuringly, as if he can read my thoughts. I have just about convinced myself that I am being silly, and that it doesn’t matter a toss whether I have the right clothes or not – it’s not about me anyway – when we turn a corner.


‘Oh, my Lord!’ I whisper.


The lane has reached a crest and is about to plunge down towards the coast, and ahead is a panoramic view of the sea. Perched on a headland above the crashing waves is our destination. Polskirrin. The home of Lucas Jarrett.


Even Matt is speechless. He carries on but slows the car to a crawl. He clears his throat. ‘It’s rather beautiful, isn’t it?’


I laugh at his attempt at nonchalance. Polskirrin is stunning. I suppose you would call it a manor house. It’s built of mellow stone and at a guess is a couple of hundred years old.


A long gravel drive cuts through wide lawns, sweeping from double wrought-iron gates to a formal garden immediately in front of the property. A fountain is playing in a brick-edged oblong pond that somehow I know will be full of golden fish, and beyond the house between the garden and the sea is woodland. I am certain there will be a path through it to the shore, and I can’t wait to feel cool seawater lapping around my ankles.


Even from a distance of around a quarter of a mile, we can see that someone has stepped out of the front door. We must have been spotted.


‘Oh well,’ Matt says. ‘No backing out now, darling.’ He turns to grin at me, his eyes sparkling.


The gates open as if by magic, and Matt steers the car down the drive to where a man with dark hair stands waiting. I glance at my husband, who is beaming from ear to ear, and I know that this must be Lucas. He’s dressed in navy-blue shorts and a plain white T-shirt, smiling a welcome.


Matt is out of the car in a flash, striding towards him, and it’s only then that I realise how tall Lucas is. My husband is around five feet ten inches but his friend is a good head taller. Matt reaches up to grasp Lucas on the shoulder, extending his other arm for an enthusiastic handshake. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I give them a moment before I grab my sun hat off the back seat and walk across to join them.


‘Lucas, this is Jemma – well, Jemima really, but we call her Jemma. She’s my wife, but then you knew that.’ Matt is talking quickly, saying too much, now holding out his hand as if to draw me into the circle.


‘Welcome, Jemma. It’s good to meet you.’ Lucas bends towards me for the obligatory kiss on both cheeks and lifts his head back to smile. It’s only then that I notice his eyes. They are a light amber colour, almost like a lion’s – warm and friendly now, but I can’t help wondering if, like a lion’s, they burn brightly and are all-seeing in the dark.
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Nina Bélanger wiped her hands hastily on a tea towel as she watched a man and a woman get out of a car and walk towards Lucas. She should go out to say hello, but she felt strangely nervous. Maybe they would wonder why their friend was marrying this little woman from a small town in central France when he could take his pick from the endless stream of glamorous women who vied for his attention at charity events. She sometimes wondered herself.


She remembered the day they met. Lucas had been invited to a conference in Paris as the keynote speaker, she had been employed by the organisers to make sure the presenters were looked after, and hundreds of people had turned out to listen to him. Everything went wrong: the lighting failed, his microphone didn’t work – it was a disaster. Nina had been in a blind panic. The electrics weren’t her responsibility, but the keynote speaker – Lucas Jarrett – was. She felt she had failed him.


Lucas had carried it off with aplomb, moving to the front of the stage and raising his voice so the audience could hear him. He walked off to resounding applause, only to find Nina stomping around in a rage, swearing at the electricians. When she realised Lucas was there she felt her cheeks burning as she turned to apologise to him, but he had laughed.


‘It didn’t matter at all. These things happen,’ he’d said. ‘If you want to make it up to me, though, you could have dinner with me tonight?’


How could she refuse?


Nina hadn’t dared to hope that he would want to see her again after he left Paris, but he had promised to return, and he had. Now she was about to marry him.


She watched as the new arrivals walked towards the house and realised they had to be Matt and Jemma. They looked happy, smiling at each other frequently as Lucas spoke first to one and then the other. Would she and Lucas be that happy? Only time would tell.


When she agreed to move here six months ago Nina hadn’t realised how often she would be left alone in this huge house while Lucas travelled the world seeking out those in greatest need of funding from the Jarrett Foundation. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that, beautiful as it was, she didn’t feel that Polskirrin welcomed her. She knew how it would sound to him. He would think it was because of Alex.


Nina sighed. She wanted to make their wedding amazing and had worked tirelessly on every minute detail. But before the big day she had to entertain and feed six house guests – people she had never met. Lucas wanted his three oldest friends to be his ushers and had asked if it would be too much trouble to have them stay at the house. She’d said it would be fine. Of course it would! But not for the first time she wished her own family were here. There were so many of them, though, and with two sets of ageing grandparents who weren’t up to the journey they had decided to hold a second ceremony in France later in the month. Her mother seemed determined to outdo the British wedding, and Nina smiled at the thought of her flapping around, issuing orders.


She turned away from the window and back to the job in hand. Lunch. If there was one thing she could do with confidence, it was cook, and the kitchen would be her refuge – her place of safety – should she need it.
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Smiling my thanks to the boy who has been dragged in from weeding the herb garden to carry our bags upstairs, I sit down on the edge of the bed and look around.


What a lovely room. Double French windows are slightly ajar and a thin white curtain is billowing in a gentle breeze. I can smell apricots, and notice a bowlful on an antique chest of drawers, the fruit perfectly ripe with a soft blush on their skins. I feel the mattress with my hands and bounce slightly to test it. I have no doubt we will sleep well between the crisp sheets.


I turn to grin at Matt, who has already started to unpack, neatly folding clothes into drawers or placing them on padded hangers in the wardrobe. He is the organiser, and I am the dreamer. I should help, but I take a moment to soak up the atmosphere. There is something captivating about old houses; I can’t help but wonder how many other people have slept within these four walls, and what their lives might have been like.


Walking to the windows, I pull back the curtain to discover a small balcony with its own stone staircase leading down to a wide tiled terrace. I can hear voices and laughter below as the other guests gather for pre-lunch drinks, and although Lucas told us that lunch can wait until we’re ready – no one will mind as long as the wine is flowing – it would be rude of us to stay up here for much longer.


I need to get changed, but I am mesmerised by the view. The house is built on a rise above the sea, and the view of the ocean is spectacular, the water a deep rich blue. Despite the hot still day, waves are crashing onto the shore and I wonder if there might have been a storm out at sea during the night.


I’ve only been on the balcony for a few moments when I hear a light step behind me. Matt wraps his arms around my waist, nuzzling my neck and making me shiver, but as I turn towards him I feel his body tense and twist back to follow his gaze. He’s staring at someone walking across the terrace – a young woman. Her head is down, her features hidden by straight black hair hanging like curtains on either side of her face. Although dressed in loose grey linen trousers and an even looser tunic in the same fabric, it’s easy to see how thin she is as she hurries along.


She seems to sense our eyes on her, because suddenly she lifts her head to look towards us and her step falters. It’s over so quickly that I wonder if I’ve imagined it.


‘Who’s that?’ I ask Matt, still stroking the arm that holds me firmly.


For a moment he doesn’t answer.


‘Matt?’


‘That’s Lucas’s sister.’ His voice is quieter, softer, and I turn my head to look at him.


‘I didn’t know he had a sister. She seems . . .’ I don’t know what to say. Disturbed is the word that springs to mind from the tension in her thin body and the way she moves. But that seems too harsh. Unhappy might be more appropriate.


‘Yes,’ Matt says without waiting for me to finish my sentence. ‘She is.’


‘Tell me about her.’


Matt’s arms drop from my waist and I feel him turn away.


‘Not now, Jemma. We need to get ready for lunch.’ He is disappearing into the room.


‘Well, at least tell me her name.’


‘Alex. She’s called Alex.’


I don’t know why the sight of Lucas’s sister has unnerved Matt so much. All he will say is that it’s a long story and there’s no time.


‘Surely you expected her to be here?’ I ask. ‘It is her brother’s wedding after all.’


‘I suppose so, but I thought – hoped – that she would be better by now. That she would have recovered.’


I want to ask him what she needed to recover from, but he’s anxious about holding up lunch. No doubt I’ll be meeting her soon anyway.


I have a thing about people who seem to be struggling. When I see a troubled soul my inclination is to try to help them. But I also know when not to push my husband, and he turns to me now with his best attempt at a happy smile.


‘Let’s go and meet the others.’ He holds out his hand and I take it, hoping the excitement he was feeling earlier will return.


We make our way down the outside staircase and follow the sound of laughter to the south side of the house, where I see a large table in the shade of a pergola covered in climbing roses.


Lucas turns towards us.


‘Jemma, Matt, come and say hello to everyone.’


A woman sitting at the far side of the table raises a languid hand in greeting. As she moves into the light to smile hello, I can see that her hair is a rich mahogany, expertly waved and tucked behind one ear. She is wearing a short silk sheath in bright emerald green which looks amazing against her long tanned legs. I force myself not to look down at the shorts that I thought appropriate for an al fresco lunch and lean over to shake her hand.


‘Hi. I’m Isabel.’ She turns towards Matt. ‘And how are you, Matt? Still making the world a more beautiful place?’


Matt flushes. It’s not clear if she’s alluding to his work or his looks. Either way it sounds like a compliment, but he gives her an uncertain smile. I’ve no idea where she fits in. Matt never mentioned her, but she clearly knows my husband.


A man with spiky dark-blond hair wearing a loud Hawaiian shirt steps towards us. I would have described him as tall had he not been standing next to Lucas.


‘Matt!’ he says, clapping Matt on the back. ‘Great to see you. God, it’s been a while.’ He turns to me and leans forward for the kissing ritual, which I always find a little uncomfortable, coming as I do from a family who love a lot, but don’t kiss a lot. ‘Jemma. I’m Nick. Delighted to meet you, and as Lucas has nominated me head barman, let me get you both a drink.’


‘Chandra!’ Lucas says suddenly. ‘I’m sorry – I nearly missed you back there.’ He raises his arm to indicate a woman sitting in the deepest shade. I can’t really see her until she pushes herself out of her chair and walks towards us, her long cream skirt clinging to her thighs, hands clasped in front of her. I can see she is of Asian descent, with gentle brown eyes and a generous mouth.


‘Hello, Jemma, Matt. I am pleased to meet you.’


Her hands are still folded together, and it seems inappropriate to reach out to her, so I just give her a wide smile.


‘Good to meet you too, Chandra.’


She returns my smile and turns back to her corner in the shade. It’s clear Matt hasn’t met her before either and I wonder if she’s a friend of Nina’s.


‘Come and have a seat.’ Lucas points us to two chairs and is about to sit down next to me when he glances towards the entrance to the terrace. ‘Here she is!’


I see a petite woman with short dark hair and huge deep brown eyes coming towards us. Her white linen skirt has a brightly coloured silk scarf threaded through where the belt should be, and she’s wearing a straw fedora to keep the sun off her face. It is all done with such style that somehow she makes the rest of us seem either over- or underdressed.


‘Nina, let me introduce you to everyone.’ Lucas puts an arm around her shoulders. Her head reaches about halfway up his chest.


The bride-to-be smiles up at him before moving away to kiss each of us in turn on both cheeks.


‘Welcome to you all. I know how much Lucas has been looking forward to seeing you, and I hope you enjoy your stay. Can I apologise if I seem a bit distracted.’ She gives a little laugh. ‘As you can imagine, it’s going to be rather busy here for the next day or so.’


‘What can we do to help?’ I ask, and she makes a tutting sound and shakes her head.


‘Nothing, nothing at all. We have extra staff – Lucas insisted. You just enjoy. I will come back soon with lunch. I like to cook.’


She speaks perfect English, and her French accent just adds to her charm. Lucas watches her as she walks away and turns back to the table with a look of pride in his eyes.


‘Now, where the hell is Andrew?’ he says, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Nina’s going to bring lunch out as soon as we’re all here.’ When he has spun through three hundred and sixty degrees, he shrugs. ‘Oh well, we all know what he’s like. He’ll turn up eventually. Drink up. We’ll have another while we wait.’


I have a feeling it’s going to be a few days of overindulgence. Nick seems to have taken the instruction to drink up to heart and is jumping up every few minutes to top up glasses.


He sits himself down next to me and turns to face me.


‘Well, Jemma, I’m delighted to finally meet you. I’ve heard all about you from Lucas.’


‘Really?’ I had no idea Lucas knew anything about me, apart from the fact that I’m Matt’s wife.


‘Of course. I gather that Matt’s been singing your praises. You’re a speech therapist, aren’t you?’


We chat for a few minutes about my job, Nick nodding as I tell him about my fascination with all forms of human communication, but in particular speech and the use of language. I know I have a habit of droning on for hours about my chosen profession, which I find infinitely fascinating, but he probably finds it as interesting as I find banking.


‘How do you know Lucas?’ I ask, seeking to change the subject.


‘I went to school with him. We were weekly boarders – Lucas because his dad was a single parent and had to be away occasionally during the week, me because my parents couldn’t stand me.’


I give a small, involuntary gasp.


He laughs with rather more enthusiasm than his comment warrants. ‘Only joking. My dad went to boarding school and said it would impose some discipline and help me curb my wayward tendencies. I didn’t want to go at all; they assured me I would love it.’


‘Who was right?’ I ask.


He gives me a lopsided smile. ‘Complex question – a bit too deep for lunchtime conversation and I’m not sure I know, to be honest. Anyway, I met Lucas, and with his help I was out of my parents’ hair for the weekends as well as during the week. Everyone was a winner!’ I get the feeling that the laughter and smiles hide more than a little pain. ‘That’s when I met Matt. We hung around together at Lucas’s for at least the next four years, especially during the school holidays. Got up to all sorts, not that I expect Matt will admit to some of our darker deeds.’


He wiggles his eyebrows, and the moment of tension passes. I’m pleased at the thought that Matt may have got up to some harmless mischief as a teenager. Sometimes he takes life too seriously.


Andrew still hasn’t appeared by the time we’ve downed the second of our drinks and started on the third, and it is not until that moment that I realise no one has mentioned Alex.


I’m about to ask when there is a small cheer from Lucas and Nick, and I swivel round in my chair. A man dressed in orange and white swimming shorts is emerging from a path through the trees, rubbing his shoulder-length wavy hair with a towel. Drops of water cling to the dark hairs on his broad chest and flat stomach, catching the sunlight, and he looks slightly bemused by the attention.


‘What? Oh shit. I’m late for lunch, aren’t I? Sorry, guys.’ He walks into the shade and pulls out a chair, oblivious, it seems, to his wet shorts. It is only then that he seems to notice me, and then Matt. ‘Hi, you must be Matt’s wife. I’m Andrew.’ He stands up and walks round the table to lean in and give me a kiss, carefully keeping his dripping body away from mine. ‘Matt, how are you doing?’ He grins at Matt and sits back down, grabbing a bottle of beer from a huge pewter bowl filled with ice.


Lucas pushes himself up from the table.


‘Right, I’ll go and grab Nina, who’ll still be perfecting our lunch. One of the joys of marrying a French woman and having an Italian housekeeper is that they are both obsessed with food. Keep the wine flowing, Nick. I won’t be long.’ He turns and disappears round the corner.


This time I don’t stop to think.


‘Is Alex not joining us?’ I ask.


There is a moment of silence, and I feel as if I’ve said something wholly inappropriate. Finally, Andrew comes to my rescue.


‘You’ll probably meet her this evening, Jemma. I think she likes to keep to herself during the day.’


I’m about to respond when I sense Matt looking at me. He shakes his head slightly, and I say nothing. Alex is clearly a topic not to be discussed.
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Lunch is a noisy affair with Nick taking centre stage. He doesn’t completely dominate the conversation, but when anyone else is talking he perches eagerly on the edge of his seat, waiting for the next opportunity to jump in with one of his stories.


‘What about that time we were building the tree house and Matt couldn’t get up there?’ Nick leaps up from his chair and lifts his hands above his head, stretching as if to imitate Matt hanging on to a branch.


Everyone laughs, including Matt, but I can see he doesn’t enjoy being reminded. Isabel leans across and plants a loud kiss on his cheek. I’ve still not worked out where she fits in, because I’m sure Matt said he hadn’t met any of his friends’ partners.


‘As you seem intent on taking the piss out of everyone, Nick,’ Lucas says, a benign smile on his face, ‘why not tell us about that time you invited the hottest girl in school to a party. God knows what you put in the text you sent her, but guess who turned up instead?’


‘Her father!’ Isabel and Andrew chorus in unison, banging their hands on the table in a drum roll.


Nick punches Andrew lightly on the arm. ‘I was trying to keep her to myself before you stepped in and stole her from under my nose. God knows how many women Matt and I lost to you, evil Lothario that you were.’


‘Rubbish. I just knew how to treat a girl, and if it hadn’t been for Lucas intervening that night you’d be dead,’ Andrew adds, grinning from ear to ear.


It seems that Lucas has a habit of coming to the rescue. I’m enjoying listening to their banter, leaning back in my chair and wondering for a moment if life can get any better than this – warm sunshine, the distant roar of the sea, sharing laughter with a group of friends and eating delicious food. Nina fusses around us, making sure we all try some of everything and never have an empty plate for more than a minute, until Lucas reaches out a hand and touches her lightly on the arm.


‘Everyone’s fine, darling. Relax.’


She looks as if she’s about to object, but then breathes out, smiles and sits back.


I haven’t been able to work out the other pairings. Is laid-back, easy-going Andrew, who is still dressed in his wet shorts, here with sleek, sophisticated Isabel? Or has he brought serene, quiet Chandra to the wedding? Isabel seems most closely matched to Nick; they both like to attract attention. She’s very tactile, especially with Matt. Every now and then she puts her hand possessively on his shoulder. The first time she did it he looked at me and raised his eyebrows, as if to say, ‘What can I do?’ I just grinned back at him to show I was amused.


Finally everyone admits defeat on the food and we drift back to our rooms to recover from the alcohol, no doubt so that we can start again in a few hours’ time.


Hand in hand, Matt and I saunter up the outside staircase to our small balcony. I know we will make love, and I’ve been feeling the thrill of anticipation for the last half-hour. But first I need to clear my mind of questions.


‘Who is Isabel, and how do you know her so well? Is she the one who’s come with Andrew?’


‘I knew you’d do this, Jemma – can’t you ask me later?’ Matt says, fiddling with the button on my shorts. I laugh and grab his hands to stop him. Temporarily.


‘No, because I don’t want to think about anything but you, and I’ve still got two questions. That’s all.’


Matt gives me an exasperated look. ‘Okay, Chandra’s with Andrew. That’s one question.’


‘So Nick is with Isabel.’ I can see that. Despite the wild shirt and excessive waving around of his arms, I suspect there’s a sleek, sophisticated side to him. ‘But you knew her already?’


Matt throws his head back and laughs. ‘I’ve known her as long as I’ve known Nick. They’re not a couple – they’re twins. Isabel followed us around all the time when we were younger. She was a pain in the neck, to be honest – largely because she was besotted beyond belief with Lucas.’


‘I thought she seemed rather keen on you.’


‘Hah! Not a chance. It’s all for show. Watch more carefully. She looks at Lucas every time she touches me, as if she’s hoping he’s jealous.’


‘Really?’


‘Shut up, Jemma, and come here.’


I reach towards him and start to lift his T-shirt over his head.


‘Final question. I’m sorry if I put my foot in it when I asked about Alex, but why do you think she didn’t join us for lunch? And why did everyone go quiet when I asked about her?’


Matt lowers his arms and pulls his T-shirt down. ‘Jem, I know you like to save everyone and you can’t stand to see anyone hurting, but please don’t ask questions about Alex. Something happened when she wasn’t much more than a kid – something awful – but no one knows exactly what, except maybe Lucas. She was deeply traumatised, so we don’t talk about it. I don’t even like to think about it.’ Matt takes two steps away from me. ‘I’m sorry, darling, but I’m feeling a bit hot. I’m going to have a quick shower.’


I don’t know what I’ve said or done, but I do know that expression on my husband’s face. He’s shut down. This is something he is not going to talk about.
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Our first day at Polskirrin has passed in a blur of sun, sleep, food and too much alcohol, and now, as I lie on our bed, trying to raise the energy to take my make-up off and get undressed, I curse myself for failing to stick to my pledge to control my wine consumption. Matt’s still downstairs, drinking and chatting, so God knows what state he’s going to be in by the time he comes to bed. I groan and roll over to face the fresh air coming through the open door to our balcony. 


We ate dinner on the terrace tonight as it is so warm, and I was relieved when Lucas said it was to be informal so we could help ourselves to food. I chose to sit next to Chandra. I had noticed at lunch that she was eating different food to the rest of us, and it seems kimchi is her staple diet. How she resists the glorious offerings from Nina’s kitchen, I don’t know, but I like her calm manner and her thoughtfulness, and as she doesn’t drink I thought she would be a good influence. Andrew was in charge of the rosé, though, and every time I turned my head I saw the bottle hovering as he topped me up with lovely blush-pink wine.


The ninth chair remained empty until Nina asked the housekeeper, in halting Italian with plenty of sign language, to bring out the food. At the last moment, just as we were all about to pick up our knives and forks, the wraith-like figure of a young woman, whose face was again practically hidden by her hair, slid into place between Lucas and Matt. I saw my husband lean towards her and cover one of her hands with his. I think I heard him say my name but there were no introductions, so I waited to catch her eye and smiled hello. Alex smiled back. She has a sweet face beneath all that hair, and the size of her wrists confirmed my guess that she is very thin.


I found it interesting that everyone included her naturally without making any big deal of her arrival.


‘Alex, pass the black pepper, please?’ Nick shouted from the far end of the table.


‘Do you want some more salad, Alex?’ Nina asked.


To everyone except me it was apparently perfectly normal that she should appear without comment or introduction, and should sit silently at the table while others spoke to her and around her as if they expected nothing of her. Perhaps they didn’t.


Lucas was particularly attentive, and I could see his eyebrows draw together as he looked at her. Matt was making sure she was offered every dish, although she took little food.


Isabel’s attitude to the men was even more competitive than it had been at lunch, but now that I know she’s Nick’s twin and spent a lot of time with them as they were growing up, perhaps it makes sense. No doubt she had learned to fight her own corner. She told brief anecdotes about each of them – with the exception of Lucas, who was perhaps exempt because he was the host. When it was Matt’s turn to be teased, she turned towards me.


‘Matt always had to have the flashiest of everything, Jemma – and I bet that’s not changed, has it?’


I declined to answer and gave a rather weak smile, but it didn’t stop her.


‘Not that he ever knew what to do with any of his precious gizmos. He had the best games console but didn’t know how to play, and the best mobile phone – the first Blackberry I’d ever seen, in fact. But he hadn’t got a clue how it worked. He just used to leave it lying around for show, didn’t you, Matt?’ She blew him a kiss.


Matt flushed slightly but seemed to take it all in good heart.


‘I remember that!’ Nick called, ever eager to be part of the conversation. ‘It was a present from your dad, wasn’t it? Finally proud of you for getting into the right university, even if you were never going to be a Cambridge Blue.’


‘Well at least his dad was proud of him for something, Nick, which is more than we can say for our caring pops, isn’t it?’ There was a hint of bitterness in Isabel’s tone, and Nick gave her a black look.


‘Listen,’ I said, trying to lighten the atmosphere. ‘Matt might be useless with technology – and don’t look at me like that, Matt, because it’s true. But he’s brilliant with a scalpel, so I think he can be forgiven, don’t you?’


‘Absolutely, and I think we could all tell a few stories about you if we wanted to, Isabel,’ Andrew said mildly.


She laughed, and the tension eased. ‘What about you, Andrew? Are you still obsessed with boats? Apart from girls, it’s all you ever talked about when you were a teenager.’


‘True, and it very possibly still is. Anything to be out on the water – or in it.’


Lucas, who was on my other side, leaned towards me.


‘Andrew had more girlfriends than the rest of us put together, and we never knew who he was going to turn up to parties with, or whether he’d come at all. Invariably he’d forgotten and gone off sailing somewhere.’


If he looked then like he does now, with the same easy relaxed attitude, I can see how he had attracted the girls.


‘How did you meet him?’ I asked Lucas.


‘Ah, that’s quite a story. My dad enrolled me in a sailing school in the holidays. Andrew was helping out, already a skilled sailor. I was tall and gangly and hadn’t quite learned how to dodge the boom. First trip out, it hit me hard on the head and knocked me into the water. Andrew fished me out.’


I wanted to ask more, but we were interrupted by Chandra making one of her rare forays into conversation.


‘Andrew has shown me the home you were brought up in, Lucas,’ she said. Somehow, she made it sound like an institution rather than the grand house in the middle of the Hampshire countryside that I’d seen in a documentary about Blair Jarrett. ‘Why did you decide to leave to come here, to Cornwall?’


Everyone went quiet. Alex dropped her head low, and Lucas gave her a worried glance. For an uneasy moment no one spoke.


‘When my father died it seemed to make sense to move away.’ Lucas turned back to me as if to continue where we’d left off.


‘Maybe his death left a spiritual imbalance there. Perhaps you felt it.’ Chandra hadn’t given up.


Lucas gave an uncomfortable laugh. ‘I don’t think I’m that sensitive, Chandra. I don’t have your ability to appreciate anything metaphysical.’


‘Hey, guys,’ Nick said cheerily after a couple of very long seconds. ‘We’ve got a wedding to look forward to, so let’s focus all our energies on good things, shall we?’ He jumped to his feet. ‘Let’s have an impromptu toast – the first of many. To Nina and Lucas!’


Everyone raised their glasses and the level of chatter went on as before, but I saw Lucas reach a hand to Alex and wrap his fingers gently around her wrist.


Chandra lowered her head and carried on eating. I saw Andrew look at her with concern, but she didn’t seem upset by the mild rebuke. It appeared that everyone, with the exception of Chandra and me, knew something about that house. And no one wanted to talk about it.


I’ve not had chance to ask Matt why it was such a touchy subject, and I’m not going to wait up for him. I force myself off the bed and into the bathroom. All I want to do right now is rest my head on a cool pillow and sleep.
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Polskirrin has always felt like my safe place. There are no memories here – only the ones locked in my mind that I am unwilling or unable to examine. I rarely leave the grounds and never alone. Only with Lucas, when he’s here. Nina tries to tempt me with trips, but I politely refuse. The only way I can live in peace is by surrounding myself with beauty, and just a glimpse of the raw reality of life outside the boundaries of Polskirrin is enough to plunge me into a dark place. I make myself useful, helping Lucas with the foundation, and I’m good at it. I have a purpose.


Today, however, it has been unsettling to see my brother’s friends here. I watched them from the wood, wondering if I would recognise them. I thought time would have changed them, but they are just adult versions of their fourteen-year-old selves.


I was nine when Lucas first took them under his wing, and they seemed so grown-up to me. But after years of spending weekends and school holidays with them, I had their measure. Nick: always desperate to impress Lucas, to be the witty one; Andrew: the most self-contained, but never feeling totally at home because of his impoverished background; Matt: in awe of the others, reserved, insecure, the one I had most looked forward to seeing again. And Isabel. The less said about Isabel, the better.


I hadn’t expected the sight of them, the sound of their voices, to have such an impact, but they have opened wounds held together with flimsy sticking plaster for years. I’ve been told over and over – by psychiatrists, counsellors and any other experts that Lucas could find – that I have to face what happened to me; I have to go back there in my mind and accept it. Only then will I truly recover.


But I haven’t been able to. I have blocked it – every single agonising moment.


Until now.


Seeing them, hearing them, talking to them tonight at dinner, took me back and led me to another time. Suddenly, beyond my control, the images have burst through in technicolour, and they’re hurting – tearing me apart.


It’s as if I am floating above the world, looking down, and I can see us at Lucas’s dad’s house, playing in the pool, eating barbecued sausages. Then I’m in the summerhouse, laughing at their antics, hiding when they threaten to throw me in the cool water. The summerhouse was always my hiding place. Everyone knew that.


As I watch myself happily peeping out through the door, pretending they don’t know where I am, the edges of the images grow dark, as if a thick fog is creeping in from each corner. The sunlight has gone, and it’s night. I can’t breathe. How did I get here?


Then the picture changes. I’m at home, in my bedroom, and it’s just before Christmas – I know because down the street I can see a house lit with a multitude of cheerful lights and a blow-up Santa dances on the roof in the wind. But there are no lights in our house. Santa won’t be paying us a visit.


Sleet-like rain is driving hard against my window and I pray it will get louder to block out the shouting and obscenities coming from downstairs. I know there is only one person down there, so the anger is aimed at the world in general and everyone in it. Especially me.


I hear a shout, ordering me to get downstairs, but I stay where I am, looking out of the bedroom window into the dark, wet night, aching with unhappiness and longing to see my brother. And that is the moment I decide that whatever the weather, I have to leave. I can’t stay a moment longer.


It is the worst decision of my life.


I push the images from my mind. I don’t want to see what happens next. I’m not ready, so instead I look up at the stars. The light has gone now. Another day is over. Despite everything, I’ve made it through. But with the memories come questions – some from all those years ago, others from tonight. I have no answers, though.


I quickly strip to my underwear and walk towards the black sea, the reflection of a waning moon shimmering on its surface. I feel the water cold on my feet, my ankles, my shins, my knees. The earlier choppy water has calmed now, and it feels silky-smooth on my skin. As soon as it reaches my thighs, I plunge into its cool depths and with strong strokes swim towards the mouth of the bay. So many times I have thought I should just keep on going until Polskirrin is nothing more than a dot on a distant headland and I am out of energy, out of breath, waiting for the surface to part so I can sink beneath the waves, tumbling down and down as I let the ocean claim me.

OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Rachel Abbott
the
murder
game





OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg
Mo, Belangor
o
Lucas et
REQUEST THE PLEASURE OF THE COMPANY OF

Mait and Jomma Hudyon

AT THEIR MARRIAGE
4
POLSKIRRIN, CORNWALL
17TH JULY 2018

00 pm






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Rachel Abbott

‘The Queen of twisted suspense’ Daily Express





