
[image: Cover: Bury Your Friends, by Benjamin Dean. Bestselling Author. Keep Your Enemies Close and….]




PRAISE FOR BENJAMIN DEAN


‘A scandalous thriller.’

THE GUARDIAN

‘My favourite kind of YA. Benjamin Dean is a welcome addition to the UK YA scene and has written a royal triumph.’

JUNO DAWSON, AUTHOR OF HER MAJESTY’S ROYAL COVEN

‘Scandalous, funny and deliciously compelling!’

CATHERINE DOYLE, CO-AUTHOR OF TWIN CROWNS

‘All hail this exquisitely twisty, delightfully queer mystery.’

CHELSEA PITCHER, AUTHOR OF THIS LIE WILL KILL YOU

‘A compelling thriller that stays with you long after you’ve finished reading.’

KATHRYN FOXFIELD, AUTHOR OF GOOD GIRLS DIE FIRST

‘More jaw-dropping, OMG-twists than even the most salacious tabloid journalist could create.’

ERIK J. BROWN, AUTHOR OF ALL THAT’S LEFT IN THE WORLD

‘One page-burning scandal after another. Benjamin Dean is YA royalty.’

FEMI FADUGBA, AUTHOR OF THE UPPER WORLD

‘A scandalous, twisty mystery that had me on the edge of my seat gasping for more.’

KATE WESTON, AUTHOR OF MURDER ON A SCHOOL NIGHT

‘A twisty thriller that kept me guessing until the very end.’

LEX CROUCHER, AUTHOR OF GWEN AND ART ARE NOT IN LOVE

‘Addictive, compelling, and utterly delicious.’

SIMON JAMES GREEN, AUTHOR OF NOAH CAN’T EVEN

‘The scandal of the season!’

ABIOLA BELLO, AUTHOR OF LOVE IN WINTER WONDERLAND








[image: Bury Your Friends, by Benjamin Dean. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]






For Freddie. This one’s for you, brother.

The tennis gods would be proud of us.






‘Jesus was also a nepo baby.’
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A SINNER’S CONFESSION

Murder was the easy part. But getting away with it? Now that was hard.

The first was an accident, I swear to God it was. But I guess it snapped something inside me, because the second… well, that was on purpose. And I didn’t have to do it. Not really. But that’s the scary thing.

I did it because I wanted to.
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Prologue CONFLICTING STATEMENTS


Operator: Hello, 999, what’s your emergency?

Caller: I’d like to report a missing person.

The below are excerpts from transcripts of interviews with witnesses and friends concerning the disappearance of Noah Williams and Patrick Daywater on Friday 11 July 2025.

‘It was just a party. There was nothing special about it, really. Aside from… well, you know, the obvious. How it ended.’

‘It was to celebrate the end of our exams, the end of our school life, all that. Miles Bracken always knew how to throw a party, so of course he wanted to make a big deal out of it. I’m not exactly sure what he was celebrating, mind. He wrote his name on his Maths paper, then had a nap until the test was over. When you’re a Bracken, you don’t have to worry about silly things like exams and qualifications – life is already set out for you.’

‘The Brackens have this big house just outside a quaint little village by the river. I think Miles’s dad bought it for his mum to like, cleanse her chakras or something. But apparently she can’t stand the sight of too much green? Miles says it creeps her out, all that wide open space, so the place just sits empty for most of the year. But it’s perfect for a party. No neighbours, really private, that kinda thing. Let’s just say Miles makes a lot of use out of that.’

‘Yeah, it’s a great party house. Pain in the arse to get to, though. It’s like, an hour out of London, middle of fucking nowhere. Terrible signal too. If the Wi-Fi’s down, you’re screwed.’

‘Of course there was alcohol… it was a party! We weren’t going to celebrate the end of exams with shots of water. That was it, though. There were no like, drugs or anything.’

‘There were definitely drugs. Wait, am I allowed to say that? Do I need a lawyer or something?’

‘Everyone knew everyone at the party, yeah. It’s like that at Woodthorn Academy. We’ve all grown up together, our families know each other. It can feel like a bit of a bubble, I guess. Sometimes it’s easy to forget that there’s a whole world outside of Woodthorn.’

‘There were one or two people I didn’t know, hangers-on and plus-ones, you know how it is. I think Miles even had like, staff serving the drinks at the beginning of the night. But yeah, there’s not exactly an official guest list. If you know Miles, or even just someone who knows him, then you’re in.’

‘It was a good night. It just felt like there was something in the air, you know? Everyone was buzzing about the end of exams, no more school, one last summer together. Anything and everything felt possible. I just don’t think anybody thought that would happen.’

‘I must’ve found out the next day. Lunchtime, maybe, I don’t really remember. We’d had a big night, so I was a bit… well, you know, hungover or whatever. But yeah, Fliss text me and asked if I’d seen Noah. Apparently, he didn’t make it home.’

‘Noah? I don’t really know much about him to be honest. He seems nice, and he has that big group of friends, but I always wondered if they just let him in as like, charity or something. Noah isn’t really one of us, if you know what I mean. He’s not proper Woodthorn, he’s just pretending to be.’

‘Most people who go to Woodthorn Academy are guilty of living in a false reality. They don’t know how the real world works, they’re all just nepo babies spending Mummy and Daddy’s money. Porsches for seventeenth birthdays, Cartier necklaces, Rolexes for graduations. But that wasn’t Noah. He was a scholarship kid who got into Woodthorn on his own talent. That kid can act.’

‘Griffin called me, must’ve been the afternoon after the party, asked if I’d heard from Noah. I said I hadn’t. I’d seen him at the party, obviously, but I lost track of time. At some point he was there, and then he was just gone. Nobody knew where he was. His mum was pretty worried, said his phone was off. I sent him a bunch of messages, but none of them delivered.’

‘We were all meant to stay over at Miles’s house. When I woke up and couldn’t find Noah, I just assumed he’d got a lift home with someone else. It wasn’t until his mum called that I realized he was actually missing.’

‘I didn’t take it seriously, to be honest. I feel bad now, knowing what happened, but you don’t think your friends are just going to vanish into thin air, do you? That kinda thing happens in movies, it’s not supposed to happen in real life.’

‘I wasn’t too worried at first. But when there was still no sign of Noah later that day, I knew something was really wrong. Police started searching the river, the woods. I think they assumed he’d maybe wandered off while he was drunk and had an accident.’

‘Yeah, I thought it was some kind of accident, that someone would find Noah passed out somewhere and it’d be fine, just all a big misunderstanding. Then Saturday afternoon, I found out Patrick was missing too, and I knew something bad had happened.’

‘Bit creepy, isn’t it? You go to a party and not one but two of your friends go missing out of the blue? Yeah, I thought there was something really dark going on. Proper true-crime documentary vibes. I listen to all that shit, podcasts and stuff. It helps me fall asleep. Is that weird?’

‘I mean, you know Patrick’s parents, of course. Major Hollywood stars. Clara and Christopher Daywater aren’t small fish, even in a pond as big as Woodthorn. Didn’t they sell Patrick’s baby pictures to a magazine for a million quid when he was born? They’re the real deal. Of course it was going to make the evening news when he went missing. It was all over social media and everything.’

‘It was a bit rude that the news didn’t mention Noah was also missing until Sunday morning, but I get it. Patrick is already famous because of his parents. I guess some people might recognize Noah from TV now, but Ethereal didn’t air its first episode until Saturday night, the day after Noah vanished. Of course, once the media got wind of the fact that an actor from a TV show had gone missing, they were all over it.’

‘Look, I’m not saying I’m into conspiracy theories or anything, but coincidence much? Noah goes missing the night before his big television debut? Talk about timing. If you ask me, it was a PR stunt to boost ratings and, well, it worked. With all the headlines about Noah dominating the news, Ethereal became the show everybody was talking about. Would it have been as big if Noah hadn’t gone missing? I’ll let you answer that question.’

‘I mean, sure, the guy’s got some talent, but he goes missing and suddenly everybody’s acting like he’s the next Leonardo DiCaprio or something.’

‘I suppose it looks good that Noah is… well, you know, ticking the diversity boxes or whatever. Not saying that’s a bad thing. I’m all for it, personally. But, you know, some people would say that being a minority right now is basically a leg up. It’s good for business. Nobody wants to be accused of some kind of ism. Add that to the mix on top of going missing, and yeah, you’ve got a recipe for success.’

‘Patrick Daywater? Best way to describe him is the golden boy.’

‘He was a dickhead.’

‘Everybody loved Patrick.’

‘Everybody hated Patrick.’

‘It depends on who you ask. Patrick was… complicated.’

‘A lot of people thought he was great – teachers and stuff. Coming from the family he did, they all thought he was the perfect poster boy for Woodthorn. And yeah, I guess he was popular enough. He could be mean though. I know that sounds childish, but it’s the only way I can describe it. Like, he low-key thrived on being cruel.’

‘That boy lived for the drama. He just enjoyed being up in everybody’s business, knowing all the gossip, and he wasn’t exactly Fort Knox when it came to other people’s secrets. Everybody mostly kept on his good side to avoid him turning on them. I think it made him feel powerful, knowing he could ruin someone with a click of his fingers, and he had a habit of punching down, if you know what I mean. He’d never turn on someone like Miles Bracken, for example. Miles has a name and at Woodthorn, that puts you at the top of the hierarchy. Patrick made those people his friends, but anybody else was fair game. It was just his way of letting you know he was bigger and better than you could ever hope to be. And he got away with it, of course. Nobody believes you when you say the golden boy is a massive twat.’

‘I know there’s no good time for two people to go missing, but I wish it’d happened before school let out for summer. I went straight to Bali after the party and to be honest, it really ruined the vibe, having that cloud hanging over me. I just wanted to know what was going on! I had to do sunrise Pilates every morning just to take my mind off it.’

‘I heard so many conspiracy theories. My favourite was the one that said our headteacher, Mr Laplin, was behind it. Obviously it wasn’t true, but I always thought there was something off about him.’

‘The vigil was my idea. We didn’t know what else we could do. The party was on a Friday and by Sunday morning we still hadn’t heard anything. That afternoon, we all gathered in the small church in the village, like a mile from the Brackens’ house. It just felt right to be as close to where they disappeared as possible.’

‘We all felt helpless. Like, what are you supposed to do when your friends are missing? It was a nice vigil, made us all feel connected, in a weird way. I suppose it just felt good to be doing something. The vicar was a bit of a bore to be fair, though. If I ever go missing, get someone who knows how to liven things up a bit. We were sad enough already, we didn’t need him making it worse.’

‘The vigil was strange. It just felt surreal. And… well, you already know what happened next. Honestly, I wouldn’t have guessed the outcome in a million years.’

‘We were all shocked. When the door to the church opened, nobody could speak.’

‘Going missing and then showing up at your own vigil, covered in mud and blood? Yeah, that’s definitely one way to make an entrance.’

‘If people are honest, they’d say the wrong boy came back. I’m sorry, but it’s true.’

‘Two friends go missing. Then one of them comes back with a gash on his head, collapses in the church, then later on says he can’t remember a thing about what happened? You have to admit, it looks a bit dodgy.’

‘We were just so happy that he was back safe and sound.’

‘But yeah, we definitely had some questions.’

‘Like… if you’re back, then where the fuck is Patrick?’
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Chapter One FOUR GAYS WALK INTO A CHURCH


Thursday 14 August 2025

One thing about churches? They give me the fucking creeps. I don’t care how beautiful they’re supposed to be, something about them is just cold. Every voice becomes a haunting echo from the vaulted ceilings. The air is stale, as if you’re inhaling dying breaths. I swear you can almost feel the ghosts drifting between the pews.

Nope, they’re not for me at all. Especially for an occasion like this, when the boy who is still missing is watching my every move with unblinking, accusatory eyes. Patrick Daywater’s portrait sits at the front by the altar, resting on an easel that’s been crowned with a flowered wreath. Candles burn all around, each one lit as a prayer hoping for his safe return.

The vigil isn’t supposed to feel like a funeral – you need a body to hold one of those – but all this time missing? Yeah, it certainly feels like one. Hope is all but gone, the last grains of sand in the hourglass draining away.

It’s the second vigil in five weeks, but the first I’m in attendance for from the start. Based on the constant glances at the church doors, I think everybody is half-expecting Patrick to take a leaf out of my book and arrive at any second, bursting through the doors, covered in his own blood. The idea of it pulses in the air around us, a tension waiting to be broken. I can’t ignore the hope that flutters in my own gut, pleading for Patrick to reappear.

Please, just come back. Prove me wrong.

‘It feels like a fucking morgue in here,’ Cameron mutters beside me as the vicar rambles on about hope and letting God hold us in his light. It’s barely past eight in the morning and yet Cam has the bright-faced, perfectly preened look of someone who’s been awake for several hours. I know she’ll have already worked out, showered and completed her sacred skincare regime. You don’t become one of the most promising young tennis players in the country by slacking, I suppose.

‘You can’t say that,’ Fliss hisses beside us. Her arms are wrapped round her body, like she’s trying to give herself a hug. Or hold herself together. Shaggy, fox-coloured hair frames the worry on her face, the unease in her pale green eyes flitting about restlessly. She’s removed most of the hoops and studs that usually adorn her ears, as if a vigil isn’t the occasion to express artistic identity. Does God frown on stuff like that? If so, he’ll be livid when he finds out about the tattoos that grace her arms and back.

‘Cam’s right,’ Griffin murmurs, tension straining his jaw. A tremble seems to pass through his entire body, as if to prove my internal monologue correct – church equals creepy. ‘I’m just surprised we didn’t all burst into flames the second we walked through those doors. The amount of sin I committed last week alone should be enough to send me to hell.’

We’re sitting right at the back of the crowded church, huddled together. Cam loops her arm through mine, gripping me tight like a balloon that she’s worried will be carried away by the wind. Her braids – a mix of black, silver and gold – are swept up into a neat bun, and her dark skin almost gleams under the dappled light spilling in through the stained-glass windows. Only a shadow of trepidation, managing to peek out from behind her black shades, taints her mask of indifference.

‘It’s fine, queers are so in right now,’ she says, deadpan. ‘It’s the people who wear Ugg slippers as outdoor shoes that God hates these days.’

Fliss stifles a laugh, then quickly clamps down on it and offers a face of disapproval instead. ‘We’re at a vigil,’ she says, as if we need reminding. ‘Can we at least try to be a little respectful.’

‘Oh sorry, I forgot you were Patrick’s number one fan.’ Cam quirks one of her perfectly groomed brows and purses her lips. A blush blooms on Fliss’s cheeks.

‘He was a bit of a prick, Fliss, even you have to admit that,’ Griff mutters, dusting a speck of lint from an immaculate black blazer that’s maybe too fashion for the occasion. His hair, buzzed short and dyed half silvery blond, half neon pink, sticks out like a sore thumb in this place. Then again, there’s no such thing as too much if you’re Griffin Daniels, and I love him for it.

‘Yeah, but I don’t want to speak ill of the d—’ Fliss starts, eyes widening for a second. ‘Of the missing,’ she corrects. ‘And besides, what if someone hears?’

‘And agrees? More likely than you’d think,’ Cam says, studying her nails. ‘Half these people are only here because it’d reflect badly on them if they didn’t show up. Same as us. I can personally think of a million things I’d rather be doing right now. For one, I still haven’t packed for the weekend.’

Griffin groans and rolls his eyes. ‘I swear to God, if you’re not ready by eleven on the dot, I’m leaving without you.’

‘Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain in his own place of worship,’ Cam replies drily. ‘And don’t be silly, you can’t leave the life and soul of the party behind. How boring would the weekend be without me?’

I let the vicar’s speech wash over me. I’m happy to be alive. That’s what I keep telling myself anyway, the thought echoing through my head, fading with each repetition, as if losing belief with every heartbeat. Lucky to be alive might be more apt. The police officers all said it, and, in their own way, my family and friends have said it too. Two people went missing, and only one came back. Me. I’m here, safe and sound, with only a fading mark up by my temple as a fucked-up souvenir, like one of those cringey tourist T-shirts: I went missing for two days and all I got was this stupid scar. But I’m home. I’m the lucky one, and therefore I should be happy. So why don’t I feel that way? Why don’t I feel much of anything?

Because of Patrick, a small voice whispers in my ear. I kindly tell it to shut the fuck up. Internally, of course. Speaking to yourself out loud is a sure sign of going crazy.

Half of my year group are here, sitting in their various cliques. There aren’t many schools in the world like Woodthorn Academy, a grand institution perpetually bathed in the rosy glow of power and money, the children of actors, musicians, politicians and billionaires stalking its halls like they own it. Right now, nearly every single one of them is stealing glances in my direction. I tell myself I’m being paranoid, but I can almost feel their stares crawling over me. I can’t make out their mutters, but I can guess what they’ll be saying.

Noah went missing too.

Why did he come back and Patrick didn’t?

What does he know?

For the millionth time, I want to shout from the rooftops that I know nothing, but I don’t much believe it myself. I’m scared that if I look hard enough, I’ll find a locked box in the deepest, darkest parts of my mind, one that will reveal all the lost memories I can’t recall about that night. I’m not sure I want to know.

‘Ignore them,’ Cam murmurs in my ear, grasping my hand and giving it a reassuring squeeze. ‘We’re literally never going back there anyway.’

I try to let that be a comfort, but it doesn’t calm me in the way I hoped. I thought graduating school would be something to celebrate. I’ve got a whole life to look forward to, after all. Starring in Ethereal has made sure of that now it’s a big hit. I know some people are saying it’s only successful because of all the press surrounding my disappearance, but fuck that. I worked my arse off on that show. Sure, more people are talking about it because of me and what happened, but the reviews have been solid. This is the start of a promising acting career, just like I’ve always wanted.

But instead of relief and joy, an anxious nausea sits heavy in the pit of my stomach, like a weed spreading its roots through my body day by day, choking whatever small joys it can touch.

The vicar starts wrapping up, and not a moment too soon. I suddenly feel claustrophobic, like the walls are closing in around me. All I can see is Patrick’s face, his accusing stare. I want to climb out of my skin and run.

We all mutter an amen, then stand. I’m the first to shoot for the exit, out through the doors and away from the prying glances, searching for air. Outside, August is a cloying embrace, the morning already hot and close even though it’s not quite nine yet. Despite the heat, goosebumps have spread over my arms and legs like a rash of dread. When I unlock my phone and open the front camera, my own face glares back from the screen – brown skin flushed and clammy, bottom lip pocked with teeth marks, midnight eyes alive with apprehension, black curls ruffled from where I keep absent-mindedly running my hand through them. The scar by my temple, a jagged line that’s faded from the violent wound it was, is a clear reminder to everyone else of why I can hardly remember anything about what happened. It holds secrets.

Cam, Griff and Fliss are on my tail, followed by the steady stream of attendees, most of whom steal looks at me as they pass. Even worse, I spy a handful of photographers on the opposite side of the street, training their lenses in my direction. I groan. I’m still getting used to that attention and I can’t say I’m enjoying it. My agent did warn that they’d be on the hunt for me, what with the vigil. No doubt they’ll be running stories for the next week about me and Patrick. Thankfully, my three best friends have noticed the photographers too and subtly shift themselves, hiding me from sight.

‘I hear the paps really liked you in that show, huh?’ Wim Tessier appears over Griff’s shoulder, half a grin toying at his lips, strands of dark hair flopping down over his forehead. ‘Hey, do you mind if I get an autograph? Might be worth something in a year or two.’

I sock Wim lightly in the arm as he joins our huddle. ‘Very funny.’

He throws an arm around my waist, giving me a hug that lingers for a second too long. ‘Just trying to keep you down here on earth before you get too famous for us mere mortals.’

‘Wim, your dad is the literal prime minister,’ Cam says. ‘Cosplaying as poor is not cute.’

‘Former prime minister,’ Wim corrects. I wince slightly, mirroring Fliss, but Wim just shrugs like he’s not bothered. From one pretender to another, I can see he’s lying, but we don’t talk about that. Nobody wants to remember the video that forced Arthur Tessier to resign, least of all Wim, who still blames himself. I’m sure his dad blames him too.

‘Need a lift later?’ Griffin asks, seamlessly steering away from the awkwardness.

Wim shakes his head. ‘Hugo asked Dad to sort our transport.’ He blushes slightly and mumbles the rest. ‘The chopper’s getting us there for lunchtime.’ We all exchange a look and burst out laughing. Wim groans. ‘Don’t start, it was not my idea.’

‘I forgot cars were too lowly for the Tessiers,’ Griffin says between laughs. ‘A helicopter is the only way to travel.’

‘Your parents bought you a custom Mercedes for your seventeenth birthday,’ Wim grumbles. ‘You do not have the moral high ground here.’

‘Well, that was fun.’ Miles Bracken appears from the crowd, his hair a powdery blue and looking like it hasn’t seen a brush since he woke up. For once, his usual devilish smirk has been replaced with a grimace, the corners of his mouth pulled down, and rings of red frame his silvery blue eyes. He tries to force a laugh, but all that comes out is some kind of snort-sniffle. Patrick might have been a dick to many people, spreading gossip and lies like the plague, but he and Miles were rugby friends. I guess Miles didn’t mind the way Patrick tried to ruin other people’s lives for fun. It’s not like it ever affected him.

It’s just banter, Miles would always say in defence of Patrick. It’s harmless fun. Of course he would think that – he was never on the receiving end of Patrick’s cruelty.

Miles is holding hands with Tabitha de Villiers Beaumont, her raven-black hair swept up into a high ponytail that exposes the blood-red dye underneath. She looks like she couldn’t care less about her boyfriend’s tears and is instead texting with her free hand.

‘Are you okay, babe?’ Fliss asks him now, offering him a sympathetic smile.

Miles nods a little too emphatically. ‘Yeah, yeah. All good. Just, you know…’ He shakes his head as if he’s trying to get rid of his grief. ‘No, I’m good,’ he says, more firmly. He quickly changes the subject. ‘All set for a wholesome weekend of holding hands and making friendship bracelets around the fireplace?’

‘You’d need to have friends for that,’ Griffin says with a wink, typically trying to lighten the mood.

Miles, happy to play along, clamps a hand to his chest as if he’s been shot. ‘Ouch. You mean we’re not besties?’

Griffin hooks me, Cam and Fliss into a hug. ‘I’m afraid I’m taken.’

Miles opens his arms wide, basking in his arrogance like a god who has descended down to earth to bless us mere mortals. Or a son of the Bracken family, for whom the world has always bent and broken itself. ‘Technically so am I, but there’s enough Miles Bracken to go around.’

‘I’d say you’re more of a side dish,’ Tabitha drawls without looking up from her phone, uninterested in the small talk of new money boys. She’s wearing a bedazzling black dress that I’m sure probably cost the same as the average family’s mortgage.

A laugh rises in the back of my throat, but it dies when I see a dark look flash in Miles’s eyes. He glares at Tabitha for half a second before his usual easy grin is back, his armour seemingly impenetrable.

‘I’m the full three courses, baby.’

Griffin pretends to be sick. ‘Tab, I think your boyfriend’s flirting with me.’

‘Thank God, please do take him off my hands.’ She locks her phone with a satisfied nod. ‘Talking of courses, that’s the catering sorted for tonight. You can all thank me later.’

‘Catering?’ Cam says, suppressing a laugh. ‘We’re away in the countryside for one weekend, Tab, I think you can survive without servants. I promise we won’t have to forage for food with our bare hands.’

There’s a couple of giggles, but Tabitha shrugs, unperturbed. ‘It’s catering or nothing. I don’t trust a single one of you in a kitchen, and besides, I’m off to the Maldives next week, and I refuse to get food poisoning.’

‘The Maldives is so… cliché,’ Verity Tessier says, joining the circle with Baby trailing behind her. ‘It used to be so exclusive and now they just let any old riff-raff in. I honestly thought you’d have better taste than that.’

‘Green’s not your colour, bitch,’ Tabitha says. She unhooks herself from Miles and gives Verity a quick hug, then holds her at arm’s length and studies her head to toe. ‘And what is going on with your wardrobe lately? You look like a secretary.’

‘It’s called decorum,’ Verity bites back, smoothing her skirt and standing up a little straighter. ‘Try it some time.’

‘You used to be fun,’ Tabitha sniffs. ‘But whatever floats your yacht, I guess. But just so you know, the second I see you with a briefcase, I’m cutting you off.’

Their friendship exhausts me. I can never tell if they’re joking or just constantly trying to one-up each other, especially over the last handful of months. But Tabitha has a point – Verity has changed, suddenly taking herself and school way more seriously than she ever used to. Perhaps she’s trying to win the affections of a father who would’ve probably preferred another boy.

Wim studiously ignores his sister as if Verity hasn’t just entered the chat, and she’s more than happy to pretend he doesn’t exist too. I wonder if the Tessier triplets are fighting again. Knowing them, probably.

Fliss loops her arm through Baby’s, giving her a soft nudge. ‘Everything all right?’ she asks gently.

Baby does appear sad when I look at her properly. Her blue eyes are dim with what I can only guess is some kind of grief, and her bottom lip pouts slightly. She runs a hand through her ever-perfect platinum blonde hair, which tumbles down her back in immaculate waves, and sighs. Maybe this whole vigil has hit her harder than I expected.

‘Not really,’ she murmurs back. Out the corner of my eye, I see Cam and Griffin exchange a frown. It’s not like Baby was particularly close with Patrick. She sighs again. ‘I didn’t get the part.’

There’s a brief silence, during which I desperately try to figure out what the hell she’s talking about. The part? Cam grimaces, as does Wim. Griffin bites his lip, and I can’t tell if he wants to burst out laughing or stop himself from saying something unsympathetic.

‘Oh, Baby, I’m sorry,’ Fliss says, understanding. She pulls her in closer.

‘Casting directors never know what they’re talking about anyway,’ Tabitha offers with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘I had a friend who told me they basically just close their eyes and pick a photo at random. I swear it’s not even a real job.’ She seems to remember there’s an actor in her midst and shrugs in my direction. ‘No offence, Noah.’

‘Some taken,’ I murmur, as the pieces of the puzzle come together in my head. Baby was up for another acting role, this time in a comedy series. Back in the nineties, her mum was the TV starlet. I’m talking two-hundred-grand-an-episode, nominated-for-Emmys, the-real-deal kind of actress. Baby wants to follow in Mia Riley’s footsteps, but sometimes there’s only so far a last name can get you. Even with her mum’s connections, Baby’s yet to land a role that wasn’t a background actor with no lines, so lately she’s settled for being a run-of-the-mill influencer instead, bragging about her life for the world to watch and envy.

There’s a general mumble of support and encouragement around the group, but it’s interrupted by the frantic clicking that suggests the photographers have found their latest target. I fear it’s me again, but when I glance through Griff and Cam, I see them aiming their cameras at the church doors, and I quickly see why.

Arthur Tessier, the former prime minister, stands on the steps in an expensive suit and shades, fiddling with his cufflinks. Hugo – Wim and Verity’s triplet, and undoubtedly Arthur’s favourite – stands beside him, the mirror image of his father. They look to be sharing a quiet conversation, but I can tell by the angle of their bodies that they’re showboating for the cameras. I guess Arthur needs all the good press he can get in the wake of the video that made him resign.

‘Typical,’ Verity mutters, glaring at Hugo. ‘If kissing arse was a sport, he’d win a gold fucking medal.’ Competing for their father’s rare affection has become a full-time hobby in the Tessier household, apparently.

Conversation finished, Hugo swaggers over to join us. A pair of dainty gold-rimmed glasses perch pretentiously on his nose. I say pretentiously because I know damn well he doesn’t need them; he just thinks they make him look important. With hair so dark it’s almost black, brooding eyes and a face made up of sharp angles and lines, he’s the male version of his sister. But despite being triplets, Wim somehow escaped the gene pool – the softer, lighter copy of his siblings.

With Hugo’s arrival, our group is complete. Ten of us, friends for years, finally graduated from Woodthorn Academy, with the world and all its promises laid out before us.

‘Those glasses make you look like a douche, by the way,’ Verity says to her brother, not even trying to gloss over her jibe with a fake smile.

‘Dad picked them out on our trip to Paris the other weekend,’ Hugo says. The pride in his voice makes me cringe. ‘We had a great time. Forgot to send you a postcard, though, my bad.’

Verity looks furious. ‘Did he pick your underwear out too, or are you capable of doing that all by yourself?’

Hugo tuts. ‘So uncouth, Verity. Father would be disappointed.’ Before his sister can get another word in, he claps his hands together. There’s a commanding authority about Hugo, one that’s been unshakeable since he was old enough to understand what the word power meant. He wears his father’s persona like a second-hand coat. ‘Are we all sorted for this weekend? Don’t forget, we’re not checking our results until we’re all together over dinner. Then we can celebrate properly.’

True to lavish form, the Tessier triplets are hosting a two-day party at Black Stone, their estate in the Oxfordshire countryside, an hour or so out of London. Tonight, it’ll just be the ten of us. Dinner is planned, then we’ll check our exam results, see who got into which universities – those of us who are even going. Then tomorrow morning the rest of Woodthorn will descend for a day party like no other. Usually I’d be excited, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t slightly apprehensive. After all, the last time I went to a party with the same friends, it didn’t exactly end well. A missing person hardly brings a festive vibe to most celebrations, go figure.

Still, this weekend is our way of celebrating the end of our childhood. Woodthorn Academy is already in our rear-view mirror; now, we’re ready to step out into the world and claim it as ours. But before then, Black Stone. No parents, no rules, no worries. Maybe it’s exactly what I need.

‘We’ll be at Black Stone by lunchtime,’ Griff says, ‘ready to celebrate or commiserate as necessary.’

‘I better still have an estate by the time you’re all through with it.’ The voice cuts through the group, parting us with its commanding tone. Arthur Tessier stands tall, observing us with a smirk. It’s obviously a joke, but nobody wants to answer, not even his own children. Not that Arthur seems to notice.

‘And of course it’ll be a celebration. For some of you at least.’ Arthur looks pointedly at Hugo, who doesn’t even blink. Hugo knows he’ll get into Oxford. Waiting until tonight to confirm his place is simply delaying the inevitable.

Without another word, Arthur zeroes in on Wim, placing a firm hand on his arm and steering him out of the circle. Once again, he’s angled for the cameras, which continue to click their way into a frenzy, especially when they see the son he’s talking to.

‘I thought I told you to wait for me inside. You had specific instructions.’

Arthur’s voice is low, dangerous, but his face belies his words. He looks like he’s congratulating his son on something, the smile of a politician pasted on his face, which is to say completely staged and fake. From this close, I can see that the grip he has on Wim isn’t fatherly, but vice-like, firm enough to bruise.

‘Sorry, Dad,’ Wim mumbles, eyes down on the ground. ‘I wasn’t thinking.’

‘You never are,’ Arthur snaps, punctuating his words with a guffaw as if they’ve just shared a joke together. ‘For fuck’s sake, laugh, or I swear…’

Arthur doesn’t need to finish his sentence. His threat is clear. Wim falters for a moment, but he quickly cracks a convincing laugh and the cameras snap away like crazy.

‘You’re not totally inept,’ Arthur says, with a friendly smile. ‘Wonders never cease.’ He claps his son hard on the back and then makes off for a waiting car without another word.

‘Bye, Daddy!’ Verity calls after him. If Arthur hears his daughter, he makes no effort to reply. She casts a look of contempt at Wim. ‘Well done on pissing him off. Again.’ Wim bites his lip but says nothing, cowed by his siblings as usual.

‘Arthur Tessier, what a lovely man,’ Cam whispers to me, Fliss and Griff as we make our way out of the church grounds. ‘Father of the year, honestly.’

I go to open my mouth, but stumble when I clock the two people approaching. They stop in front of us: one a smiling woman, the other a stern-faced older man.

‘Noah Williams?’ the woman asks, even though we’ve already met – five weeks ago, after I made my dramatic return at the first vigil. ‘I’m not sure if you remember me. I’m DCI Zara Ansari, and this is DI Richard Carhartt. We’re investigating the disappearance of Patrick Daywater and… well, you. Is it possible we could talk?’

My throat feels like it’s closing up, and a trickle of sweat traces its way down my spine like a shiver. I force myself to stay calm, even though inside my panic is simmering. I’m not in trouble, I tell myself. I don’t know much, which means they know less.

‘Of course,’ I manage to say, all too aware of the cameras on the opposite side of the street. ‘I’d be happy to help, but somewhere more private.’

I offer them my address but decline a ride home. I’m damned if I’ll sit in the back of a cop car. Not unless I’m forced to.
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Chapter Two GOOD COP, BAD COP


I watch myself blink in the bathroom mirror back at home, like I’m trying to prove to myself that I’m real. My eyes are open wide, as though they’re worried my reflection will make a break for it and try to escape. I wouldn’t be surprised. I’ve wanted to escape from my own anxieties for weeks now. They keep taunting me, filling in the blank space that is my memory of the night I went missing with various terrifying scenarios.

I try a smile on for size, forcing the corners of my lips upwards, but it doesn’t fit onto my face properly, too big and grotesque and so obviously fake, and I let it slip away. I don’t have the energy to coax it back out of hiding again.

‘Noah, baby, is everything okay?’ Mum’s call echoes up the stairs, her words searching for me with just a hint of the apprehension that’s been ever-present since I went missing.

‘Coming!’ I shout back, except it comes out as more of a gruff sound with no real shape, an animal backed into a corner, baring its teeth in defence.

I take a deep breath, trying to anchor myself to reality. I know why the police have sought me out. They’re still looking for Patrick, and now they’re getting desperate. It’s been five weeks and I’m the only piece of evidence they’ve got to help find him. I can’t really tell them that I fear their search might be hopeless, so instead I have to put a face on, one that looks almost normal and not like I’m hiding secrets of my own. Easier said than done, so I try to narrow my mind and force it to stay calm. I need to make sure I get this right.

‘I already told you what I know,’ I whisper to my reflection. ‘I don’t remember anything. I really wish I could help you. I want to find Patrick too.’

I repeat it once, twice, three times. I don’t believe myself, which is worrying, considering I’m supposed to be an actor. A good one too. The next big thing. A rising star. It’s not quite how I imagined breaking into the industry and realizing my dreams, but there’s not much I can do about it now. Little did I know when I first started acting that the role I’d be forced to play is that of someone trying to outrun the truth. I fear it’s catching up with me, and I’m terrified of the day it taps me on the back, forcing me to remember what I currently can’t. This movie is real life and the whole world is my stage. I can’t fuck this up.

But I’m not the one I’m trying to convince. I tell myself this is good enough, that the police are not here to trip me up and catch me in a lie. I doubt it’d take much.

One last breath, and then I force myself to face whatever life has to throw at me now.



The detectives have made their base in our kitchen, Zara opening a notepad at the small dining table in the corner while Richard leans back against the kitchen counter, arms folded across his broad chest. They both notice me at the same time, eyes dissecting, analysing and drawing silent conclusions in a couple of moments. I wonder if they can already see right through me, to the locked boxes in the back of my mind. I tell myself I’m being stupid and offer up a small smile. The corners of my lips tremble with its weight.

Mum sets down two mugs of tea for the detectives, then starts pulling out a chair, but Richard pointedly clears his throat. ‘If it’s okay with you, Ms Williams, we’d like to speak with Noah alone.’

The glimmer of apprehension on Mum’s face perfectly mirrors the shiver that tickles my spine. The only thing that battles it is her steely annoyance. She still doesn’t trust them to do their job right. Nearly two days of searching for a missing person and they came up with nothing, only for me to appear in the church a mile away from the Brackens’ house. I couldn’t say where I’d been, or what had happened, but one thing was clear – I’d basically been under their noses the whole time.

‘Noah is my son,’ Mum says, straining to keep her tone even. ‘He’s just a boy. I’d like to stay and support him. You know what a hard time he’s been through.’

‘Noah is eighteen, ma’am,’ Richard says, as if his point is obvious. ‘He’s legally an adult, and as such, we’d like to talk with him privately.’

Mum opens her mouth to counter, but Zara quickly beats her to it, flashing her an understanding smile and a sympathetic tilt of her head.

‘We understand you want to look out for your son, Ms Williams. But we just have a few more questions to ask him about that night. As a mother myself, I promise you it’s nothing to worry about. We’re just crossing our t’s and dotting our i’s, so to speak.’ She casts a conspiratorial look in my direction. ‘And besides, nobody wants their parents to know what happens at house parties, right?’

Mum looks like she wants to argue but I reach out and give her elbow a reassuring squeeze. ‘It’s okay, Mum. I’m fine.’

Mum eyes me, as if inspecting my answer for any hint of a lie. I nod and she finally sighs, giving me a peck on the cheek, and then the detectives a warning glare.

‘I’ll be just next door if you need me, honey,’ she says, and then she’s gone, leaving me alone with the police. I take a seat, shaking off the feeling that I’m being circled by a pack of lions.

‘Hi, Noah,’ Zara says. She has light-brown eyes and black hair tied up in a ponytail, and she speaks with an easy, gentle warmth, like we’re friends about to catch up over coffee. ‘Thanks for agreeing to speak with us again this morning. We really appreciate it.’ Not that I had a choice, but sure. ‘I hear you’re off on a little trip today!’

I tense up involuntarily but force myself to relax. It’s not a trap; it’s just polite conversation. ‘Yeah. A results day celebration with some friends. We’re just going to the countryside for a couple of days, finding out who got into which unis, celebrating together, et cetera.’

Zara leans back in her chair with a soft, reminiscing laugh. ‘I remember celebrating results day a lifetime ago. The end of an era, adulthood on the horizon, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Oh, to feel that again. I hope you all get what you need. And big congratulations are in order! Ethereal? I caught a few episodes – you were great!’

I blush and internally cringe. Accepting compliments has never been my strong point. But accepting compliments about my work? Well that just feels like taking the heart out of my chest and begging someone to dissect it in front of my eyes. Imposter syndrome, what a killjoy.

‘Thanks,’ I manage.

‘And I’ve seen you all over the TV and newspapers doing interviews for the show. They’ve really had you working!’ She looks vaguely concerned for a moment. ‘I hope you’ve been able to properly rest and recover from what happened.’

I almost want to laugh in her face. The team behind Ethereal were understanding of my predicament… and wanted to cash in on it for their own benefit. They gave me ten days before calling to see if I’d be available for press, since the newspapers were writing so much about me and my disappearance. Mum had wanted to go and wring their necks, but to be honest, I was happy for the distraction and dived into it head first.

I shrug. ‘The press tour is pretty much done now. I’ve got some weeks off before I start filming again.’

‘Well, just make sure you’re looking after yourself, won’t you?’ Zara says.

‘How about we get to the reason we’re here talking to you this morning?’ Richard butts in, as if I’m the one who brought the subject up in the first place. His face is set into stern lines, blue eyes slightly narrowed, patience receding like his hairline. Zara rolls her eyes in my direction, like we’re in on this together.

As we settle down to business, my body is wound tighter than a spring, bracing for the worst. Mum has thrown open the kitchen windows, but all that’s done is invite the stifling heat of August inside, no lick of a breeze to be felt. I feel like I’m being slowly suffocated.

‘It’s been difficult to get hold of you,’ Richard starts. He’s white and middle-aged, with a tone that makes me feel like I’m already in trouble. He peers down at me like a headteacher awarding detention. ‘We’ve tried to call you several times.’

I sit on my hands so they can’t tremble, and attempt a shrug. ‘I don’t answer calls from unrecognized numbers. They scare me.’

Richard doesn’t find the quip funny, his lips pursing, but Zara breathes a gentle laugh.

‘As I mentioned, we’d just like to ask some follow up questions,’ she begins. Her tone is kind, as if she’s expecting me to bolt out the door like a spooked deer. ‘We want to make sure we haven’t missed anything…’ She glances down at the leatherbound notepad open on the table.

‘I told you everything I remember,’ I interrupt. ‘There’s nothing else I can recall that you don’t already know.’

‘I understand this is hard, Noah, but talking about that night might just jog something in your memory. It all helps our investigation,’ Zara pushes gently. Without waiting for me to agree, she presses on. ‘Let’s start with the party.’

She leaves a blank space for me to fill. In the brief quiet, the lapping sound of a river haunts my ears. My throat feels full. The yellow flowers are bleeding. I take a deep breath, reminding myself that those things aren’t my current reality. It’s just my mind, playing tricks on me. Or maybe it’s memory, knocking on the door.

‘Well, I know I went to the party. I know it was at Riverside, the house owned by the Bracken family. I know I drank enough to feel ill, so I went outside. I… I don’t remember anybody being out there? The party was kind of winding down, I think. The back garden is just a small lawn that leads to the jetty and then the river. There’s a boathouse next to it. It was dark and…’

My mind fumbles over a memory of an argument while the river laps at the banks. I can feel the terror pulsing through my veins, heart palpitating as if I’m back there, by the water again. I want to call out for help, but I can’t form the words. I push the blurry recollection away.

‘After that, my mind is just dark until I came to in the hospital after the vigil.’ I scoff in disbelief. ‘I barely remember getting to the church. It’s all just black.’

Zara nods sympathetically, her eyes full of empathy. ‘So, you left the party and went towards the river?’

‘Yeah, I guess? Like I said, I’m not sure why. I think I probably just wanted some space to breathe.’

Zara makes a note in her pad. The scrawl of pen on paper sounds too loud in the silent room. ‘So, you’re at the river. Do you remember anything after that?’ She sees me ready to offer the same defence and cuts in ahead of me. ‘Anything – no matter how small or hazy it might seem – could be helpful.’

I swallow, that memory tugging at me once more. I balance it on my tongue for a moment.

‘I can’t be sure, but… I think I remember someone coming down to the jetty. Or maybe they were already there, I don’t know. It’s a bit fuzzy, but I can’t shake the feeling that there was someone else.’ I stutter, panic riling up in my gut as if it’s that night all over again. I swallow it and try to pull myself together. ‘I… I think he came up behind me and…’

My voice cracks. Tears prick my eyes, and I can feel my hands trembling beneath my legs. My whole body feels so tense that it could break apart at any moment. I don’t want to think about this. I don’t want to relive it. I want to forget everything.

Richard secures me with his ice-cold gaze. ‘He?’

I blanch. ‘What?’

‘You said he approached you by the river. You seem pretty certain that any possible assailant was male. Why, exactly?’

I feel like I’ve got an easy question on a test wrong. Or like I’ve studied for one exam, only to realize that the paper I’m sitting in front of is for another subject. The room is warping around me, and I can’t tell if I need to be sick or if it’s all in my head.

‘Like I said, I was drunk, and my memory is blurry.’

‘So, you can’t be certain that your attacker was male?’

‘I can’t be certain that it wasn’t Mickey Mouse,’ I snap before I can stop myself. I force myself not to squirm under Richard’s irritation. ‘You said anything, no matter how hazy. That’s all I’ve got.’ My voice drops to a mumble. ‘I suppose it’s more of a feeling than anything concrete, but I can’t shake it.’

Zara clears her throat, offering a polite smile. ‘We understand this must be an awfully stressful time for you, and I’m sure reliving that night is the last thing you want to do. But we really appreciate your help.’

I relax slightly, unclench my jaw. Zara gives me an encouraging nod, then refers to her notepad.

‘Do you remember what the occasion for the party was?’

I shrug. ‘End of exams. School was over and people wanted to let loose. More people came than I expected. I remember feeling like the whole of Woodthorn Academy was there. It felt quite… claustrophobic, I think. But that’s just a Miles Bracken house party for you.’

‘So, you didn’t know everyone in attendance?’ Zara asks.

‘I can’t be sure, but I doubt it. It’s usually just people from school, but there’s always a couple of faces you don’t recognize. Friends of friends, plus-ones, maybe catering staff if Miles is going all out. You know, hangers-on hoping to snoop around the house and take some pictures or videos, like at new year.’
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