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Cleo Forsum is a bestselling novelist turned scriptwriter whose TV series The Baking Detective is a huge success. Writing is all she’s ever wanted to do, and baking and murder have proved to be a winning combination. But now she has decided to walk away from it all – including divorcing her husband, Wallace – before her past secrets catch up with her.

As Cleo drafts the final ever episodes of the series, people around her start getting hurt. And it’s soon clear that someone is trying to frame her for murder.

She thinks she knows why, but Cleo can’t tell the police or prove her innocence. Because then she’d have to confess about her other husband . . .

A SERIES OF TERRIFYING MURDERS.

A SET OF COMPLEX LIES.

AND A WOMAN WITH NO

WAY TO CLEAR HER NAME.
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Prologue

‘Cleo Forsum Pryce, I am arresting you on the suspicion of attempted murder.’

No. They can’t do this. Not right now.

‘You do not have to say anything.’

I need to find her before it’s too late.

‘But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court.’

Because if I don’t do whatever I’m told, she’s going to die. He’s going to kill her.

‘Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

‘Please, I didn’t do this. I promise you, I didn’t do this. And you have to let me go.’ You have to let me go. It’s a matter of life or death.
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‘You really didn’t have to come in to the office to see me about your divorce, you do realise that, don’t you, Ms Forsum?’

I nod. ‘I know. I know I could do it all online, that it’d be cheaper and probably quicker, but I didn’t want a paper trail – or online trail.’

Jeff Burrfield frowns at me, confused all of a sudden. ‘I thought you said your husband knows about this?’ He starts flipping through his notes, probably scared now that he’s wrongly attributed this nugget of information to the desperate woman in front of him who is checking out of her relationship. ‘You said that he was on board and . . . ah, yes’ – his finger runs along the line where he has made his initial observations – ‘he couldn’t wait to get rid of you. And he couldn’t believe he’d spent so many years of his life with a heartless cow like you.’ He raises his balding head and we lock gazes.

‘To be fair to me, I did make it clear that he never actually said all that,’ I offer in a pathetic voice. ‘That was my interpretation of the situation as seen by him. Possibly.’

‘But he does know you’re divorcing him?’

‘Yes, he does know.’ He doesn’t know why but he does know, I add in my head.

‘Oh good,’ Mr Burrfield murmurs, visibly relieved that there is no subterfuge. ‘Things are always a bit less unpleasant if everyone involved is apprised of the situation.’

‘My husband would never say anything like that, it’s not his style or nature. He’s very much a peace, love, hope-to-all-beings kind of person.’

‘And you’re not?’

‘Yes, yes I am. Within reason.’

A ghost of a smile haunts Mr Burrfield’s lips and I feel sorry for him. It can’t be pleasant or even vaguely fun to be this close to human relationships as they disintegrate. Does it make you cynical? It must do. You can’t sit on that side of this type of desk, listen to all those stories of things going awry and NOT wonder why people bother in the first place. His ring finger is bare so I’m assuming he hasn’t married or, if he has, that it’s gone awry. I don’t get the feeling he is long-term attached, but I could be wrong. Either way, he gives the impression that he is someone who would prefer all of this ‘unpleasantness’ not to exist, but since it does, he’ll continue on with the forbearance needed to guide lost, separating souls through it.

‘Can I ask you something, off the books, as it were?’ I say. I need to get a definitive answer to this, this question that has been circling my mind for many, many years. This question that I get a million different answers to whenever I’m brave enough to search the internet.

‘What do you mean, “off the books”?’ he replies, drawing back a little from me. Not very noticeably, just slightly. Just enough to let me know on an unconscious level that I won’t be getting anything for nothing out of him.

‘I mean, not something you should probably write down in my file there since it doesn’t really relate to me.’

‘Who does it relate to, then?’

Good question. Obvious question. So why don’t I have a ready answer? Because every answer will sound fake, every reply will be a lie. ‘I mean, well, a friend of mine. A close friend of mine.’

Mr Burrfield puts down his pen, shuts his file, removes his glasses. Now he is out from behind his glasses, he looks much younger but more mature. Much more worldly than the long-suffering, slightly bumbling solicitor I originally sat down with. I’d picked his name from the internet. Trawled through until I found one near enough to where I am currently working so I could base my break around this meeting, but also far enough away that no one will see me going in to these offices and find out before the rest of my family about the irretrievable breakdown of my marriage.

‘What is it your close friend would like to ask?’

‘Well, it’s kind of awkward and she feels extremely silly, but what would happen if she’d . . . no, no, let me start again. What if my friend, at some point in the past, had gone to another country and just, on a whim, got married? If she didn’t register that marriage when she came back to England all those years ago and then got married again to someone else, would it be OK or would she, potentially, be in trouble?’

Mr Burrfield looks like I have smacked him square in the face right after I’ve sworn at him. He doesn’t move or even seem to breathe for a few seconds, he just sits with shock and horror drenching his face as he stares at me. Eventually, he looks down at the file in front of him, at its mottled beige cardboard that holds the early details of the dissolution of my marriage. ‘Your friend would not be potentially in trouble, she would be in a huge amount of trouble. Bigamy, which this is, carries a prison sentence of up to seven years.’

Seven years! SEVEN years. Those words have turned my stomach, have made me want to vomit right here on his nice, neat desk. SEVEN years.

‘But if it wasn’t registered, does it count?’

‘Assuming your friend followed all the legal requirements when getting married in whichever foreign country she chose for the ceremony to take place – that is, she had all the required documentation and then signed a marriage licence or register – then the marriage is considered legal and binding here in the United Kingdom.’

‘Even if it wasn’t registered?’

‘Foreign marriages are not “registered” as such. What you’re referring to is the commonly misunderstood situation where the foreign marriage is “recorded”, almost a case of letting the Government know the marriage exists at the General Register Office and letting them keep a copy of the licence so that you can have access to it if you require for any reason – such as proof that you are indeed married. This would ensure that while your marriage would not be “registered” in the same way a marriage of UK citizens getting married here would be, there would be a record of it and you would be able to get a copy of your wedding certificate. However, this practice was discontinued in 2014. No foreign marriages are “recorded” at GRO any more. And in any case, whether the marriage occurred before or after 2014, your friend would still be married with or without the marriage being “recorded” at the GRO.’

Oh. Oh. ‘Seven years you said, yes?’

His nostrils flare briefly before he nods gravely.

‘OK, good. Fine. Thank you. I’ll be sure to tell my friend to, you know, not get married until the old marriage is sorted out.’

‘You do that,’ he states before slipping his glasses back into place and picking up his short, stubby fountain pen. ‘You should also warn her not to tell anyone about it. If she has indeed married while already married, that is a criminal offence. Not something to shout about.’

‘She wasn’t shouting about it, she was just asking . . . Me . . . Asking me to ask you.’

‘Indeed,’ he replies sourly. ‘I’ll make sure I’m in touch later this evening about the papers. I have a feeling this divorce needs to be expedited.’

I couldn’t argue with that. At all.

Horsforth, 1996

‘That guy’s staring at you,’ Trina stated with a mixture of puzzlement and disdain.

The university common room where we sat often made me feel like we were sitting in the Colosseum – little groups of five or six gathered at small, low circular tables, waiting for the show to begin in the centre. Some groupings had more members and they spilled out, no matter how close they tried to fit themselves together. Other people had fewer companions, some were on their own – but all of us noisily crammed in here sat around the large expanse with its well-worn, shiny parquet floor, apart but together.

At the end of the canteen by the large glass doors, which opened out to the grass-and-concrete quad, was a serving hatch where cut-price teas and coffees, snacks and cold cans of pop were sold by the people who ran the Students’ Union. Cut-price instant coffee in a Styrofoam cup and a bag of Maltesers had become my daily ‘poison’.

Trina and I, first-year students who lived on campus, had one of the better seating areas. Our table and seats were wedged slightly behind one of the smooth stone circular pillars, creating a sort of nook where we could see everything.

‘Which guy?’ I asked distractedly. I was concentrating on watching the first Malteser of the pack disintegrate into my coffee, to which I’d already added five sugars. The Malteser bobbed along the surface, seemingly impervious to the heat, acting as if it could possibly survive the hot milky end that was fast approaching.

‘First of all, that’s disgusting,’ Trina said, screwing up her beautiful face and pointing one of her glossy sea-blue nails at what I was doing to the chocolate and the coffee, ‘and second of all, the guy with the jacket and the dimples.’

I knew who she meant. ‘Oh, him.’

‘You haven’t even looked up.’

‘Don’t need to. Jacket and dimples – how you can see them from here I don’t know – describes him perfectly. There’s only one guy with a jacket of note who stares at me.’

‘So you know he stares at you?’ She was really puzzled now.

‘Yes. He’s in my Psychology class.’

‘So you know him beyond the staring?’

‘Yes, he’s in my Psychology class.’

‘And you know his name?’

‘Yes, he’s in my Psychology class. How many times do I need to say it?’

‘And you know why he stares at you?’

I shrugged half-heartedly. I suspected I knew why, but to be honest, it wasn’t something that happened to me on a regular basis. Or at all, really. Not unless the starer was a creepy older man who thought . . . well, actually, I tried to avoid wondering about creepy older men as much as I could.

‘Have you spoken to him?’ Trina asked.

‘Don’t make me say it, Trina,’ I told my next-door-neighbour-in-halls.

‘Oh shut up! You might be in the same class as him but never spoken to him. Like, have I spoken to half the freaks in my Maths classes? I think not.’

‘Yes, I’ve spoken to him. We’re working on a project together in class.’

‘Oh . . .’ she said knowingly. ‘Ohhhhh . . . It’s like that.’

‘It’s like what?’ I asked, abandoning the disintegrating Malteser to its fate to look at her.

She flicked a few of her black-and-royal-blue plaits over her left shoulder, then smoothed her hand over them, twisting them together to sit over her right shoulder. ‘You and him are making the beast with two backs.’

‘What? No! NO. Absolutely not.’

‘Really? Why not?’

‘We’re just not.’

‘Well, with the way that man is staring, I guess you’re RCing him.’

I side-eyed my friend. I had NO idea what she was on about. ‘What is RCing?’ Knowing Trina, we were about to go off on a tangent so sharp the original point would be completely forgotten.

‘Oh please, like you don’t know,’ she scoffed.

‘I totally do not know. You need to tell me what RCing is and tell me quick.’

‘You’re Romantic Comedying him. You know how it goes: you don’t know he exists or you hate him and then you end up having to “work together” and you start to see a different side to him and decide to give him a chance. That chance turns into you falling for him. You have a few weeks or months of sickly, kissy-kissy bliss. And then something big happens which means he discovers that you didn’t feel for him like he felt for you and you split up. You both mope around for a bit, then you have to make some huge, grand gesture to get him back.’ To complete her soliloquy, she flicked her plaits back over her shoulder and then snatched up her coffee cup, took a gulp and realised too late she’d actually picked up my cup and now had a mouthful of sugary coffee and half-melted Malteser. Her gagging face was so funny it was almost worth having to buy a new coffee to start Malteser-melting again.

‘I know what romantic comedies are, thank you,’ I told her. Trina kept opening her mouth and sticking out her tongue, obviously trying to get rid of the taste. Trina and I had never discussed our mutual love for those movies and books, and I couldn’t believe she was crowbarring the dude with the jacket into my tried-and-tested, loved-and-adored framework. It was a heinous act on her part as far as I was concerned. I pointed briefly in his direction. ‘He is not and never will be the star of my rom-com life. All right?’ I looked around the room. ‘I can’t see anyone in here who’s going to be a part of it.’ I returned to eyeing her distastefully again as she glugged water, trying to wash away the taste. Trina was being overdramatic – Malteser-flavoured coffee wasn’t that bad. ‘And if you keep going on about that guy, you’re not going to be my sassy best friend.’

Trina stopped mid-gulp and slowly lowered her water as she spun on her seat to look at me. ‘I am no one’s sassy best friend. I am the main character. Always.’

‘Well, I am too, so . . .’

‘I’ve always wondered what happens when the two people who are traditional sidekick characters are friends? How do they negotiate the thorny subject of who gets to main character and who gets to sidekick?’

‘The first one to get a long-term love interest, I guess.’ I shrugged and rummaged in my pockets for change. I was careful with my coffee-and-Malteser money. I only brought out the exact amount of money so I wouldn’t be tempted to spend too much. My grant and student loan had a long way to stretch but these two were my daytime luxury. Technically, Trina should be doing the coffee-buying, though. Like that was going to happen. She would simply tell me there was nothing wrong with the cup she had pretty much spat into. Like she wouldn’t pour away a cup I had breathed too close to.

As I looked for any amount of money, my gaze scanned the room and snagged on the green gaze of the man who hadn’t stopped staring at me. His expression didn’t change when our gazes slotted together, stuck on each other like two vital pieces of a puzzle.

I didn’t understand him.

When we were in class, when we worked together, he talked to me like he talked to everyone else. I didn’t detect anything that might suggest he thought differently of me to anyone else. He was jokey and clever – always answering questions with the assurance of someone who did the extra reading and then some. Always ready with a joke or humorous observation that might have escaped most people. But when we were in other settings, when I wasn’t directly interacting with him, he would stare at me. Only at me.

‘Don’t you start!’ Trina said, nudging me and releasing me from the stare-hold that had taken over for a few moments.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked her.

‘Don’t start staring back at him. I literally just told you – I am no one’s sidekick. You’re not allowed to get with him or anyone else until I have someone.’

‘I am not getting with him.’

‘Yeah, pull the other one, it’s got carnival bells on.’

I allowed myself another sneak look at him, and he wasn’t staring at me. He was sitting back in his seat, a book in one hand, a hot drink in the other. It was almost as though, now he’d got my attention, as brief as it might have been, he could get on with his life. Now that he knew I knew he was there, he could go about his day.

And what about me? How was I meant to go back to normal knowing that any second now he could start staring at me again?
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