


[image: First to Fall by C. L. Pattison. Nine skaters. One ice-cold killer. Who will be first to fall? A woman stands on a dark ice rink.]






About the Author

C. L. Pattison worked as an entertainment journalist for twenty years, before re-training as a PCSO with Hampshire Constabulary. Today, she writes psychological thrillers from her home on the south coast of England. Her previous novels, The Housemate, The Guest Book and The Florist were all eBook bestsellers.






Also by C. L. Pattison

The Housemate

The Guest Book

The Florist





C . L . PATTISON

FIRST TO FALL

[image: ]






Copyright © 2025 C. L. Pattison

The right of C. L. Pattison to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2025 by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 9781035415526

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Also by C. L. Pattison

Title Page

Copyright Page

Mystery surrounds deaths at sporting hero’s home

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Acknowledgements




Mystery surrounds deaths at sporting hero’s home

January 31, 8.32 a.m. GMT

An unconfirmed number of people have been found dead at the home of legendary German figure skater, Lukas Wolff.

Several bodies have been recovered from the property, which lies in a remote part of Bavaria, close to the Austrian border. The victims’ names and nationalities have not been revealed.

Local police chief, Udo Gutenberg, confirmed that an investigation was underway but declined to say if the deaths were being treated as suspicious.

The tragedies are thought to have occurred during a prolonged blizzard – one of the worst in Germany’s history. The extreme weather left large parts of southern Bavaria effectively cut off from the rest of the country and without electricity for several days. The local government has been criticised for its apparent lack of preparedness and for delays in restoring power and mobile communications to the affected areas.

Unconfirmed reports suggest that Wolff, 44, was hosting a training camp for promising young figure skaters when the deaths occurred. The authorities were only made aware of the grim situation after one of the survivors made a gruelling journey on foot to raise the alarm.

A spokeswoman for the sport’s governing body, the International Skating Federation, told Reuters: ‘The Federation did not endorse – nor does it have any knowledge of – a training programme hosted by Lukas Wolff at his home in Germany. If such a programme were in operation when these shocking events occurred, Mr Wolff appears to have been acting in a purely personal capacity.’

Wolff, a five-time German national champion, was a gold medallist at the 2008 Olympics in Beijing and is best known for a spectacular sequence of skating moves called ‘the Grim Reaper’. The name, which was first used by US skating commentator Kurt Macatee, is a reference not only to the distinctive hooded jersey Wolff wore when he debuted the sequence in Beijing, but also to the high level of risk involved.

After retiring from competitive skating in 2015, Wolff carved out a successful career as a coach and went on to train several national champions. In 2022, he announced he would be taking a break from the sport, citing mental exhaustion and a wish to pursue other interests. Since then, he has rarely been seen in public.

More details soon . . .




Four Weeks Earlier

1

My first visit to an ice rink was a disaster. It was the beginning of the summer holidays; a classmate’s eleventh birthday party. As one of the least popular girls in my year group, I’d been surprised to receive an invitation. I found out later I was a last-minute substitute, a way of making up the numbers because half the first-choice guests were abroad with their parents. My family never went on holiday. For one thing, we couldn’t afford it; for another, Mum was barely capable of organising a packed lunch, never mind a week on the Costa Brava.

The memory of that day is burned indelibly on my brain. After being kitted out with my boots, I took to the rink feeling reasonably confident. It was only frozen water, for heaven’s sake. How hard could putting one foot in front of the other be?

I’d barely managed two wobbly circuits when a teenaged boy, skating too fast, caught me with his elbow, sending me flying. My classmate’s mother helped me up, compounding my humiliation as she roughly dusted the ice from my bottom. Worse was to come when I complained that my wrist was hurting. Sighing in a way that left me in no doubt what a massive inconvenience I was being, she helped me off the ice. Nothing broken, just a slight sprain, the rink’s designated first-aider declared as he handed me an ice pack. Probably best if I sit out the remainder of the session.

Not wanting my friends (and I use the term loosely) to witness my disappointment, I made my way to the far end of the rink, where a group of kids was having a private lesson in a cordoned-off area. I leaned on the guardrail to watch them, marvelling at their balance and poise. One girl in particular caught my eye. She was three or four years older than me, long-limbed and graceful, with silky blonde hair tied in a high pony.

After a little while, she broke off from the rest of the group and began practising on her own, directly in front of where I was standing. I watched, mesmerised, as she launched effortlessly into an upright spin, arms pressed close to her body. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. I’d watched figure skating on the TV, but this was different. This felt as if it was just for me.

All too soon, the girl was flinging out her arms, an action I noted with keen interest had the effect of slowing her rotations. As she came to a dead stop, I couldn’t contain my emotions any longer and burst into applause.

‘That was amazing!’ I gushed as the girl looked over at me and smiled. ‘Is it as difficult as it looks?’

‘Not really, it just takes a bit of practice,’ she said, coming over to me. ‘How come you’re not skating?’

I held out my arm, the ice pack still pressed to it. ‘I fell over and sprained my wrist.’

‘Ouch,’ she said with a grimace.

‘It’s my first time at the rink as well,’ I added, in a bid to garner more sympathy.

‘That’s bad luck,’ she said. ‘But don’t let it put you off. As soon as your wrist’s better, you should get back on the ice; that way, you won’t have a chance to develop a phobia.’

‘Yeah, I’ll do that,’ I told her, even though I seriously doubted anyone would ever invite me to the rink again.

‘You should think about taking some lessons; it’ll help build your confidence.’ She jerked her thumb towards an older woman in a fur gilet, who was clearly the group’s teacher. ‘My coach runs a beginners’ session on Saturday mornings. She’ll have you whizzing round the rink like a pro in no time.’

‘Really?’ I said disbelievingly.

‘For sure – and all the other kids in the class are really nice. Even if you decide skating’s not for you, at least you’ll have made some new friends.’

‘OK,’ I said, nodding eagerly. ‘I’ll ask my mum when I get home.’

I sometimes think of that moment, combing it for insight, for thought, for some sort of intuition. But I never find it. All I see is an unhappy girl, unwilling to admit how lonely she was, grabbing at something bright and colourful as it floated by.

At first, Mum was reluctant. Being a single parent, who flitted from one poorly paid job to another, she didn’t have much spare cash. But when Gran offered to chip in, she agreed to sign me up for lessons. Gran had been a surrogate parent to me my whole life. Her son, my dad, had died in a motorbike crash two months before I was born. She’d stepped in to save the day more times than I could remember and it terrified me to think what my life would’ve been like without her in it.

Despite my inauspicious start, I took to skating immediately, quickly mastering the basics: how to skate forwards and backwards, how to do a snowplough stop, a bunny hop, a ballet jump, a two-footed spin. My first coach, the woman in the gilet, was wonderful. A perceptive and nurturing woman, she saw in me a child with promise, a rare determination and a desperate need for stability.

At eleven and a half, I was a relative latecomer to the sport. Most of the other kids who trained at the rink had been skating since the age of four or five. But, according to my coach, I had an advantage.

‘You’re a natural,’ she used to tell me. ‘Your build, your arm span, your leg strength, your single-mindedness – everything about you is perfect for skating.’

I was fearless too. If my coach asked me to try something new, I wouldn’t think about it long enough to get scared, I’d give it a go straight away. I’d usually fall the first time, but, unlike a lot of the other kids, I wouldn’t whinge about it; I’d get straight back up and try again. And I’d keep trying until I had it down.

I discovered that I wasn’t afraid of pain. Quite the opposite – I felt a perverse satisfaction in my ability to make myself suffer. On any given day, my knees, hips and shoulders would be various shades of blue and green, but I was proud of my bruises. They were a badge of honour; evidence of my bravery; proof that I was somebody worthwhile.

For me, the rink was a place of freedom, an escape from the chaos of my home life. Gliding across the frictionless ice with the wind in my face felt almost like flying. And I adored the classical music my coach liked to play in our training sessions. The sensation of it was physical, like warm water being washed over a gaping, bloody wound, agonising and cleansing and curative all at the same time.

Keen to progress, I worked harder than any of the others in my class. After training, I always stayed behind to practise. Sometimes, I’d sit in on the advanced classes, watching from the sidelines and sucking up every bit of knowledge I could. Back at home, I watched endless YouTube videos of all the greats: Boitano, Hanyu, Kwan, Witt, picking apart their routines and trying to work out what it was that made them special.

On the advice of my coach, I took up running to build my cardiovascular fitness and bought some second-hand weights to improve my muscle strength. Within six months, I had been promoted to the intermediate class; another nine months and I had joined the advanced skaters.

Eventually, my coach felt I’d outgrown the group classes and told me I needed more specialist tuition. She recommended me to another coach she knew called Eva, who, once she’d seen me skate, agreed to give me weekly training sessions for half her usual fee. Eva was a lot tougher than my previous coach and sometimes we clashed, but her methods paid off and soon I was knocking out double toe-loops with ease.

Before long, Eva began encouraging me to enter competitions. I refused at first; I was too self-conscious. To me, skating was a private act and not something to be shared with others. Eventually I gave in, lured by the promise of a bejewelled costume and the possibility of prize money.

To my surprise, I found that I enjoyed performing in public. I loved everything about it: the applause at the end of my routine; the judges’ praise; the smile on Eva’s face when I placed in the top ten; the warmth of her hug when I was top five.

At first, the competitions were regional ones, but soon I was making a name for myself at national events, winning a junior bronze medal at the British Championships and placing fifth in the seniors’ competition a couple of years later. I had never competed internationally, however, even though Eva said I was good enough. It wasn’t the lack of desire, but the expense. Ice skates weren’t free. Neither were costumes. Coaches, choreographers, physical therapy – they all cost money; money that Mum and Gran could ill afford.

With more financial investment, I knew I could’ve gone further. I wasn’t bitter though, far from it. I had already achieved more than I ever thought was possible for someone like me. But now that I had finished full-time education I’d decided, albeit reluctantly, it was time for skating to take a back seat. Mum had been supporting me for long enough; I needed to start giving back.

When I told Gran I was hanging up my boots, she tried to talk me out of it, insisting it would be ‘a waste of a God-given talent’. She even offered to cash in her Premium Bonds, saying it would be enough to fund another half year of coaching. I refused her kind offer; she had made so many sacrifices for me already.

Career-wise, my options were limited. I would have loved a backstage job in the performing arts – stage design, or theatre management – but with two very average A levels and a diploma in business administration, I knew I didn’t stand a chance. Instead, I applied for dozens of entry-level office jobs. After a handful of interviews, one employer made me an offer. I would be starting in two days’ time: customer services trainee at the city council. The thought of wearing a headset all day and listening to people complain about their bins not being emptied didn’t exactly fill me with joy, but what choice did I have?

In readiness for my new job, I’d spent the afternoon shopping for suitable business attire. My budget was modest and I was feeling pleased that I’d managed to find everything I needed in a single, purposeful pillage of our local charity store.

Mum was on a late shift at the warehouse where she worked in order fulfilment, so the house was empty when I got home. There was a pile of mail on the doormat, mostly junk by the look of it. Stepping over it, I went to the kitchen, dropping my shoulder bag and my two reusable totes on the floor. As I filled the kettle at the sink, I heard the sound of a key in the front door. I smiled when a voice that was as familiar as my own called out, ‘It’s only me!’

Gran’s flat was three streets away and our place was like a second home to her. She used to have a lovely house, not far from the sea, but soon after I started primary school, she moved to be nearer to Mum and me. That way, she’d be able to keep an eye on things; make sure Mum was holding the fragile edifice of our home life together.

‘Hi, gorgeous,’ she said as she appeared in the doorway. She put a stack of post on the table. ‘These were lying on the mat.’

‘Thanks, Gran, I would’ve picked them up myself, but my hands were full.’ I opened the fridge and took out the milk. ‘Tea?’

‘Ooh, yes, please.’ She pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. ‘Did you find what you wanted at the shops?’

‘I think so.’ I bent down to open one of the totes and pulled out a pair of navy trousers to show her.

‘Very smart,’ said Gran, reaching out to stroke the material. ‘So, how are you feeling about your new job?’

‘A bit nervous, to be honest. There are a bunch of us trainees starting on the same day, so at least I won’t be the only one who doesn’t have a clue what they’re doing.’

The lines on Gran’s forehead pinched together. ‘You know, I never imagined you working in an office, Libby.’

I tossed the trousers over the back of a chair. ‘You’re not the only one.’

‘Are you sure this is what you want, love?’

I felt a dull ache in the pit of my stomach. ‘I just think it’s the right thing to do.’

Gran’s face remained immobile. I could sense her disappointment. Ever since I started skating, she had been my number one fan. She’d travelled to every competition, stayed up half the night sewing Swarovski crystals onto my costumes, kept a scrapbook of clippings that contained every local newspaper article that had ever mentioned my name. ‘I just think it’s such a shame to give up skating when you’ve put so much hard work into it.’

‘I’ll still skate,’ I said, opening a cupboard and taking out two mugs. ‘I just won’t be having lessons, or competing.’ Even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t true. I wouldn’t be going back to the rink. Ever. It held too many memories; too many painful reminders of what might have been. At the same time, I knew a fragment of it would always be embedded in my heart, like an icicle, prodding me painfully at certain moments when I least expected it.

As I dropped teabags into the mugs, Gran started telling me about a recent trip to the vet’s with Betty, her Siamese cat, who had just been diagnosed with cataracts. I sensed that she wanted to say more about my big life decision, but, recognising my discomfort, she had tactfully decided to change the subject.

As I set a mug of tea and a half-open packet of biscuits in front of her, she got up from the table. ‘Just nipping to the loo,’ she said. ‘Back in a mo.’

I sat down with my own drink and began to riffle half-heartedly through the pile of mail that Gran had picked up. Amidst the pizza flyers and the final reminders, one item stood out: a thick cream envelope that felt expensive to the touch. Even more curiously, it was addressed to me.

It was probably from the council, I thought to myself as I eased my finger under the flap; another HR form that needed filling out. Nothing to get excited about.
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