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One


It was on the afternoon the marquee arrived, four days before Lucy Godstow’s wedding, that Vanessa realized there was a way after all that she could prevent it taking place. The idea, which came to her as Lucy’s mother Bridget Godstow outlined her plans for the wedding rehearsal, fell far short of the drastic action Vanessa would have liked to take – to wipe Guy Weaver off the face of the earth.


She had realized following the night he had raped her so savagely that murder was out of the question. The repercussions on those she loved and who loved her would be too awful to contemplate were she to be caught. She had been too traumatized at the time to report the incident or have the tests taken which would prove Guy guilty. Instead she told everyone her bruises were the result of a fall from the ladder she had been using when decorating the ceiling of the flat she shared with Lucy. Had Lucy not been away on the last family holiday she would enjoy before she left home, the whole horrible incident would never have happened. Although Vanessa devoutly wished it had not, there had been the vital benefit of discovering exactly what Lucy’s future husband was really like beneath the suave, man-of-the-world, caring individual he professed to be.


Vanessa now opened a new file on her laptop.


‘All ready, Aunt Bridget!’ she said. ‘Shall I start with the list of people who will be at the rehearsal on Friday?’


Bridget Godstow was not really an aunt but ever since her daughter Lucy had become best friends with Vanessa at their boarding school, she had taken on the rôle of proxy mother to the orphaned girl. At the age of eleven, the poor child and her brother, Tom, only two years older, had lost both their parents in a car accident. At the time they were living in Australia where they had no relatives. Tom had been sent to Switzerland to live with his godfather and Vanessa to their great aunt, a Miss Joan Lyford who was by then in her seventies. Although she had never been unkind to the little girl, she was unused to children and lived almost entirely for her bridge games. As a consequence, Bridget’s maternal instincts had quickly surfaced and Vanessa had become almost a fourth daughter. Lucy’s two sisters, Jemma aged six and Julia two years younger, were equally happy to welcome the quiet, sad little girl into their midst, and Jonathan, Lucy’s brother, ignored her just as he did the other three girls.


Bridget Godstow, a plump, matronly woman in her early fifties, looked admiringly at Vanessa who was proving a tremendous help with the wedding preparations.


‘You’re so clever, Vanessa dear, with that machine of yours,’ she’d said repeatedly, grateful for the lists. Vanessa had been keeping for her lists of guests who would be at the little local church for the ceremony; lists of those who would be coming to the house for the reception in the afternoon; and now she was making a list of those who would be at the rehearsal on the afternoon prior to the wedding.


‘The six of us, of course,’ she dictated. ‘You, Guy, the best man, who we’ve yet to meet; Guy’s father – he’s flying over from Spain on Friday morning and George is going to meet him.’


Vanessa looked up at Bridget’s flushed cheeks.


‘It’s down here that a taxi will pick Mr Weaver up at Gatwick at twelve-thirty. You thought Uncle George would be too busy with all the drinks to organize.’


Bridget sighed.


‘Which goes to show, wherever would I be without you and your little machine?’ she said. Her face suddenly clouded. ‘I wish we could have had the rehearsal in the morning, but the vicar said he simply couldn’t fit it in. Unusually he has a Friday-morning christening. Why do people want their babies christened in August, for goodness sake?’


‘So they don’t catch cold in winter?’ Vanessa suggested, smiling.


‘Yes, well at least we must thank the good Lord for sending us such wonderful weather for the wedding,’ Bridget conceded, ‘but whatever shall I give everyone to eat on Friday if it stays as hot as this? We don’t want smoked salmon as we’ll be having that the next day. I suppose we could go Indian and have a chicken curry. Perhaps not everyone likes it,’ she added doubtfully.


‘Then we could have tarragon chicken as well, so they have a choice,’ Vanessa recommended, her heart suddenly doubling its beat as Bridget voiced her suggestions for the meal. Here was the opportunity which she had been searching for and had failed to find until this eleventh hour, a way for her to put Guy Weaver very firmly out of action.


Vanessa was a newly diagnosed type 1 diabetic and had to inject herself with insulin four times a day – a tiresome routine but one which was necessary for her to stay alive. Her great aunt also suffered from diabetes, but the type 2 variety common in many elderly people, and she was able to control her blood sugar by using tablets and adjusting her diet. On one occasion, her aunt had forgotten she had already taken her daily dose and taken another. As a result she had suffered from a hypoglycaemic attack when her blood sugar level had dropped too low. Luckily her cleaner had been there and was able to telephone for medical help.


At that moment it flashed across Vanessa’s mind that all she had to do to carry out her plan to incapacitate Guy was to steal some of her aunt’s pills to crush into a powder and administer them to Guy mixed with some food on Friday. Hopefully they would make him ill enough for the wedding to be postponed. It was only a few weeks ago that she had read about a child being terribly sick after eating some of his mother’s pills thinking they were sweets. She knew exactly where her aunt kept her medication – usually a month’s supply in the bathroom cupboard. If she removed some her aunt would have plenty of time to replenish the medication and would just think she had miscounted the pills. She would have no reason to suspect that Vanessa had stolen them.


Yet again Vanessa found herself wishing she had the courage to tell Lucy outright that she was making the most terrible mistake! But Guy’s threats to harm her or one of the family she loved, had been too realistic – a hit and run ending Julia’s life as she walked back from school; a car accident such as her parents had suffered for her Aunt Bridget and Uncle George; a drug in Jemma’s glass before she went to one of her gigs. And for her, a fire in their attic flat from which, contrary to regulations, there was no fire escape. Guy seemed to have thought of everything. Now, at last, she realized there was a way she could prevent the wedding taking place on Saturday.


‘I’ve been thinking, Aunt Bridget,’ she said in as casual a voice as she could manage, although inside she was trembling with excitement. ‘Why don’t I cook the supper for us all after the rehearsal? I love cooking and curry is one of my specialities. In fact, I think I have several recipes.’


This was the kind of unselfish gesture Bridget was well used to from Vanessa. ‘But darling, you’ll be tired and you’re a bridesmaid. Maybe I can get one of the caterers …’


‘I wouldn’t dream of letting you go to any extra expense,’ Vanessa interrupted. ‘I heard Uncle George telling you this morning at breakfast that with the florist’s bill which came with the flowers, you were way over budget as it was without any extras. Besides, I’d love to do it. My contribution to the Big Day!’


Bridget shook her head.


‘You’ll be doing more than your fair share tomorrow!’ she said, aware that Vanessa had volunteered to help her arrange all the many bowls and vases of flowers now sitting in buckets of water in the shade of the big marquee. It had been erected very quickly and efficiently by the team of men who’d brought it together with enough chairs and tables for the hundred expected guests. The tent now stretched along the length of the lawn, its pretty gothic windows facing over the flowerbeds that were a mass of dahlias and gladioli. Lucy had opted for blue and white flowers inside the marquee and they had planned a little hedge of blue and white campanula to surround the small dance floor in the centre of the tent. Jonnie was going to act as the DJ and the younger members of the party would doubtless dance there until dawn.


Vanessa’s thoughts were very far from flower arrangements. She was still wondering how many of her aunt’s pills she would need to affect Guy badly enough for him to be taken to hospital – whether he would fall ill quickly or in the night. She did not want to give him so many that he actually died. Her purpose was only to get the wedding postponed. Enough crushed and concealed in a strongly flavoured dish like curry might just work. The effects would not be immediate – and when they did become apparent, he would in all probability be thought to be drunk if he was unsteady on his feet or his speech was slurred. It would be a viable assumption as Uncle George was planning Pimm’s to drink after the rehearsal and there would be wine with the meal.


Bridget’s voice brought Vanessa’s thoughts back to the present.


‘Do you think Tom will manage to come after all?’ she asked. Bridget was very fond of Vanessa’s brother, as were all the family, and before Guy had come on the scene, they had all supposed that one day he and Lucy might fall in love and get married. Although no one actually spoke of it, they all knew that Tom was already devoted to Lucy, and Vanessa had told them that he’d never had another serious girlfriend, although he was a good-looking young man with a great deal of charm. Lucy adored him, but openly, as she adored her sisters – especially young Julia to whom she was particularly close.


Bridget smiled, a warm feeling of affection flooding through her as she thought of her youngest. Plump, freckled, uncoordinated as a young puppy, Julia at fourteen was as outspoken as she was impulsive. She made no secret of the fact that she was madly in love with Tom and she had declared that if he would only wait for her to grow up, she was going to marry him if he didn’t marry Lucy. When Guy arrived suddenly on the scene, she was gleeful at first; but when Tom next visited and she saw how depressed he was, her natural kind-heartedness came to the fore and she started to make unfavourable comparisons between the two men. Guy was too old for Lucy, she announced. Lucy had only just come down from uni and, at thirty-five, he was more than ten years older – old enough to earn the nickname ‘Granddad’! Moreover, he lived in London in a flat and Lucy was a country girl who loved playing tennis and going fishing with Jonathan and Tom at Ardingly Reservoir and always had a mass of pets who needed gardens and walks. Besides that, Julia told her mother, Guy didn’t have any sense of humour. In fact he’d objected quite strongly when she and Jemma had been telling silly jokes. One in particular had sparked a really sharp rejoinder from him. It was about a matador who had told the bull to stand still so he could put his dagger in the right place. Before Jemma could relate what the bull said in reply, Guy had emerged from behind the Sunday paper and announced in a cold, hard voice, ‘If either of you had the slightest knowledge of the art of bullfighting, you would know better than to joke about it. We may not approve of the sport in England, but those of us who have lived in Spain have learned to appreciate there are far greater art forms than football, and bullfighting is one of them.’


But Bridget knew that wasn’t the only reason Julia disliked him, recalling the story she had heard. Julia and Jemma had taken the dogs for a walk one day. Lucy had gone shopping in Brighton with Vanessa, so Guy said he could do with some fresh air and he’d go with them. Suddenly, Widger found a myxomatosis rabbit. The dog brought it across the field and dropped the poor frightened animal at Guy’s feet. It was obviously close to death and the girls had known it wouldn’t get better if they took it home and nursed it because their dad had told them they always died once they got the disease.


‘Don’t worry, I’ll soon put it out of its misery!’ Guy had said.


He’d found a piece of wood on the side of the road and before Julia could look away he’d hit it. The blow wasn’t hard enough and to Julia’s horror, it had let out a heartbreaking scream. She had been appalled but Guy had just laughed and hit it again – and again, and went on hitting it long after it was dead. He hadn’t stopped until it was just a squashed, bloody mess in the middle of the road.


When he’d seen the two girls staring at him, he’d said: ‘Well, I had to do that – you can’t leave a half-dead animal, can you?’


Jemma had defended Guy at the time, saying he was absolutely right to make sure the poor little thing would not suffer any more, and no wonder his face looked funny; so would Julia’s if she had had to do the hitting.


‘But it wasn’t a sorry face!’ Julia protested. ‘I think he liked doing it, Jems.’


Bridget, despite this story, was completely won over by Guy’s obvious adoration of Lucy. At first, Lucy had refused to take him seriously and announced that she and Vanessa had just got their flat together in Brighton and started their new jobs teaching foreign students, so she had not the slightest intention therefore of giving it all up and getting married. But Guy had persisted and both Lucy’s parents considered that he would make an excellent husband for their somewhat wayward daughter. A partner in his father’s property development company in Spain, he was clearly very well off and Lucy’s life would not only be comfortable but luxurious. As George had reminded his wife, the couple would be well able to afford to have a family and Bridget would get the grandchildren she had craved ever since Julia, her baby, was school age.


It was of Bridget Vanessa was now thinking as together they planned the supper for rehearsal night. Melon with Parma ham for starters, followed by either the curry or tarragon chicken with rice and a green salad, and finishing with homemade raspberry ice cream flavoured with Cointreau. Having then decided upon the seating arrangements, Vanessa put away her laptop and tried not to think of Aunt Bridget’s crushing disappointment if she were successful in having the wedding postponed. Aunt Bridget had put so much thought and effort into it. As for Lucy …


Deliberately Vanessa closed her mind to Lucy’s feelings. Guy had arranged for them to have three glorious weeks in the Seychelles for their honeymoon and they were due to fly from Heathrow early on the morning after the wedding. If her plan went as she hoped, that, too, would be cancelled. Lucy’s beautiful wedding dress – strapless, ivory silk with lovely delicate beaded embroidery on the train – was hanging in a cotton wedding-dress bag on the back of Lucy’s old bedroom door. Her own bridesmaid’s dress and those of Jemma and Julia were in the wardrobe in the spare room. Lucy had chosen a pretty aquamarine blue for her bridesmaids, partly to continue her blue and white theme but also because it would look good on Julia with her red hair.


I am truly sorry, Lucy, she thought as Bridget went out to talk to the caterers who had just arrived with crates of plates, cutlery and glasses. I wish there were some other way I could do this. If only … if only I could warn you what Guy’s really like. I wish he had never come into our lives. We were all so happy before – you and the family and Tom and me. I wish I was brave enough to kill him so he can never, ever hurt you.


It was seldom any length of time went by when Vanessa did not thank Providence for bringing her and Lucy together all those years ago. Well-meaning as her Great Aunt Joan was, there was a mutual respect but no real love between them. When she had been most bereft, most lonely, Lucy had offered her friendship, which had deepened and endured throughout their school and university days. Afterwards, sharing the tiny flat in Brighton had been Lucy’s idea, like so many other good ideas she had for their joint pleasure, and with jobs in the same college, the future had looked quite wonderful – until Lucy had met Guy at a friend’s graduation party. Even then, the knowledge of how much she would miss Lucy once she was Guy’s wife had not been too distressing, believing as she did that Lucy was going to have an idyllic marriage. Lucy had promised Vanessa that she would be invited out to Spain where Guy’s father had a beautiful villa overlooking Marbella and that they would go on seeing lots and lots of each other.


‘You’re as dear to me as my own sisters, Van,’ she’d said. ‘Being married to my darling Guy won’t ever alter that.’


Remembering those words now, Vanessa shivered despite the heat of the August sun pouring in through the kitchen windows. As happened now so often at night, she relived the terrifying evening that had irrevocably changed her life.




Two


It was mid July and Lucy was on holiday in Ireland – the last family holiday the six of them would have. In a month’s time, Lucy would be married to Guy Weaver. Vanessa as a matter of course had been invited to go with them but Tom had a week’s holiday and was coming to stay with her. Vanessa had not seen her much-loved brother since the previous Easter so she had opted to remain in Brighton, despite the fact that the popular seaside town was usually crowded at the start of the summer holidays.


As Tom was not due to arrive until the weekend, Vanessa decided to spend the two days prior to his visit decorating the sitting room. She had barely finished applying the second coast of paint when the phone rang. She wondered if it was Tom phoning her from Switzerland with a sudden change of plan. After hurriedly replacing the lid on the can of paint she was using, she picked up the receiver.


‘Is that you, Vanessa?’ a male voice enquired. ‘It’s me, Guy!’


Surprised to hear from him but hoping nonetheless that he’d been in touch with Lucy and had up-to-date news of her, she waited for him to tell her the reason for his call.


‘It’s just that I’m missing Lucy so desperately and guessed you were, too. I’m at a loose end up here and I wondered if I popped down to Brighton whether we could have dinner together somewhere.’


Astonished by the invitation which, when she hesitated to give a reply, he again repeated, Vanessa guessed he just wanted someone to listen while he talked about his absent love. She didn’t particularly feel like going out, still less with Guy. Although he seemed a nice enough person, it somehow seemed wrong for her to have dinner with Lucy’s fiancé.


‘It’s kind of you to ask me,’ she prevaricated. ‘But if you’re speaking from London, have you realized that it would take you over an hour at the very least to get here?’


She heard his chuckle before he said: ‘Of course I know. I’ve done the trip often enough. Anyway, I’ll enjoy the drive. It’s bloody hot up here and it has to be a bit cooler by the sea. What say we go to that nice hotel, the Old Ship? I’ve made some enquiries and heard the food is really good there. I’ve booked a room there for the night in case you can make it.’


Vanessa was surprised he’d gone to so much trouble. When she’d first met him Lucy said how wonderfully attentive and thoughtful he was, but that was only to be expected whilst he was trying to get her to marry him! Not quite sure why such a cynical thought should have come to mind, Vanessa tried to make amends by agreeing to have dinner with him.


‘I’ll book a table. Eight o’clock, do you think? Oh, and by the way, I’ll be phoning Lucy at seven so shall I give her your love? I can tell her you are going to stand in for her to cheer me up!’


Vanessa put down the phone and stood for a moment, wondering why she felt uneasy. Maybe she was being boring … old-fashioned, she told herself, but somehow it didn’t really seem right to be going out with Lucy’s fiancé. It was the kind of admonition Aunt Joan would make. Her aunt was very precise in the guidelines she had obviously felt obliged to make when Vanessa had reached eighteen. Her virginity was her most precious possession and no matter how attractive or appealing a boy might be, she must never, ever allow him to do more than kiss her or hold her hand. She must try always to go on dates in foursomes as chaperones were no longer fashionable. She must not flirt with men as inflaming their passions was most unfair since she had no intention of assuaging them. She must never, ever go out with a married man who would almost certainly try to seduce her. And so on! But as far as Vanessa could recall, she thought now with a smile, Aunt Joan’s strictures had not envisaged the situation of dining out with someone’s fiancé.


Suddenly, she wished Lucy were here to share the joke with her. It was what made their friendship so perfect – always seeing things the same way. She would have to tell her when she came home. Meanwhile, it was high time she stopped meditating and started to prepare for the evening ahead. She needed the bottle of white spirit to remove the paint on her hands – possibly even in her hair. She’d have a bath and wash her hair, which being quite long, would need time to dry. Then her one and only respectable dress needed a bit of the hem stitching and the whole thing ironing. She wasn’t sure whether Guy would mind if she went in jeans and a nice top, but a dress would be cooler as well as being a safer bet. That was another of Aunt Joan’s dictums – men much preferred feminine women in skirts rather than trousers. Still smiling, Vanessa went into the minuscule bathroom and forgot both Lucy and Aunt Joan as she turned on the shower.


The dinner did not go well. Although the food was delicious, Guy kept urging her to drink up and seemed not to take in the fact that as a diabetic, she really should not drink too much; and she’d already had one glass of wine when he called to pick her up at the flat. Not only was he drinking continuously, but also his conversational topics were very far from being to her liking.


At first, they both talked about Lucy, but after the main course had been eaten and cleared away, he began questioning her about their time at university; how many boyfriends they’d had? She thought this question a bit out of order however light-hearted his tone; but she laughed it off with a smile and a ‘None-of-your business, Guy,’ remark. But to her acute discomfort, he pursued it.


‘Come on, Van! Don’t be naïve. Everyone knows what you girls get up to these days. You’re as keen on sex as we men are. Don’t try telling me you’re a virgin!’


Vanessa was suddenly very angry. Even allowing for the amount he’d been drinking, this kind of talk was totally inappropriate.


‘I really don’t think that’s any of your business, Guy, and in any event, I can’t think of any reason why you should want to know.’


He lent forward to tip the last of the bottle of red wine into his own glass and gave her a sardonic smile.


‘So that’s it! Or am I guessing wrongly and you’re a lesbian? Yes, that would make sense the way you dote on Lucy. But I can tell you this much, my lady, you won’t get much response from her. She really enjoys sex with me and …’


Vanessa stood up abruptly, nearly spilling Guy’s glass of wine as she accidentally knocked against the table.


‘Guy, I want to leave,’ she said. ‘Now, if you don’t mind.’


‘Well, I do, actually!’ He mopped at the spilt wine with his napkin and then reached up with his other arm to put a hand on her wrist.


‘Look here, old thing, sorry if I upset you. I was only joking, you know – just teasing. Do sit down again, please.’


He sounded contrite but that was no longer the point – she still wanted to go. More than ever, she wished she had not agreed to come out with him. It hadn’t been too bad at first – he’d been polite, attentive, friendly. It was after the second bottle of wine he’d changed. She couldn’t put a name to it. He was just different – and she didn’t like the difference one bit.


Seeing that Vanessa had no intention of doing as he asked, he drained his glass, beckoned to the waiter and asked for the bill.


Ten minutes later, they were in Guy’s silver TVR speeding along the Brighton promenade past the pier and the Metropole Hotel. Neither spoke until they were outside 26 Maddison Street. Guy hurried round to open the passenger door for her.


As he took her arm, he said: ‘Honestly, Vanessa, I’m truly sorry I spoke out of turn. It was really stupid, rude, uncalled for. I do hope you’ll accept my apology. Too much wine on top of that stiff gin you gave me before dinner, I expect. Am I forgiven?’


‘Let’s forget it, Guy,’ Vanessa said. ‘I dare say I should have realized you were just joking.’


The frown which had distorted his good looks, left his face as he smiled down at her.


‘Lucy told me what a good sport you are. I shall have to confess to her what a fool I’ve made of myself and how cool you’ve been about it. Now we’re friends again, can I come up for a coffee?’


‘I am rather tired, Guy,’ Vanessa said quickly, adding vaguely, ‘all that painting today and I’ve got to go to work tomorrow morning. I don’t want you to think I haven’t – well, that it isn’t all OK again between us. I’m just tired.’


‘Of course! I wouldn’t ask you again if it was only to prolong our evening. I think I probably need some coffee to sober me up a bit. I have the feeling I wouldn’t pass the old breathalyser test if I got stopped on the way back to the Old Ship.’


Vanessa immediately felt churlish. He certainly did need some strong, black coffee and it wouldn’t take him all that long to drink it.


‘Come on then,’ she said. ‘I’ll put the kettle on and make it really strong.’


As she climbed the three flights of stairs ahead of Guy, Vanessa couldn’t see the triumphant smile on his face. She was hoping old Ma Parsons on the floor below would not come out on the landing as she was prone to do, partly to see what Lucy and she were up to and also to berate them for disturbing her. The Godstow children had run into her when they were visiting and had nicknamed her ‘Mrs Nosey Parker’, because it tied in with the parson’s nose. The poor old girl lived alone and as far as Vanessa and Lucy had been able to ascertain, she never had a single visitor. She owned an obese ginger cat upon which she doted. Very occasionally, it found its way up to their flat, but as they never fed the overweight feline, it soon disappeared downstairs again.


As usual, there was a light under Mrs Parson’s door despite the fact that it was a quarter to midnight. But she did not appear so Vanessa was able to let Guy into the upstairs flat undeterred. Guy did not speak whilst she made the coffee. She found his silence disturbing without quite knowing why. When she brought a steaming mug of black coffee to him from the kitchen, he had removed his jacket and was sprawled across the sofa bed they kept for the occasional visitor. He didn’t stand up to take the mug from her so she put it on the small occasional table beside him. He looked completely at home and she found his relaxed attitude disconcerting. He gave a noisy, prolonged yawn.


The silence lengthened whilst Guy sipped his coffee.


‘I don’t want to rush you, Guy,’ Vanessa said, ‘but I’m really quite exhausted and it’s time you were on your way, don’t you think?’


Guy put down his now empty mug but made no move to get up. He looked up at her with a strange smile.


‘Trying to get rid of me, eh?’ He sprawled back against the backrest, his hands behind his head. ‘I may have had a lot to drink but I’m not drunk, you know. All the same, I really don’t want to risk getting breathalysed. What say I stay the night? Lucy’s room is going spare, I imagine? Or I could doss down on this?’


Vanessa drew in her breath, her uneasiness increasing.


‘I’m sorry, Guy, but Tom’s coming to stay and I’ve just prepared Lucy’s room for him and there are no more bedclothes,’ she added lamely. ‘If you don’t drive too fast, you shouldn’t get stopped. Or you could leave the car here and take a taxi.’ She glanced at her watch and with an exaggerated gasp, exclaimed: ‘Goodness me, it’s half past midnight! It really is time for you to go.’


Had Guy been anyone else but Lucy’s fiancé, she would have spoken a lot more sharply and simply told an unwelcome guest to get out.


When after a long pause he replied, there was an unexpected sharp edge to his voice although he was still smiling.


‘I don’t think I want to go, Vanessa,’ he drawled. ‘Now are you going to tell me why you don’t want me to stay? I’m not stupid. It’s perfectly obvious that preparing the room for your brother was simply an excuse to get rid of me, as we both well know. You’re not frightened of me, are you?’


Yes, I am! Vanessa thought as she backed away from him.


Trying to keep her voice completely steady, she said quietly but firmly: ‘I want you to leave, Guy. Now. If you don’t, I shall …’


‘Call the police? Don’t be stupid!’


He swung his legs off the sofa bed and stood up. Before Vanessa realized what he was about to do, he took a step towards her and grabbed her arm. He held it so tightly she could not prevent herself crying out. With his other hand, he turned her face towards him in a rough gesture and stared into her eyes.


‘You’re scared, aren’t you? Wondering how to get rid of me? Well, you won’t.’ He was breathing hurriedly and his handsome face was distorted by an emotion she could only identify as malevolent. The harder she struggled to free herself from his grasp, the tighter he held her. She was really frightened now and one thought went pounding through her head – she would have to tell Lucy she must never, ever marry this man. He was evil.


She felt herself pushed savagely back on to the sofa and realized as Guy threw himself on top of her that he was far, far stronger than she was and she could not possibly free herself. When he ripped the dress from her shoulders, she succeeded in hitting him but he ignored her flailing arm. Only when he removed one hand to unzip his trousers, did she manage to push him off her, her fear lending her strength she’d not known she had. She tried to reach her bedroom where she hoped to be able to lock the door against him, but her dress was now round her ankles and she fell with a painful thud to the floor. Within minutes, Guy was once more on top of her. She could feel his hot alcohol-fumed breath on her bare neck.


Her fear became terror as he tore off her bra and pants, leaving her in no doubt about his intended rape. He forced her legs apart and when she cried out in protest, he hit her, not once but several times, shouting at her in Spanish ‘Puta, puta, puta!’


She did not know what the word meant but from the viciousness of his tone, she guessed it was something horrible.


Her fear gave way to astonishment as she realized suddenly that he was unable to carry out his intentions. She supposed he had had too much to drink, which, she had heard, made it impossible for a man to have an erection. But her relief was short-lived. He began hitting her again, his blows so painful that she could hear herself screaming.


Then the blows stopped and whilst she was still trying to catch her breath, he suddenly rammed into her disregarding her gasps of pain as he brought himself to a climax. She was trembling violently when he lifted himself off her and disappeared into the tiny bathroom. Her horror at what had just taken place was equalled only by her fear of what he would do when he returned. Did she now have time to reach the sanctuary of her room before he emerged from the bathroom, she wondered as she covered herself quickly with the Indian shawl Lucy had bought to act as a throw for the back of the somewhat shabby sofa bed. But she was too frightened to risk Guy’s emergence just as she passed the bathroom door. She heard the lavatory flush and a minute later, Guy came out of the bathroom. He looked entirely refreshed – and almost normal, although his voice as he approached her was threatening.


‘Don’t think you can get your own back on me by telling Lucy – or anyone else, come to that. I’m warning you now to keep that pretty mouth of yours shut or someone is going to get very badly hurt.’


Vanessa felt a surge of anger.


‘If you ever touch a hair of Lucy’s head, I’ll kill you,’ she said, and surprised herself by realizing that she meant it. It would be a pleasure to kill this man. Lucy must never, ever marry him.


Guy seemed unperturbed by her threat.


‘I didn’t say I was going to hurt your precious Lucy – my precious Lucy soon, I hope, so I definitely don’t want to harm her, do I? But I gather your brother, Tom, will be here in a day or two, won’t he? You read the papers, Vanessa, my dear. You’ve read stories about people getting knocked off railway platforms in front of trains; or getting run over and killed by fast cars; or falling off a cliff top. There are lots of ways, you know, to bump people off without being detected.’ He continued for a further five-minute tirade, his threats horribly frightening.


Not wishing him to realize he had succeeded in terrifying her, Vanessa stared back at him.


‘You don’t frighten me with such silly threats,’ she lied. ‘You don’t expect me to believe you’d risk getting caught if you murdered someone. I shall certainly tell Tom – and the police; and I’ll most certainly tell Lucy. I’ll …’


She broke off as Guy strode over to her and grabbed her wrists. He put his face so close to hers, she could see the stubble starting to grow on his chin. His grey eyes bored into hers.


‘You’d better believe me, Vanessa. Don’t delude yourself that I didn’t mean what I said.’ He drew away from her, a strange look of pride replacing the menace that had distorted it. ‘It may surprise you to know that I’ve done it before,’ he drawled. ‘And I got away with it. Mind you it was a good many years ago.’


Why, he’s bragging like a small boy, Vanessa thought. In total disbelief she shot back at him: ‘If you did kill someone, which I very much doubt, it would have been before they found out about DNA. Today, if I go to the police and tell them you raped me, they’ll do tests and they’d know from your DNA that you were guilty.’


To her dismay, Guy laughed.


‘You don’t honestly think anyone is going to believe I raped you? Why on earth should I have done? No, Vanessa, it would be your word against mine because I would say you asked me to fuck you; that you were jealous of Lucy and invited me up to your flat in her absence; that our little soirée was all your idea. Don’t you think my version of events is far more believable than yours? It’s not very likely I was overcome with desire for a girl like you. You’re not exactly a sex bomb, are you?’


The tone of his voice chilled her. It was threatening but in a quiet, matter-of-fact way that made it horribly believable. If she couldn’t prove he had raped her, he might carry out his threat and harm Tom or one of the Godstow children – even her great aunt. If, however unlikely it might seem, one of them met with a horrible accident, it would be her fault. Yet she couldn’t stay silent and let Lucy go through with the marriage ignorant of Guy Weaver’s true nature.


He was standing by the door now, his jacket slung casually over one arm, looking at her with an expression devoid of anxiety.


Opening the door, he even smiled as he said: ‘And one more thing, not a word to Lucy. In fact I must insist you keep this little incident entirely to yourself, Vanessa, my dear. I really don’t want to have to silence you myself.’


When the door closed behind him, she sat hunched and dry-eyed in the armchair hugging her bruised body. Rocking to and fro, moaning softly, she was horribly afraid that Guy was capable of carrying out his threats.




Three


Tom Lyford put down his wine glass, sat back in his chair and looked round the half-empty marquee. Tomorrow it would be packed with people, with little room to spare between the twenty circular tables at which the hundred wedding guests would be seated. At the far end of the marquee, there were three long trestle tables empty now but which tomorrow would display a lavish wedding lunch. For the present, a dozen places had been set round one of the tables for a simple evening meal for the Godstow family and their house guests.


It was typical of Bridget Godstow to include him in this family party, Tom told himself as she hurried past him with yet another artistically arranged centrepiece of flowers to go on one of the round tables. Her plump face was flushed with her exertions for she and his sister, Vanessa, had been hard at work turning the empty marquee into a festive ballroom.


‘Doesn’t it all look lovely, Tom?’ Julia, the youngest of the four Godstow children, interrupted his thoughts. ‘I can’t wait for tomorrow!’ Fourteen years old, she had followed him round like a puppy ever since he’d arrived at lunchtime.


‘She’s got a crush on you, Tom!’ her sixteen-year-old sister Jemma had teased, causing the poor child to blush a deep pink.


With a sudden catch in his throat, he caught sight of Lucy. She was wearing a short, pretty blue skirt and white, cropped T-shirt, her long bare legs and arms displaying a pale coppery brown tan. Looking across the tent to where she stood helping her mother place a huge vase of delphiniums, lilies and white roses in one of the corners, he felt a pang of misery so acute it was like a sharp pain behind his eyes. Tomorrow Lucy was marrying Guy Weaver and there was absolutely nothing whatever he could do to prevent it.


As Julia moved away to talk to her father, Tom walked over to the opening in the marquee and stood looking out at the Godstows’ lovely garden. It was ablaze with brightly coloured flowers on this late August evening. It had rained almost continuously throughout the past two days and everyone had been on tenterhooks praying for a return of the good weather for the wedding. Now there was little doubt that tomorrow the sun would shine on the bride and groom.


Tom drew a deep breath as he tried to rid himself of the depression that had taken hold of him ever since Vanessa had e-mailed him to say that Lucy was getting married. He’d fallen in love with Lucy years ago when Vanessa had brought her best friend out to Switzerland for a skiing holiday at Easter. The girls were celebrating their seventeenth birthdays which fell within a week of each other in March. He lived with his godfather Charles Rowan who owned a large house on the edge of Lake Geneva. Like his godfather, whom he called Uncle Charles, Tom was an avid skier. It was a wonderful holiday, and at the airport where he’d gone to see the girls off on their way back to Gatwick, Lucy had suddenly flung her arms round his neck and kissed him. Tom was three years older than the girls so Lucy was by no means his first girlfriend. He had even had an affair with an Italian girl several years older than himself, whose apartment he visited in Lausanne whenever he could do so. But that had been purely sex, he realized when he fell in love with the seventeen year-old Lucy that holiday; and he’d never been seriously interested in anyone else since.


Uncle Charles, a banker who was his guardian as well as his godfather, had turned out to be enormous fun. He was a jolly, good-natured bachelor who was delighted to have a teenage ready-made son. He’d never married and with no children of his own to inherit his not inconsiderable wealth, Charles quickly realized that Tom’s natural mathematical ability would qualify him to join the merchant bank when he left university. Meanwhile, he packed Tom off to the Lyceum Alpinum, the excellent international boarding school in Zuos, near St Moritz, where he’d quickly settled down. Good at sports, he soon made friends, became trilingual – learning German and French quickly – and enjoyed wonderful holidays with his uncle skiing at Christmas and Easter and yachting in the South of France in the summer. Uncle Charles’s idea of life was that it should always be fun with never a dull moment, be it at work or play.


Lucy now came across the lawn to stand beside him. She was holding the empty bucket, which had contained the flowers she’d been helping Vanessa and her mother to arrange. Her face was flushed and her eyes were sparkling as she smiled up at him. Only five foot two tall, she often joked that she was obliged to stand on tiptoe in order to kiss him. Those kisses were bittersweet for Tom who knew they were sisterly, not lovers’ kisses, and they made him more acutely aware of his loss.


‘Aren’t we lucky, Tom?’ she said as she pointed up at the orange-pink streaking the sky behind the marquee. ‘Looks like we’ll have a beautiful sunset. Red sky at night, shepherds’ delight,’ she recited. ‘It’s going to be a glorious day tomorrow!’ She tucked her arm through one of his and gave him a little hug. ‘I’m so thrilled you could come, Tombo! When I was sending out the invitations, Van said you might not be able to make it, but I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me.’


She gave a mischievous little laugh as she added: ‘I’ve invited three ex-boyfriends but you’re my first – and favourite! Do you remember the summer holiday we had when we booked that tent in the South of France? Pa would have had a fit if he’d realized you were sleeping in the same tent as Van and me. I thought I was in love with you and that one day, when I’d grown up a bit, we’d get married. Goodness, how juvenile I was – and you weren’t much better, Tom. You actually proposed! Of course, we both knew it wasn’t serious but it was fun, wasn’t it?’ She gave a deep sigh. ‘Now I’m about to wed my beloved Guy who, I might add, is frightfully jealous of all my ex’s, and of you most of all because I told him you would always be extra, extra special.’


She reached up and kissed him lightly on the cheek.


‘Love you lots!’ she said, and with a happy smile she danced away from him swinging the empty bucket as she disappeared into the house.


I shouldn’t have come! Tom told himself miserably, and yet he knew he’d had to do so. Right up to the very last minute, he could still hope that something would go wrong and that Lucy would change her mind. He’d met Guy Weaver once, last spring at her engagement party, and tried very hard not to dislike him. He was a good-looking bloke – quite a bit older than Lucy or, indeed, than himself. In his mid-thirties, Vanessa had told him. His dark hair was long, straight and inclined to fall over his forehead. His eyes, a curious grey, struck Tom as being secretive – as if he was quietly sizing everyone up; except, of course, when he looked at Lucy and then his expression was intensely possessive.


Tom told himself for the hundredth time that he was being quite unfair; that his all-too-real jealousy was clouding his judgment. But Vanessa didn’t like him either. Not that she’d ever said so despite his probing, but she never had anything good to say about the fellow, and the most he ever got from her was that she wished Lucy would wait a while before taking the plunge.
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