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Praise for Lorraine Mace:

‘Her assured and fluid writing style truly brings characters and scenes to life on the page’

Rachel Abbott

‘Lorraine Mace has done it again. Crime fiction at its absolute finest’

Marion Todd

‘What an opening! A chilling read’

Karen King

‘Gritty, topical, sometimes lacerating, but always enthralling. A truly compulsive read’

Abbie Frost

‘Gripping, fast-paced’

Sheila Bugler

‘Delve into the dark side. Well-constructed with unflinching plots. Satisfying enough for the most discerning crime reader’

Ruth Dugdall

‘Fast-paced and compulsive reading with tension ratcheted to the max. D.I. Paolo Sterling’s humanity is tested by gut-wrenching crimes and damaged killers’

Chris Curran

‘A visceral, no-punches-pulled, gut-wrenching thriller . . . Crime Noir at its darkest’

Caroline Dunford

‘From page one the reader is parachuted into the epicentre of calculated, sinister murder. The pace is unrelenting as Mace presses on, hot on the heels of the enigmatic Pretender’

Anna Legat




About the Book

YOUR PAST HAS COME KNOCKING. WILL YOU LET IT IN?

Lynda Blackthorn is still reeling from the tragic car crash that killed her family more than a year ago. Throwing herself into her volunteer charity work, she is trying to piece her life back together.

When she’s asked to be the face of the charity’s annual fundraiser, an appeal for volunteers on the local news brings old friend Sarah to her door – and the events of fourteen years ago crashing down around her.

As the two women reconnect, Lynda invites Sarah to stay in her guest bedroom. But soon strange things start happening and Lynda learns it might have been better to keep the door to the past firmly closed . . .




Dedicated to Antonio Denham 1932–2015

Always such a proud and supportive father




Prologue

July 2022

The weight of Sarah’s body had her pinned to the floor. Lynda tried to push her off but it was impossible while at the same time keeping a hand on Sarah’s neck to staunch the blood. An odd thought suddenly manifested in her head: she’d never realised how heavy a dead body could be. But Sarah wasn’t dead? No, she wasn’t dead. What more could she do? If only she could reach her phone to call for an ambulance, but it was on the desk on the far side of the room.

Think! Think! Using her elbows as levers, she slithered and slid, inch by inch, across the floor, dragging Sarah with her. Each second seemed to take an hour, but she finally reached the desk. She tried to reach up for the phone, but it was impossible unless she pushed Sarah off her. How long would it take for Sarah to die if she took her hand off the wound?

The strap of her bag was hanging over the edge of the desk. Keeping her hand pressed on the slash in Sarah’s neck, Lynda reached out with her other hand and pulled the strap. Her bag came tumbling down, spilling the contents across the blood-covered floor. Grabbing the scarf she’d bought on the way to the charity to give to Georgina as a birthday gift next week, she thrust it against the wound in Sarah’s throat.

She hated Sarah, but she hadn’t really wanted it to come to this. Or did she? Yesterday she would have been glad to know Sarah had died in agony. Lynda had handled it all wrong. She hadn’t meant for things to go this far. Her gaze fell on the knife lying in a pool of blood. Her fingerprints were on the handle. All she’d planned to do was to confront Sarah and get at the truth. Make her admit what she’d done.

‘Don’t die,’ she whispered. ‘Please, please don’t die. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for everything. I didn’t really want you dead.’

Was Sarah still breathing? The flow of blood felt more sluggish now. Did that mean she was close to death?

‘Help me!’ she yelled again. ‘Somebody, help me!’

She could hear sirens. Were they coming this way? Yes, they were getting closer and closer. Someone must have called the emergency services. Thank God!

‘Hold on, Sarah. Hold on.’

The siren’s howling crept closer until it seemed to stop right outside. Why wasn’t anyone coming in?

‘Help! Help! She’s dying!’ she screamed.

The charity door burst open and suddenly the room seemed to be full of uniformed bodies. Sarah was gently lifted off and Lynda was able to move again. She tried to get to her feet, slipped in the blood and fell down again. An officer reached out and pulled her up. She turned from him to see what was happening to Sarah, but there were too many people in the way. She moved forward, taking small steps on the slippery floor.

‘Can you save her? I never meant for this to happen. Please, can you save her?’

She felt a hand on her arm and was pulled round to see a police officer facing her. It was the same one who’d helped her to her feet. He looked too young to be a policeman.

‘You need to come away, miss, and let the paramedics do their job.’

Lynda nodded and allowed him to lead her towards the main door of the charity office. The floor seemed to be covered in blood. How had it spread so far? Can someone lose so much blood and still live? She turned back to see a paramedic leaning over Sarah.

‘Is she going to be OK?’ she asked. ‘I tried to save her. Honestly, I did. I didn’t mean for this to happen.’

The paramedic glanced up, but avoided her gaze. Instead, he looked at the policeman still holding on to her arm and shook his head.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘She’s gone. There’s nothing more we can do.’




Chapter One

December 2021

Lynda looked at the Christmas tree, intending to count to ten, but she only got as far as five before exploding.

‘Jason! You’ve moved the baubles around.’

He came out from the kitchen, his face wearing that nervous look she had come to hate. Even though she knew she was being unreasonable, she couldn’t stop herself from screeching at him.

‘You’ve moved stuff on the tree.’

‘Honey, I swear I haven’t touched it. The tree is exactly as you left it last night.’

‘No, it isn’t. Don’t try and make me look stupid,’ she said. ‘That bauble’s lower than it was. It’s hanging much too close to the lights and that’s not where I placed it and you know it.’

‘No, I don’t know it. The weight of the ornaments has probably pulled down the branch a bit and it just looks different. That’s all. Come through to the kitchen. I’m making pancakes.’

Lynda wanted nothing more than to go with him, but something held her back. ‘You go ahead and enjoy your breakfast. I need to fix the tree.’

As she said the words, she could hear the accusation in her voice. I need to fix the tree you messed up!

‘The tree doesn’t need fixing,’ he said. ‘It looks perfect just as it is. Come on, Lynda, lighten up. It’s just a bloody tree.’

‘Is that all it is for you? Just a tree? It’s our first Christmas living together and I’m trying to make it perfect, but all you can say is that it’s just a tree.’

He walked towards her with his arms held out. ‘Lynda, we don’t need the perfect Christmas, the perfect tree, or the perfect anything for that matter. We have each other. Isn’t that enough?’

She nodded and walked forward for a hug. ‘You’re right. I know I get a bit OCD, but I just want to make our first Christmas together really special.’

She felt his arms tighten as he kissed the top of her head. ‘I know, but you have to stop trying so hard, Lynda.’ He sighed. ‘I sometimes feel as though everything I do is irritating you, or making you angry. I don’t know how much longer . . .’

‘How much longer what?’ she said, pulling away and looking up at him.

‘Let’s sit down,’ he said. ‘We need to talk.’

She followed him to the sofa and sat next to him. He reached out and took hold of her hand. The hurt look on his face broke her heart. She knew she’d put it there with her constant need to have everything just so, but he used to be able to understand that she couldn’t help herself. When they lived apart, he said he found her OCD tendencies quirky and loved her even more when she went through one of her rituals, like having to put her mug in exactly the right spot on the work surface when making a cup of tea. The order was critical as well – sweetener, tea bag, milk and only then the hot water, which had to be poured the second it came up to the boil. Now that they were living together, though, he didn’t seem to feel like that any more when she insisted things had to happen in a certain way. She knew she was too quick to find fault with the way he did things.

‘This isn’t easy to come out with,’ he said, ‘but I’m wondering if we should have a bit of time apart after Christmas.’

‘You don’t want to be with me any more?’ she asked, a lump in her throat making the words come out in a voice that didn’t sound like her own.

‘I want to be with you, but I think you need to get help, and it might be better for both of us if we lived apart while that happens.’

‘What sort of help? And why would we need to live apart?’

‘You want the truth? It’s because I can’t go on like this,’ he whispered. ‘I’m struggling to deal with your constant rituals, your non-stop straightening of things that aren’t even remotely crooked, and the accusations that I’ve moved things when I haven’t. The ornaments on the Christmas tree are exactly where you left them, but I could see by the way you looked at me that you’re convinced I moved them just to mess with your mind. I love you, Lynda, but I can’t go on like this.’

‘I don’t always accuse you. It’s not fair to say that. Besides, sometimes you do put stuff where it doesn’t belong. You know I need everything to be in its place. I don’t like change.’

‘I understand that,’ Jason said, ‘but I live here too and even if I have shifted something slightly it’s not a crime. You make it sound as if I were deliberately trying to make your life a misery. You need to get professional help. I just think maybe giving you a bit of space will make it easier for you.’

‘Have you found someone else?’ she asked, trying to work out when he would have the time to cheat on her. Apart from going to work, they spent all their time together.

‘No, of course I haven’t found anyone else. You’re the only one for me, but from the day I moved in here, you seem to be even more fixated on your rituals. I thought we could live together and I could help you, but I think I’m making you worse. I know it was hard for you after . . .’

‘After what?’ she demanded, but knew what he was going to say before a word had left his lips.

‘It’s been nearly a year since . . .’

‘Don’t you say it! Don’t you dare bring my family into this!’

‘Lynda, I know you’re hurting and I would do anything to take away the pain if I could, but ever since the car crash, you’ve changed. I feel like I’m not allowed to breathe in case I blow something out of alignment. You never used to be this . . .’

‘This what? Why don’t you ever finish a sentence?’

‘Because you twist whatever I say to make it sound like I’m having a go at you!’

She took a deep breath. ‘OK, I promise not to flare up. I never used to be so . . . what? Come on, you can say it.’

Jason reached for her hand. ‘Neurotic. You never used to be so neurotic.’

She snatched her hand away. ‘I am not neurotic! How dare you say that?’

‘The way you’ve just reacted proves my point. Lynda, I am so tired of the way we are. Please, please won’t you get some help? Let’s get Christmas out of the way and then I’ll help you find the right therapist. If he or she thinks staying together is in your best interest then that’s what we’ll do, but I’m finding it hard not to react when you accuse me of stuff I haven’t done.’

‘Fuck you!’ she said, standing up and moving to the far side of the room. ‘If I’m so hard to live with, why don’t you leave now? Why wait until after Christmas? Who the hell are you to say whether or not I need therapy?’

Jason heaved himself to his feet. Lynda could see the concern on his face, but instead of softening the way she felt, it added fuel to her burning sense of injustice. Why couldn’t he understand what she was going through?

‘Don’t be like this,’ he said, reaching for her. ‘I love you.’

‘Really? You’ve got a funny way of showing it. Tell you what, Jason, pack your bags and get out now. I’ll be so much happier on my own than with you moaning about every little thing I do.’

Jason shook his head. ‘I’m not going to leave you alone over Christmas.’

‘I’m not a charity case,’ she said. ‘I can manage perfectly well on my own. I don’t need you here. Actually, I don’t want you here. Go on, get your belongings and get out. Enjoy your big family Christmas without me there to ruin everything. I didn’t want to spend the day with your stupid boring family anyway.’

It was a cheap shot and she knew it. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean that.’

‘Yes, you did,’ he said, his face like stone. ‘You’ve made it very clear that you don’t like my family. I don’t know why, because they’ve never been anything but nice to you. Don’t worry, you won’t have to spend a second with them. I’m going. I’ll be back at the weekend for my stuff. I can’t live with you like this. If you just got some help, I’d be here for you, but you won’t even admit you need it. I can’t keep fighting like this.’

Ashamed of what she’d said about his family, she hung her head, but as she did so her gaze fell on the running shoes he’d left lying around, just as he always did. She had a special rack next to the front door to keep their trainers nice and tidy, but would Jason use it? Oh no, he’d come into the lounge, take his running shoes off and leave them next to the chair until he needed them again. She picked one up.

‘This is one of the reasons we fight, Jason. You leave your stuff lying around all over the place. Running shoes belong in the hallway, not in the middle of the lounge.’

He ducked as the shoe sailed across the room, just missing his head. The shoe landed against the wall, bounced off and slid onto the coffee table, knocking off the mug Jason had left there from the night before. She picked up the other shoe, ready to launch it, but he held up his hand. She had never seen him look so sad.

‘No, Lynda, that’s not why we fight, but until you realise the real reason we do, you are never going to get better. I’ll find somewhere to stay for a few days. I’ll be back for my stuff. You don’t need to put up with me any longer.’

He left the lounge and she heard him in the bedroom, opening and closing doors and cupboards. More than anything, she wanted to run in there and beg him to stay, but her pride kept her fixed to the spot. If he couldn’t cope with her as she was, why should she change just to suit what he wanted? Even as the thought entered her head, she knew it wasn’t the truth. He didn’t want her to change. He wanted her to get the help she needed, but that would mean owning up to something she’d spent nearly two decades trying to forget.

The sound of the slamming door told her he really had gone. She slid to the floor and sobbed. She’d finally driven away the person she loved most in the world. Would Jason ever forgive her? How could he when he didn’t even know how evil she’d been back then? As miserable as she felt, she knew it was far less than she deserved.
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