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			Colette McBeth is the critically acclaimed author of psychological thrillers Precious Thing, The Life I Left Behind and An Act of Silence. She was a BBC TV News television correspondent for ten years, during which time she covered many major crime stories and worked out of Westminster as a political reporter.
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			Praise

			For Call Me a Liar

			‘A thrilling look at the dark side of the bright young things . . . shifts like quicksand under your feet’ Erin Kelly, author of He Said/She Said

			‘A slick and pacey thriller that will keep you reading through the night’ Renée Knight, author of Disclaimer

			‘I loved this book . . . It combines a furiously twisty plot with utterly believable characters. A winner’ Elly Griffiths, author of The Crossing Places

			‘Blown away by the writing in Call Me a Liar  . . . Good line after great line, and a brilliant, totally contemporary setting with bright young things way out of their depth’ Jane Casey, author of After the Fire

			For An Act of Silence

			‘Sensational. Intricately plotted and emotionally tense’ Clare Mackintosh, author of I Let You Go

			‘A scorcher of a novel where all of the elements of great storytelling come together – vivid characterisation, great plotting, and a denouement to freeze the blood. I loved it!’ Liz Nugent, author of Lying In Wait

			‘The complex nature of family relationships are portrayed with clarity and heart in Colette McBeth’s An Act of Silence. A taut thriller’ Ali Land, author of the Sunday Times bestseller Good Me, Bad Me

			‘Dazzling. Political intrigue, echoes of Savile, with a troubled mother and son relationship at its heart’ Tammy Cohen, author of When She Was Bad

			‘Thoroughly gripping, clever, beautifully written crime fiction’ Jane Casey, author of After the Fire

			‘I inhaled it – literally reading it in one sitting. A beautifully-written, gripping and thought-provoking book’ Emma Kavanagh, author of Falling

			‘One of those beautiful books where you think you’ve worked it all out, only to discover that you’ve been duped by an expert who knows how to write brilliant twists and turns. I devoured it, but also didn’t want it to end as I was captivated by both the perfectly executed plot and the sublime writing’ S. J. I. Holliday, author of The Damsel Fly

			‘Expertly-crafted and completely gripping. Pacy, suspenseful, emotionally convincing and surprisingly moving . . . One of the best thrillers of the year’ Graeme Cameron, author of Normal

			‘Brilliantly compulsive, utterly heart breaking, beautifully written. A psychological thriller of depth and beauty’ Liz Barnsley

			For The Life I Left Behind

			‘A rare thing; gripping but compassionate’ Paula Hawkins, international bestselling author of The Girl on the Train

			‘The plot is taut and compelling, the writing excellent, but it’s the exciting narrative structure that sets it apart’ Marian Keyes, bestselling author of The Woman Who Stole My Life

			‘Intelligent and creepy. One of this year’s best psychological thrillers’ Paula Daly, author of The Mistake I made

			‘A creepy and clever thriller’ Fabulous

			‘Dark and clever murder tale with a twist’ Heat

			‘McBeth pulls it off with aplomb’ Glamour

			‘This intriguing and twisty thriller kept me reading into the night’ Woman & Home

			‘McBeth’s is a much better realisation of the same theme [as The Lovely Bones] and, psychologically, by far the more interesting accomplishment’ Independent

			‘If a more affecting psychological thriller is published this year, it will be a very good book indeed’ Irish Times

			‘Completely brilliant’ Jill Mansell, bestselling author of Meet Me at Beachcomber Bay

			‘Fantastic’ Lucy Diamond, bestselling author of The Beach Café

		

	
		
			To Finlay, Milo and Sylvie.
The best things come in threes.

		

	
		
			Guilty

			/gilti/
adjective

			* culpable of or responsible for a specified wrongdoing.

			* justly chargeable with a particular fault or error.

			* conscious of, affected by, or revealing a feeling of guilt.

		

	
		
			April 2018

			Judge Rupert Harwood’s sentencing, 
Central Criminal Court, London

			It is clear from the outset you have lied and deceived and shown precious little remorse for what you have done. Rather than accept your crime, you have tried to shift the blame on to others in the most callous way imaginable. It is typical of the contempt you have shown for your victims and for the court.

			Be in no doubt, you will pay a high price for your actions.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			One

			Joe

			Lewes Police Station
October 2017

			Let me say this: cracking Libby’s skull was not part of the plan. I can’t even remember hitting her; it was more of a violent push in the deep heat of an argument and before I could do anything to change the outcome, she was flying backwards, her head making a strange metallic sound as it connected with the stone floor. Ting! That’s the only way I can describe it, like one of those instrumental triangles we used to play in school. It was a shame about the floor too – if it had been a shag pile carpet rather than porcelain, Libby might not be unconscious in hospital. But I’m certain safety was not uppermost in their minds when they were designing that house. It was all sharp angles and hard surfaces and glinting, gleaming glass that allowed your own reflection to stalk you.

			I don’t mention any of these misgivings to the police, though. My solicitor has advised me it’s not a good line of defence. They’re hardly going to charge a floor covering with a violent crime, he says.

			It’s me they have in their sights, at any rate. Every question is angled towards my guilt. What I did. What I failed to do. My shortcomings – of which there are many – have been itemised and catalogued, and while individually they appear harmless enough, their combined effect in the harsh light of the interview room creates an unsettling picture. I don’t doubt this is the ploy, the web the officers are spinning around me. But it is an effective one nevertheless. Having listened to their accusations and character assassinations for the best part of eight hours, I’m beginning to scare myself.

			The main issue appears to be my scant adherence to the rules. Yes, it’s true, there are rules of engagement when you find yourself in such situations. Say your wife or child goes missing, say you stumble across a body, or in my case, you happen to knock out a loved one, there are set procedures and scripts to follow. Firstly, you raise the alarm. You call 999. You attempt to help the victim. You account for every second spent before help arrives. Officer, I passed wind at 2.02 p.m. You display the correct mixture of horror, fear and sadness. You cry the requisite amount of tears. Basically, you’re aiming for high levels of authenticity in every single action. Anything too forced or overly dramatic will arouse suspicion. Anything too casual and you are cold and callous. It’s a balancing act and I’m no circus entertainer. I’m failing spectacularly.

			I did nothing. Try explaining that one away. I tell them I panicked but even that’s not true. I wasted precious minutes standing over Libby unable to compute what had happened. There was nothing left inside me, no nerves or sensory receptors to send messages to my brain. Even when finally I leant over her to assess the level of damage, I became instead mesmerised by my own face, gawping at me from the polished brilliance of the porcelain floor.

			Well, look what you’ve done.

			You thought you were special.

			Turns out you’re every bit as bad as the rest.

			The officers say they want to know everything, but this is a lie. They want to know everything around the narrow field of their investigation, scavenging for morsels of extraneous information that will get us nowhere while blocking out the bigger picture. I have no intention of pandering to them. I could tell them Amy Winehouse was playing on the karaoke system at the party downstairs, not Amy herself, obviously, but Will’s brutal destruction of ‘I’m No Good’, but that would be pointless scene-setting, nothing more. I could make a stab at describing the hurt Libby inflicted upon me. Her revelation chiselling into my bones. I don’t love you, I never did. How she stood in front of me and delivered this nugget of truth. I could tell them how it burnt through the epidermis right down to the subcutis, how I thought the pain might send me mad with grief, but this would provide them with a motive, allow them to craft a neat narrative around revenge.

			And this is not a story about revenge.

			It’s about ambition and greed, and love, I suppose, and what we do in the name of them.

			I tell the officers I looked out of the window and saw the car and the two men getting into it and driving off. I tell them I ran into the hallway and that’s when I saw the smoke and felt the blistering heat.

			Have I mentioned the fire?

			It has been suggested several times that I started it deliberately to cover up my crime, as if an assault wasn’t enough for one evening and I decided to go the whole hog and burn the place down.

			Let me say this clearly: I did not start the fire but someone else did.

			Everyone invited to the party was meant to die in that fire.

			And just because we survived doesn’t mean we’re safe.

			Not even Libby, if she ever wakes up.

		

	
		
			Two

			Libby

			ICU, Princess Royal Hospital, West Sussex

			The swish of nylon. Footsteps padding the floor. The staccato beat of a heart. Occasionally, accusations weight the air, medical staff gossip, snaps of colour to brighten a daily routine: Terrible one, this, the boyfriend is in custody. Clever bunch too. Graduates, you know. All that education and privilege. Just goes to show.

			This is the soundtrack to Libby’s existence.

			She has ample time to think. What else is she going to do, lying here in the hospital bed? New memories are currently beyond her reach so she plays with the old ones, gathering them up in chronological order to form a single timeline. It is this thread she unspools and winds in again, eyes trained to spot the kink.

			It doesn’t take her long. It is there, of course, always was, right at the very beginning. People will say it was ambition that landed her in this sorry state, but she knows beyond all else it was trust.

			She trusted him.

			More fool her.

			She can picture him now, ploughing his lies. His face will be a picture of concern. Tell me she’s going to be OK, he’ll say to the police before taking them through a sequence of events that end in his exoneration. They’ll struggle to make the calculation, to see that he is more than the sum total of his charm and intellect. Why would the man who loved her, a man previously of impeccable character, do such a thing? Libby doesn’t even have the answer herself. Yes, she has the evidence – she is the evidence – but it still requires serious mental contortion for her to override the past. Then there’s the love; if she could speak she would ask the doctors to have it surgically removed because this is the source of her pain. The head injury, she is sure, is just a side show. But the love throbs and pulses and reminds her that everything she thought was real was nothing more than an illusion. And unless she can find a way to kill it, she can’t see a way through.
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