
  [image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




  
[image: Image]



  For Sylvia and Charles Richard Bradley.

  Mum and Dad, thank you for encouraging us to

  question the universe and to follow our dreams.

  Together at last and on your final big adventure.


  Chapter 1

  Julia Talbot

  Sunday

  My hands were shaking. I was terrified, but also elated by the promise of a new future: like waiting to be called for a job interview, but much, much more intense.

  Outside, the summer sun was trying to push through the white clouds, and I willed it on, as if the light would bring me luck. The hotel grounds looked peaceful, not a single person around, but the surroundings did nothing to calm my nerves.

  My palms were sweaty. Panic was building up in my stomach and rising to my chest. I took a long breath in, held it, and then I let it go. It was what my therapist had taught me to do.

  ‘Not long to go,’ Lucy said. She looked beautiful in her bridesmaid’s dress. I’d asked her to make sure everything ran smoothly, and the pressure was showing. She was like a coiled spring ready to explode. She wanted everything to be perfect for me. It wasn’t helping my rising anxiety.

  ‘We’re both ready,’ I said.

  Lucy nodded and then fussed with a loose strand of my hair, which had come free from my chignon and framed my face. She kept trying to tuck it back in, but it wouldn’t stay. She knew my fine hair was unmanageable, but today she was refusing to give up.

  ‘It’s okay.’ I moved away from her.

  ‘Sorry.’ She clasped her hands together. I wasn’t sure who was more apprehensive: her or me.

  I surveyed myself in the hotel mirror, checking every last detail, and smiled. My long blonde hair was staying up, a few delicate white pearls sprinkled throughout. My white dress fit perfectly, cascading around my feet. Lucy was reflected behind me in the glass, her brow creased with the strain of concentrating as she checked every detail too.

  I smiled at her and made tiny adjustments to my flowers and dress. I took my time. I touched up the pink gloss on my lips; the colour made them fuller. This was my moment of transformation. No one was going to hurry me. I needed to get this right. Everybody would be watching me, including Mark’s family. I had to be perfect.

  ‘How do I look?’ I grinned at her.

  Lucy’s brow creased and her lip wobbled.

  ‘Come on.’ I gave her a quick hug. ‘We promised each other we wouldn’t cry.’ She was meant to be supporting me, but here I was having to carry her, on today of all days.

  ‘I’m sorry.’ She dabbed at her eyes, trying not to smudge her mascara. ‘You look incredible.’

  She composed herself and then wrapped her arms tightly around me, her auburn curls brushing against my cheek. I untangled myself and held her at arm’s length.

  I couldn’t help but smile. Her curled auburn hair tumbled around her shoulders and her peppermint bridesmaid’s dress made her green eyes glow.

  ‘You look beautiful,’ I said. ‘It won’t be long until it’s your turn.’

  ‘It’s only been six months,’ Lucy said, but a huge grin appeared at the mention of her boyfriend, James. I was glad to see her so happy. She’d had more than her fair share of pain over the years. ‘Sorry he couldn’t come today,’ she said. ‘He really did try, but he couldn’t get out of the Dubai work trip.’

  ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘You’re here and that’s what matters.’ I gave her a twirl and she let out a little sob. Part of me suspected that her tears weren’t all joyful. She’d never been sure about Mark and had been very vocal about it at the beginning. When she realized that I wouldn’t give him up, she’d toed the line, but her concerns had always left me with a niggle of self-doubt. She’d known me my whole life; knew me better than anyone. I had found myself asking the same question over and over again. Was I making the right choice? But then Mark’s lopsided grin would come into my mind and I told myself I’d never find anyone like him again. The day I’d met him I knew we were going to be married and live happily together, always.

  ‘Come on, Miss Time-Keeper.’ I tapped my wrist as if I was wearing a watch. ‘Don’t we need to get going?’

  Lucy moved away. ‘Sorry. Yes. They’ll be here soon.’ She wiped under her eyes with tissue and touched up her foundation before picking up her bouquet; it matched my larger bunch of peach and yellow roses.

  I turned towards the door. As if on cue, there was a knock. A middle-aged man in a black suit marched into the room. He looked every inch the police detective, with his composed presence and the way he took control of the space. It made my heart stop.

  ‘Miss Talbot, my name is Henry.’ He thrust his hand towards me and I stared at it blankly. ‘I’m going to be your registrar for today.’ His hand hovered in the air uselessly and he tilted his head at me, a look of concern on his face.

  ‘Of course, thank you.’ I grabbed his hand gratefully, but shook it too fast in my relief. I caught a glimpse of my reflection glaring back at me from the large mirrors on the walls. I was frowning, and my shoulders were tense. I tried to relax. I was being ridiculous. Of course he wasn’t from the police.

  ‘First off, I need to check that you are Miss Julia Talbot,’ the registrar said.

  ‘I am.’ I smiled at him.

  ‘And have you ever been known by any other name?’

  ‘No.’ My skin prickled as I told the lie. Lucy’s face didn’t change but she gave a slight nod of approval. I could always rely on her.

  ‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ the registrar said chirpily. ‘Just part of the legal process. One always has to satisfy the law.’ I suspected that he’d never been on the wrong side of it.

  ‘I’m sorry.’ I tried to relax. ‘I’m all over the place today.’

  ‘I’ve yet to meet a bride who hasn’t suffered with nerves.’ He patted my arm kindly, like a father would, and I felt pain needle sharp in my heart.

  ‘Will anyone be walking you down the aisle?’

  ‘No. I’ll be walking down the aisle by myself.’ My dad’s face came into my mind, the last time I’d seen him. He was cradling his head in his hands, his whole body shaking with sobs.

  ‘Right . . .’ The registrar was flustered by my answer. ‘And you’ve got one bridesmaid here.’

  ‘Yes, that’s me.’ Lucy nodded at him. With Lucy stood beside me, I could do this.

  ‘And who is your witness for the signing of the register?’ he asked.

  ‘Witness?’ I looked at Lucy.

  ‘When you and Mark sign the register, you’ll have two witnesses,’ the registrar said. ‘I believe Mark has chosen his mother.’

  ‘I thought his mother and father were going to be the witnesses?’ I said. ‘They both wanted to be involved in the ceremony.’

  ‘Sorry, tradition dictates one witness should be from the bride’s side.’ The registrar shook his head at me and smiled. ‘And I’m a stickler for tradition. What about your friend here?’

  ‘Oh. Yes, Lucy.’ There was only Lucy left on my side to be my witness.

  ‘Or maybe a sibling, to get them a bit involved?’ He clasped his hands together, waiting.

  My chest felt tight and a sudden wave of dizziness hit me. I heard Rachel’s childish laughter pealing through the trees, saw sunlight filtering through the woods.

  I had to sit down or I’d fall. Lucy grabbed my arm. She guided me to the plush sofa in the middle of the room. My legs buckled under me and I collapsed onto it.

  ‘Are you all right?’ The registrar rushed forward; his already wrinkled brow was furrowed deep. He seemed at a loss as to what to do.

  ‘She’s fine.’ Lucy bent over me, peering into my face. She turned to him. ‘I can be the witness.’

  ‘Do you need some water or something?’ He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, not sure where to go.

  ‘Great idea.’ Lucy rushed to the table where a jug of water stood and poured me a glass.

  ‘I’m all right,’ I said. ‘A little hot, that’s all. This dress is too tight.’

  ‘I have to ask . . .’ The registrar leaned closer towards me. ‘Is anyone forcing you to get married?’

  ‘No, no one’s forcing me to do anything.’ I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my voice. Why was he asking me that? I wished he would get away from me.

  His face relaxed. ‘I’m sorry – I have a legal duty to ask. It’s one of the standard questions.’

  ‘Of course.’ I tried to control my breathing.

  Lucy handed me the glass of water.

  ‘I’ll . . . I’ll leave you to it,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’ He hurried out of the room without looking back.

  ‘Drink the water,’ Lucy said. ‘It’s going to be fine.’ She squeezed my shoulder gently.

  Cool water slid down my throat. ‘Do you . . . do you think they know about what happened?’ I couldn’t look at her as I said it.

  ‘You’re being paranoid.’ She stood up straight. ‘How could they know?’ There was a sharpness to her voice.

  ‘You’re right. It’s just . . . I hate being the centre of attention. Everyone staring at me again.’

  She gave a brief nod but said nothing. We never talked about our past; it was our unspoken rule.

  ‘We need to get going.’ She handed me my bouquet and smiled at me. ‘It’s nearly two.’

  I smoothed my dress and glanced in the mirror one final time. The colour was coming back to my cheeks. Today my life was going to begin with Mark. He had been everything to me for so long now and soon we would be married. I felt a flutter of happiness at the thought.

  *

  We waited outside the ceremony room – the point of no return. Once I crossed that threshold, everything would change, my life would never be the same again. I was ready.

  But voices rumbled from inside the room; I’d expected silence. I glanced at Lucy, who was hunched over, fussing with my satin train.

  I thought of Mark. How we’d talked about this day for so long. Now it was finally here it felt different. Strained, maybe. As if everything was pulled taut and a single thing could rip it all apart.

  Lucy stood up and waited beside me. My feet were starting to ache and the underwire of my lacy bra was digging into my ribs. I tugged at my bodice.

  Lucy turned to me. ‘Shouldn’t someone open the doors for us?’

  ‘I would have thought so.’ I tried to remember what my wedding planner had said would happen at this moment. The voices still rumbled on through the door.

  ‘I can go in and find out what’s happening?’ Lucy suggested.

  ‘No, everyone will see you. Let’s give it a couple of minutes. David’s probably lost the rings or something. I told Mark he’d be useless, but did he listen?’ I’d never liked David. He seemed so superficial and didn’t strike me as a good person.

  ‘Tweedledum and Tweedledee.’ Lucy muttered under her breath, but then saw my look and realized what she’d said. She knew I hated it when she compared Mark to David. ‘I mean . . . you know, for friends, they’re very alike. Same haircut, same suits. That’s all. I didn’t mean . . .’ She blushed and looked downwards. I decided to leave it. Now was not the time to start arguing with my only bridesmaid.

  ‘Sorry,’ she said.

  ‘It’s fine.’ It wasn’t and she knew it. We waited for a few more minutes. ‘I put one-thirty on the invites. They’ll all be sat there waiting. This is embarrassing.’

  ‘The bride’s always late,’ Lucy said.

  ‘But I’m not late. I’m ready.’ My patience was wearing thin. I’d never understood that tradition. ‘Maybe you’re meant to open the doors?’

  Lucy peered through the tiny gap in the oak double doors, which were festooned with white ribbons and peach roses. ‘They’re all just sat there waiting.’

  ‘Well, I can’t stand here for ever. Open the doors.’

  Lucy was still trying to peek through the doors, stealing nervous glances back at me. She turned to me. ‘Surely someone should come out and open the doors for us?’

  I wasn’t going to stand here any longer. I set off towards the door with Lucy trotting behind me. She hurried in front of me and pulled open the doors, and then fell in line behind me.

  The ceremony room was not as I remembered it. People filled the room, mostly sitting, but a few were on their feet. They weren’t looking my way, and some were even blocking the aisle.

  Mark was at the front, speaking with the registrar, his back towards me. I remembered the first time I’d met him, when he’d come into my little jewellery store. I’d known he was different. I couldn’t stop watching him. He had a good eye for jewellery, selecting one of my favourite pieces for his mother’s birthday. I felt at ease with him. When he discovered I was the jewellery maker and owner, he was amazed. Most people see jewellery as frivolous, but he said it was art.

  He’d bought the piece and left, but the next day he came in again. He’d claimed he needed to buy another present, but it became clear he wasn’t there for the jewellery. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him, and I couldn’t believe he’d come back. I knew in that moment that one day we’d be married and now here we were.

  I waved at the pianist to start playing and he frowned at me and shook his head. I mouthed ‘play’ at him and he shrugged his shoulders and began the canon, filling the room with a rising crescendo. All faces turned towards me, but no one was smiling.

  Gemma, a colleague of Mark’s, loomed in front of me, blocking my way. ‘Julia, you shouldn’t be here,’ she said. ‘Elizabeth was supposed to talk to you.’

  ‘What do you mean? Of course I should be here. It’s my wedding day.’ Had she lost her mind?

  ‘Get out of her way.’ Lucy stepped in front of me and pushed Gemma aside.

  I saw a smirk play across Gemma’s face as she shrugged her shoulders and turned away. I’d always suspected she’d liked Mark a bit too much. She’d certainly never been keen on me. Tears filled my eyes. Everything was blurred.

  As I stumbled down the aisle, the people around me gawped. One of Mark’s cousins put her hand over her mouth.

  I concentrated on Mark; he was a few metres away. If I could get to him, everything would be all right. He was in a deep discussion with the registrar, their heads bent towards each other. Those standing were blocking my view. I couldn’t get his attention without shouting at him and I wouldn’t stoop to that.

  Confusion spread through the room. The whispers grew. Elizabeth, Mark’s mother, was hurrying down the aisle towards me, a strange look on her face.

  Mark turned around to face me – but it wasn’t Mark.

  It was David.

  When Mark had joined the gym, David had too. When Mark changed his hair, David had too. I couldn’t believe I’d mistaken him for Mark. Of course it wasn’t him.

  I brushed the tears from my eyes and checked the crowd either side of me, but Mark wasn’t there.

  David hurried towards me, meeting me halfway down the aisle just as Elizabeth reached me. He was the last man in the whole world I needed right now, but I was stuck with him.

  ‘Your wedding planner was going to talk to you.’ His eyes darted from left to right, searching for her.

  ‘Where’s Mark?’ I grabbed his hands to make him focus on me.

  ‘I don’t know.’ He pulled his hands from mine. He wouldn’t look at me.

  ‘When did you last see him?’ It felt like I was free-falling as my stomach flipped in fear.

  ‘Yesterday afternoon.’ He glanced at me and then quickly looked away.

  ‘But you were meant to be staying at our flat with him last night?’

  ‘He didn’t turn up. I just thought he was with you.’ He pushed his hair back and his eyes searched the room, as if looking for an excuse to get away from me.

  ‘You knew he wasn’t with me,’ I said. ‘We told you we wanted to spend our last unmarried night apart. He was meant to be with you.’ Mark had been missing for twenty-four hours and David hadn’t told anyone.

  ‘Sorry, what do you want me to say?’ He put his hands up in surrender and moved away from me. ‘Look, I’ll try to call him again. We’ll find him, don’t panic.’ He pulled out his mobile and put it to his ear.

  My heart hammered inside my chest. Mark was gone. So, this is what it felt like. I’d been preparing myself for this for so long, imagined it enough times, but I hadn’t expected it to feel like this. As if my insides had been scooped out. An emptiness.

  Elizabeth, Mark’s mother, was wittering on at me. She was wearing a ridiculous, pink and gold, frisbee-like hat, which was balanced precariously on top of her greying curls. Her dress was white with a matching pink and gold swirling rose pattern, too bridal for my liking.

  ‘I thought you were going to tell her?’ Charles, my soon to be father-in-law, was standing up.

  ‘I thought the wedding planner had gone out to do it.’ Elizabeth waved her hand towards me dismissively.

  My cheeks burnt with shame. They all thought he’d left me. Snatches of gossip rushed at me. I felt my jaw tightening in anger. I wanted to scream for silence, but my voice had stopped working.

  Above me there were white angel sculptures flying out of the top of the stone pillars, their shoulders bent under the weight of the oak beams they were holding up. The effect was meant to be ornate, but the angels were suffering under their burden. Their eyes stared down, pitying me.

  I had come so close to happiness. I dropped my gaze to the tiled floor. God was getting me back for everything I had done. And I didn’t deserve anything less.


  Chapter 2

  Alana Loxton

  Sunday

  Alana Loxton watched the hands move on the cheap plastic wall clock. Two hours to go until she could say she had survived her first week in Southwark borough CID. So far, she’d been assigned two gang stabbings, a domestic and a stranger sexual assault. Her head was spinning. It had been years since she’d had to deal with volume crime, but here she was, back in the trenches.

  She took a deep breath and let it out. She rolled her shoulders back twice and tilted her head left and then right. The back of her neck clicked. She promised herself that she’d use her upcoming days off to book that long-awaited massage.

  Her team was short, with one person off on long-term sick leave and another on maternity. Those that were there regarded her with suspicion, as if she was a spy from the Department of Professional Standards. She told herself they were just overworked and stressed; it was nothing personal. She should stop being paranoid. At least Kowalski had been friendly towards her.

  If she could just keep her head down and wait out the storm, maybe she’d be able to return to the Murder Investigation Team in a year or two. The constant shifting of roles in the police meant a department was unrecognizable every few years, and that suited her fine after what had happened in the murder squad. The demotion had hurt, but she wasn’t about to quit. Murder investigation was what she excelled at; it was where she belonged. She couldn’t imagine another path in the police force. She’d bide her time and then she’d reapply – this was just a punishment posting, after all.

  DCI Winter marched into the crowded office dressed in an expensive dark blue suit. He stood out in the drab room as a man with ambition – the worst type in the police, from her experience. They were out to impress – not the troops below, but the bosses above.

  She tried to make herself look busy, hunching over her keyboard and typing. She hadn’t been introduced to Winter yet, and the frown on his face suggested that this was not the day for it.

  Winter was scanning the room for something. His eyes fell on her and Loxton’s stomach clenched. There must have been thirty people in the room. Why was he looking in her direction? She couldn’t be in the shit already . . .

  ‘You two – in my office now, please.’ Winter nodded at Loxton and then Kowalski, who was sitting four desks over, halfway through a Snickers bar. Winter then headed back to his office, addressing a few detectives on the way.

  Kowalski took one last look at his chocolate bar, placed it back onto his desk, and joined her. ‘Come on, new girl,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t bite – much.’

  Kowalski was in his early thirties, and although his Polish accent had softened living among Londoners, it was still detectable. He was pale, with light blue eyes and short cropped brown hair. Instead of a detective, she thought he had the look of someone who should be on the Territorial Support Group carrying a riot shield.

  Loxton gathered up her notebook and pen and hurried past the bank of desks. Detectives looked up at her, but none of them smiled. They all looked tired and drawn. Would she look like that after her first month, she wondered?

  Winter’s office was cramped and small. Pinned to the wall was a faded poster warning detectives to think forensically. Stacks of dirty cups surrounded his coffee machine. There were files discarded in one corner of the room, with different handwriting on the spines. It was like a dumping ground. Perhaps the DCI didn’t distance himself from the mess after all; maybe he got stuck in.

  ‘This afternoon a 32-year-old banker, Mark Rowthorn, was reported missing by his fiancée, a Miss Julia Talbot.’ Up close, slight stubble was visible on Winter’s face, and the dark bags under his eyes looked permanently shaded on.

  Loxton jotted down the names.

  ‘Rowthorn disappeared before their wedding ceremony. We have the thankless task of trying to find out where the hell he’s got to.’

  Loxton looked up from her notepad. ‘Sir, is this a priority?’ The DCI turned his cold gaze on her. She carried on anyway, knowing that she’d have to explain herself now. ‘Shouldn’t the uniform deal with a case like this? I mean, he’s probably got cold feet. Does it need a detective to—?’

  ‘That would be the obvious conclusion. What you need to ask yourself is why I’m sending two detectives to this call. Your ex-DI from murder squad warned me about you, but I wanted to make my own judgement. Don’t disappoint me.’ Winter had spoken to her former boss, and DI Taylor wouldn’t have been kind; he was still furious with her. She dropped her gaze to the floor, drawn to the worn-out carpet tiles, which were frayed to a dull grey-blue.

  ‘To answer your question, the missing man’s father is the editor of the South London Reviewer. He called the Commander to ensure that this matter is dealt with efficiently. I wanted to send my finest and brightest, but they’re up to their eyeballs in work. You two are all I’ve got left.’

  Kowalski raised his eyebrows and Loxton tried to control her anger. Reporting a groom missing on his wedding day; it didn’t get any more menial than this. She’d be a laughing stock in her old department if it ever got back to them.

  ‘But police constables could complete all the initial enquiries,’ she said. ‘Then hand it over to us in the morning if he still hasn’t turned up.’

  She saw Kowalski’s eyes widen briefly, but he quickly made his features impassive again. Loxton didn’t care. She wasn’t going to be taken for a fool; she had worked too hard in her career for that.

  ‘I’m not sending uniform to report him missing, stomping their size eleven boots all over Mr Newspaper Editor’s lovely cream carpets.’

  ‘We’ve got it covered, sir,’ Kowalski said. He was looking at her as if he was trying to decipher a forgotten language. Despite everything, Loxton wanted to get on in her new role, so she took Kowalski’s cue and decided to drop it.

  ‘I don’t want us looking stupid in front of the press. It’ll be the end of all our careers. I trust you, Dominik.’ Winter turned his gaze to her. ‘Loxton, don’t mess up.’

  ‘Understood,’ said Kowalski.

  ‘Good.’ Winter handed them a print-out of the 999 call. ‘The last confirmed sighting of Rowthorn was well over twenty-four hours ago at around one-thirty in the afternoon by his best man, David Steele.’

  Loxton scribbled down Steele and circled it. In her experience, the last one to report seeing the misper alive was usually the reason no one else had seen them since.

  ‘A hospital search and custody check have been completed,’ Winter said. ‘There’s no trace of Rowthorn. There have been no transactions on his bank account since his disappearance, either. We need to be seen to be covering every angle.’

  ‘Of course, sir.’ Kowalski nodded.

  Loxton hated the way the police responded to media pressure, but it was always the same. Media scrutiny ensured a gold standard service.

  ‘You’re to head to Rowthorn and Talbot’s home address: Flat 39, The Jam Factory, Green Walk, Borough, if that’s not too much trouble? The fiancée, Julia Talbot, will be there. Are there any questions?’

  ‘Have intelligence checks been done?’ Loxton asked before she could stop herself.

  Winter stared at Loxton, and then turned his face to his computer screen. A look of surprise flashed briefly on his face. ‘It seems that’s not been done yet. I’ll get someone to put Rowthorn and Steele through the system while you’re on your way. Dismissed.’

  ‘And the fiancée too?’

  ‘Her as well.’ Winter nodded at her.

  Kowalski headed for the door and Loxton followed him.

  ‘I don’t think he likes me,’ she said when they were out of earshot.

  ‘This isn’t the murder squad; you can forget about being treated like an adult here. You’ve got to learn to take orders.’

  He was right. She needed to keep her mouth shut and try to fit in. You couldn’t change the game if you weren’t allowed to play. ‘I just don’t understand why he’s wasting resources on a groom that’s gone AWOL. There’s at least twenty unsolved stabbings in this office, and he’s sending us to deal with this?’

  ‘He’s got friends in high places, and sometimes they call on him for favours. It’s best to keep the people at the top happy and off our backs. He’s a good DCI. He’s just about managing to keep this place going, which is no small feat.’ Kowalski was searching his desk, which was piled high with files.

  ‘Since when did the police become this political?’ Loxton spotted his radio aerial peeking out from underneath some papers and handed it to him. She grabbed her case, which had everything packed neatly inside and ready to go.

  ‘Everything is politics these days.’ He slid the radio inside his jacket pocket. ‘You need to remember that.’

  She pulled on her jacket. ‘Let’s go looking for this runaway groom then.’


  Chapter 3

  Alana Loxton

  Sunday

  A colossal Victorian red-brick building loomed over Loxton. The Jam Factory. Gutted inside and adapted into trendy bachelor pads, a world away from the poor who used to work here.

  She parked on double yellows, tossing the police logbook onto the dashboard and praying that she wouldn’t get a parking ticket. She flashed her badge at the aged security man, who didn’t look twice, and headed through the black-gated courtyard.

  Kowalski made a low whistle, shaking his head. The flats must cost well over a million each. London’s relentless sirens and screaming horns were muffled here and that was worth something. If Loxton worked for another 50 years, she still wouldn’t be able to afford one.

  ‘You take the lead on this case, murder squad girl,’ Kowalski said. ‘You can show me how it’s done.’

  ‘Make sure you’re taking notes,’ she said. To her relief, he smiled.

  The front of Rowthorn’s and Talbot’s flat was floor-to-ceiling glass. Through it she could see two women stood up talking. One was in her early thirties, wearing a green bridesmaid’s dress; the other looked like the mother of the bride, judging from the god-awful hat she was wearing.

  She spotted Julia Talbot sitting on an armchair gazing into the middle distance. There were also two men in wedding suits, sitting on the sofa, looking uncomfortable. They were all waiting for the police to arrive and fix everything. Loxton wished it were that simple.

  She pressed the doorbell, throwing Kowalski a glance. This wasn’t the type of property they usually visited – not their usual type of people either.

  Loxton steeled herself, expecting the bride to answer the heavy black door, but it was the woman in her late sixties who came and yanked it open. Anger and frustration seeped from the woman’s every pore and her headwear was threatening to fall off her over-curled grey hair.

  ‘I’m DC Loxton, and this is DC Kowalski. We’re here to see Julia Talbot.’

  ‘Please, come in, come in.’ The woman ushered them into the flat and away from the front door.

  ‘I’m Elizabeth Rowthorn. Mark’s mother.’ She showed them into the living room, which was large, with a beautiful wooden floor. Loxton noticed the woman in the bridesmaid’s dress had disappeared and so had the younger man in the morning suit.

  Julia Talbot was sat upright in an armchair, surreal in her wedding dress. Her blonde hair was twisted into an elegant chignon, pinned up with white pearl clips. It was as if she expected to be teleported back to the ceremony at any moment, but her face was grey and waxen behind her smeared bridal make-up.

  ‘I’m DC Alana Loxton and this is DC Dominik Kowalski. We’re investigating Mark’s disappearance.’

  Talbot looked up, but her eyes were glazed over. She stared right through them.

  ‘We’re here to establish Mark’s last known movements,’ Loxton said.

  ‘We’ve done all that on the phone to the police,’ Mrs Rowthorn said impatiently. ‘What are you doing to find him?’

  Loxton turned towards her. ‘We’re doing everything we can, Mrs Rowthorn—’

  ‘You haven’t started looking, have you?’ Mrs Rowthorn said, ignoring her and addressing Kowalski. Loxton was used to being dismissed at the early stages. At twenty-nine, she was younger than people expected – and female, of course. She didn’t fit the plastic mould that people expected of a police officer.

  ‘We’ve contacted all of the local hospitals—’ Kowalski managed, before he too was interrupted.

  ‘I’ve already done that. There was nothing.’ Mrs Rowthorn’s voice had become shriller and she spoke faster. ‘Is that all you’ve done? You have to find him. It was his wedding today. Do you know how much money it cost us?’

  ‘Darling, I’m sure they’re doing everything they can,’ said the older morning-suited man who had remained – her husband, Mr Rowthorn Sr, Loxton assumed. He seemed embarrassed by his wife’s emotional outburst.

  ‘Charles, you’re sitting there as if nothing’s happened. Our son has disappeared. These people are supposed to be out there looking for him.’ Mrs Rowthorn glared at them.

  ‘Mrs Rowthorn, could I speak to you separately?’ Kowalski moved towards the kitchen, but Mrs Rowthorn stayed put. Nice try, thought Loxton. It was what she was about to do.

  ‘Anything you want to ask me you can ask in front of my family. We have no secrets.’

  ‘Some of the questions might be upsetting,’ Loxton said.

  ‘Not as upsetting as my son disappearing.’

  There was an awkward silence. It was broken by the woman in the bridesmaid’s dress coming in carrying a tray loaded with cups, steam rising from them. Her auburn hair tumbled around her shoulders. She was the most overdressed tea-lady Loxton had ever seen.

  ‘This is Lucy Webb, Julia’s bridesmaid.’ Mr Rowthorn made the introductions. ‘This is DC Loxton and DC Kowalski.’

  Webb handed out the cups of tea. ‘Would you like one?’ she asked. She had striking emerald eyes.

  ‘We’re fine, thank you,’ Kowalski said.

  Webb sat next to Talbot and held her hand. Talbot still didn’t say a word; her entire focus was on something small cupped in her palm, but the way she was sitting blocked Loxton’s view of whatever it was.

  ‘Julia,’ Loxton began softly. ‘Can we speak with you alone for a moment?’

  Talbot’s hand gripped Webb’s tighter and she looked at both detectives. ‘Why?’

  ‘We need to ask you some questions about Mark, and it might be easier for you to answer them if you’re on your own.’

  Talbot glanced at Webb and the people in the room, her eyes hovering on Elizabeth Rowthorn. ‘It’s fine to ask me here. Like Elizabeth said, we don’t have any secrets.’

  Loxton glanced at Kowalski – there seemed little else they could do at this stage but continue.

  ‘Has Mark had any issues with anyone recently?’ Kowalski asked Talbot.

  ‘No, he’s very popular,’ Mrs Rowthorn answered.‘Since he was a little boy he’s been very popular. He was voted head of his year in college, two years in a row.’

  ‘Has his mood changed?’ Kowalski asked.

  ‘He was about to get married.’ Mrs Rowthorn’s voice had become shrill again, as if the question was an insult. ‘This wedding was not your average affair. He was very busy. It required extensive planning. Didn’t it, Julia?’

  Talbot nodded in silence and her face became more drawn. Loxton wished she could get Talbot on her own. ‘Mark didn’t seem down to you, or agitated?’ Loxton asked Talbot.

  ‘What are you suggesting, officer?’ Mrs Rowthorn’s face was going puce. ‘That my son was depressed and killed himself? Let me assure you that my son is perfectly happy.’

  ‘We were happy,’ Talbot added finally speaking. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’ She covered her face with her hand and her whole body shook. Her other hand had unfurled and Loxton saw she was holding a gold and silver wedding band. The metals were mixed together to create an elaborate wooden grain effect. Loxton had never seen a ring like it.

  Mrs Rowthorn turned her full attention to Loxton. ‘Mark hasn’t wandered off because he’s a bit glum. He would never leave us all like this. Something terrible has obviously happened to him. You need to do your job and find him.’

  ‘Mrs Rowthorn, I can’t imagine how hard this is for all of you,’ Kowalski said. ‘We’re just trying to make sure we don’t miss anything.’

  ‘That’s what I’m trying to do too.’ Mrs Rowthorn glared at him.

  ‘Who are his friends?’ Loxton asked. ‘Is there anyone he might have gone to stay with?’

  ‘His friends are all from the bank,’ Julia Talbot said. ‘He works such long hours, the bank’s his life.’

  ‘Is there a big drinking culture at the bank?’ Kowalski asked Talbot.

  ‘It’s quite a high-pressured job,’ Mrs Rowthorn added quickly. ‘They need to let off steam.’

  ‘Can you make a list of his friends?’ Loxton asked.

  Talbot nodded. ‘The ones I know were all at the wedding. David, his best man, can help you with the rest of the City Enterprises lot. He’s just gone to make a call.’ She motioned towards the rear of the flat.

  ‘It seems Mark was last seen yesterday at around one-thirty in the afternoon by David Steele. Can you tell me where you were yesterday after one-thirty? If you saw Mark after that time?’

  ‘I didn’t see Mark.’ Talbot said sadly. ‘I was in the Silver Tree Hotel at around two. I checked in and was getting things set up for the wedding.’

  ‘I was helping Julia in the afternoon,’ Webb said. ‘And I stayed with her that night. In the morning we were getting ready for the wedding. Make up, hair, you know.’

  ‘Thank you,’ Loxton said. It seemed the best man was the last person to see Mark Rowthorn.

  Kowalski carried on with the standard questions while Loxton took in the scene and the people discreetly. She doubted if anything terrible had happened. People went missing all the time, and they usually came back of their own accord.

  Loxton scanned Rowthorn’s living room; it was straight out of a designer home magazine, spacious and bright. There was no clutter, and few clues about the man who lived here. The books on the shelves were about people management, banking and wine. All clinical.

  Talbot herself appeared to have the magazine lifestyle. She was wealthy, young and beautiful, with a show-home London apartment. Research had shown she ran her own jewellery business. But none of that mattered now. Talbot was just like anyone else suffering, scared that it might be permanent.

  ‘Do you think this could be related to your work, Mr Rowthorn?’ Kowalski asked. The killer question. Loxton braced herself for Mrs Rowthorn’s outburst.

  ‘Charles?’ Mrs Rowthorn put her hand to her mouth.

  ‘No,’ Mr Rowthorn said. ‘We have threats all the time. People get upset about the odd article but there’s been nothing recently. Nothing to merit this sort of scenario. Should I put out a press release?’ Mr Rowthorn asked.

  ‘Not yet, but I’ll discuss it with the Commander,’ Kowalski said. Loxton was surprised at his political insight. He was doing his best to make them believe this case was the police’s top priority. In cases like this, either the family were the obvious suspects, or they were the last to know what was going on in their loved one’s life. Loxton wondered if Rowthorn had a second life. Maybe a wife already, who he’d been hiding from his mother and fiancée? It was amazing what people could get up to. And it was more likely than a kidnap scenario.

  ‘Miss Talbot, we need to speak with your family to make sure they haven’t seen him,’ Loxton said. ‘What are their contact details?’

  Talbot looked down towards the floor and Webb touched her shoulder.

  ‘Her mother and father died in a car crash years ago,’ Webb said.

  ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Julia.’ Loxton handed Talbot a pen and paper. ‘Could you write down the names of Mark’s friends on here, and their contact numbers, if you have them?’

  Talbot nodded and stared at the pen and paper in her hand.

  ‘We also need to do a search of your flat.’

  ‘Of course,’ Talbot said and carried on staring at the pen and paper.

  ‘Is that really necessary?’ Mr Rowthorn said exasperated. ‘You can tell what sort of people we are. It’s not like he’s hiding in the bathroom.’

  ‘I’m afraid we have to, sir,’ Kowalski said. ‘We’ll need to ask David a few questions too, as he was the last person to see Mark.’

  Mr Rowthorn nodded but he was frowning. He was used to being obeyed.

  Loxton and Kowalski left the room and went down a narrow corridor. Before they reached the rear of the flat, Loxton could hear a man arguing in a low voice in one of the bedrooms.

  ‘Do you think I’m crazy?’ The male’s voice was an angry whisper. ‘I’m not going to tell them anything about that, so calm the fuck down. Don’t threaten me.’

  Loxton glanced at Kowalski.

  ‘Look, I’ve got to go.’ The man was whispering now. ‘If I hear anything, I’ll let you know.’

  The man was in the master bedroom and jolted when he saw them outside in the corridor. He fumbled to end the call. Loxton went into the bedroom and Kowalski followed, closing the door behind him so they had the man alone.

  ‘Hello, I’m DC Loxton and this is DC Kowalski,’ Loxton said.

  ‘Sorry, you gave me a start. You’re as quiet as cats. I’m David Steele.’ Steele was in his early thirties, tanned, and had short black hair which matched his dark eyes. His sandalwood aftershave was overpowering, and Loxton tried not to sneeze.

  ‘Sorry, we didn’t want to disturb you,’ Loxton said. ‘Your phone call sounded important.’

  ‘Just a friend,’ Steele said. ‘We’re organising a search party to check out Mark’s usual pubs and things. In case he’s gone there. Julia’s going to start a Facebook page. This is all just so fucking weird.’

  ‘We just need to ask you a few questions,’ Kowalski said. ‘You were the last person to see Mark?’

  ‘Yes . . . Yes, I was.’

  ‘When did you last see him?’ Loxton asked.

  ‘When we picked up the suits from the Yardsmen yesterday afternoon.’

  ‘Yesterday afternoon?’ Kowalski asked.

  ‘Yes, he just said he had to go.’ Steele shrugged. ‘I . . . I thought he’d forgotten something.’

  ‘Go where?’

  Steele looked uncomfortable, running his hands through his hair repeatedly, and then crossing his arms in front of him to stop himself. ‘I don’t know. He just left.’

  Loxton glanced at Kowalski. The body language was unmistakable, a repetitive tick – the first lie. ‘Is that what you’d both planned?’

  ‘No. He dumped all the suits on me. I had to take a cab on my own to get them back here.’

  ‘Did he say where he was going? Who he was seeing?’ Loxton asked.

  ‘No.’ Steele rubbed the back of his neck. ‘He was a bit agitated. I thought maybe he’d forgotten to do something.’

  ‘Had he been acting agitated before?’

  ‘He was getting married. His mother and Julia had been butting heads about their perfect day. It’s not been easy for him.’

  ‘Did you see him again, after you split up at the Yardsmen?’ Loxton said.

  ‘We were supposed to be going for dinner and a few beers. I was meant to crash here with him last night. All that bad luck stuff.’

  ‘And?’ Kowalski asked.

  ‘He never showed up.’ Steele shrugged. ‘I kept trying to call him, but it went straight to voicemail. I guessed he’d had last-minute nerves and gone for a drink.’

  ‘And you didn’t think it was odd that you weren’t invited along for this drink?’ Loxton glanced around the bedroom. She noted that, like the living room, there were no photographs or pictures on the walls.

  ‘Sometimes he likes being on his own. He’s always been like that. When it got late, I tried calling again, but his phone was off. I thought he was letting off some steam. I don’t know.’ Steele seemed lost as he looked at Kowalski and then Loxton. His mobile bleeped and he ignored it. ‘I slept in the spare room. In the morning I tried again, but his phone was still off.’

  ‘And you didn’t tell anyone?’ Loxton knew he was lying, but she wasn’t sure about what or why. To cover for Rowthorn or to protect himself?

  ‘I thought that maybe he’d convinced Julia that he could stay the night with her. When he wasn’t at the hotel this morning, I didn’t know what to do. I kept expecting him to turn up at any minute.’

  ‘You waited until the wedding ceremony was due to begin before you told anyone. Why?’

  Steele ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I guess I’d convinced myself he was just running late. I didn’t want to drop him in it, make a fuss. He’s always late. It’s no big deal, he’s always there in the end. When the registrar wanted to speak to him before the ceremony, that’s when we realized, his family and me, that no one had seen or heard from him. None of us could get hold of him. It was surreal.’

  ‘Was he having problems?’

  Steele squirmed under her scrutiny. ‘The usual. Work’s been tough at the bank. Settling down was scary. But nothing out of the ordinary.’

  ‘Do you work together?’ Loxton asked.

  ‘Well, not exactly. We both work at City Enterprises. It’s a trading bank in the City. It’s huge.’

  ‘And you said it’s been tough?’ She tilted her head to the side, wondering what he was omitting.

  ‘There have been a few sackings.’ Steele gave a half-shrug. ‘Some money went missing, but that’s not that unusual in a bank that size. The management have got pretty tough, but that’s got nothing to do with this.’

  ‘What do you think has happened to Mark?’ Loxton watched Steele carefully.

  ‘Honestly, I don’t know.’ Steele put his hands out as if in surrender. As soon as someone used the word ‘honestly’, Loxton knew they were being untruthful.

  ‘People don’t just disappear into thin air,’ Kowalski said, disbelief palpable in his voice. ‘There are signs. Problems. You’re his best man. You must know something.’

  ‘We won’t tell his parents or Julia, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ Loxton tried to look as friendly as possible. ‘It’ll be between you, us and Mark.’

  Steele shook his head. ‘Mark’s like a brother to me. If I knew anything, I’d tell you. But I can’t help you.’

  ‘If you’re covering for him, you need to stop, because this could be serious,’ Loxton said, her voice harder than she meant it to sound. She couldn’t help thinking that Steele was lying to her.

  ‘I’m not covering for him,’ Steele replied angrily, folding his arms across his chest. ‘I told you, I’ve got no idea where he is.’

  ‘What were you talking about on the phone just now?’

  ‘That’s none of your business.’ Steele glared at her. He looked ready to hit her, but kept his arms folded. He had a temper.

  ‘What was it you mustn’t tell us?’ Loxton asked.

  ‘That was a private conversation and nothing to do with this.’

  ‘I don’t believe you.’ Loxton stared at him. ‘Who was threatening you?’

  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about and I don’t have to listen to this.’ He tried to manoeuvre around them, but Loxton remained in front of the bedroom door. She wasn’t done with him yet.

  Kowalski shrugged and stepped aside. Loxton threw Kowalski an annoyed look, but he ignored her. ‘No one’s asking you to stay,’ Kowalski said. ‘You’re free to go. Thanks for your time, it was most helpful.’

  Steele cursed under his breath and stormed out of the bedroom past Loxton.

  ‘He’s a shit liar.’ Loxton closed the door behind him.

  ‘We’ll get his mobile number off Julia and get his phone records,’ Kowalski said. ‘See who he was just talking with. No point arguing with him, he clearly wasn’t going to tell us anything.’

  ‘I just can’t stand people lying to me.’ She pulled on blue plastic gloves and began rifling through the chest of drawers, pulling out socks and T-shirts.

  ‘You might be in the wrong job . . .’ Kowalski stood watching her.

  ‘He knows something. If he cared about Rowthorn, instead of his own skin, then he’d tell us.’

  ‘Life’s not that simple.’ Kowalski pulled on his own gloves and went to the wardrobe and started searching. ‘Sometimes trying to get witnesses to trust you means they open up later.’

  They continued in silence. It took her for ever to go through the top drawer of balled-up socks. Kowalski was tearing through the wardrobe, as if the whole exercise was a waste of time.

  She pulled out the emptied drawer, checking along each side. Kowalski rolled his eyes at her. ‘This isn’t a drugs raid, Loxton.’

  ‘You’d be amazed what people have hidden away,’ she said.

  He shook his head, moving on to the bed, pulling off the cream satin sheets.

  Loxton turned back to the chest of drawers. The second drawer contained Talbot’s running gear, folded neatly.

  In the third drawer down she found a photo album. She pulled it out and flicked through the pages, looking for anything out of place among the photos of Talbot and Rowthorn. The pictures showed them on beaches and mountains and spa retreats. At parties with friends and dinners for two. They were a good-looking couple.

  ‘What you got?’ Kowalski said.

  ‘I’m getting a photo for the house-to-house and missing posters. If it even goes that far.’ Part of her hoped Rowthorn would turn up any minute, hungover and sorry, so she could get back to her stabbings. The other part of her felt something was wrong – very wrong.

  Kowalski looked over his shoulder. ‘They look pretty solid, don’t they? You never can tell who’s going to make it and who’s not.’

  She pulled a photo from the last page of the album: a close-up of Rowthorn and Talbot. ‘This will have to do. There’s never a photo of him on his own.’

  ‘Lucky him,’ Kowalski said.

  Loxton hauled out the final drawer.

  ‘This idiot will have turned up by tomorrow and this will all have been a waste of time,’ Kowalski said. ‘I hate missing person inquiries – a whole lot of nothing.’ His brow furrowed, making him look more sullen than usual.

  Loxton turned the heavy oak drawer over to check the bottom, her arms aching with the effort. Then her whole body tightened.

  There was a mobile phone taped to the underside of the drawer. She pulled the masking tape off and took the phone. Kowalski’s breath was on the back of her neck as he craned down to see. She touched the screen, holding her breath, but the lock screen flashed. An unread message appeared: ‘I know what you did and you’re going to burn.’

  *

  All eyes fell onto Loxton as she entered the living room. ‘Miss Talbot, we’ll be getting out of your way now. But before we do, I need your permission to take a few of Mark’s belongings. They could help us to find him. We need to take his mobiles, laptops and passport.’

  ‘You’ve found something?’ Talbot sat up in the armchair she’d been slumped in. Not so vacant after all. ‘Please, is he all right?’

  ‘We are treating Mr Rowthorn’s disappearance as a missing persons case, which means we must take these types of items as standard procedure. Can you confirm that this is his mobile?’ Loxton held out the hidden mobile so Talbot could see it.

  ‘I haven’t seen that one before.’ Talbot pointed at the phone in Loxton’s hand. ‘This iPhone here is his work phone.’ She pointed at an iPhone on the coffee table in front of her. ‘He was going to leave it at home. He promised he wouldn’t take it on our honeymoon.’ Her lower lip trembled.

  ‘Thank you.’ Loxton took the iPhone and then crouched in front of Talbot. ‘I need to take a photograph of him too. Is it all right if I take this one?’

  ‘Please . . . can you make sure I get it back? That’s from the weekend he proposed to me.’

  ‘Of course. I need any other mobiles or computers he has here too.’

  Kowalski picked up a silver Mac laptop from the coffee table. ‘Is this Mark’s laptop?’

  ‘Yes, but you can’t just take it,’ Talbot said. ‘He needs it. He’s always on it.’ Her hands reached out towards the laptop.

  ‘We need to check it,’ Loxton said. ‘We’ll bring it straight back.’

  Talbot’s gaze drifted onto the ring she still held. Loxton was losing her, and she needed a good rapport with this woman to help her find Rowthorn.

  ‘I’ve never seen a ring like that,’ Loxton said.

  ‘It’s my wedding band,’ Talbot said. ‘I made one for Mark too; he should still have it.’

  ‘You made this?’ The ring was exquisite.

  ‘I’m a jeweller. The silver and gold are melted down and intertwined for ever. They can’t be separated.’ She held the ring up towards Loxton.

  ‘It’s beautiful,’ Loxton said.

  ‘They’ll find him,’ Webb said to Talbot. ‘That’s their job. We’ve got to let them do their job.’

  Talbot looked at her friend and leaned back into the armchair, wrapping her arms around herself. She began to rock back and forth.

  ‘We’ll be in contact, Julia,’ Loxton said.‘And if anything changes, we’ll call you right away. I’m sure he’s fine.’ Loxton found herself telling the lie while thinking of what she’d already found. Lying was second nature to her. Eight years in the police had trained her well. She’d lied to the dying, promising them that everything would be all right, that they’d see their loved ones again. She lied to suspects, coaxing them to put their knives down, promising them she’d do her best to stop them from getting locked up. Lying was the bread and butter of her job.

  Loxton headed towards the door.

  Talbot stood up, as if to say something, but whatever it was, she thought better of it. Loxton had the nagging feeling that she wasn’t the only one holding things back. Talbot was hiding things too.


  Chapter 4

  Julia Talbot

  Sunday

  I turned back to my strange party of guests.

  David, uncomfortable in the corner of my living room, every few seconds checking his mobile as he sheltered beside the bookcase.

  Elizabeth was wringing her hands, terrified, and kept looking at Charles. Lucy was looking at me, her eyes full of concern. I could tell she had so much she wanted to say, but not in front of the others.

  I hated this.

  Should I have told the police? It had nothing to do with Mark disappearing and would just confuse things, bringing suspicion on me that I didn’t need.

  ‘It’s going to be all right.’ Lucy patted my arm. I felt like I didn’t have room to breathe. ‘He’ll be back soon.’

  I nodded my head a little to stop her going on. That policewoman had looked concerned when she’d come back into the living room, as if she’d found something bad. What had she seen?

  ‘Try to drink some tea.’ Lucy pushed the mug towards me. She’d put extra sugar in it, which made it too sweet. I sipped it anyway, but it made my stomach churn more.

  ‘Did the police talk to you, David?’ I asked.

  ‘Yeah, they just asked me a few pointless questions. They think he’ll be back by tomorrow.’ David shrugged.

  ‘Did they say that?’ I stared into his face searching for some sort of reassurance. I’d heard raised voices and seen David’s face when he’d come back into the room. He hadn’t looked happy.

  ‘Not exactly, but they implied it. They thought I knew where he was, as if I have a clue.’ He shook his head and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips, screwing up his eyes for a second. Then the old David was back as he ran his fingers through his hair.

  ‘They think he’s just gone off somewhere?’ Elizabeth looked desperate.

  ‘Well, I guess it happens a lot.’ David shrugged again. ‘There’s a lot of pressure with these weddings . . .’ David wouldn’t look at me. He focused on Elizabeth.

  ‘If I just knew he was all right . . .’ I looked at the gold and silver band in my palm. I remembered melting them together on my kiln in my workshop and watching as it changed from burning red molten metal into a shining promise. Where had it gone so wrong?

  ‘What shall we do now?’ David asked. He was eager to get away from us all. Knock back a drink and forget all about it for the rest of the evening. I knew how he worked.

  ‘You’ll do the same as you always do.’ Pretend it’s not happening. I didn’t say the last part aloud. Instead I closed my hand around the ring.

  ‘What does that mean?’ David stared at me, making me uncomfortable.

  ‘If you’d told someone yesterday that you couldn’t get hold of him, the police would have had an extra day to find him.’ I couldn’t hide my frustration.

  ‘You can’t blame me for this?’ David pointed at his chest, as if I could be talking about someone else.

  ‘Julia.’ Elizabeth shot me a look. ‘It’s not about blame.’

  ‘We should have been married by now.’ I tried to hold in the tears.

  ‘It’s not my fault he’s run off,’ David said.

  ‘What makes you so sure he’s run off?’ I couldn’t contain my anger. He was keeping things from me, I just knew it.

  David shrugged. ‘What else could have happened? He’s not in a coma in a hospital – Elizabeth’s called them all. He’s not been kidnapped by aliens.’

  ‘Stop it.’ Lucy stood up and looked at David and then me. ‘This isn’t helping anyone.’

  She was right. She was always right. Arguing wasn’t going to make this any easier. I couldn’t look at him or any of them.

  ‘It’s been a long day,’ Lucy said. ‘Everyone’s exhausted. Perhaps we should all try to get some rest? We’re going to need to be strong for tomorrow.’ She caught my eye and I nodded back at her.

  Elizabeth snorted. ‘I won’t be getting any rest tonight, I can assure you. I won’t sleep again until I know he’s all right.’

  ‘I agree we should call it a night.’ There was David, pouncing on the chance to escape. It was fine by me; I couldn’t stand to be around him.
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