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1
SUMMER

Saturday, July 24th (Present)

Looking out my bedroom window, I’m faced with yet another dull English
summer day. The heavy clouds made it look way too dark for July, but not
even that was going to faze me. Tonight I was going to celebrate the end of
the school year at a gig by a school band, and I was determined to have some
fun.

“Hey, what time are you leaving?” Lewis asked. He let himself into my
room—as usual-—and sat down on the bed. We’d been together over a year,
so we were more than comfortable with each other now. Sometimes I missed
the time when Lewis didn’t tell me he was getting off the phone because he
needed to pee or when he would pick up his dirty underwear before I came
over. My mum was right: the longer you were with a man, the grosser they
became. Still, I wouldn’t change him. You’re supposed to accept someone
you love for who they were, so I accepted his messiness.

I shrugged and studied my reflection in the mirror. My hair was boring,
flat, and never looked right. I couldn’t even pull off the messy look. No
matter how “easy” the steps to the perfect bedhead look were in a magazine, I
never could make it work. “In a minute. Do I look okay?”

Apparently the most attractive thing was confidence. But what did you do
if you weren’t confident? That couldn’t be faked without it being obvious. I
wasn’t model pretty or Playboy sexy, and I didn’t have bucket loads of



confidence. Basically, I was screwed and downright lucky that Lewis was so
blind.

He smirked and rolled his eyes—his here she goes again look. It used to
annoy him at first, but now I think it just amused him. “You know I can see
you in the mirror, right?” I said, glaring at his reflection.

“You look beautiful. As always,” he replied. “Are you sure you don’t
want me to drop you off tonight?”

I sighed. This again. The club where the gig was being held was barely a
two-minute walk from my house. It was a walk that I had done so many times
I could make it there blindfolded. “No thanks. I’m fine walking. What time
are you leaving?”

He shrugged and pursed his lips. I loved it when he did that. “Whenever
your lazy brother’s ready. Are you sure? We can give you a lift on the way.”

“It’s fine, seriously! I’'m leaving right now, and if you’re waiting for
Henry to get ready, you’ll be a while.”

“You shouldn’t walk alone at night, Sum.”

I sighed again, deeper, and slammed my brush down on the wooden
dresser. “Lewis, I’ve been walking around on my own for years. I used to
walk to and from school every day, and I’ll do it again next year. These”—I
slapped my legs for emphasis—“work perfectly fine.”

His eyes trailed down to my legs and lit up. “Hmm, I can see that.”

Grinning, I pushed him back on the bed and sat on his lap. “Can you take
your overprotective boyfriend hat off and kiss me?” Lewis chuckled, and his
blue eyes lit up as his lips met mine.

Even after eighteen months, his kisses still made my heart skip a beat. I
started liking him when I was eleven. He would come home with Henry after
football practice every week while his mum was at work. I thought it was just
a silly crush—Iike the one I also had on Usher at the time—and didn’t think
anything of it. But when he still gave me butterflies four years later, I knew it
had to be something more.

“You two are disgusting.” I jumped back at the sound of my brother’s
deep, annoying voice.



I rolled my eyes. “Shut up, Henry.”

“Shut up, Summer,” he shot back.

“It’s impossible to believe you’re eighteen.”

“Shut up, Summer,” he repeated.

“Whatever. I’'m going,” I said and pushed myself off Lewis. I gave him
one last kiss and slipped out of the room.

“Idiot,” Henry muttered. Immature idiot, 1 thought. We did get along—
sometimes—and he was the best big brother I could ask for, but he drove me
crazy. I had no doubt we would bicker until we died.

“Summer, are you now leaving?” Mum called from the kitchen. No, I’'m
walking out the door for fun!

“Yeah.”

“Sweetheart, be careful,” Dad said.

“I will. Bye,” I replied quickly and walked out the door before they could
stop me. They still treated me like I was in elementary school and couldn’t go
out alone. Our town was probably—actually definitely—the most boring
place on earth; nothing even remotely interesting ever happened.

The most excitement we’d ever had was two years ago when old Mrs.
Hellmann—yeah, like the mayonnaise—went missing and was found hours
later wondering the sheep field looking for her late husband. The whole town
was looking for her. I still remember the buzz of something finally
happening.

I started walking along the familiar pavement toward the pathway next to
the graveyard. That was the only part of walking alone that I didn’t like.
Graveyards. They were scary—fact—and especially when you were alone. I
subtly glanced around while I walked along the footpath. I felt uneasy, even
after passing the graveyard. We had moved to this neighborhood when I was
five, and I had always felt safe here. My childhood had been spent playing
out in the street with my friends, and as I got older, I hung out at the park or
club. I knew this town and the people in it like the back of my hand, but the
graveyard always creeped me out.

I pulled my jacket tightly around myself and picked up the pace. The club



was almost in view, just around the next corner. I glanced over my shoulder
again and gasped as a dark figure stepped out from behind a hedge.

“Sorry, dear, did I frighten you?”

I sighed in relief as old Harold Dane came into view. I shook my head.
“I’m fine.”

He lifted up a heavy-looking black bag and threw it into his garbage can
with a deep grunt as if he had been lifting weights. His skinny frame was
covered in wrinkled, saggy skin. He looked like he’d snap in half if he bent
over. “Are you going to the disco?”

I grinned at choice of word. Disco. Ha! That’s probably what they called it
back when he was a teenager. “Yep. I’'m meeting my friends there.”

“Well, you have a good night, but watch your drinks. You don’t know
what the boys today slip in pretty young girls’ drinks,” he warned, shaking
his head as if it were the scandal of the year and every teenage boy was out to
date-rape everyone.

Laughing, I raised my hand and waved. “I’ll be careful. Night.”

“Good night, dear.”

The club was visible from Harold’s house, and I relaxed as I approached
the entrance. My family and Lewis had made me jumpy; it was ridiculous. As
I got to the door, my friend Kerri grabbed my arm from beside me, making
me jump. She laughed, her eyes alight with humor. Hilarious. “Sorry. Have
you seen Rachel?”

My heart slowed to its normal pace as my brain processed my friend’s
face and not the face of the Scream dude or Freddy Kruger. “Not seen
anyone. Just got here.”

“Damn it. She ran off after another argument with the idiot, and her
phone’s turned off!” Ah, the idiot. Rachel had a very on/off relationship with
her boyfriend, Jack. I never understood that—if you pissed each other off 90
percent of the time, then just call it a day. “We should find her.”

Why? I had hoped for a fun evening with friends, not chasing after a girl
who should have just dumped her loser boyfriend’s arse already. Sighing, I
resigned myself to the inevitable. “Okay, which direction did she go?”



Kerri gave me a flat look. “If I knew that, Summer...”

Rolling my eyes, I pulled her hand, and we started walking back toward
the road. “Fine. I’ll go left, you go right.” Kerri saluted and marched off to
the right. I laughed at her and then went my way. Rachel had better be close.

I walked across the middle of the playing field near the club, heading
toward the gate at the back to see if she had taken the shortcut through to her
house. The air turned colder, and I rubbed my arms. Kerri said Rachel’s
phone was off, but I tried calling it anyway and, of course, it went straight to
voice mail. If she didn’t want to speak to anyone, then why were we trying to
find her?

I left an awkward message on her phone—I hated leaving messages—and
walked through the gate toward the skate ramp at the back of the park. The
clouds shifted, creating a gray swirling effect across the sky. It looked
moody, creepy but pretty at the same times. A light, cool breeze whipped
across my face, making my light honey-blond hair—according to hairdresser
wannabe Rachel—blow in my face and a shudder ripple through my body.

“Lily?” a deep voice called from behind me. I didn’t recognize it. I spun
around and backed up as a tall, dark-haired man stepped into view. My
stomach dropped. Had he been hiding between the trees? What the heck? He
was close enough that I could see the satisfied grin on his face and neat hair
not affected by the wind. How much hairspray must he have used? If I
weren’t freaked out, I would have asked what product he used because my
hair never played fair. “Lily,” he repeated.

“No. Sorry.” Gulping, I took another step back and scanned the area in the
vain hope that one of my friends would be nearby. “I’m not Lily,” I
mumbled, straightening my back and looking up at him in an attempt to
appear confident. He towered over me, glaring down at me with creepily dark
eyes.

He shook his head. “No. You are Lily.”

“I’m Summer. You have the wrong person.” You utter freak!

I could hear my pulse crashing in my ears. How stupid to give him my real
name. He continued to stare at me, smiling. It made me feel sick. Why did he



think I was Lily? I hoped that I just looked like his daughter or something and
he wasn’t some crazy weirdo.

I took another step back and searched around to find a place that I could
escape if needed. The park was big, and I was still near the back, just in front
of the trees. There was no way anyone would be able to see me from here.
That thought alone made my eyes sting. Why did I come here alone? I
wanted to scream at myself for being so stupid.

“You are Lily,” he repeated.

Before I could blink, he threw his arms forward and grabbed me. I tried to
shout, but he clasped his hand over my mouth, muffling my screams. What
the heck was he doing? I thrashed my arms, frantically trying to get out of his
grip. Oh God, he’s going to kill me. Tears poured from my eyes. My heart
raced. My fingertips tingled and my stomach knotted with fear. I’'m going to
die. He’s going to kill me.

The Lily man pulled me toward him with such force the air left my lungs
in a rush as I slammed against him. He spun me around so my back pressed
tightly against his chest. And with his hand sealed over my mouth and nose, I
struggled to breathe. I couldn’t move, and I didn’t know if it was because he
had such a strong iron grip or if I was too stunned. He had me, and he could
do whatever he wanted because I couldn’t bloody move a muscle.

He pushed me through the gate at the back of the park and then through
the field. I tried again to scream for help, but against his palm, I hardly made
a sound. He whispered “Lily” over and over while he dragged me toward a
white van. I watched trees pass me by and birds fly over us, landing on
branches. Everything carried on as normal. Oh God, I needed to get away
now. I dug my feet into the ground and screamed so hard that my throat
instantly started to hurt. It was useless, though; no one was around to hear me
but the birds.

He tugged his arm back, pressing it into my stomach. I cried out in pain.
As soon as he let go to open the van’s back door, I screamed for help. “Shut
up!” he shouted as he pushed me inside the vehicle. My head smashed into
the side of the van while I struggled.

»
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“Please let me go. Please. I'm not Lily. Please,” I begged and gripped the
side of my throbbing head. My whole body shook with fear and I gasped for
breath, desperate to get some air into my lungs.

His nostrils flared and his eyes widened. “You’re bleeding. Clean it.
Now,” he growled in a menacing tone that made me tremble. He handed me a
tissue and sanitizer. What? I was so scared and confused that I could barely
move. “Clean it now!” he screamed, making me flinch.

I lifted the tissue to my head and wiped away the blood. My hands shook
so much that I almost spilled the sanitizer as I squirted it onto my palm and
rubbed it into the cut. The stinging caused me to clench my jaw. I winced at
how much it hurt. The man watched me carefully, breathing heavily and
appearing repulsed. What the heck was wrong with him?

My vision quickly blurred as fresh tears spilled over and rolled down my
cheeks. He grabbed the tissue, careful not to touch the bloody part, threw it
into a plastic bag, and shoved it into his pocket. He then cleaned his hands
with the sanitizer. I watched in horror. My heart slamming against my chest.
Was this really happening?

“Give me your phone, Lily,” he said calmly, holding his hand out. I cried
harder as I reached into my own pocket, took my phone out, and handed it to
him. “Good girl.” He slammed the back door shut, immersing me in
darkness. No! 1T screamed and banged against the door. A moment later, I
heard the unmistakable roar of the engine and felt a rocking sensation as the
van began moving. He was driving. Driving me somewhere. To do what?

“Please help me!” I shouted and repeatedly slammed my fists down on the
back door. It was useless; there was no way the door was going to move, but
I had to try. Every time he turned a corner, I fell against the side of the van,
but I got up and continued shouting for help and banging on the door. My
breathing turned to panting, and I gasped for breath. I didn’t feel as if air was
getting into my lungs.

He continued driving, and with every passing second, I started to give up
hope. I was going to die. The van finally came to a stop and my body froze.
This is it. This is where he kills me.



After a few painful seconds of waiting and listening to his footsteps
crunch on the ground outside, the door flew open and I whimpered. I wanted
to say something, but I couldn’t find my voice. He smiled and reached in,
grabbing my arm before I had chance to jump back. We were in the middle of
nowhere. There was a large redbrick house sitting at the end of a stone path;
tall bushes and trees surrounded the house. Who could ever find me here?
There was nothing around I recognized; it looked the same as every other
country lane surrounding my town. I had no idea where he’d brought me.

I tried to resist as he pulled me from the van and pushed me toward the
house, but he was too strong. I screamed loudly in one final attempt to get
help, and this time he allowed it, which was so much scarier—it meant that
he didn’t think anyone would be able to hear me.

I repeated over and over in my head I love you, Lewis as | prepared to die
—and for whatever he had planned for me before that. My heart sunk. What
did he plan? He pushed me through the front door and along a long hallway. I
tried to take it all in, the color of the walls, where the doors were, in the hope
I could escape, but the shock of what was happening stopped anything
sticking. From what I could tell the hall was bright, and it was warm, not
what I expected at all. My blood turned to ice in my veins, and the pinch in
my arms as his fingers dug into my skin stung. I looked down and saw his
fingertips sink into my arm, making four craters in my skin.

My body came into sharp, hard contact with a mint-green wall as he
shoved me forward. I pressed myself into the corner of the room, shaking
violently and praying he would miraculously have a change of heart and let
me go. Just do what he says, 1 told myself. If I stayed calm and maybe got
talking to him, I could convince him to let me go, or I could somehow
escape.

With a small grunt, he pushed a shoulder-height bookcase out of the way,
revealing a door handle. He pushed the hidden door open and I gasped as my
eyes landed on a wooden staircase inside. My head swam. Down there was
where he was going to do whatever he planned on doing to me. I pictured a
dirty, dingy room with a wooden operating table, trays of sharp equipment,



and a mold-covered sink.

I found my voice and screamed again, this time not stopping when my
throat burned. “No, no,” I shouted over and over at the top of my lungs. My
chest heaved as I gasped for air. I'm dreaming. I’'m dreaming. I’m dreaming.
I’m dreaming.

With his strong grip, he dragged me with ease even though I thrashed
around as hard as I could. It was like I weighed nothing to him. I was pushed
to the narrow, exposed-brick wall opposite the door. He gripped my arm
again, harder, and pushed me halfway down the stairs. I stood still, frozen in
shock and not fully registering what was happening.

My eyes widened as I looked around. I was in a large room painted in a
surprisingly pretty light blue—too pretty for a crazy man’s torture cellar.
There was a small kitchen along one end, two brown leather sofas, and a
chair in the corner that faced a small television in the middle of the room, and
three wooden doors opposite the kitchen. I was almost as shocked by what
was actually down here than I was relieved.

It didn’t look like a cellar. It was too clean and tidy, everything tucked
away neatly. The smell of lemon hit me, making my nose tingle. Four vases
sat proudly on the side table behind the dining table and chairs; one held
roses, one violets, one poppies. The fourth was empty.

I collapsed on the step, grasping the wall to stop myself from falling down
the stairs. The door slammed shut, sending a shiver down my spine. Now I
was trapped. I let out a startled cry and jumped into the hard wall as three
women stepped into view at the bottom of the stairs. One of them, a pretty
brunette who reminded me a little of my mum in her early twenties, smiled
warmly but sadly and held her hand out. “Come, Lily.”



2
SUMMER

Saturday, July 24 (Present)

She took a few steps up toward me, still holding out her hand as if she
honestly expected me to take it. “Come on, Lily, it’s okay.” I didn’t move. I
couldn’t. She took another step. My heart raced in panic, and I pressed my
back farther into the wall, trying to get away from her. What did they want
from me?

“I-I’'m not Lily. Please tell him, please? I’'m not Lily. I need to get out.
Please help me,” I begged, backing up the rest of the stairs until I came to the
door. Turning, I slammed my fists against the metal, ignoring the pain that
shot through my wrists.

“Lily, stop! Let me explain,” she said and held her hand out again.
Couldn’t she see I wasn’t going to take it? She was fucking delusional if she
thought I was going to trust her.

I turned back and gasped at how close to me she was. She held her hands
up, surrendering, and took another step. “It’s okay. We’re not going to hurt
you.” Tears streamed down my cheeks and I shook my head. “Please, come
and sit down, and we’ll explain everything.” She motioned toward the leather
sofa. I looked at it for a minute while I thought through my options—which
were seriously limited. I had to know what was happening and who they
were, so I raised my shaking hand and placed it in hers.

My body tensed, muscles hurt from trying to control my shaking. Why



didn’t I just go with Kerri? I should have never walked through the park on
my own at night. I should have listened to Lewis when he lectured me on
going out alone. I thought he was just being overprotective. He was
overprotective, but I never thought he had a point. Long Thorpe was a boring
town. Was.

“Okay, Lily—”

“Stop calling me Lily. My name is Summer,” I snapped. I couldn’t have
cared less who Lily was; I just wanted them to realize it wasn’t me and let me
go.

“Sweetheart,” the girl who had pulled me downstairs said softly, as if she
was talking to a child. “You are Lily now. Don’t ever let him hear you say
you’re not.”

I gulped. “What’s going on? What do you mean? Please just tell him to let
me go.” I gulped down oxygen as my lungs seemed to shrink. “Why won’t
you listen to me?”

“I’m sorry, you can’t go. None of us can. I’ve been here the longest—
almost three years now. My name is Rose,” she said and shrugged. “It used to
be Shannen. This is Poppy, was Rebecca, and over there is Violet; she was
Jennifer before.” What the heck? This was bloody insane. She had been
locked up down here for three years?

“B-before what?” I croaked.

“Before Clover,” she replied.

I shook my head, trying to make sense of what was going on. “Who’s
Clover? Him?” The sick Lily bastard man? “Please just tell me what’s going
on. What’s he going to do to me?”

“We’re to call him Clover. You do everything we tell you, and you’ll be
fine, okay? Never disagree with him and do not tell him your real name.
You’re Lily now. Summer doesn’t exist anymore,” she said, smiling
apologetically. A strangled sob forced its way out of my mouth, and I fought
to keep my diner down. I can’t stay here. She put her arm on my shoulder
and massaged it gently. I wanted to scream and push her off, but I didn’t have
the energy. “It’s going to be okay.”



“I-I want to go home. I want Lewis.” I want my nagging parents,
annoying brother, and my old, boring life back.

The other girl, the one she introduced as Poppy, shook her head. “I’m so,
so sorry, Lily. You should forget Lewis. Trust me, it’s easier that way.”
Forget him? How could I forget him? Picturing his face was the only thing
that was keeping me together. Knowing he was out there and would soon
look for me was the only thing stopping me from breaking down.

“We need to escape. Why don’t you try escaping?” They all dropped their
eyes to the floor at the exact same time, as if they’d practiced it. “What?”

“Some have,” Rose whispered.

My blood ran cold. “What does that mean?” I already knew the answer,
but I needed her to say it.

“You’re the second Lily since I’ve been here. That’s why you need to do
what we tell you. Escaping is not an option; neither is trying to kill him.” She
shook her head slightly and stopped talking. I got the impression she wanted
to say more, though. Who tried to kill him?

They had all given up hope of getting out of here—I could see the defeat
in their eyes—but I wasn’t going to. I would get out and be with my family
again. I couldn’t think that I would never hear Lewis tell me he loved me
again or my brother scream at me to get out of the bathroom.

“Wait, what do you mean I’'m the second Lily?”

She took my hand and squeezed it gently. “There was another. She was
here a month before he found me. One night, she attempted to kill him, but he
overpowered her and...” She trailed off, taking a deep breath. “Just don’t try
anything, okay?”

My heart smashed against my chest painfully. I didn’t want to give up
hope, but this girl had been here for three years.

I gulped and asked the question I was most afraid of. “What does he want
from us?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I think he wants a family. The perfect family.
He chooses girls that he thinks are perfect, like flowers.” 1T blinked, reeling
from her latest bomb. Flowers? Was that the reason he renamed everyone



after flowers? My mouth hung open. This guy was bloody insane.

She went on, “He likes things that are pure, and he can’t stand mess or
germs.” That’s why he was so disgusted when my head was bleeding and
why all T could smell down here was the strong, almost eye-watering scent of
lemon.

“We have to make sure the house is clean and tidy at all times, and we
have to shower twice a day. He comes down to have breakfast with us at
eight o’clock sharp, and we need to be showered and have our hair and
makeup done, ready for him.”

I laughed an entirely humorless laugh, convinced that someone was
messing with me. I had to be on a TV reality show or something. “What the
fuck is wrong with him?” I shouted, jumping up off the sofa. My legs felt like
jelly and Rose easily pulled me back down.

“Don’t ever swear in front of him, Lily. Please listen to what I’'m telling
you,” she said. “He brings us fresh flowers when the old ones die...” She
stopped, trailing off, and flinched at something—a bad memory? Staring me
in the eye, she took a deep breath. “When he falls in love with you, he will
want to make love to you.”

My heart stopped. I shook my head fiercely as my eyes started stinging. I
jumped up again; this time I found the strength from somewhere to rip myself
from her quick, tight grip. There was no way he was coming anywhere near
me. I would rather die. “No! Oh God, I have to get out of here.” I turned and
sprinted back up the stairs.

“Lily, Lily. Shh, stop it,” Rose said frantically and grabbed my arm. She
must have been right behind me. “You need to calm down. We don’t think he
can hear, but we’re not positive, so you have to stop.”

I heaved and slumped to the floor, sobbing. Rose was half holding me so I
didn’t hit hard, not that I cared anyway. “I need...I need to go home,” I
muttered. My body shook with fear. I didn’t want him anywhere near me. I
had only ever been with Lewis and I wanted to keep it that way. The thought
of anyone else touching me made my skin crawl—especially him touching
me.



“I promise you will be okay, but you need to do what we tell you. We’re
trying to help you, Lily,” Rose said. It took me a few minutes, but I managed
to calm myself down a little. Rose was right; I did need to do what she said,
just until I could figure out how to get out of here. I had to be calm and think
straight, form a plan. There must be a way out. Nothing was impossible. I had
to play along until I thought of something—it was survival.

I pushed myself up and let her guide me back to the sofa. Rose wiped the
tears from my face with a tissue. My eyes fluttered open when she was done,
and I saw they were all staring at me, wondering if I was going to freak out
again or behave, like them.

“Are you okay, Lily?” the other girl, Violet, asked. It was the first time
she had spoken to me, and it was the dumbest question ever. I shook my
head. I was definitely not okay. “I’m sorry.” She squeezed my hand.

The cellar door swung open, making me jump. My heart rate spiked and
my body trembled. He very slowly walked down the stairs, like he was
dragging it out for dramatic effect, and stepped under the light. I was able to
see him properly for the first time. I gulped as my heart raced a million miles
an hour. He had very short brown hair that was immaculately styled; not one
single strand of hair was out of place. I was surprised at his strength because
although he was tall, he didn’t look that muscular. He wore nice jeans and a
knitted navy sweater over a white shirt—too preppy and normal for what he
was doing to us.

Rose took hold of my other hand and squeezed it. “Hello, Flowers. How is
Lily settling in?” he asked, smiling at me warmly, as if he hadn’t just
kidnapped me. What the heck is wrong with him? How could he just pretend
like that?

Violet stood up and walked toward him. She narrowed her eyes and shook
her head. “This is wrong, Clover, and you know it. You’ve gone too far this
time. She’s so young. You need to let her go,” she said. Her voice was firm,
but her trembling hands gave her away. With everything Rose had told me, I
was positive they were terrified of him. I respected her so much for speaking
up; the other two clearly weren’t going to.



The carefree smile dropped from his face, and I stilled. My pulse
quickened. His face, now hard and tense, made him look like a completely
different person. He looked murderously angry. Reaching out so quickly I
almost didn’t see it, he grabbed her arm roughly.

Violet winced, her eyes tensed in pain as she looked down at the arm he
had in a death grip. “Clover, please don’t,” she whispered. I didn’t want to
look at what he was doing or what he was going to do, but my eyes were
glued to them, heart pounding, fingertips tingling.

“You selfish bastard,” he growled and slapped her across the cheek.
Bastard? He said the word, but it was so weird coming out of his mouth; it
was as if it was someone else’s words. It didn’t fit. The slap echoed through
the room and Violet hissed through her teeth, gripping the side of her face.
But she didn’t make a sound. “How dare you speak to me like that after
everything I’ve done for you? We are a family. You need to remember that.”

My blood ran cold. He wanted me to be a part of his family. He was going
to keep me here. I already had a family—parents I’d skipped out on before
saying good-bye properly, a brother I’d argued with before leaving.

Violet stood straight and something inside her changed. Her eyes
darkened, her nose turned up, and she spat straight into his face. “We’re not a
family, you psycho,” she shouted, wrenching her arm from his grip.

The noise that broke through his clenched teeth was animalistic and
throaty; no part of it sounded human. I should have ran but fear kept me
planted to the floor. Violet fell down, crying in pain from one hard shove.
“Get it off me,” he bellowed and flailed his arms around frantically. My eyes
widened in horror. It’s just a bad, bad dream that you need to wake up from
right now, I told myself. But I didn’t wake up.

Poppy jumped up, grabbing the tissues and a bottle of sanitizer from the
table beside me. I'd noticed a few other bottles around too—on the
bookshelf, kitchen counter, and TV stand. She wiped his face and handed him
the sanitizer, and he squirted it on his trembling hand and then rubbed it on
his face. Rose and Poppy exchanged a look. I didn’t know what it meant, but
I knew whatever it was, I wouldn’t like it.



He turned to face Violet, and she slowly backed up until she was pressed
up against the wall again. I gulped. What now? Rose and Poppy moved to
either side of me in a protective manner. Oh God. I gulped and clenched my
trembling hands. This isn’t real.

Cocking his head to the side, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a
knife. I froze. No! He was going to kill her. He was going to stab her right in
front of us. Why weren’t they doing anything? No one was doing anything.
Was this what that look was about? Did they know this was going to happen?

“What?” I whispered, trying and failing to look away. Why couldn’t you
look away from something bad? It’s like we’re all programed to punish
ourselves.

“No, please. Clover, I'm sorry, please don’t,” she begged, holding her
hands out in front of her and crouching slightly in surrender. He shook his
head. Deep, heavy breaths burst from his lungs. I could only see the side of
his face from where I was standing, but what I saw of it was cold and
detached. “You’re right. I am so sorry. We are a family. You’re my family,
and I forgot that for a second. Please forgive what I said. I should have never
doubted you.” She shook her head. “You’ve always done what’s best for us.
If it wasn’t for you, we’d all probably be dead now. You saved us. All you do
is take care of us, and I treated you badly just then. I’m so very sorry.”

He tilted his head and his eyes softened. He stood taller with pride. What
just happened? Was that how it worked, stroke his overinflated, screwed-up
ego and you had a chance?

I held my breath as time stretched in front of us. The only noise was his
and Violet’s heavy breathing. Rose and Poppy stood wide-eyed as they
waited for his decision. The atmosphere was heavy and tense.

Rose was the first one to relax her shoulders as he lowered the knife in his
hand. “I forgive you, Violet,” he said and turned to walk away without
another word. I watched on, eyes bulging and frozen from the shock and fear.
My lips were dry, and my nose stung from the citrus smell of lemon cleaning
products.

Rose, Poppy, and Violet silently sat on the sofa and held hands while I



stood stock still, like an idiot waiting to wake up.



3
SUMMER

Saturday, 24th July (Present)

“What was that?” I whispered, staring at the closed, heavy cellar door. The
thing was thick, like it’d been reinforced or something.

“It was my fault. I shouldn’t have questioned him,” Violet said from
behind me.

I recoiled in horror and turned to look at her. “Your fault? What you said
was right. Was he seriously going to stab you then?” I wanted at least one of
them to say no. Their silence said everything.

“Come and sit, Lily. We’ll answer whatever you want to know,” Rose
said, stroking Violet’s shaking hand. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know
anything.

Gulping my fear down, I sat on the end of the sofa. We just about fit on it
all together; he must have bought it especially for four people. I was
surprised that it was so comfortable. Everything down here, minus the smell,
was comfortable and homey. The soft light-blue of the walls and light
wooden surfaces and table made it look inviting. If the cleanly smell weren’t
so potent, it would be a gorgeous room. It was completely out of place in this
psychopath’s house.

“What do you want to know?” Rose asked. Her blue eyes were as calming
as the color of the walls.

“He was going to stab her, wasn’t he?” She nodded once in reply. I took a



deep, ragged breath. “Because she tried to stand up for me?” I was aware that
I was talking to Rose as if we were alone, but from the second I got down
here and she offered me her hand, she’d been the one taking the lead. She
was like the big sister.

“That’s correct.”

I licked my dry lips. “Has he done that before?”

Her eyes darkened, losing that friendliness. “Yes, he has.”

“You’ve seen that?”

“Yes.”

“They died,” I said just above a whisper.

She nodded, her body tensing. “He’s killed, yes.”

I looked behind her and saw Violet shrinking into Poppy. He had killed
people and no one knew a damn thing. How was that even possible? I shook
my head in disbelief. “I don’t get it. How does he get away with it?” Surely
people would notice someone missing? I’d never seen Rose, Poppy, or Violet
on the news or stuck to lampposts.

“The girls he chooses are usually living on the streets. If no one notices
they’re missing, then no one will suspect anything is wrong,” Rose said and
tucked her dark hair behind her ear. “I ran away from my family when I was
eighteen. We had never been close and our relationship was...strained. My
father”—her eyes darkened and her posture shrank—*“liked to drink and
didn’t like us.” It looked as though sadness and terror suddenly consumed
her. “Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, I left home. I just couldn’t take it
anymore. I’d been living on the streets and in hostels for ten months when
Clover found me. I’ve been here almost three years now.” She shrugged like
being here was nothing.

I was stunned. How did she do it? I would have gone bloody crazy after
three weeks. My chest tightened so much I felt like I was gonna collapse.
This wasn’t temporary.

“Please don’t cry, Lily. It’s really not that bad down here,” Rose said.

I stared at her, trying to work out if she had actually lost it. She sounded
crazy. Not that bad? He’d kidnapped us. He was keeping us locked up in his



cellar. He would rape us when he “fell in love” with us, and if we dared to
fight back, he would kill us. How was that really not that bad?

“Please don’t look at me like that. I know what you’re thinking, but if you
do what he says, everything will be fine. He’ll treat you well.”

She must be crazy. “Apart from raping me, you mean?”

“Don’t call it rape in front of him,” she warned.

I looked away from her. I couldn’t believe what she was saying. How
could she think this was okay? It was beyond screwed up, but she was still
defending him. She couldn’t have always been like that. They must have
been a time where she knew it was crazy and hated him as much as I do. How
long did it take him to brainwash her?

Poppy, Violet, and Rose stood up at the same time—in perfect
synchronization—and walked to the kitchen area. They spoke in hushed
voices. I could barely hear their whispers, but from the way that Violet
looked over, it was obvious they were talking about me. I didn’t even care. I
didn’t even try listening. They could say whatever they wanted, but I was
never going to think it was okay to be down here or that Clover wasn’t a
psychotic arsehole.

Someone would find me soon. I wasn’t on the streets like they were. I had
a family and friends—people that would know I was missing. Soon enough,
the police would be called and they would start searching. Who would be the
one to realize first? My parents when I didn’t return home? Or Lewis when I
didn’t answer his calls or reply to his texts? Would he even try to contact me
any more tonight? If we were out separately with our friends, we wouldn’t
usually text each other until we were home, or if we did, it would only be
once or twice.

Squeezing my eyes together, I tried to push the image of Lewis’s face out
of my head. I couldn’t even think about my parents. Gulping down the rising
lump in my throat, I pressed my fingernails into the palm of my hand. Don’t
cry.

“How long have you been here, Poppy?” I asked.

She half smiled and walked the few steps from the kitchen table back to



the sofa. Sitting down beside me, she squeezed my clenched fist. “Just over a
year. Mine is a similar story to Rose’s. I was living on the streets when he
found me, and I was eighteen too.” An adult. Was that why Violet got so
angry? Not that it mattered how old any of us were. It’s not like she could
know my age. How young do I look? Did he even care?

“Why me then? It doesn’t make sense. I’'m not an adult like you.” If he
was even kidnapping adults, maybe it didn’t matter as long as he got his
family. I shook my head, blood boiling in anger. “My family will look for me.
They’ll find us.”

“Maybe,” Poppy said and gave me another weak smile. Whatever, she
didn’t have to believe me. I knew they wouldn’t just give up. I was not
spending years down here like they had.

A creaking at the cellar door made my heart jump into my throat and my
stomach turn. He was coming back. I listened hard but couldn’t hear anything
until the slight squeak of the door handle. Why didn’t I hear him outside? The
air left my lungs. I felt as if I’d been punched in the stomach. Soundproof.
We couldn’t hear anything out there, and more important to him, no one
could hear us in here.

Rose stood and walked to the bottom of the stairs to meet him. How could
she stand to be anywhere near him? The sight of his adult-preppy appearance
and smug face made me want to throw up.

“I’m ordering pizza for dinner,” he announced. “I think we all deserve a
treat tonight, and we need to properly welcome Lily to the family.” My
stomach turned again. He is actually insane and needs locking up. He turned
to me and smiled. “Lily, we usually get two cheese, a pepperoni, and a
barbecue chicken. Is that okay with you? I can order something else if you’d
like?”

I stared at him in shock. Was he seriously discussing dinner right after he
kidnapped me and pulled a knife on someone else? He was sick, evil, and
twisted. I didn’t want to talk to him, ever. Poppy nudged me discreetly,
prompting me to answer him. Taking a shaky breath, I gave in and replied,
“T-that’s fine.”



He smiled, flashing his too-perfect white teeth. Everything about him
looked flawless—his skin, his hair, his perfectly ironed clothes, his damn
teeth. The phrase “wolf in sheep’s clothing” was made for him. “That’s
perfect then. I knew you would fit in well. I’'ll go and order now. It won’t be
long.”

Without another word, he slowly walked back up the stairs.

The cellar door had been unlocked the whole time he was down here.

I watched him close the door and heard him lock it, angry with myself, as
I’d missed the chance to escape. “W-what?” I mumbled. My eyes stung
where I had been too stunned to blink. This was all a dream. It had to be.
Things like this didn’t happen to me. They didn’t even happen to anyone I
knew.

Poppy smiled. “It’s going to be okay.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The only way this could ever be
okay would be if T got out before he laid a finger on me.

kek

I woke up to someone lightly shaking my arm in an annoying way that I was
so used to. I smiled and looked over, expecting Lewis to be grinning back at
me. My heart sunk when I saw Rose’s long, dark brown hair and blue eyes.
Oh God, how could I have fallen asleep?

Gasping in shock and at the realization that all this wasn’t just a horrible
dream, I shoved myself back against the sofa, away from her.

“I’m sorry I scared you, Lily. Clover’s here with the pizza,” she
whispered. “Come, sit with us.” I stopped breathing, my lungs felt like they
had an elephant sitting on them. Could I sit with him and eat? Did I even
have a choice? Rose put her hand on my shoulder and nudged me forward.
“Here, you sit next to Poppy.” Did he even dictate where we sat?

I tensed as I sat down at the table. He was opposite me and sat there as if
nothing was wrong at all. To him this was normal. He never mentioned
kidnapping me. It was like to him, I had always been here. Like we really all



were family. He really believed we were a family. How bloody delusional
was he?

The table was covered in a bright white cotton tablecloth and a fresh vase
of pink lilies. The pizza had been removed from the boxes and piled on two
large serving dishes on either side of the flowers that I assumed were all for
me and my new name.

“Please, help yourself,” he said, gesturing to the food with his hand. I’d
rather die. He made it sound as if I had a choice, but the steely look in his
cold eyes—and the flash of the knife he pulled from his pocket still fresh on
my mind—told me I didn’t. He wanted us to eat as a family, and I knew what
he was capable of if I refused.

I reached out and took the slice that was closest to me, quickly retracting
my hand so I was as far away from him as possible. He gave me a warm
smile, his eyes glowing now. I dropped my eyes to my plastic plate and
nibbled at the edge of the pizza.

While Rose, Violet, and Poppy discussed what we would be cooking for
dinner the rest of the week, I forced down a few bites in silence. The food felt
alien in my stomach. I didn’t mind cheese pizza, but this tasted plastic, and I
gagged every time I swallowed the mushed-up food.

Rose held her hand up, gaining my attention even though she wasn’t
looking at me. “Oh, Clover, before I forget, we’re getting low on books
again.”

He nodded his head once. “I’ll get you some more.”

“Thank you.” She smiled and sipped her water. I wanted to scream at her.
How could she not see how messed up this was? She was so at ease with him,
her body turned toward him slightly while Poppy and Violet faced straight
ahead, and I was just a statue trying not to be noticed.

“Thank you for your company tonight, girls. I’ll see you in the morning,”
he said and rose from his seat. “Have a good evening.”

My body felt like it had been outside in the snow all day. I was stiff and
slow to move. He leaned over and placed a kiss on Rose’s cheek and then
Poppy’s and Violet’s. I started breathing faster, gripped with fear. Not me.



Please not me. 1 could hear my pulse smashing in my ears, and bile rose in
my throat. He bowed his head toward me and turned and walked away.

I let out a big sigh of relief. I couldn’t let him touch me. He stopped on the
top of the stairs and unlocked the door. I didn’t take my eyes off him as he
left the room and locked the door from the other side. I wanted to make sure
he really had left.

Rose and Poppy got up and gathered the plates together to clean up. There
was only one of him and four of us. We could overpower him if we worked
together. Had they tried that before, or were they always too scared? I wasn’t
even sure if Rose would want to.

“Come and watch a movie with us,” Poppy said. I looked up at her and
realized they had cleaned everything away and Rose was now sitting in front
of the TV.

I joined them on the sofa and stared at the screen, but I didn’t take
anything in. Wrapping my arms around my legs, I sunk back into the sofa to
try to make myself disappear. Nothing felt real anymore.

Hours must have passed, because Rose switched the TV off and they all
stood. “Lily?” Violet said in a soft voice, as if she were talking to a child.
“Come on, we need to all get showered and go to bed. I’ll show you the
bathroom. You can go first.” She led me to the bathroom and gave me some
pajamas. I didn’t even question why I was showering instead of collapsing in
bed. Whose pajamas were they anyway?

She left me to it. There was no lock on the door. I wished there was so I
could shut myself away from them all. Turning the shower on, I ran my hand
under the water until it warmed up. Why was I doing this? Because he could
kill you without question or hesitation. Stripping out of my clothes, I stepped
into the shower and sunk to the floor. I burst into tears, gasping for breath as
my cries turned hysterical. I gripped my hair and closed my eyes as my tears
mixed with the hot water.

When my tears had dried up and my head felt like it was going to explode,
I forced myself to get out of the shower and get dressed. Crying wasn’t going
to get me anywhere, and I didn’t want any more attention than I was already



getting. I wrapped the fluffy towel tightly around myself—it smelled fresh,
like it was just out of the washer—and opened the bathroom cabinet. I
noticed straight away that there were no razors—in their place were two pink
boxes of waxing strips. Nothing in the cabinet could cause any damage—to
anyone.

Closing the door, I made the mistake of looking at myself in the mirror
screwed to the front of the cabinet. My eyes were bloodshot and puffy. I
looked like T had been in a scrap with a cage fighter. I spun around, not
wanting to see how awful I looked any longer, and pulled on someone else’s
pajamas.

“Are you ready for bed?” Rose asked as I walked back into the room. I
nodded in response and wrapped my arms around myself. “Okay, I’ll show
you where you’ll sleep.” She led me into the room beside the bathroom. The
walls were painted light pink and the furniture was all white. There were four
single beds with pink quilt covers and pillows. On the bedside tables were
identical light pink lamps. It all matched too well, like it was decorated for
quadruplets. “This one is yours,” she said and pointed to the bed against the
wall on the left. Mine. I had a bed. This was supposed to be home.

I was too exhausted to argue, so I numbly walked over to the bed and
climbed under the cover. Closing my eyes, I prayed sleep would come soon
and take me away from here, and that when I woke up I would be in my own
room.



LEWIS

Sunday, 25th July (Present)

Missing. I repeated the word over and over in my head. Lewis, we need to go
now. Summer’s missing. That was what Henry said. His face was pale as he
explained that his sister—my girlfriend—hadn’t been seen for hours.

It was almost three o’clock in the morning, and we had been driving
around and looking by foot for four hours. Summer didn’t go missing. The
longest she’s gone without anyone being able to see or hear her was the ten
minutes it took for her to shower. I couldn’t think of a single reason why she
would take off and not tell anyone.

My brother, Theo, drove slowly through the streets. In any other situation,
I would be shouting at him to put his foot down or let me drive. Now I
wanted to tell him to go even slower. It was pitch-black out and the dim
streetlights barely lit any of the bloody ground below them. We could have
missed her a thousand times because we couldn’t see properly, but I couldn’t
go home and do nothing like my parents suggested. Sitting and waiting would
drive me mad.

“Lewis, you okay?” Theo asked again. That same stupid question was shot
at me about every ten minutes. What did he think? Of course I’m not fucking
okay!

“No,” I mumbled. Where was she? Summer didn’t run off; she wasn’t the
type of person to run from anything. She was strong-willed and stubborn. I



couldn’t even argue with her properly because she would sit on my bed and
tell me to calm down so we could talk and sort it out. She dealt with problems
straight on—it was what I both loved and hated about her. Sometimes I just
wanted to be pissed off, but she made sure we fixed it.

“We’ll find her, bro.”

“Yeah.” T agreed with him but I wasn’t so sure. I hoped we would more
than anything, but I had this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach that
wouldn’t go away. Something definitely wasn’t right. “She could be
anywhere by now.” It had been over seven hours since she was last seen, and
since then, absolutely nothing. It was as if she’d just vanished.

“Summer wouldn’t run off,” Theo said.

My heart dropped to my feet. I know. “That’s what I’m afraid of. She
wouldn’t run off...someone must have taken her.”

“Don’t do that, Lewis. Look, we don’t know anything yet.” He was right;
I didn’t know for sure. But I did know Summer. “Do you want to carry on
and go into town or turn back and go the other way?”

“Other way.” Kerri’d said Summer had turned left at the club. We had
checked there before coming this way, but we could have missed something.
Double-checking couldn’t hurt. Jesus, triple-checking couldn’t hurt. I wanted
to search every inch of the town ten times so I knew for sure I hadn’t missed
anything.

The police had people out looking around the area where she was last
seen, but because it hadn’t been over twenty-four hours, they were reluctant
to put too many officers into it. I had never been so damn angry as I was
when I found out they were waiting twenty-four hours when she could be
anywhere, going through fuck knows what, before they would take it
seriously.

Apparently a bunch of our neighbors had started their own search and
were going door to door, hoping that someone had seen something. They
knew Summer; they knew she wouldn’t run away. Everyone I knew, except
Summer’s mum, was out looking. Dawn was told to stay home in case Sum
turned up or called. I wouldn’t want to be in her position.



I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked it for the millionth time
—no missed calls. I sighed and held down number 2—speed-dialing her
phone again. It started to ring, like it did before, and I held my breath. Please
answer, baby. Her voice filled the car, her voice mail told everyone to leave a
message and if you were Channing Tatum, yes, she would marry you.

“Babe, please call me back the second you get this. I just need to know
you’re okay. I’m going crazy here. I love you, Sum.” I hung up and clenched
the phone in my hand. This is bad.

We drove through the night and into the early morning. My eyes stung
from being so tired. As soon as the stores opened, Theo bought some food
and energy drinks. I hadn’t been home since we got that call at the nightclub,
so I was still in my jeans and shirt.

“I’ll pull over here and we can check the back fields and the park by foot,”
I told Theo.

He nodded, stuffing the last of his sandwich into his mouth. “You sure
you don’t want anything to eat?”

I shook my head as I pulled up in the parking lot beside the church. “Not
hungry. Let’s try the park first.” He got out of the car and headed over to the
gate. I followed, quickly overtaking him. “Summer,” I called out. Of course,
she wasn’t going to be here. If she were, she would have been found by now.
“Come on, Theo,” I shouted over my shoulder. He didn’t seem to have the
urgency I had, but then, he wasn’t in love with her.

With every passing minute she was missing, I was even more lost. I felt
sick and my heart wouldn’t fucking slow down. I had no clue what the hell I
was going to do if anything had happened to her. “Lewis,” Theo said, “what
about down there?”

I looked to where he was pointing. The overgrown footpath that ran beside
the park and between acres of farmland and fields. I nodded and headed that
way. Worth a shot—anything, anywhere was worth a shot. The park had been
searched a lot, but the overgrown path wouldn’t have been searched
thoroughly enough in the dark. Whatever happened, I wasn’t giving up until
we had her back.
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“Anything?” I asked Dawn as I walked through the door. We had found
nothing. No trace at all—all my hope was pinned on her.

She shook her head and whispered, “No.” That one little word felt like
being stabbed. Her eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep and crying, and I
pictured Summer the same, waiting for us to find her. The remains of Dawn’s
day-old makeup were smudged under her eyes and down her cheeks. “The
police are starting a proper search today, though. They’ll find her.” She
nodded her head as if she were telling herself the same thing, convincing
herself.

“Right, I'm going,” Summer’s dad, Daniel, announced. He stopped as he
saw me. “Oh, Lewis. Anything?” I shook my head. It was as if she just
vanished. His shoulders were slumped, and from someone who was always
strong and positive, it made me fear the worst. “I’ll be back later,” he said
and gave Dawn a brief kiss on the cheek. He looked as exhausted as I felt.

“Are you hungry?” Dawn asked, staring into space. “Your mum’s making
food. I don’t know what.”

“Thanks, Dawn,” Theo said. “Why don’t we go to the kitchen?” He led
her through, wrapping his arm around her back to help her like she was a sick
old lady.

I didn’t want to hang around. I just wanted to find out what the plan was
and get back out there. Sitting around eating wasn’t going to get Summer
back. “Theo, Lewis,” my mum gushed, throwing a tea towel down. “Sit, sit.”

“Thanks for cooking, Emma,” Dawn said. Mum smiled sadly, her eyes
showing how scared she was.

“I don’t want to sit. I just want to know what I should be doing. Is
someone coming to sort a proper search out yet?” I asked. Surely the police
had a plan rather than just sending everyone out looking randomly?

“They’ve already been, sweetheart,” Mum replied. “They’re starting with
a thorough search of the area they believe Summer was last—"



“How do they know that?”

“Know what?

I sighed in frustration. “Where she last was?”

Mum shrugged. “I’m not sure, a combination of the direction she went in,
where a young girl would go, and how long it was before Kerri called her and
noticed she wasn’t answering to work out how far away she was likely to be.
I don’t know exactly.”

“So they’re just guessing? They don’t even know Summer and they’re
guessing where she was likely to go?”

“Lewis, calm down,” Theo ordered.

“No. Fuck this!” They didn’t have a clue and now Summer could be
anywhere.

I stormed out of the house. I didn’t know where I was going, but I had to
get out. My girlfriend was missing, and I had no clue where she was or how
to find her. And it didn’t seem like the police had the slightest clue where to
start either.

“Lewis!” Theo shouted. I heard his footsteps getting louder, so I knew he
was following me too. “Wait up.” He grabbed the top of my arm and swung
me around. “You can’t just go running off. Look, I’'m going to the town hall,
that’s where the search is based. Come with me and we can ask as many
questions as you have before we get back out there.”

I sighed and ran my hand over my face. “Theo, what if she’s...” Dead.

“Don’t. She’s not; she’s fine.”

“You don’t know that!” I exclaimed. My heart was racing. “It’s been
hours, and no one’s heard from her. She never goes off and—"

“Lewis, stop. This isn’t helping Summer, is it? She needs you, so quit the
bullshit and do something to help her.”

He was right. I nodded. My eyes stung but I refused to cry. I needed to be
strong for her and falling apart now wouldn’t get her back. “You’re right.” I
sighed and my heart dropped. “I just can’t lose her,” I whispered. As cheesy
as it sounded, my biggest fear was losing Summer—in any way. I loved her.

“Let’s go.”



Theo smiled and unlocked his car. “Here.” He handed me something
wrapped up in a paper towel. A bacon bagel. “Eat.” I got in the passenger
side and forced myself to eat. Every bite made me want to hurl, but Theo was
right—Summer needed me—and I had to be strong for her. I was no good if I
was a mess.

“She’s okay, isn’t she?”

Theo nodded. “She’ll be fine.” She’ll be fine. He didn’t think she was fine
now, but she would be when we found her? I should be able to tell where she
was. I love her, so shouldn’t I just know what was wrong? Where are you,
Sum?

We pulled into a tight parking space at the hall, the only one left. The
place was full. Were all those people here to help?

The main hall was heaving with people. Right at the front was a long table
stacked with maps, bottles of water, and high-visibility vests. Where did all
that come from? A picture of Summer was pinned to a board beside the table.
The world stopped spinning. I took a deep breath and walked toward the
police officers.

Above Summer’s picture were the words: MISSING 16-YEAR-OLD SUMMER
ROBINSON.



D
SUMMER

Sunday, July 25th (Present)

I pushed myself up and wiped my tears away with the back of my hand. I
wasn’t home; I was still in that bedroom. Why couldn’t I just wake up
properly? All I wanted to do was to be at home with the family that drove me
crazy most of the time. I wouldn’t even complain about Henry running to the
bathroom before me or my dad’s crappy attempts at giving me a curfew.

“Good morning, Lily,” Rose said from the bed opposite mine. Good
morning my arse. This was a morning from a nightmare—one that I couldn’t
wake up from.

I attempted to smile but I was sure my mouth didn’t even move. What
happened now? What was I supposed to do today? I wanted to say something
to Rose, maybe ask her, but I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know. I kind of
felt like this wasn’t happening to me, like I was in a dream or a movie.

Rose smiled in sympathy and opened the single-width wardrobe beside
me. “Here, you can borrow some clothes until Clover gets you some new
things.”

The blood drained from my face. Rose laid a pair of jeans and an
oversized lilac sweater on the bed. I shook my head. How could she expect
me to wear the clothes of a girl that had been murdered down here—the Lily
before me “No,” I whispered. “I can’t.” I wasn’t going to walk around in a
dead girl’s clothes.



“These are all we have.”

“You get used to it,” Violet said, holding her own similar outfit in her
hand. We all color matched. The tops were slightly different but the same
color. We were like a lame group of friends at school that thought it was cool
to have matching days. I felt like we should start braiding each other’s hair
and talk about dreamy boys.

“Okay, I’m going to have a shower. Poppy and Violet, can you explain to
Lily, please?” Rose said and picked up her clothes and a towel. Explain
what? I doubt I wanted to know.

They waited until Rose left and then sat on my bed. “The morning
routine,” Poppy said, brushing her dark red, almost brown hair. “We need to
take a shower and be ready by eight, every morning. That’s when Clover
comes down for breakfast.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “What? We have to dress up for him?” This
was too crazy to be real. “The bloody psycho.”

Poppy frowned. “It’s not dressing up exactly. He likes us to be clean,
dressed respectfully, and have our hair and makeup done for when he comes.
He likes us to look nice for him and for ourselves.”

My stomach turned. I didn’t want his idea of looking nice. I liked my
jeans and T-shirts. I didn’t do girly dressing up, especially not for a sick
murderer. “I don’t want to look nice for him. Bloody hell, can you hear
yourself?”

“Honestly, Lily, neither do I. Trust me, though, it’s better than the
alternative,” Violet said.

I gulped and closed my eyes. The answer to my next question was obvious
but, like an idiot, I still asked. “What’s the alternative?”

“You don’t want to know,” Violet said and gulped. My heart started to
race. Why didn’t I want to know?

“I just want to go home.” Tears trickled down my cheeks, and I squeezed
my eyes closed. “I want to see Lewis and my family.”

“Is he your boyfriend?” Poppy asked. I nodded and sniffed, really
unattractively. “Do you love him?”



“Yes.” I had been in love with him for ages before we got together. He
was easygoing and fun to be around. He could also stress over silly little
things and was fiercely protective of the people he loved. We had so many
arguments about me wandering around alone. If I’d listened to him instead of
brushing off his fears and telling him nothing was ever going to happen in
boring old Long Thorpe, then maybe I’d be at home right now.

She looked down, her red hair falling in her face. “That’s nice.”

“He’ll find me,” I stated confidently. Lewis wouldn’t just sit back; he
would do everything he possibly could to find me. So would my family. My
mum was expert in finding things. Nothing could stay hidden from her—
unfortunately for Henry and his porn stash.

Violet smiled halfheartedly. “Let’s hope so.”

Violet wasn’t as messed up as Rose; she sounded different, like she
wanted to get out. But did that mean she would help me do something to him
so we could escape? I wanted to fire questions at her right away, but I knew I
had to find out more. I had to be sure she definitely wanted to get out before I
said anything.

Poppy sighed, getting back to business. “Anyway, you need to leave your
hair natural.” Like I could just pop to the shops for some bloody hair dye!
“He doesn’t like when you mess with it too much, and you should only wear
a small amount of makeup—easy on the mascara.” I wanted to throw up. I
was being told how to dress. I’d never been told that.

Rose came back into the room and immediately fussed around,
straightening her bedsheets and plumping the pillows. I watched her running
her hands over the quilt, flattening it, and wondered if I would be doing that
after three years. No. There was no way I would be down here longer than
three days. I had people looking for me. This was temporary, and soon
enough the police would find us. They would.

Taking a deep breath to clear my thoughts, I went to the bathroom to
shower and get ready. There was no point in having a shower before bed and
again in the morning, but I wasn’t going to argue over that. I let the water
spray over my body for a few minutes and then got out.



Standing in front of the steamy mirror I could almost pretend I was at
home, getting ready for a date with Lewis or a night out with friends. I
brushed mascara over my eyelashes and worried how much I should use. Not
too much that I looked like a hooker, but enough so my eyelashes stood out.
Would he punish me for wearing too much or too little? Wow, yesterday my
biggest worry was which top I should wear to the gig.

I dressed in the clothes Rose gave me and dried my hair. Looking back in
the mirror, I barely recognized myself. I looked exhausted and I felt it too.
Dark circles under my eyes made me look so much older than sixteen.

Dropping my head, I turned away. Looking at myself was too depressing.
I hadn’t even been down here one day, and I already felt like a different
person—Ilike Lily. Poppy passed me as I walked out of the bathroom. It was
her turn to get ready for him.

I stopped in the living room area and watched Rose frying bacon and eggs
on the stove. She worked so efficiently, humming as she turned the bacon
over. The scene reminded me of my mum making a full breakfast on a
Sunday morning. My heart squeezed. What would Mum be doing now?
Searching for me? Staring at her phone waiting for me to call or waiting by
the front door? Not cooking, that was for sure. I wanted to go back home. I'd
even let Mum hug me without pulling away and rolling my eyes.

Rose grabbed a plastic spatula and flipped the eggs over. Everything in the
kitchen had been chosen carefully. In fact, everything in the whole cellar had
been chosen carefully. There was nothing sharp or dangerous. Nothing we
could use to escape or hurt him with. The only thing I could think of was
poisoning him. There were plenty of cleaning products. But how could you
not smell the powerful scent of bleach? And, even if we did poison him, there
was no guarantee he would die down here. If he died in the house, we would
eventually starve to death. It seemed hopeless without Rose, Violet, and
Poppy on my side, but I wasn’t going to give up. There was a way—there had
to be—and I just had to be patient and play along with this shit until I could
figure it out.

I sat down on the sofa and curled up in a little ball. We couldn’t be too far



away from Long Thorpe; we didn’t drive for long. The police would check
this place out. That’s what they did when someone went missing, right? They
did the door-to-door thing, asking residents if they’d seen anything. I'd
definitely seen that on the news before.

A door opened, making me jump and my heart race. My shoulders sagged
in relief when I realized it was the bathroom door and not the cellar. Poppy
briefly smiled at me and went to help dish up breakfast. I wondered if Rose
secretly hated it down here and just put on a really good show. Was she so
scared of him that she wouldn’t be honest in case it got back to him, or did
she really think it’s all right down here? The last plate was placed on the table
and they both smiled. The food smelled good, and I was so hungry, but the
thought of eating made my stomach turn.

The creaky sound from the cellar door echoed through the room and I
froze. He was coming. I took a deep breath and clenched my shaking hands
together. Keep it together.

“Good morning, Flowers,” he said and smiled warmly as he came down
the stairs. He was holding a beautiful bunch of pink lilies, the same as the
ones on the kitchen table but bigger, matching the size of Rose’s, Violet’s,
and Poppy’s flowers. I sank back into the sofa as he approached me. “For
you, Lily,” he said, holding the flowers out. My skin crawled like I was being
attacked by ants. Don’t talk to me.

I looked to Rose, pleading with her to help. She nodded toward the
flowers once, and I knew I had to accept them. Just play along, Summer. 1
stood up and slowly reached my trembling hand out and took the lilies from
him. “Thank you,” I said quietly and stepped back, hitting the side of the
sofa.

“You don’t have to be so shy, Lily. We’re a family. Why don’t you put
those in water now?” He frowned and his eyes darkened. “I don’t want them
to die.” The other girls looked away quickly and sat down. What was that
about? They were acting weirder. Did it mean something?

So I wouldn’t make him angry, I grabbed the empty vase and filled it with
water. It was made from thin plastic but was a very good glass imitation.



Unless you held it, you would never tell. I threw them in the vase and placed
it between the weltering red poppies, bright violets, and white roses. Why
flowers? I wanted to know everything about him so I could use something to
get out, but at the same time I wanted to know nothing.

I sat in the seat I was in yesterday—opposite him. Every muscle in my
body ached where I'd been tensing up. The physical pain was actually
welcome; it was almost a distraction from what was happening.

“Let’s eat then,” Violet said.

The fried food did nothing to settle my stomach. I wanted to puke. I could
feel his eyes on me, studying me. Deciding something? If he wanted to keep
me or not? I nibbled on a piece of toast, feeling the most self-conscious I ever
had. Why wouldn’t he look away?

My mind quickly flicked back to Lewis. Concentrating on him took me
away for a minute. I wondered what he was doing. Usually he would still be
asleep, but I doubt he would be now. My parents always sat around drinking
endless cups of coffee on weekend mornings before they did anything.
Would they have made a thermos up while they searched for me? I hoped so,
because Mum felt awful if she hadn’t had her caffeine fix and was super
snappy.

“Lily?” someone called, snapping me out of my daydreaming. He, Rose,
Violet, and Poppy were all staring at me, and now I couldn’t read any of their
expressions.

“Sorry,” I whispered and moved my food around on the plate to look like I
was doing something with it. Did they want something, or was it just because
I was in my own world? They went back to their food.

“So, Clover, what have you got planned for today?” Rose asked as if this
was a normal situation. Like he was going to reply “bit of kidnapping, maybe
a murder or two, the usual.” How could she even ask him things like that so
casually? I wasn’t even sure if she was afraid of him anymore.

He smiled at her, almost lovingly. “After I’ve caught up with a few things
for work, I’ll be going out.” He worked? Well, of course he did; he must have
to work to support five people. He didn’t seem like a particularly social



person, though. Where would he be going out?

“Why don’t you tell Lily about your job? She looks a little confused,”
Rose suggested.

Here goes. Pretend it’s not real and he’s talking about a film. As much as
I wanted to shut off and go back home in my head, I needed every piece of
information I could get.

His eyes flicked to me and he smiled. I tried not to turn my nose up in
disgust. He looked warm and friendly. It was hard to believe he was the same
man who kidnapped me and stabbed a woman to death just yesterday. If I
passed him on the street, I wouldn’t look at him twice, but I wouldn’t be
cautious around him either. He just looked so normal.

“I’'m an accountant for a law firm in town.” I managed to swallow the
laughter that threatened to burst out. He worked for a lawyer. How ironic.
The other side of him—his job—it all seemed so normal. No one would
guess that this well-dressed, polite accountant led a secret sadistic second life.
He must sit at his desk every day, chat with his coworkers, and do his job,
then go home to the women in his cellar.

“You should eat now, Lily. We don’t want you getting any slimmer.” He
stared at me for a second, daring me to disobey him.

Gulping the fear away, I cut off a small piece of egg and popped it in my
mouth. I didn’t want to make him angry like Violet did, so I forced the food
down and prayed I wouldn’t be sick. I wanted to lose weight to piss him off,
but I wouldn’t. The food slid down my throat making me gag. Chew.

“Right, Flowers, I need to leave for work. Have a good day and I'll see
you for dinner. Roast chicken tonight, Rose.”

“Yes, Clover,” she said and nodded her head.

He stood up and kissed Poppy, Violet, and Rose on the cheek. Please not
me. My heart was beating out of my chest. “Good-bye, Lily.” He walked up
the stairs, and I breathed a big sigh of relief. What was I going to do when he
eventually tried to kiss me like that?

“Come on, Lewis,” I muttered. He always made things better, whether it
was bringing me my favorite food when I didn’t feel well, helping me study



for exams I was convinced I would fail, or having a word with Henry if he
said something out of line. I knew it was too much to expect him to fix this
too, but I couldn’t help it.

Poppy arched her eyebrow. “How long have you been together?”

“Just over a year and a half, but I liked him for ages before that.”

She smiled, her eyes lit up, and she seemed genuinely interested. I
wondered what her story was. “Where did you meet?”

“He’s friends with my brother, they met when they joined the same
football team. At first he thought I was just Henry’s annoying little sister but
as we both grew older he started seeing me differently. Thankfully.”

“I hope you get back to him,” she said sincerely and then walked away. So
do I.

Sunday, January 4th (2009)

I walked into Henry’s room to grab a movie for me, Kerri, and Rachel. He
was playing PlayStation with Lewis, as usual. I rolled my eyes. They looked
so into it, shooting at something. Zombies? Bloody losers!

“Hey, Sum,” Lewis said, smiling at me as he looked up. Butterflies flitted
around in my stomach. I bit my lip.

Don’t say anything stupid. “Hey,” 1 replied, trying to stay casual when I
was happy dancing in my head. I’d liked Lewis for forever, and recently he
had been looking at me differently. Well, he seemed to be anyway. I just
hoped it wasn’t all in my head—which I was almost 100 percent sure it was.

His light green eyes sparkled and I melted. They really stood out against
his dark, almost black, hair. He cocked his head to the side. “What can we do
for you?” You could kiss me.

“Lewis, you just got us killed,” Henry yelled, scowling at him. You’d
think he had actually been killed by his over-the-top reaction.

“Huh?” Lewis looked back to the screen where it said “Game Over.” Oh
my God, he just got killed looking at me. Okay, chill and stop smiling like a
creeper. I forced my lips to stay down as they tried to pull up into the biggest
smile. How could I not smile when this was officially the best day of my



entire life?

“Sorry,” Lewis muttered and chucked the controller down on the bed.

“What do you want, Summer?” Henry snapped, obviously still angry over
his stupid game. Whatever.

I walked over to his DVDs and started scanning the titles. “Need a scary
movie,” I replied, turning my nose up.

“You don’t like scary movies,” Lewis said. “You being forced into it?”

“Yep. Kerri and Rachel want to spend the evening hiding behind cushions.
Idiots.” Scary movies were the worst.

Lewis grinned. His perfect white teeth stood out against his natural tan.
Why was he so good-looking? It wasn’t fair. “Why don’t you watch it in
here?” he said.

Henry’s head snapped up and he frowned. Oh, big bro was not going to
like that. “What are you doing?”

I tried to keep the silly grin off my face, but there was no stopping it this
time. He wanted us to watch it with him, and I couldn’t have been happier.

“This game sucks now anyway,” Lewis said and shrugged his shoulders
casually. Wait, was he just bored or did he want to spend time with me? Boys
say girls were confusing when they’re the ones that are total head fucks.

“Fine! I’ll go tell them to come in here, and I’'m picking the movie,”
Henry said, sighing in defeat. He walked out of his messy room, muttering
something colorful under his breath. Loser.

Lewis patted the bed next to him and smiled. My tummy flipped. Okay,
maybe he did want to spend time with me. I walked over slowly and got on
the bed, trying not to seem too eager. Kerri and Rachel came bouncing into
the room. They seemed happy we were watching in Henry’s room. They
constantly went on about how Lewis liked me too. I wanted them to be right
so badly.

I shuffled over, closer to Lewis so they could all fit on the king-size bed
Henry absolutely had to have. We were still crammed together but since I
was squished against Lewis’s side, I didn’t mind at all. In fact I wished my
parents weren’t such softies and had made Henry get a double instead.



“Oh, come on,” I exclaimed. My heart sunk as the title for the movie
appeared. The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Much worse than I thought it
would be. Now I was going to be all scared and make a complete fool out of
myself in front of Lewis. Just great. I didn’t even have a pillow to hide
behind. I pulled my legs up and rested my head on my knees.

“Er, Sum, he hasn’t even pressed play yet,” Lewis joked, bumping his
shoulder against mine. I elbowed him in the side playfully, making him
laugh. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kerri raise her eyebrow at me. Oh
crap, if she says anything, I will actually die!

The film started and that was my cue to hide away and pretend it wasn’t
happening. Of all the movies my idiot brother could have picked, he chose
this one. I needed to man up, but every time some crazy jumped out from
behind a door I freaked.

About halfway through the movie, I dared to look up. Nothing much was
happening but I knew there was still a while to go. Why did people like this
kind of thing? They were sick. Something on the screen made a bang and I
dropped my head back to my knees. Screw that. I was a baby and completely
happy with that title.

I jumped as something brushed the outside of my leg. Lewis’s hand? My
breath caught in my throat. Okay, that was a better way to make me forget
about the movie. I doubt hiding would ever help again after that. I didn’t dare
look at him, but I sensed his smile.

There was no way I was going to be able to concentrate on the movie now,
so I raised my head from my knees. Just look at him. Man, I really was a
baby. I flicked my eyes up and Lewis looked at me at the same time.

“Okay?” he mouthed, and I nodded. I was more okay with the back of his
index finger drawing circles on my leg. Wow, my skin actually tingled
wherever he touched.

“Boo!” Henry shouted at the top of his lungs. My heart leaped out of my
chest and I jumped in the air, screaming.

What the heck!

“What’s wrong with you?” I yelled. He doubled over with his face planted



in the quilt, laughing his arse off. Lewis, Kerri, and Rachel were no better,
although I think they jumped too. “Seriously, Henry, I almost had a heart
attack.”

“Overdramatic wuss,” he said, rolling his eyes. I gave him the death glare.

I felt Lewis’s body shaking beside me as he laughed. “Damn, that was
funny,” Lewis said breathlessly, as he continued laughing.

“Yeah, hilarious,” I replied sarcastically. My heart was still pumping. My
brother sucked. They all did.

Finally the hideous movie finished and Henry went downstairs to get the
pizza menu so we could order dinner, since none of us could cook without
burning the house down. Thankfully, Mum and Dad left some cash for us.
They wouldn’t be back from their dinner with Dad’s old boring university
friend and his equally boring wife until late.

Kerri fake coughed. “I need a drink. Rachel, come help me.” Oh. My.
God. Can she be any more obvious? I widened my eyes at her and she smiled
innocently. Come on, ground, swallow me up. Please?

They left and the room fell silent. I literally couldn’t think of one thing to
say. Everything I thought of sounded lame in my head.

“You’re quiet,” Lewis said, stating the obvious.

“So are you,” I replied.

He chuckled and moved slightly so he was facing me. “Enjoy the movie?”

“Not one little bit.”

“Baby.”

I rolled my eyes at him and he did that sexy half smile thing. Wow. I
heard Henry, Rachel, and Kerri talking at the bottom of the stairs and I
wanted to pout that they were coming back so soon. Lewis bit his full lip.
“I’ve wanted to do this for a while.”

“Do what?” I asked. He leaned forward and his lips pressed to mine,
lingering for only a second. My heart beat so fast I felt like it was going to
explode. He pulled back and looked at me. Oh my God, Lewis just kissed me!
I was in a total daze but he seemed unaffected. He threw one leg over the
other and looked up at the door just as they came back.



“What pizza did you order?” Lewis asked. I didn’t hear Henry’s reply. I
couldn’t have cared less what pizza he ordered. I bit my lip to try to disguise
the huge smile that was making my jaw ache. I kissed Lewis, I kissed Lewis, I
kissed Lewis! Damn it, why did they have to come back so soon?



6
SUMMER

Sunday, July 25th (Present)

“Let’s get this cleaned up,” Rose said, clapping her hands together as if it was
going to be the most fun in the world. I got up to help, just to have something
to do. Rose washed the pans, plastic cutlery, and dishes while I dried them
and Poppy put them away. We cleaned and tidied in silence, filling the room
with the lemon scent that tingled my nose. I had a million questions I wanted
to ask.

Finally, after the whole place was clean, we sat on the sofa. I realized I
was acting just like one of them and I burst into tears. I curled up into a ball
and sobbed so hard, my lungs started to burn. This can’t be my life. Never
before had I felt so utterly alone.

“Oh, Lily, it’s going to be okay,” Violet said and rubbed my back.

“N-No. Not okay.” I sobbed harder. Tears poured down my face, soaking
my knees.

“Shh,” Rose cooed. “Take deep breaths and calm down. You’re not alone,
Lily.” Yes, I am.

“We’re all in this together,” Poppy added.

I took a deep breath and tried to stop sobbing. “How can he?” Wiping my
tears away, my blurry vision cleared. “He’s going out tonight. How can he do
all this and still be normal to everyone else?”

Rose sighed. “It’s not a pub he’s going to, Lily.”



“Stop calling me Lily,” I snapped.

Rose ignored my outburst as if it never happened. Maybe in Rose’s world
it didn’t. “As far as I’m aware, he doesn’t socialize a lot. Most of his time is
spent either at work or in here.”

“What’s he doing tonight then?” I questioned. “And how do you know
what he does out there anyway?”

“He is quite an honest person. If you ask him something, he will give you
a straight response. Please think about what you ask, though,” Rose warned.
“Clover doesn’t like certain people and what he does occasionally is...” She
trailed off, frowning into the distance.

“Is?” I prompted.

“He...disposes of people that do harm.”

My mouth fell open. “He murders them?” No, he couldn’t.

“Yes. That’s not quite how he sees it, though. The women, prostitutes, are
doing harm. Harm to the innocent families of men that use them.”

“Bloody hell, listen to yourself,” I whispered, shocked. “You’re defending
him.”

“I’m not defending him.”

“Yes you are. You’re making it sound like it’s okay.”

“It’s not, and I’m not. I’m just trying to explain how he did, that’s all.”

“So he spends his evenings out murdering prostitutes?” It couldn’t be true.
Maybe he only said that to scare them into doing what he said. If prostitutes
were being murdered all over the place it would be on the bloody news!

Rose frowned. “You make it sound like he’s doing it every night, and
that’s not true.” How do you know? Well, it couldn’t be true. He couldn’t kill
on a daily basis and still not have been caught. Surely.

I couldn’t believe how calmly I was talking about it. Shouldn’t T be
freaking out and clawing at the door? Should I even worry about how I
should or shouldn’t think, feel, or act? “How does he get away with it?”

“They’re prostitutes, Lily. Most of them have run away from home or
have always been alone.” But still, for no one to notice. “He thinks they’re
dirty and represent everything that’s wrong with humanity.” Rose looked at



Poppy and Violet. “We think something happened when he was younger—no
one just starts thinking that—but we’ve never asked.” Of course they hadn’t.
It wasn’t worth their life.

“What does he do with them? How many?” I questioned. This was getting
crazier by the second. He was like a character from a horror movie.

“I don’t know,” Violet replied.

“This is crazy. Totally screwed-up crazy. We need to get out of here. We
can do it together. I know we can, but we have to work together.”

“No, Lily,” Rose said sternly, she reminded me of my teachers at school.
“We can’t. There is no way out, so you need to get this idea out of your head
now. You have no real idea of what he’s capable of. He has no concept of
what is truly right and wrong. He can be very...brutal and unforgiving.”

A shiver ran through my entire body at her blunt warning. Brutal and
unforgiving. I witnessed what he did to Violet, how angry he got and how he
threatened her with a knife. How much worse could it get? I didn’t want to
give up, that wasn’t me, but I was terrified.

Rose took a deep breath and stood up. “Now I’'m going to clean the
bathroom and then we can watch a movie.”

Wiping the tears from my eyes, I gulped down the rising sickly feeling in
my stomach. “I can’t stay here. I need to go home.” Why wouldn’t they
understand that?

Poppy shook her head and squeezed my hand. “I wish you could, Lily.
Please don’t do anything stupid,” she said and got up. Her words whirled
around my head. Please don’t do anything stupid. My mind instantly
conjured the image of him holding a knife up to me and it sent a bolt of pure
horror right to my bones. I shuddered.

“Which movie?” Rose asked.

Violet shrugged. “Some old romantic chick flick.” Was this what would
happen every night? I felt a suffocating weight press down on my chest.

Rose put the movie on, and they both sat on the sofa with me. They
quickly became absorbed in what was happening on the screen. How could
they care about a movie when he was out there preying on some poor girl? I



pictured her scared and confused, fighting him for her freedom. Her eyes,
completely made up in my imagination, were too wide, popping out of her
head in horror. But was he really doing that? For all we knew, he could be
going to bingo and just making himself sound scarier to force us to behave
and not fight him. My heart clenched. I wanted to know which one was true.

“Can we get normal TV?” I asked, blinking hard to get the girl’s eyes out
of my mind. Would I be on the news? I must be by now.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Poppy shake her head. “No.” Of course
not. We were literally cut off from absolutely everything and everyone. We
completely depended on him. I wished I had never gone out that night. I
should have listened to Lewis and my family’s worries and let one of them
take me. Every time one of them went on about it not being safe to walk
alone at night, I would brush it off or tell them to stop being stupid. Looking
back, I wanted to punch myself at how cocky I was about it. I felt invincible
because I was naive enough to think bad things only happen to other people.

“We need to start dinner,” Rose said and switched the TV off after a
while. “Do you want to help, Lily?” Summer.

Did I have a choice? “Sure.” What else was there to do to pass the time? It
was better than sitting down thinking all the time. Although I did like
thinking of my family because it took me away from here, I needed to stop
sometimes and do something that would distract from how much I missed
them. I would give absolutely anything just to talk to them.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked. They had already gotten
everything out and were filling two pans with water. They all worked
perfectly together. It looked like they were colleagues in a restaurant kitchen.

“Would you peel the carrots and potatoes?” Poppy handed me the peeler,
which was plastic apart from the blade in the middle. It didn’t look
particularly sharp, but it was a possibility. Could it do enough damage,
though? Knowing I was probably being watched by one or both of them, I
looked away from the peeler and grabbed a potato.

“Do you think we’ll ever get out of here?” I asked as I peeled.

Rose sighed and it wasn’t in sadness; it was a frustrated sigh. Frustrated



with me? “No.”

“Do you want to?”

“Violet, can you get me an oven dish, please?” Rose asked, completely
ignoring my question.

That’s a no then. I felt so sorry for her. He had really screwed with her
mind. Rose shoved the chicken in the oven dish and put it in the oven. She
was pretending she hadn’t heard me, but I knew she would be thinking about
it. How could she not? Did she know she was brainwashed?

I’d finished peeling and chopping, so I chucked the potatoes and carrots in
the water and turned the electric stovetop on. That was officially the most
cooking I’d ever done. Mum would be shocked and proud at the same time;
she might even check my forehead to see if I was ill.

The atmosphere had changed; you could cut it with a knife and I knew it
was because of my question. They kept their heads down and concentrated on
what they were doing. Someone had to say it, though. Rose needed to realize,
or re-realize, what he was doing was wrong.

Staring at the water in the pan slowly start to bubble, I shook my head. I
had just helped make him dinner. I had never even made Lewis dinner before.
I smiled at the memory of the one and only time I had offered. He laughed
and made a joke about not wanting to be poisoned. I was notoriously bad at
cooking.

The time Clover would be back was getting close. I could tell by the way
they fussed around, double-checking everything was clean and tidy. My heart
beat faster in anticipation. I didn’t want him down here, but I almost wanted
him to walk through the door so I wouldn’t be so on edge waiting for it.

I debated whether I could pretend to be ill, but I didn’t want him to check
up on me. Just eat dinner and keep to yourself until he leaves. This was
something I would have to do twice a day on weekdays and three times a day
on weekends until I was found.

Finally, that sound I had so quickly come to dread echoed through the
room—the cellar door unlocking. My hands trembled and my heart leaped
into my mouth. Violet gave me a quick smile, telling me it’d be fine. It



wouldn’t.

“Good evening, Flowers,” he said and gave us a charming, this is all
totally normal smile. That was how he got away with it. He looked so
friendly you just instantly trusted him—unless you were down here, of
course.

“Good evening,” they replied in unison. I busied myself with draining the
vegetables while making sure I kept an eye on exactly where he was.

“Is it almost ready?”

“Yes, just serving now,” Poppy replied.

I carried two plates over, leaving them to sort out the rest. Rose carried his
with a big smile on her face; she probably liked bringing her psycho his
dinner.

“Let’s eat then,” he said cheerfully and tucked into the huge roast dinner.

I forced a bite down, desperate not to draw attention to myself by not
eating, but every mouthful made my stomach churn. I kept my eyes on my
plate, pretending to eat. All I wanted to do was to fade into the background
and not catch his attention. I couldn’t relax while he was in the room; my
tense body ached.

“How was your day, Clover?” Rose asked.

“Very good so far, thank you. I got a lot done. What about you?”

“Good. We’ve watched a few great movies.” What else are we going to
do?

He nodded once. “Well, let me know when you’re ready for more.”

“We will. Thank you.” I wondered if Rose realized she spoke just like him
whenever he was down here. They were so formal and polite to each other. It
was eerie. “We were wondering if we could have more dress patterns. We’d
quite like to make a few summer dresses.” My head snapped up immediately.
They made clothes? You needed scissors to cut fabric. A plan formed in my
head straight away. How poetic would it be if he died the same way as he’d
killed—a stab wound?

“Would you teach me?” I piped in.

Clover smiled triumphantly, as if he thought I had finally come around to



his sick way of “living.” “That’s a wonderful idea, Lily. I’'m sure Rose,
Violet, and Poppy would love to teach you, wouldn’t you, girls?”

“Of course,” Rose agreed. My heart leaped with hope. A plan was already
forming in my head, almost by itself. I managed to eat a little more food and
smile at him almost politely. I could do this. I could play nice, and it was
easier now because there was light at the end of the tunnel. We had a way.

Once dinner was over, I expected him to leave, but he took Rose’s hand
and led her into a room that I hadn’t been in before. It looked half under the
stairs and couldn’t be very big at all. I assumed it was a closet. What was
going on? “Where are they going? What’s in there?” I asked, looking at the
closed door.

Poppy lowered her head and bit her lip. “That’s the room where he...” she
whispered. Her eyes filled with tears.

“What? Where he does what...” I trailed off, realizing what she was trying
to say. My blood froze inside my veins. The room where he rapes us. He and
Rose were in there now. She went so willingly, no hesitation, no sign of
horror in her eyes. “I need to go home,” I whispered to myself more than to
them.

“You need to stop this, Lily. There is no going home. The sooner you
accept that the easier it will be. Trust me. Please?” Poppy said.

All T could hear was the sound of my frantic pulse smashing in my ears.
Shit. “No.” T sat down and tried to absorb everything. Rose was being raped
in a room just feet from me. But was she? Did she want to now? Surely she
couldn’t be that brainwashed that she wanted him. I gulped and felt a tear
trickle down my cheek.

“Lily?” Poppy put her hand on my shoulder making me jump. “Sorry. Are
you okay?” I shook my head and stared ahead at nothing. I felt empty. There
would be a time when he would want me to go into that room. Could I
survive that? I would rather die than have him near me. If I did die, though, I
would never see Lewis or my family again. It was an impossible choice.
Either stay alive in the hope of being reunited with my family but be raped,
or die never having said good-bye to the people I love but die free of him.



I wasn’t sure how long I sat as still as a statue while they were in that
room, but it didn’t seem that long. The door opened, and I quickly curled
myself up in a ball, wiping my tears from my face.

“Good night, Flowers.”

“Night, Clover,” Poppy and Violet said from beside me. I couldn’t talk to
him; I couldn’t even look at him. Disgusting, sick bastard!

Rose sat down and flicked the TV on as if nothing had happened. There
were no tears, no acknowledgment of what he just did to her. I didn’t dare say
anything. Pressing my side into the arm of the sofa, I turned my head so my
hair fell in my face, hiding the fresh tears that fell for Rose.

After the movie, it was finally late enough to go to bed. I wanted sleep. I
needed the escape. “Lily, do you want to shower first?” Rose asked, and I
nodded. Actually, I didn’t. I didn’t want to shower at all. “Okay.”

Without hanging around to talk, I grabbed the pajamas from my bed and
went in the bathroom. Why was I even doing this? My second shower of the
day lasted longer. I let the hot water cascade over my body and wash away
what felt like inches of dried-on dirt. Would I ever feel clean again?

Yawning, I switched the shower off and quickly dried myself. Even
though it wasn’t really late—only ten at night—I was exhausted. My mind
had been working overtime and desperately needed a break. It was strange to
think I was looking forward to sleeping here. I would actually like to sleep
the entire time I would be down here.

As 1 walked between the bathroom and bedroom, I glanced back at the
stairs leading to the door. How the hell am I ever going to get out of here? I
didn’t believe it was impossible, like they did, but I knew it wasn’t something
I could just do impulsively. I had to play it safe because if anything went
wrong, he would kill me without thinking twice.

I got into bed and pulled the quilt over my head so I was completely
hidden. The bedroom would look quite pretty if it wasn’t in the middle of
hell. Closing my eyes, I stupidly tried to contact Lewis. I prayed that by some
odd miracle he would hear me. But of course, he wouldn’t be able to. Please
come, I begged Lewis in my head and started crying silently.
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A loud bang followed by a high-pitched scream woke me up. The color
drained from my face and my heart skipped a beat. What was that? I threw
the cover off myself and sprinted to the door. I slammed into Poppy, who
grabbed my arm and shoved me farther back into the room.

“What’s that?” I hissed.

“Just stay in here. He’ll want to see someone,” Poppy said and followed
Rose and Violet out, closing the door behind them. I was alone. The soft light
from the lamp didn’t do much to lighten the room. I wanted to turn them all
on to make it as bright as possible, but I was too scared to move.

“No, no, no,” a new voice I didn’t recognize screamed, and a haze of fear
engulfed me. Who was that?

“Shut up,” Clover bellowed. His voice ripped through the room with such
force my heart leaped into my throat. I’d seen him shout before, but this was
different; this sounded violent and angry.

What was he doing, and who was he shouting at? Everything went silent. |
turned my head, angling my ear toward the door, wanting to hear more but
not daring to move. My heart pounded in my chest. Was she going to stay
down here too? Was she trying to fight back?

I licked my dry lips as I waited for something to happen. I couldn’t hear
Poppy, Violet, or Rose talking, so I didn’t know what they were doing. A
very small part of me wanted to be out there, so I would know what was
going on.

A sudden crash caused me to jump and I scrambled back on my bed,
pulling the cover up and pressing my face into the pillow. I felt like I did
when I was home alone and heard a noise, only now the noise wasn’t in my
head.

“Shut up,” Clover shouted again. His voice exploded, and he sounded so
mad I pictured him with wide eyes and a red, rage-filled face.

The freshly washed bedcovers smelled of lavender—ijust like my gran’s. I



pictured myself as a little child, lying in the middle of the king-size bed,
puffy, feather-filled quilt up to my chin, breathing in the comforting smell as
I fell asleep to her reading me a bedtime story. In my head I could pretend,
but another piercing, guttural scream reminded me where I was.

He wasn’t hurting her; he couldn’t, not with Rose, Violet, and Poppy in
the same room witnessing it. She had to be struggling to escape. He wanted
her to stay down here and she was resisting. It would all be okay once he left
and she was alone with us down here.

The annoying, nagging voice in the back of my mind was telling me if he
wanted her to stay down here, he’d have a bed for her too. Everything was in
fours. There was no place for her. But maybe he was going to make a place.

Like a few seconds ago, everything went quiet again. I couldn’t stand it. I
hated not knowing what was going on, what he was doing, and, more
important, where he was. I didn’t want him to come in here and see me.

Just leave her here and go. He left me as soon as he’d thrown me down
the stairs and told Rose to explain what was going on. Why wasn’t he going?
I lay perfectly still as I waited to hear something. My breathing was ragged
and heavy, and I fought to control it so I wouldn’t miss any noise from
outside.

I pressed my face into the pillow harder as the tension was threatening to
consume me. My heart raced painfully fast and my hands started to shake.

A dull thud that sounded exactly like the time Henry leaned back too far
on his chair and fell over. We all rushed upstairs thinking he’d fainted or
something. Was that what I’d heard? A person falling? I gulped, whimpering
as my mind tried to force me to see the things I didn’t want to see. Everyone
was fine. Something was dropped. In a minute, I would hear the cellar door
open and close and then the girls would come back in the room with whoever
else was out there.

My chest rose and fell heavily with every deep breath I took. Just as I'd
thought, the cellar door opened and closed, squeaking slightly. Soon they
would be back. Someone was going to have to share with the new girl
because there wasn’t a bed for her yet.



The bedroom door opened, and I leaped up, spinning around and pressing
my back into the headboard. Violet, it was just Violet. She smiled, but it
didn’t reach her eyes. “You okay?” she asked.

“No. You?”

She gulped and her eyes left me. Where were Rose, Poppy, and the new
girl? “Lily, you’re not like Rose and Poppy. They’ve given up and you
haven’t. I haven’t.”

I frowned. Where was this going and what was happening out there? I
heard taps running and cupboards being opened. “What?” I asked, only half
paying attention as I tried to figure out what was going on in the main room.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said and climbed into her bed, turning away
from me and pulling the cover over her head.

I wanted to ask her what she meant and see if she was okay, but I heard
something slosh around in water and something else being sprayed
vigorously. Seconds later an overpowering scent of that lemon cleaner hit me,
tickling my nose and making my eyes water.

“Violet, what’re they doing?” I whispered, wide-eyed, clutching the quilt.
She didn’t answer; instead, she pulled the cover up higher and I saw her body
curl up beneath the quilt. I took a deep breath and looked at the door. What
are they doing?
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SUMMER

Wednesday, July 28th (Present)

Four days. I had been down here for four days and every single one of them
had been the same. In the mornings we would shower and make breakfast.
The days were spent cleaning, watching movies, and reading. I'd heard
nothing more of the dressmaking and I didn’t want to bring it up in case one
of them became suspicious. The weekdays were best—and best was a stretch,
nothing down here was good—because we only saw him twice a day.

On Sundays he would take Rose into that room, Tuesdays it was Poppy,
and apparently Wednesday—today—was Violet. I knew the time would
come when I would have a day, and I still wasn’t sure if I should do
something to get myself killed first. Was it already set? They probably knew
which day was Lily’s but I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to know any of
it. Perhaps I could switch off enough to survive until I was found? I couldn’t
believe that was something I now had to worry about.

So far he hadn’t expressed any interest in me other than a few polite,
friendly exchanges. I hoped with every single part of my being that it would
stay like that.

Poppy said he didn’t like things being “messy.” He liked even numbers,
things that lined up. No one had mentioned what happened four days ago. I
didn’t dare bring it up. All I knew was that there were still only four of us.

Yesterday Violet mentioned wanting to get out. She came into the



bedroom while I was getting ready for bed, and while Rose and Poppy were
doing a final wipe down of the counters—that were already sparkling clean—
and said she couldn’t do it anymore. The same words she said to me the night
something happened. This time when I asked her what she meant, though, she
told me she “needs” to get out. Needs, not wants.

I’ve been trying to speak with her alone since, but it’s hard with Rose and
Poppy always hanging around. Violet whispered that we could speak when
they were doing lunch today as we passed each other outside the bathroom
this morning.

I sat on the sofa, watching Rose and Poppy pull out pans and ingredients
from the fridge as they planned to make something for lunch. Violet was in
the bedroom, and I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to go in to her or if she was
going to come and get me. Which would look less suspicious?

My heart raced in anticipation. I wanted to hear what she was going to
say; I hoped she’d have a good plan, but I was also scared that we’d be
overheard and that would ruin everything. We literally had one chance at this;
if he knew what we were doing, he’d make it impossible for us to try again.
We couldn’t risk him upping the security any more; I still had one last hope
of him leaving the door unlocked by mistake.

Rose and Poppy moved around the kitchen, sprinkling cheese on slices of
bread and heating a pan on the stove. We were having grilled cheese
sandwiches? The bedroom door opened and Violet stuck her head out. “Can
someone help with my hair, please?” she asked, pulling at the long black
strands.

That was my cue. I stood. “I will,” I said, giving Rose and Poppy a quick,
innocent smile, willing them to believe I was just trying to fit in and be
helpful.

Neither of them said a word, they went back to cooking. My body relaxed;
they weren’t suspicious. I closed the door behind me as I walked into the
bedroom and leaned against it. Violet pulled her hair into a neat ponytail.

“Tonight,” she said. “We’re getting out tonight.”

My eyes widened in shock. I knew she wanted to escape, but I thought it’d



be a well-planned-out escape attempt, not a “let’s just run for it.” “What?
Tonight?”

She gulped, her eyes glazed over. “I can’t do it anymore, Lily,” she
whispered, repeating the words she’d said to me a few times before. Her
voice cracked with a dark, painful emotion that sent chills down my spine. “I
can’t shut it off like they can,” she said, nodding her head toward Poppy and
Rose in the kitchen next door. “They’re stronger than me; they’ve done this
for longer. Poppy keeps telling me I’ll get through it and learn to live down
here but it’ll never be living. ‘Be Violet’ is what she says; everything that
happens, happens to Violet and not Jennifer. I can’t do it, though I can’t
switch me off. Tonight, I have to leave.” Was that why they kept telling me
to accept I was Lily? Were they training me to let go of Summer so I could
survive what was coming? I bet that was why they never called each other by
their real names. “Tonight,” she said.

Tonight before he raped her again. “How many times has he taken you in
that room?”

Her eyes flicked to the floor and she blinked rapidly. When she’d
composed herself, she looked up. “Three. I won’t let there be a fourth.”

“How long have you been here?” She was the only one that I hadn’t
spoken to about her life outside here, but she never volunteered any
information.

“A little over six months.” So I had about six months. “I met him outside
Top Shop. Apparently he’d met a couple others there too, so Rose said. It’s a
homeless favorite spot because of the shelter.”

I played with my fingers, biting my lip. She was opening up, finally.
“How did he...get you here?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t close up.

“He offered to buy me a coffee from a late-night café in the city. We never
reached the café.” Shit, not only did he kidnap people, but also he pretended
to help them to get them down here. He just grabbed me.

“I’'m sorry.”

“I used to think living on the streets, scared, cold, and alone was the worst
thing in the world.” She laughed humorlessly. “How wrong was I?” I wanted



to ask how she ended up on the streets, but her eyes filled with tears and she
clenched her fists; she looked like she was going to crumble.

“How do you want to escape?”

Her posture changed instantly; she stood taller, businesslike. “We need the
key. He keeps it in his left pocket; I've watched him put it in there a few
times while he’s walked down the stairs. I'm going to smash him over the
head with a vase,” she said, laughing wickedly at something I didn’t
understand. Either that or she was starting to lose it. “I have these in case
things go wrong.” She pulled out a pair of scissors from her pocket. They
were much smaller than I’d imagined; the blade was only as long as my
thumb. Too small to cut material but he probably didn’t want to give us
anything too big and sharp, and we didn’t have anything else.

“Okay,” I whispered. It all felt very wrong, Violet was leading with
emotion, but I hadn’t been raped, so [ wasn’t going to judge or try to stop her.

“You move by the bottom of the stairs when he’s in the room. I’1l hit him,
hard, and grab the key. The second he falls you run as fast as you can to the
top of the stairs. I will be right behind you. This has to work. I can’t go
through it anymore, and I don’t want you to either.” She shook her head. “It’s
only supposed to be lost women down here, not children.” I frowned. I didn’t
think of myself as a child, but clearly she did. She said it as if he was
breaking another law as well as kidnap, rape, and whatever it’s called for
locking someone up in your cellar. I was the age that made me a child in the
eyes of the law, but over the age that would make him sign a register. Age
didn’t matter to me down here; it was all wrong.

I took a deep breath. “All right, I’ll run for the door.”

She smiled so briefly I almost missed it. “Good girl. We’re all set then.”
Are we? 1 didn’t feel all set. I had a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.
It was the thing my dad told me to listen to when making a decision. It’s what
made me go back and change a question on my test and not fail it. There was
more at stake than passing a class here.

“Let’s get back out there. They’ll be finished soon and wonder what’s
taking us so long.” She left the room and I wanted to pull her back. Surely we



should go through it more than that? Shouldn’t we discuss what could go
wrong and what we could do about it? We needed to think through more
scenarios, like Rose and Poppy trying to stop us.

Violet left the door open and I watched her walk confidently over to the
kitchen and cut the sandwiches that Rose put on the chopping board from the
pan. She was doing a better job of pretending than she thought.
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I felt sick as I watched him walk down the stairs. If Violet was right, the key
would be in his left pocket right now. The means to my escape was feet away
from me, but it was in the pocket of a psycho. Violet’s eyes flicked to me,
and she gave me a quick nod. She hadn’t given me much to do—she was
hitting him over the head and grabbing the key; all I had to do was, the
second he fell down, run to the top of the stairs.

There should’ve been more for me to do, but she knew him better. I used
to think I would be able to protect myself, but I was naive, so I was taking my
lead from her and doing whatever she said. The butterflies in my stomach felt
like bats. I was terrified that something would go wrong and we’d never get
the chance to get the key again.

He stepped beside the table, the end farthest away from the stairs, greeting
us and smiling like this was all normal. I had no problem moving away from
him. He made me feel sick and I wanted to be as far away from him as I
could possibly get.

Violet stood against the counter, her hand very close to the handle of a
frying pan. My heart leaped. Please let this work. 1 wanted to go home so
badly that I ignored everything telling me this was too risky.

Clover faced Rose. “How was your day?” he asked.

I stopped listening to their conversation when Violet’s hand circled the
handle. Come on. I knew I was supposed to run when she hit him, but he was
standing between her and the stairs. What if he managed to grab her as she
tried to get past him? I had to stay to help her too. I could kick him if he tried



to get up. I wasn’t strong, but I would give it a go. She was risking everything
to help me; I wanted to help her if I needed to as well.

Before anyone had time to blink, and more important, before Rose and
Poppy had time to register what was happening, Violet struck him over the
back of the head with the pan and he launched forward.

No one made a noise. I expected Rose and Poppy to scream—they weren’t
expecting it—but they didn’t. Clover stumbled a grand total of two steps, and
by the time he’d corrected his balance, Violet was beside him as she made a
run for the stairs.

He snatched her arm in his iron grip. She screamed.
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Violet’s eyes widened in horror as she realized he hadn’t gone down like
she’d planned. This is why we should have discussed different scenarios, 1
screamed at her in my head. Now we were never getting near that key and he
would make doubly sure the door was locked at all times.

I pressed my side into the banister and dug my nails into the wood. What
were we going to do now? Breathing suddenly became too hard, and I felt
like T was drowning. Tears sprung to my eyes as I realized I wasn’t going
home.

“Clover, I’m sorry. I don’t know—"

“Shut up,” he growled. Spit flew from his mouth. He managed to keep his
posture calm and controlled, relaxed even, when he sounded so murderously
angry. What was he going to do now? The image of the knife he kept in his
pocket flashed through my mind. He wouldn’t really use it, though, would
he? It was just to scare us into behaving.

Out of his pocket came that same knife, the blade shining proudly under
the light directly above. I gulped and I wanted to close my eyes through his
threat and until he left but I couldn’t not watch. My back hurt where the edge
of the banister dug in as I tried to get farther back.

Violet raised her trembling hands and shook her head. “Please don’t. I'm
sorry.”

“I’ve already given you a second chance, which isn’t something I offer



lightly. There are no third chances, Violet.” He spoke so calmly it sent a chill
down my spine. Without another word from either of them, he took a step
forward. There was no hesitation when he shoved the knife into her stomach.

My legs gave way, and I collapsed to the floor, gripping the wooden
banister as if it was my lifeline. I tried to scream, but when I opened my
mouth, nothing came out. Tears streamed down my face and I blinked hard to
clear my vision. It’s a dream, it’s a dream, 1 repeated over and over in my
head. Wake up. Wake up!

Violet gasped hard, desperate for breath, and slumped to the floor, limp
and lifeless. She was dead. I had never seen a dead body before, only fake
ones on TV. I stared at her, dazed. She was dead. It was over quicker than it
would’ve been if we were in a movie.

His head snapped around and he faced Rose and Poppy. “Clean this up.
Now.” Turning back, he bounded up the stairs and out the door, locking it
behind him.

Poppy pulled me up, dragging my stunned body to the sofa, where she
then pushed me down. “Shh, stay here.” There was no danger of me going
anywhere. I literally couldn’t move, not an inch. It was as if my body had
seized up.

I looked on in shock, breathing heavily, wide-eyed as Rose and Poppy
gathered a bucket, mop, and what looked like another bucket full of cleaning
supplies. “Oh God, she’s really dead,” Poppy whispered, almost in disbelief.

Rose squeezed her shoulder and brushed her fingers over Violet’s face,
closing her eyes. “Get the body bag, Poppy.” My eyes bulged and my throat
dried. “Get the body bag, Poppy” were five words that instantly burned
themselves into my memory. They had done this before.

A small pool of blood had started to form beneath her body. I couldn’t
take my eyes off the bright red liquid. Rose took Violet’s hand and kissed it.
“Good-bye, sweetheart,” she whispered. I gagged, slapping my hand over my
mouth as I ran to the bathroom.

Rose and Poppy were struggling to pick up Violet when I came back in
the room; there was no way I was going to offer to help them put someone in



a body bag. They carefully laid her down and pulled the sides of the bag up.
Even though they struggled to move her, they never asked for my help. They
either didn’t want to make me so soon or they just knew it wasn’t happening.

I stared as they moved in tune, working around each other perfectly, as if
they’d done it a million times before. How many times had they cleaned up
after his murders? A shiver ripped through my body, turning my blood cold.
Would I have to see something like that again?

My eyes fixed on the small sliver of Violet I could still see. She looked
peaceful, as if she were sleeping. Of course, I knew she wasn’t. Rose zipped
the bag up, and I sagged in relief, mentally thanking her for creating the
plastic shield between Violet’s face and my eyes. But I knew I’d never forget
it. My head pounded and heart raced as I struggled with what I'd just
witnessed.

“Good-bye,” Poppy whispered and placed her hand over where Violet’s
heart was.

I watched in horror as they stood up and collected a bucket, filling it with
water. They were going to mop up the blood and then it would be like it
never happened.

The water in the bucket quickly turned pink as it mixed with the blood; it
looked like one of my mum’s cocktails, and I tried to pretend that’s exactly
what it was. My stomach turned when Poppy lifted the mop to rinse it, a
string of blood stretched between the floor and the sponge pad and dripped
back to the floor.

The horribly strong metallic smell bulldozed its way through the eye-
watering lemon scent and I gagged. As quickly as the blood had poured onto
the floor, it was gone. They were fast but thorough—not one spot was left
unclean. How many times?

If it weren’t for Violet lying in a bag in the corner of the room, you would
never know someone had just been murdered here. That was the scariest,
most horrific thing I had ever witnessed, and they just cleaned it all up as if
they were mopping muddy footprints. Their brief moment of sadness seemed
long gone.



“He’ll be back to get the body after he’s had a shower,” Poppy said,
sighing and looking at Violet. The body. She wasn’t even a person to them
anymore. Was that why they get through it and how they’re able to be so
calm now? See a body, not a person. I tried. I pictured Violet—the body
—with no face and no name. I took everything away from her until she was
just a lump of meat. But I still wanted to collapse and scream until I lost my
voice.

I sat back down and gripped my hands to try to stop them from shaking.
“How many people has he...you know?” I whispered. Murdered. Poppy
looked away and I gritted my teeth. Violet wasn’t the first; he’d done it
before. That was what I’d heard the other night. I whimpered, curling into a
ball on the sofa.

Rose lowered her head and replied, “Eight since I’ve been here, including
Violet.”
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CLOVER

Saturday, March 25th (2005)

Loneliness was like a terminal disease. With every passing day you faded just
that little bit more. I had felt as if [ were dying for the past four years and I’d
had enough. Combing my hair one last time, I slid my wallet in my back
pocket and picked up my keys. The girls’ room was finished and had been for
three days now. There was just one thing missing before I would be ready for
them—their clothes.

On the way to the department store, I stopped off at my local florist to buy
a bunch of yellow tulips for my mother. They were her favorite. I never liked
them, but I appreciated their natural beauty and purity.

“Good morning, Colin,” Mrs. Koop said and smiled from behind the
fresh-flower-filled counter.

I returned her smile and inhaled the fresh aroma of a mixture of flowers.
“Good morning.”

“Would you like your usual?”

I nodded once. “Please.”

“Coming right up, dear.” She turned her back and gathered a handful of
bright tulips, tying them with yellow ribbon. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, thank you. And yourself?”

“Oh, same old, same old,” she replied and gave me her motherly smile.
“That’ll be ten pounds, please.” I handed over cash. “Thank you. Have a



lovely day.”

“And you, Mrs. Koop.”

I drove to the graveyard, smiling to myself. The sun was shining and it
was a beautiful day for early March. It wouldn’t be too much longer and I
would be alive again. I wouldn’t drown in the silence and emptiness of my
home anymore.

For a minute I sat in the parking lot and stroked the tulip’s delicate, silky
petals. No man had tampered with them or damaged them. They were pure
and innocent—something that wasn’t often found in this world of greed,
disgrace, and self-gratification. The wrong people were protected while the
innocent were left to be picked at like a lion’s prey. I wanted to stop that. I
wanted my family to be protected from the outside evil. I will stop that. I will
protect them. I knew how and I was willing to do it. It seemed as if I were the
only one out there willing to do what it took.

Getting out of the car, I walked along the familiar path. Mother’s grave
was at the end of the graveyard in the right-hand corner. There was a space
beside her reserved for me, so that we could be together again in the end. I
placed a patchwork blanket down and knelt on it. Gazing at the perfectly soft
petals, I smiled, appreciating the purity of nature’s most beautiful creation.

Turning my attention to my mother’s grave, I placed the flowers over her
heart. “I miss you,” I said aloud. “I hope you don’t feel that me getting the
family I have always wanted will affect what I feel for you in any way.” I
kept my focus on the flowers. “I love you very much and I always will.
Nothing will stop me visiting you or putting you first. I won’t ever forget
what you taught me, and I promise you I will continue striving for what you
wanted for this world. I won’t let them win, Mother. I promise you that.”

The sound of a young girl’s laughter caught my attention. She walked
beside her parents and what must have been a brother. Her long blond hair
hung down her back like a light golden waterfall. She was the reason I would
never give up the fight. Innocent little girls like her that in a few years would
be tainted beyond repair.

“No, Mum,” she shouted, “I don’t like Backstreet Boys anymore; they



suck.”

I smiled at the innocent, fickle comment. She could only be about ten or
eleven, not long until she discovered boys and would have to contend with
other girls fighting for the attention of the one she liked.

Her mum laughed. “Sweetheart, yesterday you bought their poster.”

“Well, that was yesterday.” Her parents shook their heads, both smiling
with pride and amusement. The boy hung back a step as if embarrassed to be
with them. He held his cellphone out in front of him and mindlessly tapped
away at it.

As quickly as they appeared, they were gone, out the other side of the
fence. That was all I wanted—except I wouldn’t sit back and allow my family
to be corrupted, unlike that girl’s parents. Soon enough, their beautiful little
girl would become just another one of them.

I stood up and gathered the blanket, now eager to get to the city and shop
for the girls’ clothes. I felt a pang of guilt for leaving my mother to shop for
other women, but I needed this. I couldn’t go on alone anymore. “Good-bye,
Mother. I’ll visit again soon.” As I walked back to my car, I looked around
for that family again, but they had disappeared. My heart ached for that poor,
young, golden girl.
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I had been shopping with Mother many times, but this was very different,
exciting. This was my choice and no one else’s. I could dress them how I
wanted—respectfully, modestly, but also modern. I walked into the
department store and was hit by the feminine scent of female perfumes in an
array or brightly colored bottles.

As 1 followed the sign to women’s clothing, I wondered what the girls
would smell like. Would they always have their own scent, or would it merge
into one the longer they were all together? Would we eventually have the
same smell? Would mine change to accommodate theirs into the mix, or
would they change to accommodate me? I almost couldn’t walk in a straight



line I was so excited and anxious. I wanted it all now.

A group of teenage girls squealing over a picture of a male model drew
my attention. There were three of them, all wearing revealing and tasteless
clothing. How on earth could their mothers allow them to leave their houses
looking like that? The loudest one had a dark orange/brown tan and heavy
makeup. Society had gone downhill if women thought it appropriate to act
and dress like disgusting little whores. My eye twitched.

Swallowing my hate, I turned and walked away. I stopped in women’s
clothing and began looking for the perfect outfits. “Can I help you?” the shop
assistant asked. She wore a distastefully short skirt and low-cut shirt. No
wonder the younger generation of women dressed like little whores if they
see career women dressed that way too.

I smiled. “Yes, please. I'm looking for matching skirt and cardigan sets.”

“Oh, okay. Well, we have this one here,” she said, unable to hide her
surprise, and gestured with her hand at a floral set beside me.

“Perhaps something a little more modern. It’s for my...fiancée.” Taking a
deep breath, I closed my eyes for a second to enjoy how that sounded.
Fiancée. Could I have that? A normal fiancée? No, probably not. No one but
Mother would understand what I was trying to do, not straight away, but I
wanted a family to share my life with.

“Of course, here are the more fashionable two-pieces.” I followed her to
the next rail. Now these were perfect. Soft pinks, greens, and blues would
make them look respectable but be in keeping with their age.

“I’ll have four of each of those three.”

“Four of each?”

“Yes, please.”

She frowned and flicked through the rail. “What size?”

“A ten, please.” Ten was a healthy size, not like the six young girls aspire
to these days.

“Are these all, sir?” she asked, holding the clothes in her arms.

I nodded. “That’s all. Thank you.” Their underwear had been ordered via
the Internet. I didn’t have any business looking through that in a shop. I paid



for the clothes with cash. “Thank you for your help.”

“No problem. I hope your fiancée likes them.”

“I’m sure she will.” Grabbing the stuffed bags, I left the shop.

I went straight home, eager to hang them and view the finished product.
Moving the waist-high bookcase out of the way, I unlocked the door to the
girls’ home. Their place was beautiful, and although it wasn’t huge, it had
everything they could ever want or need. It was big enough for them to live
comfortably, and the separate bedroom made it more bungalow-like. I was
proud of what I had created—all for them.

Walking into their bedroom, I hung one set of each color in the four
wardrobes and smiled. I had made sure I spent more time in their room,
getting it perfect for them. I was doing the right thing. Would Mother think
so too? Would she want me to be with anyone else? I shook my head. I had
come too far to turn back. I needed this. I was owed this.

The bedcovers matched and the beds lined up, two against both walls
facing each other. Between the beds were two bedside tables and two single-
width wardrobes on each side. Each girl had her own space. Just a year ago,
this was an old cellar, housing boxes of junk and old furniture. Now it was a
beautiful home for four beautiful, pure women.

Climbing back up the stairs, I closed and locked the door and pushed the
bookcase back across. The door was hidden, matching the wallpaper; you
would never know it was there, and the placement of the bookcase meant the
door handle was out of view.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my nerves. Not long until I could
pick up Violet now. Turning around, I saw something that made my heart
sink. The ornate crystal vase now held a bunch of dead tulips. My breathing
became heavy and sharp, and the tips of my fingers tingled. Dead, they’re
dead. The only truly pure thing in this world and they died.

A fog of red smoke engulfed me and I was lost.



10
SUMMER

Thursday, July 29th (Present)

“Poppy, what’s this?” he spat. His nostrils flared and a vein on the side of his
neck poked out. I jumped at his random outburst. What’s what? 1 looked
around. Nothing was out of place. Nothing was ever out of place. Looking
back at him for a clue, I saw him staring at the dead poppies, breathing
heavily.

“I’m sorry, Clover. I couldn’t help it,” she whispered. Couldn’t help what?
What the hell was going on? He looked at her with an icy glare that made my
heart freeze. Was he going to kill her?

“I-I’'m sorry, Clover. They just died.” The fear in her voice terrified me.
The flowers died. Of course they bloody did; they were in a wvase
underground. I couldn’t believe what was happening. It was too stupid.

He slowly walked over to Poppy, watching her like a predator. “You didn’t
look after them,” he growled. Look after flowers. Was he actually insane?

Poppy flinched and shook her head. “I-I did but they. Um, they—"

“Don’t mumble,” he shouted, making us all jump. “You let them die.”

“No, I didn’t. I swear. I didn’t. I’'m so sorry, Clover,” she whispered,
pleading with wide eyes for him to understand. He stepped forward, backing
her against the wall. What the hell was he doing?

Rose wrapped her arm around me and held me tight. “It’s going to be
okay,” she mumbled under her breath. Was it? Would he kill her for the dead



flowers? How could he assume they wouldn’t die anyway? I cowered into
Rose’s side.

Poppy held both hands up. “Clover, I promise I took care of them; they
just died.”

His nostrils flared again. He raised his hand and slapped her across the
face sharply. Poppy whimpered and clutched her cheek. I couldn’t believe
what T was seeing. How could he get angry over that? It didn’t make any
sense.

He grabbed the flowers out of the vase and threw them to the floor. I
jumped deeper into Rose’s side and buried my head in her shoulder, peering
at the scene out of the corner of my eye. What was he doing? Just as I
thought he was about to do something to Poppy, he spun around on his heel
and ran from the room. It was only when the cellar door slammed shut that I
pulled back from Rose.

“It’s okay, Poppy,” Rose soothed, holding her hand out and stroking her
arm to comfort her.

Poppy nodded and took a deep breath. “I’m okay. Lily, you’re shaking.
It’s all right now, I promise. I'm fine.” I’m not. “Come and sit,” she said,
exchanging a glance with Rose. They were about to explain what the hell that
was.

I sat on the sofa and hugged my legs to my chest. “Why did he do that?”

“He doesn’t like when they die,” Poppy whispered.

I almost laughed. He had no problem murdering women, but he didn’t like
flowers dying. “He doesn’t like when flowers die,” I repeated, testing the
words. Seriously, how fucked up?

Poppy sighed. “I don’t know why exactly, but he says flowers are pure
and beautiful. Nature is beautiful and clean. I think that’s why he’s doing all
this.” She waved her hand around, gesturing to the prison we were trapped in.
“This is his idea of a perfect, pure family.”

“Locking four girls and four bunches of flowers in a cellar?”

Poppy half smiled. “I’m not saying it makes sense. Not to us anyway, and
it’s just my theory.”



“I think it’s an accurate theory,” Rose said.

I shook my head. “What’s wrong with him?”

Rose scratched the top of her head. “I don’t know, Lily.”

“Summer,” I snapped. Rose flinched, and I instantly felt guilty. It wasn’t
her fault. “Sorry, I just don’t like being called that.”

“You are Lily now. I'm sorry. I'm only trying to help you. If you keep
holding on to who you used to be, you’ll go crazy. Accept this life. It’ll be a
lot easier once you do.” Rose got up and walked into the bedroom. I dropped
my head to the floor. I would never accept this life, not ever.

As soon as Rose took her clothes into the bathroom to shower, I sprinted
for my bed. I didn’t want to talk to her again tonight. Poppy followed me and
sat on the end of my bed. “Lily, you need to shower first.”

I got in bed and pulled the cover over myself. “How the hell will he ever
know? Screw the shower. It’s ridiculous.” I didn’t want a bloody shower. I
wanted to go home. At the very least I wanted them to be normal and make it
a little more bearable down here. Violet was murdered, right in front of me,
and neither of them had mentioned it beyond the little “It’ll be okay” remark
they’d said right after they cleaned up her blood.

They either didn’t care or they really had managed to shut everything out.
I couldn’t do that. Every time I closed my eyes I saw her lifeless body on the
floor. I could still hear her scream as he stabbed her. She tried to get us out
because not only could she not do it anymore, but also she was concerned for
me. She didn’t want me to go through what he had already done to her three
times.

I felt sick with guilt. I should have been stronger and told her we would
shut ourselves out and be Violet and Lily together until we were found, then
maybe she would still be here. I missed her much more than I should miss a
virtual stranger, but I felt like I’d known her ages. She let me in and told me
things about her that she clearly didn’t speak about; she tried to help me
escape. I felt so alone without her.

Friday July 30th (Present)



I woke up in complete darkness. The quilt covered most of my head, making
me uncomfortably hot. I threw the cover off and sighed. Last night I dreamed
of Lewis. He was here too, only we weren’t trapped, and I wasn’t scared of
him. Lewis and I were lying on that sofa watching movies. He was playing
with my hair, the way he had done a million times before. Clover wasn’t
here, but Rose and Poppy were. I wanted it to mean that Lewis would find us.
I wished it were a sign that we were going to be okay.

I forced myself to get out of bed, and seeing the small, obsessively clean,
matching room made me realize how far away from home I was. My room
was messy, really messy to a point that when I tidied, I didn’t know where
anything was anymore. Taking a deep breath, I tried to stop myself crying. I
was tired of crying and feeling exhausted. It wasn’t getting me anywhere. |
needed to focus and stay strong if I had any chance of getting out of here. I
had to play family.

The bedroom door flew open and Poppy walked in. “Oh good, you’re up.
You need to—”

“Shower and get ready,” I said, finishing her sentence. “Yeah, I know.”
Poppy gave me a quick, fake smile and walked out of the room, probably to
clean for the millionth time this morning. I wondered what he would do if he
came back and the whole place was a mess, if we smeared food on the walls
and emptied the trash on the floor. Violet should have been in the room too,
running around getting the final things ready for breakfast. Rose and Poppy
didn’t even seem to notice; they picked up the slack as if Violet—Jennifer—
had never even been here.
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I emerged from the bathroom exactly how I was instructed to look and dress,
and sat down on the sofa. How had they not gone insane by now? Years of
doing this every single day and they were still sane. I couldn’t imagine what
I’d be like if I was still stuck in three years’ time.

“Want me to do anything?” I offered.



Rose turned and smiled warmly, seeing me for the first time. “No, thank
you. We’re all done. Why don’t you have a seat? He’ll be down soon.” She
said everything in such a matter-of-fact way. Open your eyes, Rose.

I sat down and played with my fingers—waiting. The seconds ticked by
on the clock, and I tensed. He was coming soon, but I didn’t know how soon.
That noise I feared so much rang through my ears, and the cellar door was
unlocked and pushed open. Now. I held my breath and my heart hammered in
my chest.

“Good morning, Flowers,” he said and walked down the stairs.

“Good morning,” Rose and Poppy replied. They said it so in tune, as if it
was their line in a play. That was how I was going to look at it. I was a part in
a play. It was all make-believe and I just had to go along with it until we were
found.

He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked at me. “Good morning,
Lily.” His voice was firmer—challenging me. He wanted me to say it. His
face reddened as he waited.

I stood up. My hands started to shake. “Good morning,” I replied quietly
and forced myself to look into his cold, muddy brown eyes. He smiled
triumphantly and ran his eyes over my body. I squirmed under his gaze. My
skin crawled at the way he looked at me. I didn’t dare look away; I didn’t
want to give him the satisfaction of making me uncomfortable. If that was
even what he was trying to do. Would he even care how I felt? No way. He
couldn’t.

“You are a very beautiful young woman, Lily.” My stomach turned. I
clenched my fists, digging my nails into the palms of my hands. In the eyes
of the law, I was still a child. I felt dirty and violated as he raked his eyes
down my body. “Let’s eat then,” he said. “This smells wonderful, girls.”

I let out a sigh of relief that his attention had been turned to something
else and sat down. The food did smell good, but I couldn’t stomach anything.
He placed something at the end of the table. A newspaper. My heart leaped.
Would I be in it? The urge to grab it and see was overwhelming, but I was
too afraid.



We ate mostly in silence, answering the odd question. The newspaper was
taunting me. I wanted to reach for it and see what was going on outside this
prison.

“Well, that was lovely. Thank you. I’ll see you tonight for dinner.” He left
without giving Rose or Poppy a kiss. I was glad for them, even though they
didn’t seem bothered either way.

It wasn’t until he had locked the door that I reached for the paper. I flicked
it over and gasped. On the front page was a recent close-up picture of me. It
was taken just a few weeks ago at my aunt’s birthday dinner. Lewis was also
in the picture, but he had been mostly cut out so the focus was on me. I
wished they had left him in so I could see his face. All I had was a small part
of the side of his head, not even enough to see his eye. I could see his styled
black hair, though.

I stroked the picture where he should have been and closed my eyes. Tears
streamed down my face, making a soft thud as they landed on the paper. As
hard as it was to see that picture, to read about myself, at least it meant people
were looking for me. People were searching, and it was only a matter of time
before they found me. But how much time could I cope with?

“Is that Lewis with you?” Poppy asked, peering over my shoulder. I
nodded, not trusting myself to speak without breaking. She put her hand on
my shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. “I’m sorry, Lily.” Summer. “We’ll
watch some movies tonight. Okay?” Right, for a change! The way she said it
was as if that was a treat rather than the only thing we had to do.

“Sure,” I replied.

Poppy smiled. “Clover’s bringing popcorn for a movie night tonight.”
Bringing. He was staying down here too? My heart sunk. I nodded and went
to get a book from the large bookshelf so I had something to do and so I
could fall into another world and leave this one for a while.

I started reading The Time Traveler’s Wife to pass the time as quickly as
possible. Every second down here seemed to drag on for hours and hours. As
I flicked over another page, I wondered: how many books would I finish
before I got out of here? Tens? Hundreds? Thousands?



“Lily, we need to start dinner,” Rose said, placing her hand on the top of
the book to get my attention. I looked up, stunned. I had been reading all day.
Smiling to myself, I vowed to read my time away every day until I was
found.

“Okay,” 1 replied, placed a bookmark in the book, and put it back on the
shelf. If I had been at home I would have slung it on my bed, but he was
weird about cleanliness and tidiness, so I was too scared to be messy.

When dinner was in the oven, we cleaned up and made sure everything
was perfect. Rose and Poppy were so obsessed with things being perfect it
scared me. “I’m just going to brush my hair,” I told them and walked away. I
wanted to be in another room when he came down. The anticipation was too
much; my heart felt like it was going to explode as I waited for him to come
down.

I sat on the bed and took deep, calming breaths. Just play along. That was
all T had to do. All. As if that wasn’t already too much. A murmur of voices
filtered through to the bedroom, and I knew he was out there. Pushing the
fear deep down inside me, I pulled the door open and forced myself to try to
smile.

“Ah, Lily, so nice of you to join us,” he said and smiled. “Come and sit.
Dinner’s almost ready, right, Rose?”

“Two minutes, Clover. I’m just serving now,” she replied.

Ignoring him as best I could without making it obvious, I helped Rose and
Poppy serve dinner. When I sat down, he stared at me. I sank down in the
seat and pushed my food around the plate. I felt uncomfortable. Everyone had
finished eating before I had even had half, but I couldn’t force anything else
down.

“Are you not hungry, Lily?” Poppy asked.

“Not really. I’'m a little tired actually.” T wasn’t tired, not physically
anyway. I wanted to be anywhere but in his company. Whenever I looked at
him, I saw him stabbing Jennifer.

“Let’s watch the movie now, and we can all relax,” Rose said as she
quickly tidied up. If there were a world record for cleaning, Rose would



easily hold it. Was that what three years here did to you?

Poppy poured the popcorn into a large plastic bowl and we all crammed
on the sofa. It was large enough to fit four people, but because I wanted to be
as far away from him as possible, I pressed my side into Poppy’s. He was
sitting in between me and Rose—still too close to me. I held myself in such
an awkward position my muscles started to ache.

I had watched The Notebook with Lewis. He complained through the
whole thing. If there weren’t any cars, fights, or nudity, he really wasn’t that
interested. I’d do anything to be back with him and listen to him whining
about how boring it was.

Clover threw his arm over the back of the sofa and I cringed. My heart
was racing and I couldn’t concentrate on the film anymore. About halfway
through the film, his fingers brushed my hair so lightly I barely felt it. I
seized up. No! Gulping, I looked down at my lap and closed my eyes,
pretending I was anywhere but here. I tried to control my breathing—in for
three seconds and out for three seconds—anything to take my mind off what
was happening and calm my racing heart.

He stroked my hair until the film finished, and then he got up, said good
night, and left. I rushed to the bedroom and dove under the cover. My skin
felt like a million bugs were running all over it. I curled up and burst into
tears, sobbing into the pillow and soaking it within seconds.
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LEWIS

Saturday, July 31st (Present)

It had been seven days since Summer went missing, and I had barely slept at
all. I took as little rest as I could survive on and spent the rest of the time
searching. I looked awful and could see the worry on my family’s faces.
Finding her seemed hopeless, but I wouldn’t ever stop. Although the search
area had widened, there was still no trace.

Summer’s face was all over the local and national news every day, and
people from all over had turned up to help look for her. I’d heard that the first
few days were vital to find evidence of what had happened. I didn’t know
what it meant for our chances that it had been a week. If there was something
somewhere, fingerprints or DNA, then would it have washed away in the
wind and rain? How long could it hang around? I desperately wanted to
know, but I was too terrified to ask.

Someone must know something or have seen something. It was
impossible to just vanish. Although we knew Summer must’ve been taken,
there were no suspects, no real ones anyway. Time wasters had phoned in
many times with their theories and suspicions, but none of them had led to
anything.

I arrived back at Summer’s house, where I was meeting up with her family
and mine for a quick, early dinner, and then I was going back out. Two days
ago, I gave in and agreed to stop and go back to Summer’s house to eat,



rather than grabbing something on the run. I felt guilty every time I stopped.
What if I missed something because I turned back?

“Lewis,” Mum said, giving me a hug as I walked through the door. I hated
being around them all. Not because I didn’t love them but because they
seemed to cope better. They slept and ate, and I could barely breathe.
“Honey, you need to sleep more.” She frowned, looking over the dark circles
under my eyes. I looked like shit, but who wouldn’t in my situation?

Ignoring her comment, I walked into the kitchen, where Dawn was
keeping herself busy. She grated cheese, stopping every few seconds to stir
beans on the stove. She hadn’t stopped doing something for the last few days
—keeping herself busy to stop herself from going crazy waiting. The house
phone was beside her wherever she went; if she moved an inch, it went with
her. “Lewis, have a seat. It’s almost ready,” she said, glancing at me for a
second before returning to her stirring.

My dad sat at the table looking over a map with Daniel and Henry. Daniel
looked up and half smiled. “We’re just going over the areas that aren’t in the
official search.” That was something that bothered me. Although the search
had widened, what if it wasn’t wide enough? What if Summer was just a mile
out of that area—or even a few feet? That was why we had widened our
search. The area closest to us was more than being covered with the official
search, which now included the wide forest area. The reason you searched a
forest was if you were looking for a body.

I sat down and tried not to think about the possibility of Summer being
dead. She couldn’t be dead. I couldn’t picture her cold and pale. I couldn’t
even force myself to believe her being dead was a possibility. Until I knew
otherwise, she was alive and well.

“Apparently this part of town is where runaways go,” Dad said, pointing
to the town that was about twenty minutes away.

“Summer didn’t run away,” I said, frowning at his suggestion.

“I know that, Lewis, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t check it out. It
may be that someone there has seen her with someone.”

The person that took her. “Okay, let’s go then.”



“Ah, ah! Not until you’ve eaten. I’m serious, Lewis,” Mum said. Her eyes
were wide, stern. I felt like a kid being told off for swapping the sugar for
salt.

I inhaled my food, barely tasting a thing, and within minutes I’d finished.
It wasn’t until I had eaten that I realized how hungry I had been. “Okay,
now?” I said, pushing my empty plate away. “Let’s go.”

Dad, Daniel, and Henry stood up. “Lewis, you pick up Theo from home
and then go to the east side of town; the three of us will start west, and we’ll
meet in the middle. Stick to the back areas first. If there’s something to be
found, it’s most likely going to be there,” Dad said. He was good at things
like this, organizing people. I don’t think he knew what he was doing more
than any of us, but he could think calmly and logically while I just wanted to
run around and search every little corner of the world. Daniel and Henry had
also been calm, unlike Dawn. I think they were trying to stay strong and
refused to believe we wouldn’t find her alive.

“Theo’s ready?” I asked. There was no way I was waiting around for him.

Dad nodded. “Ready and waiting, so let’s get a move on.”
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I pulled up outside my house and honked the horn, tapping the steering wheel
impatiently. Come on, Theo. The front door opened and my brother walked
out. I put the car in first, ready to go as soon as he got in.

“So we’re going into town?” Theo asked. I pulled away as soon as he shut
the door.

“Yeah.”

He nodded and looked out of the window. Unless we were talking about
finding Summer, we barely spoke at all. We used to talk about most stuff.
Theo was only a year older, so we were close, but not right now. Everything
we used to talk about and care about was nothing now; none of it mattered
anymore.

“What’s the plan?”



“We search east to west and meet Dad, Daniel, and Henry somewhere in
the middle.”

“You have pictures of her?”

Only about a thousand on my phone. “Yeah.” I had a copy of the same
one the press released. It was a close-up of Summer. Her golden-blond hair
framed her beautiful face. She had these deep emerald-green eyes that always
smiled. I loved waking up to those eyes, right before I snuck out of her room.

“Lewis...”

“What?”

“How are you doing? Really doing?”

Terrible. Not knowing where she was or how she was torture. All I wanted
was for her to be safe. Sighing, I replied, “Fine.” Theo frowned and turned
back, looking out of the window. “What do you want me to say, Theo?”

“The truth.”

“The truth! The truth is I feel like I'm fucking dying. There, is that what
you want to hear?”

“Yes,” Theo replied. “We’ll find her.”

I drove through town and thought about Theo’s words, We’ll find her. 1
had no doubt that we would find her, but when? Anyone could have her and I
didn’t even want to imagine what she was going through. I gripped the
steering wheel, my knuckles turning white. What if someone was hurting
her?

“Park in there,” Theo said and pointed to a run-down multistory parking
garage. Colorful graffiti covered almost every inch of the dull concrete
structure. My car probably wouldn’t be here when we returned. A couple
weeks ago, I would have never parked my car in a place like that. Now I
couldn’t have cared less if it exploded.

I parked in the space closest to the exit, and we walked into town, taking
back streets. “I don’t really know where to start.”

Theo scratched the top of his head. “Me neither. Maybe behind the main
street?” We walked between two shops and along an endless street. A couple
of teens sat on the doorstep of a piercing shop, giggling to themselves. High,



no doubt.

“Excuse me,” I snapped, having no patience to wait for them to come
down from whatever was hilarious. “Have you seen this girl? Her name’s
Summer Robinson. She’s sixteen.”

The girl squinted her bloodshot eyes as she looked at the picture while the
boy seemed to take great pleasure in looking Summer over. I clenched my
jaw and forced myself to stay calm and not punch his fucking face in. The
straggly girl shook her head and gave me a lopsided grin. “Nopes, sorry,
dude.” Nopes? She sounded like a thirteen-year-old trying to invent new in
words at school.

“Never seen her, but I wish I had,” the guy slurred. I hoped Summer
wasn’t around here with low-life scum like him.

“Thanks,” Theo mumbled and pushed me past them.

I had a horrible feeling that we were just wasting time here. Even if
someone had seen her, would they say? This seemed like a place where
everyone respected everyone else’s wish to disappear. It wasn’t Summer’s
wish to disappear. She didn’t want to go.

Theo and I walked around for an hour and a half, asking anyone we
stumbled upon to look at the picture. Of course, no one had seen a thing, or
so they told us. “I don’t know what to do now.” I admitted. I should have
known.

“We keep looking. That’s all we can do.”

“Okay, let’s meet up with the others and try somewhere else.”

I missed her so much it physically hurt, like I was being punched in the
gut over and over. All I could do was look, and that hurt even more. I had
promised her I would never let anyone hurt her, and I failed her.

Sunday, August 1st (Present)

I woke to the bright sun glaring down on my face. Looking across at
Summer’s alarm clock, I gasped and bolted upright. Shit, I overslept! It was
almost ten. I threw the cover off and jumped out of bed. Fuck, how could I
sleep in so long when Summer was missing? Chucking yesterday’s clothes



on, I ran downstairs. Why didn’t anyone wake me?

“Lewis, come sit down for breakfast,” Mum called as I sprinted past the
kitchen to grab my backpack. Today I was concentrating my search in the
smaller forest near the park.

“No time,” I replied.

“Lewis! Come and get something now,” she snapped.

I sighed and darted into the kitchen. “Just throw something together for
me then!”

Dawn sat at the kitchen table staring blankly into a full cup of coffee. The
phone sat next to the mug. It hadn’t been more than a few inches away from
her since Summer went missing.

Mum handed me a plastic shopping bag full of food. “Thanks,” I mumbled
and sprinted out of the house. I had food in the backpack, but I wasn’t
planning on eating anything in there. It was full of Summer’s favorites—
sports drinks, malt balls, gummy bears, a Cadbury’s Fruit and Nut bar, and
gingerbread men.

I stepped outside and was taken aback at the amount of people outside the
house. News reporters lined the waist-high brick wall around the house.
“Lewis, Lewis,” the crowd shouted all at once. Flashing lights exploded from
their cameras.

Ignoring the questions fired at me, I hopped in my car. Just as I turned the
key in the ignition, the passenger door opened. “I’m coming with you,”
Henry said and buckled his seat belt. I nodded and sped off, telling myself,
Today I will find her—but I said that every day.
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CLOVER

Friday, March 11th (2005)

I parked the van in the darkest corner in the abandoned parking lot and
walked toward the department store. I had never felt so alive before. Very
soon she was going to be mine and I couldn’t wait to take care of her. My
perfect Violet.

It was warm out for March, but even so, the street was deserted. For the
past two nights she had been huddled in the doorway of a dated shoe shop. I
walked along the alleyway between the corner store and bank. As I had
hoped, Violet was sitting against the door of Bentley’s Shoes.

“Hello,” I said, smiling at the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. I
would never admit it aloud, but she eclipsed my mother with her looks. She
was pure and innocent, and I was drawn to her immediately.

She gasped and looked up, startled. “Um, hello.” Her eyes were pools of
light blue tropical ocean, and I knew her wispy dark brown hair could be
tamed into a sleek, presentable style. “Can I help you?”

“I would like to take you for a coffee.” I smiled.

Her mouth dropped open. “Why?” She frowned, her eyes darkened. “I’'m
not like that, you know?”

I held my hands up. “No, no, that’s not what I meant, and I’m glad to hear
you’re that type of...person. I would just like to buy you a hot drink and
perhaps something to eat. There’s a twenty-four-hour café just down the



street.”

“I don’t get it. What do you want from me?”

“Nothing.” It’s you that I want to help. “Please, just let me buy you a late
dinner?”

“Just dinner?”

I nodded, smiling. “Of course.”

She hesitated and then rose to her feet slowly. “Okay.”

My heart leaped. “Wonderful. Let’s go.”

“I’m Catherine.”

Catherine didn’t suit her at all. She was Violet. “Colin,” I replied and
offered her my hand. “Are you hungry, Catherine?”

“Yes,” she replied, smiling and dropping her eyes to the ground.

“Well, the café isn’t far.” She walked beside me, leaving a gap
approximately a foot from me. I didn’t like it. “How long have you been
living out here, Catherine?”

“Um, a year almost.”

“That long?” How on earth could her so-called family allow her to sleep
on the dirty, dangerous streets for even one night? “A beautiful young woman
like yourself shouldn’t be sleeping in the cold. You should be looked after.
Cherished.”

Violet blushed, hiding her face behind her hair. Her shyness was
endearing. It wasn’t something I was used to. Mother was a very strong and
forceful person. The other women that I had encountered sold themselves on
a daily basis. Violet was the first sweet and innocent woman I had met.

“Where is the café?” she asked.

“Not far. You’ve never been?”

She shook her head. “No, I stick to the other side of town, where there’s
more people.”

“This side isn’t bad, Catherine, just a little neglected. The café is decent.”

She looked back over her shoulder and bit her lip. Was she considering
running back? The streets were deserted, with the exception of a few
homeless people littered in shop doorways.



“How far?” she asked again and glanced back behind her. My van was in
sight, just a few feet away. We were almost there. “I think I should go back.”

We were by the back door. I reached into my pocket and unlocked the
van. Violet gasped as the door clicked unlocked and the sidelights flashed.
“What...?” She shook her head and her eyes widened.

“It’s okay, Violet. I’'m going to take care of you.”

“Violet? What? I’'m not...” She took a step back, glancing over her
shoulder, looking where to run. I sighed. She didn’t understand what I was
trying to do, what I was trying to save her from—yet. Her body trembled and
she flopped to the ground. I did a double take. She’d fainted. Quickly
opening the back door, I picked her up and laid her inside.
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I carried her slender frame and placed her down on the sofa. She had woken
up as I carried her down the stairs and had been crying ever since. She looked
around, eyeing the room in shock. Even though she was crying, shaking, and
had makeup running down her face, she was still a very beautiful woman.
“Violet?”

“N-Not Vi-Violet. I’'m not,” she said, stuttering and gasping for breath.

“Please stop crying, Violet,” I said. “Calm down. Everything is going to
be all right.”

She took a few deep breaths, concentrating hard as she tried to relax. Her
occasional sobs pierced through me like a knife. Strong women didn’t cry.
Mother had never cried. “What do you want from me?” she whispered.

“A family.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “I’m not having your baby!”

“A baby? I never said I want that.” Did I want a child? No. Certainly not
now and not with someone I barely knew. “Violet, I don’t want a child. A
family isn’t defined by offspring. I want the five of us to be a family. I will
take care of you all, and in return you will take care of me.” That was how a
family functioned.



“What? Five? What five?”

“That’ll come later. Please make yourself at home here. I built this for
you, for all of you. Violet, don’t be afraid of me. I want to help you, to care
for you.”

“Why do you keep calling me that?”

I frowned. “Your name?”

“Yes.”

“Well, because it’s your name,” I replied and smiled. “Now, I’'ll come
down for breakfast at eight in the morning and again for dinner at six thirty in
the evening. I'm afraid my work will keep me away in the week, so it will
only be the weekends where we will eat lunch together.” Violet stared at me
with a blank expression, her mouth hanging open in the most unladylike way.
“Please do not look at me like that.”

Her mouth snapped shut. “Why are you doing this?”

Sighing, I stood up. Which part had I not been clear on? “I’ve explained
that. I would like a family and I would like to save my family from...” I
stopped, searching for the appropriate word to make her understand.
“Corruption, pain, humiliation.”

“Oh,” she replied, taking me by surprise. Was she understanding now? “I
don’t feel those things. I just want to go.”

“Violet, if there’s one thing I do not like, it is people being ungrateful.”
Her mouth dropped open again, and she raised her eyebrows. This girl had a
face of a million expressions.

“Now please, allow me to explain how things are to be done.” Her eyes
widened and she nodded numbly. “Good. I will take care of you. I’'ll take care
of everything. In return, I expect you to keep your home clean and tidy at all
times. I cannot abide dirt and mess; it’s disgusting.” Her eyes widened to the
point where they began to water. “You’re to shower twice a day—germs
spread fast.” I raised my eyebrows.

“Yes, okay,” she whispered.

“I will provide you with everything you need—food, toiletries,
entertainment. We’re a family, Violet, and soon you won’t be alone here.”



She gasped quietly. “I won’t?”

“No, you won’t. I know this is a lot to take in. It’s very new and very
exciting. We will both need an adjustment period, so for a few days, just get
used to your surroundings. On Monday, we’ll test-drive our routine. Okay?”

I could tell she had a million other questions but now was not the time.
“I’ll let you get some rest and settle in. Oh, would you like the tour or can
you show yourself around?”

“I can show myself,” she whispered, sitting rigid on the sofa.

“Very good.” There was just the living area in the main part of their home,
with a bedroom, bathroom, and our room to the side of the living room area.
It was quaint, perfect for my four flowers.

Saturday, March 12th (2005)

“Good morning, Violet,” I said, as I walked down the stairs. Nerves bubbled
in my stomach. I wanted her to be okay and for everything to be all right. I
had explained everything to her yesterday, but I wasn’t sure if she fully
understood. She sat on the sofa huddled into a ball. Seeing her like that
reminded me of how she used to sit on the street. “Are you all right?”

She looked up at me, gaping as if I had grown a second head. “I’m fine,”
she finally replied. I smiled wide, my heart soaring. She is mine.
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SUMMER

Saturday, July 31st (Present)

I woke up and my head felt fuzzy, like I'd been wasted the night before. My
throat was sore from crying so much. I could still feel his hands on my hair—
it made my skin crawl. I didn’t want him to touch me ever again.

“Lily, are you okay?” Rose asked and sat down on the bed.

Summer. “Fine,” I lied.

She nodded and broke into a warm smile. “You need to have a shower.
Clover will be down for breakfast in half an hour.” I should just let him kill
me.

Sighing in defeat, I got up. I didn’t want to give up. I was stronger than
that. The image of a huge reunion with Lewis and my family made me hold
on to hope that I’d get out. Whatever was going to happen down here, I could
go along with it because I would eventually get out and go home. Think of
this as if it’s happening to someone else. It’s happening to Lily, and I’'m not
Lily.

I grabbed the clothes that were hanging on the front of my wardrobe and
went to the bathroom. Black boot-cut trousers and a light blue shirt with
matching cardigan. Even though the clothes looked fairly modern, they still
made me look older—in my twenties. They were a size too big too, but that
was good; it meant my figure wasn’t shown off. I didn’t want him looking at
me.



After taking a quick shower, I dressed and tried to mentally prepare
myself to put on the act again. I used to spend ages in the shower, but now
they barely lasted beyond five minutes. The natural-looking makeup was my
next step. What I really wanted to do was plaster a ton of it on my face just
because he didn’t want me to. How could he think he got a say in how I
looked? I didn’t even let Lewis determine how I wore my hair or makeup.

“Lily,” Rose called through the door at the same time I heard the creaking
of the cellar door opening. “Come on.”

Panic gripped me. I swung the door open and stepped into the main room.
I didn’t want him to come look for me if I wasn’t there when he entered. He
walked down the stairs with confidence. It threw me every day how normal
he looked. Weren’t people like him supposed to look like monsters? There
should have been something physical that gave him away—but he looked
normal.

“Good morning, Flowers,” he said cheerfully. I replied, saying good
morning instantly. I did it at the same time as Rose and Poppy, so he
wouldn’t single me out again. He sat down in his usual seat and waved his
hand, gesturing for me to sit opposite him. I held my breath and sat down.

Did anyone suspect there was anything odd about him? Someone must
have. As far as I knew, he lived alone. Did anyone find that weird? A fairly
antisocial thirtysomething living alone? I prayed that someone would see
through his perfect-gentleman act long enough to raise the police’s
suspicions.

“This looks incredible,” he said and smiled at Rose. It was fucking
scrambled eggs on toast! “So, I’'m going shopping to get some new clothes
for all of you.” Someone must find that strange, a grown man shopping for a
load of women’s clothing alone. Although they would probably just think he
was a cross-dresser. After all, that was easier to assume than what was really
going on.

“That sounds nice, thank you,” Poppy responded. He looked over to me so
I smiled, praying it looked like a smile and not a grimace.

“I hope you’ll like what I buy.”



Rose grinned. “I’m sure we all will.” Unlikely.

“Good. The clothes you have on at the minute are all fine for now, but if
you would bag everything else up, I'll take it when I return tonight. Please
make dinner for eight o’clock tonight.”

We fell into a silence that they all seemed comfortable with. I forced a few
bites of egg down and nibbled on a slice of toast. He looked at Rose
differently than Poppy; there was more there. If he wasn’t so cold and dead
inside, I would almost think he genuinely loved her. Why her? “Do you think
you would be able to get us a new mascara too, please?” Rose asked.

I nearly laughed even though there was nothing funny about this situation.

When their plates were empty and I sat back, he stood up. “I’ll bring you a
paper again today,” he said. Another paper. Please let Lewis be in it. Or
anyone. I just wanted to see someone I love.

After kissing Rose and Poppy on the cheek, he took a step closer to me.
My heart stopped and my breath caught in my throat. What’s he doing? He
stopped right in front of me. I bit down on my tongue. He leaned down and
pressed his lips to my cheek. I tensed every muscle in my body and fought
against the growing urge to be sick. I wanted to scream. He pulled away after
a second and walked away.

As soon as I was out of his sight, I sprinted to the bathroom. My skin was
crawling, and I felt sick and dirty. Lifting the toilet seat, I threw up. My skin
felt dirty, like I’d rubbed mud and crap on my cheek.

“Lily,” Poppy said and knelt beside me. “Everything’s going to be fine.
Come on, calm down, you need to be strong.”

I slumped back against the wall and burst into tears. I just wanted to go
home. “I-I don’t want him to touch me,” I said, stuttering my words. I had to
get him off me.

“Shh,” she soothed and handed me tissue to wipe my eyes. “I don’t either.
You just have to do what you have to do.” That was it? Just do what you have
to do? Let him do whatever he wanted. “This is, hopefully, only temporary,
until we’re found. Just hang in there, please.” “Hopefully” wasn’t good
enough, but it wasn’t like we had anything but hope.



I nodded and pushed myself up. Pull yourself together. “Okay.” Poppy
smiled and nodded her head toward the door, gesturing for me to follow her.
Taking a deep breath and giving myself an internal pep talk, I stepped out of
the bathroom. “Are we watching a movie?”

“Rose and I plan on reading, but you can watch a movie if you like.”

I shook my head. “I’ll read too.” Getting lost in another world sounded
good—whether that was on the TV or in a book. I chose the thickest book on
the bookshelf and sat down. When I was only a few chapters in, Rose put her
book down and got up. She walked to the kitchen area and slipped on her
rubber gloves.

I stopped reading to watch her. The place was clean—it actually made
operating rooms look like landfills. Poppy didn’t clean as much as Rose did,
and it didn’t seem like Rose was doing it just so Clover wouldn’t flip out
either. Rose was as obsessed as him. She sprayed surface cleaner on the
counter and worked the cloth in circular motions. The room quickly filled
with a stronger scent of lemons. It’s not even dirty!

Glancing around the room, I saw that excessive cleaning wasn’t his only
thing. The bookshelf between the bedroom and bathroom door stored books
in alphabetical order by title. It was the same with the DVDs. Everything
sitting on the shelves under the stairs looked the same distance apart. Did he
go as far as measuring how far apart they needed to be? Surely no one was
that OCD.

Turning my head, I looked back toward the kitchen and saw everything
there was lined up and matched too. Freak! The three vases of flowers held
almost-dead roses and poppies. My flowers were the only ones still standing
tall. What was the point of keeping flowers when down here they would just
die so quickly? What a waste of money.

Lewis used to bring me sunflowers—because they reminded him of me,
apparently—though that was usually only when he was in trouble. I would
have given anything to be home staring at Lewis’s flowers instead of in this
prison looking at lilies.

“Right,” Rose said as she put the rubber gloves back in the cupboard. “We



need to sort through our clothes now. Clover wants them all bagged up by the
time he gets back.” New clothes from him. Well, at least they won’t be hand-
me-downs from someone he’s murdered. She smiled and held up two black
bags, as if this was something fun she had been looking forward to doing.
“Come on then.”

I reluctantly followed them into the bedroom and opened my wardrobe.
Rose shook the bags and laid them out in the middle of the room. There
wasn’t much space at all; the walkway between the ends of the beds was only
wide enough to fit one person through at a time.

“Everything?” I asked.

“Everything,” Rose confirmed. “I’ll do Violet’s as well as mine.”

We bagged the outfits in silence. Rose and Poppy exchanged a few
knowing glances that I didn’t get. I frowned and asked, “Why is he doing
this?”

“I don’t know, Lily,” Rose replied.

“Summer!” I exclaimed.

Rose sighed and shook her head. Maybe all this was easier for her to
accept because she had cut ties with her family years ago, but I hadn’t. I
loved my family, as much as they drove me crazy. I couldn’t imagine not
seeing them again.

“Lily is your name now,” she said, her eyes hard and stern. I glared at her.
Maybe you gave in to that sick freak but I won’t! We stared at each other,
neither of us backing down. Poppy kept her head down and busied herself
sorting the clothes. She wasn’t as messed up as Rose. I bet if she had the
opportunity to get out, she would take it.

Rose finally sighed. “Let’s just get this done. I’ll take this bag out.” She
took the tied bag from Poppy and walked out of the room. Whatever.

“What’s wrong with her?”

Poppy half shrugged. “Three years is a long time to be down here.” Three
minutes was a long time to be down here. “We need to stick together.” That
wasn’t the first time Poppy had said that, and I started to wonder if she said it
so much to try and convince herself. We stuck together and what would



happen? We would magically appear back home? Realization slammed me in
the chest. No. She wasn’t talking about escaping—she was talking about
surviving. My heart dropped. I thought we were on the same page.

I stuffed the last of the clothes from my wardrobe in the bag roughly. This
was stupid; there were three of us and one of him. We could smash him over
the head with something—a chair, the TV, anything—but I couldn’t do it
alone.

Lifting the heavy black bag, I carried it into the main room and dropped it
next to the other one. Two black bags held all the clothes we had, and they
were just hand-me-downs from the previous dead girls. I froze. Where were
my clothes? I hadn’t even thought of where they were. Did he take them? Did
it even matter?

“Good work, girls,” Rose said. “I’m going to start some knitting. Want to
join in?” Poppy nodded. “Lily?”

“I don’t know how to knit.” I’m sixteen, not sixty!

“That’s not a problem. We can teach you. Poppy, grab Lily a new set of
needles and we’ll get started.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Don’t cry. “What’s the point of
knitting?” There wasn’t anything knitted in the cellar, so what did they do
with what they made?

“We don’t knit for ourselves; we knit for others.”

“What?” I replied.

“Clover donates the garments to charities.” Or so he tells you. He could be
burning them for all they knew.

“Wouldn’t it look weird, a grown man with knitting stuff?”

Rose frowned. “I don’t think so, and I believe he donates through charity
bags.” Ah, so no one sees him; the bag is picked up from outside his house.
Smart sicko.

Rose’s knitting lesson lasted an hour and was very in-depth. It was boring,
but I sucked at it, so at least my mind was distracted for a while. That was
probably why they did it too—anything to stop your mind wandering to what
was actually happening. Survival.
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We had just finished making dinner when the cellar door unlocked. The
blood drained from my face and I felt dizzy. He was coming. Did he have
another newspaper? Please say the press used a picture of me with someone
else. I didn’t care who; I just needed to see someone I loved.

He strolled down the stairs, looking around at the three of us. “Good
evening, Flowers,” he said. Gulping, I took a step back. My heart raced.
“Here are your new clothes.” He placed at least a dozen bags down beside the
black bags and smiled. “All packed up, I see. Very good.”

Rose and Poppy walked toward the bags, grinning with excitement. Act
like them. 1 took a small step closer, making sure I could see where he was
and pretended to look in the bags too. The room was too small to be as far
enough away from him as I wanted. Wherever I was, he was too close. “Now,
I want you all to change into the clothes in this bag and hand me the ones you
have on now.”

Now? I didn’t want to look in the bag and see what he wanted us to wear.
At least it wouldn’t be anything revealing or degrading—not degrading in the
sexual sense anyway. Anything we had to wear to suit him was degrading.

Rose nodded. She was so obedient, although I’d seen what he did if you
weren’t. “Okay,” she said and took the bag from his hand. “Come on, girls.” I
walked into the bedroom in shock. Were we really doing this? Rose tipped
the bag upside down and four outfits fell out. They were all exactly the same.
Smart gray trousers, a dusty pink high-neckline camisole, and matching pink
cardigan. It looked like something you would wear to work.

“All the same,” Poppy said, stating the bloody obvious. Was that what he
wanted now, us to match too?

“Let’s just change quickly,” Rose replied. “They’re all the same size, just
grab one.”

I picked one set up and checked the label—size ten. Why didn’t he just get
the size we wore? Oh God, were we all supposed to be this size?



“You look beautiful, girls,” he said, smiling at us as we walked back into
the main room. Psycho, psycho, psycho!

Rose beamed. “Thank you, Clover, and thank you for the clothes.” I
wanted to grab her and shake her. She either needed some serious medical
help or an Oscar.

Clover stepped forward, took Rose’s hand, and kissed her knuckles.
“You’re very welcome.” My stomach turned for her, but she didn’t flinch.

“Lily,” he said, turning to me. “Don’t worry. We’ll soon have your weight
to where it should be.”

To where it should be. 1 clenched my jaw and forced a smile. There was
no way I wanted to put on weight, especially not for him. If he wanted me
bigger, I wanted to be smaller.

“And, Poppy, you look incredible too.”

She bowed her head. “Thank you.”

He clapped his hands together, looking incredibly pleased with himself.
“Well, shall we eat?”
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I shoved the stupid needle through the stupid hole, or whatever the hell Rose
called it, and the whole thing came undone—again! I wanted a distraction,
not something that was going to make me want to hang myself. “I’m done
with this,” T growled and threw it to the floor.

“Lily, you’ll get there,” Rose said and laughed.

“I don’t want to get there. I. Want. To. Go. Home!”

Rose looked at Poppy. “I think we should give it to her.”

“Give me what?” I snapped.

“Clover bought a paper. It was in one of the bags. We didn’t want to give
it to you yet because you were so upset earlier, and we didn’t want to make it
worse,” Poppy explained.

I sat forward, my eyes widening. “Where is it?”

“I’ll get it.” Poppy walked into the bedroom and came back with a



national newspaper. “Here.”

I grabbed it from her and turned it over to the front page. My heart
stopped. Lewis. It was a picture of us both, taken in the spring when we went
to Alton Towers theme park. The headline and article faded into nothing and
all that I could see was his face. He looked so happy with a big smile that lit
up his eyes. His arm was around me and his head tilted toward mine.
Suddenly wearing clothes for a psychopath didn’t bother me as much. I could
do that if it meant I had a chance of seeing Lewis again.

I was so absorbed in the paper that I didn’t notice he had come back until I
heard a deafening scream. I jumped in shock and looked up to see him shove
a girl down the stairs. She fell halfway down and landed in a heap at the
bottom. I clutched the newspaper to my chest.

He stood above her, hovering over her skinny frame. “Filth,” he spat.
“Filthy whore!” Like when he said bastard, whore didn’t sound like his
word; it was like when you hear a ten-year-old call someone hot. Grabbing
the girl’s hair, he yanked her up. She screamed in protest, gripping her long
dark hair.

“Let me go. Please, let me go,” she begged and sobbed violently.

“Shut up,” he screamed and slammed her back against the wall. “Filthy
whore,” he repeated.

My heart beat so loud I could barely hear what he was saying. “Poppy,” 1
whimpered, pressing my body into hers. I almost felt safe; it reminded me of
when I was little and I hid against my mum’s body at the firework display.

“Shh,” she whispered.

He pinned her against the wall and she cried out in pain. “No, please.”

“Shut up, just shut up.” She cried and turned her head to the side as Clover
leaned in and spoke. “People like you make me sick.”

“Please let me go. I won’t say anything.” Tears streamed down her face,
making her makeup run.

“You’re disgusting. You’re all disgusting.”

“I-I’m sorry. Please, let me go.” He shook his head and pulled a knife out
of his pocket. I gasped.



I watched the scene in horror, unable to look away. She sobbed loudly,
desperately, and shook violently. “Please, no, please.”

We should do something. I went to step forward, but Poppy pushed me
back. “No,” she hissed.

He pulled her hair again, making her scream and thrash around as she tried
getting out of his grip. Like with Violet and without hesitation, he plunged
the knife into her stomach. I gagged at the same time she screamed a deep,
feral scream. Closing my eyes, I shrank back behind Poppy.

Suddenly all of the sounds were amplified—his deep, ragged breaths and
her spluttering and gagging. Within seconds, her noise stopped, and after a
thud to the floor, his noise was the only thing left.

He killed her.

I didn’t dare open my eyes. I was too scared of what I would see. “Clean
this now.” His loud, angered voice cut through me, making me tremble. He
ordered us around as if we’d done it.

Poppy leaped forward, causing me to stumble and my eyes to fly open. He
ran up the stairs and slammed the cellar door. Very slowly, I looked down
and almost threw up. My body shook in fear. Rose and Poppy gathered the
cleaning things and got to work. I would have loved to be inside their heads
when they were cleaning up a murder. They didn’t give much away on the
outside. Was it easier for them because they didn’t know her?

They were a whirlwind: Rose mopped up with purpose, her lips pursed as
she worked with ruthless efficiency, dodging me. Poppy was more reserved;
she still looked like she was only cleaning up dirty footprints but she had
slightly more emotion. She at least looked a bit sad. We didn’t even know the
poor girl’s name. Did she have a family? Children? She was a person and she
had a life. He just took it as if it were nothing.

I turned around slowly and walked back into the bedroom, closing the
door behind me. I didn’t want to see him come back for her body or watch
Rose and Poppy act as if nothing was wrong. I climbed into bed and cried
into the pillow.



14
CLOVER

Friday, July 15th (2005)

“Good morning, Violet. I have some news,” I said as I walked downstairs. It
was very exciting news. I didn’t like there only being two of us. The table
was unbalanced. Three seats were empty.

She looked up from the worktop where she was whisking eggs. “News,
Clover?”

“Yes, another surprise. You'll find out later, perhaps in a day or so.”
Violet was a bright young woman. After I brought Poppy back two days ago,
although I'd not seen her since, she would know my surprise was another
family member. Poppy just needed a little readjustment time; Violet was
helping her settle in, and I was sure she would be right as rain soon enough.
As desperately as I wanted her out here with us now, I could give her a few
days. I’d waited so long for this, I could give Poppy time. “What’s for
breakfast? Scrambled eggs on toast?”

“Oh, okay. Yes, scrambled eggs.”

I smiled. “One of my favorites.”

“Can you cook?”

“I can. Mother taught me.” My eyes widened and I mentally chastised
myself for giving away too much. I didn’t ever want to speak of Mother in
front of my new family. I wanted that part of my life separate. “How long
will it be?”



“Five minutes. We’re running low on food.”

“I have the delivery coming tonight. I’ll bring it down later.”

“Thank you.”

I sat down at the table, looking at the empty seats. My fingers tapped away
on the wooden surface as if they had a life of their own. I was anxious and
restless. It wasn’t supposed to take so long; we should have a full family by
now. As fond as I was of Violet, I couldn’t bear it to just be the two of us for
much longer.

She sat down, placing our food before us. “Thank you, Violet. Can I ask
you a question?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Are you lonely?” Her eyes dropped to the table, telling me that she was.
“Violet, answer me please,” 1 prompted. “I don’t like when you hold
something back.”

“Yes. [ am. I’'m sorry.”

“I thought so, and please don’t apologize.” I could barely contain my
excitement of bringing Rose and Lily back. Four beautiful, pure flowers. “Is
Poppy not good company?”

Violet’s eyes widened, alarmed. “She is. It’s just taking a little time to
settle in. I promise she’ll be fine, though.”

“Oh, I know she will. It’s natural to feel apprehensive when this is so new
to her. Is she healing?”

“Yes. Her head is still sore so I let her sleep in.”

“I thought you had.” I sipped my orange juice. “What are your plans for
today? I haven’t forgotten those extra books. I’ll make sure the bookshelf is
full soon enough.”

“Thank you. I was planning on reading.” She poked around at her eggs.
“Clover?”

“Yes?”

She bit on her lip nervously. “I used to knit, and I was wondering if you
would consider getting me some needles and wool?”

“You can knit?” I was told that my grandmother was a skilled knitter, but



Mother never took it up—not that I could remember, anyway.

“Yes. My gran taught me from a young age. I used to make cardigans,
scarfs, gloves, socks, anything really. It’s calming, relaxing, and I like that I
can make something unique. There aren’t enough handmade things around
anymore. Everything’s mass production now.”

[ smiled. “You’re right, there’s not. I don’t know what I’'m getting,
though. Perhaps you could write a list for me?”

Her eyes lit up, causing my heart to skip a beat. “Of course. Thank you.
I’1l knit you a winter hat.”

“That would be lovely, Violet, thank you. Anyway, I need to leave for
work. What is for dinner tonight?”

“Lasagna and salad. Does that sound okay?”

“That sounds perfect.” I walked around the table and kissed her cheek.
“Thank you for breakfast, and have a good day reading.”

“You’re welcome, and have a good day at work,” she replied, beaming at
me. I nodded my head and left the room.

Saturday, July 16th (2005)

Parking in the small lot behind the self-storage place, I scanned the street
opposite. Where are they? I frowned. Had I missed my chance? I hoped not. I
hoped I hadn’t missed Rose and Lily simply because I hadn’t acted fast
enough, but it wasn’t time before.

“Come on,” I whispered. My heart was heavy. The thought of them alone
somewhere out there was awful, especially when I had a safe home and a
family waiting for them. Someone stepped in front of my view and tapped on
the window.

I jumped back in surprise and wound the window down. A young woman
wearing very little leaned down. “Can I help you?” I asked. My voice was
tighter than I intended, but I knew what she was.

She smiled and tilted her head to the side. “Do you wanna go
somewhere?”

I felt sick to my stomach that she assumed I wanted anything to do with



her—or any of them. Images of that woman and my father flashed through
my mind. Dirty whore. “I have a wife,” I said, testing her morals.

She shrugged. “And?”

And? My lip curled and every nerve ending burst into angry flames. “Get
in,” I said. There was no hesitation from her, even after my less than warm
response. She strolled around the front of my car and got into the passenger
side. Her cheap perfume turned my stomach.

“The forest isn’t far if you take a left at the crossroads,” she said.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. “I know a place,” I replied.

As I drove home, I thought about Mother. Would she feel proud that I
hadn’t given up? Since her death I hadn’t been as dedicated to her cause as I
should have been. I didn’t particularly want to be; this was my time to have a
family and a fresh start. It was selfish of me. I was desperately unhappy being
alone and wanted a family more than anything, but I couldn’t help the
reaction women like her gave me. I couldn’t help the uncontrollable urge to
fix it.

I pulled into my driveway ten minutes later and turned off the engine. My
heart fluttered and stomach turned. I didn’t think I would be back here so
soon. This wasn’t supposed to be my life now. I wasn’t so naive that I
thought that I could turn my back on everything Mother and I had built, but I
wanted something that was just for me too.

“We’re at your place?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I have a room.”

She giggled. “Sounds kinky. That’s extra, you know?”

I ignored her and got out. Where was her self-respect? She had lost it
along the way. I wondered at what age she turned into a whore. More and
more teenage girls were making little tarts out of themselves. It was hardly
surprising why some lose their morals; it seemed to disappear with their
innocence.

Leading her into the house, I pulled back the bookcase and opened the
door. “Wow, you got a sex room down there? BDSM?” Ignoring her again, I
gestured with my head for her to go down first, and she walked ahead without



hesitation.

At the bottom of the stairs, she turned fully and saw the girls. “What
the...?”

“Stand against the wall,” T ordered.

She jumped back and pressed herself into the concrete wall. “What are
you going to do?” she asked. “And who are they? I don’t do that sort of
thing.”

“You do not ask the questions. Close your eyes. Now.”

“No. Look, I just want to go, okay? I won’t mention whatever you’ve got
going on here; it’s none of my business.”

“Close. Your. Eyes.” To my surprise, she did. “Good-bye,” I whispered
and pulled the penknife out of my pocket. Her eyes flew open, and I leaped
forward, plunging the knife into her gut.

An ear-piercing scream echoed through the room as one of the girls cried
out. I kept my eyes on the whore, watching her slump to the floor. Letting out
a sigh of relief, I turned around. “It’s done. It’s over.” My blood was singing
in my veins and my body relaxed.

Violet stared at me in horror. “What did you do?”

“What I had to. Don’t worry, Violet, it’s over now. She’s won’t be able to
hurt anyone ever again. I took care of it. I will always take care of it.” I
couldn’t help it.

“B-but what? Clover, it’s...wrong,” Violet whispered. Her eyes were
wide, scared, and her hands trembled with shock. Wrong, I repeated in my
head. No, what the whore did was wrong. I'd prevented her from hurting
anyone else. No child would lose their family because of her now.

My heart raced at a hundred miles an hour. How could she accuse me of
being in the wrong? My hands clenched into fists of their own accord. I took
a deep breath to clear my anger. She doesn’t understand what I’m doing,
that’s all. “Violet, you don’t understand.”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head slowly. “No, I really don’t.”

“I have done nothing wrong. You know what she is, don’t you?” Violet
nodded her head, showing me she understood the whore was a prostitute.



“Good. Do you think they should be allowed to rip families apart? To dress
like a tart and give herself to anyone that has the money. Is that right,
Violet?”

“No,” she replied, a tear trickled down her cheek. Finally, she was starting
to get it.

“That’s right, it’s not. Poppy?” I looked over to where Poppy was sitting
frozen on the sofa, shaking. “Do you think they should get away with it?
After all, the police do nothing to prevent it.” Poppy shook her head stiffly.
Her eyes were as wide as her mouth was hung open. I smiled. “You see.
What I’m doing is...righting a wrong.” I scratched my head. “Now, we need
to clean this up.”

“Clean it up?” Violet squeaked.

“Yes. Fill a bucket with hot, soapy water, get bleach and garbage bags.”
Violet and Poppy stayed still. “Now,” I snapped. I knew there were still body
bags in the cupboard under the stairs. I’d bought no more since Mother died,
but I knew now I would have to.

I returned to Violet with the body bag. She and Poppy had already made a
start. I pressed my fist to my mouth and dropped the body bag beside them.
“Put it in that,” I murmured against my fist. Blood seeped from the wound in
her gut, making my stomach turn. My breathing became shallow and my skin
crawled. I felt dirty, as if the whore’s germs were crawling over my body.

Fleeing from the room and locking the door, I sprinted to the shower and
got in with my clothes still on. Peeling my soaking clothes from my body, I
grabbed the sponge and scrubbed until I my skin was red and raw.

Sunday, July 17th (2005)

I parked the car in the same spot as yesterday and got out. They were here
tonight, huddled together on a bench. Closing my eyes, I sighed in deep
happiness. Both of them were beautiful. Lily had long light blond hair, a
golden veil, and Rose was the exact opposite with shoulder length jet-black
hair. Neither was more attractive than the other, though; they were perfect.

I got out, barely able to hide my joy. “Hello, ladies,” I said. They both



jumped, startled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“It’s okay. We didn’t see you coming, that’s all,” Rose said.

“Where are you headed?”

“Um.” Lily hesitated. “We’re trying to make our way to London.”
London? They were miles and miles away from the capital. “It’s taken us
almost a week to get this far and we’ve only come fifty miles. We’re trying to
earn money where we can, but it’s hard.”

“Well, I don’t know if this would help, but I live about forty miles out of
London. I’d be prepared to take you that far if you like?”

Rose’s eyes lit up. “Really? That would be great.”

“Of course. I would quite enjoy the company on the long drive anyway.
I’ve just stopped to get a drink and sandwich. Would you like one too?”

“Yes, please,” Lily replied, grinning wide. “I’m Bree, and this is Sadie.”

I smiled tightly. “Bree, Sadie, shall we head off?” They nodded in unison,
as if they had practiced, and walked with me to my car. I drove home and felt
light, complete. Four flowers. Four perfect, innocent, beautiful women. My
family was complete.



15
SUMMER

Tuesday, December 14th (Present)

Rose was cleaning the bathroom so I took the opportunity to speak to Poppy
in private. It had been nearly five months since I was kidnapped and thrown
down here, and I hadn’t given up hope—even after turning seventeen
yesterday. No one knew and he didn’t mention a thing, although he would
definitely have found out. I didn’t want to celebrate anyway.

“Poppy,” I hissed under my breath when she didn’t look up from her book
as I hovered over her. “When did you give up hope of getting out?” It was
something I had wanted to ask thousands of times but didn’t dare. She was
my only hope of doing something to escape, and I wasn’t ready to hear it if
she didn’t want to. Five months was long enough. Five months was too close
to the average of six to eight months it took for him to “fall in love” with his
“flowers” and rape them. I couldn’t beg her to help me escape too soon—
before I was sure I could trust her and knew she wanted to get out—but I was
dangerously close to going into that room.

She shifted on the sofa uncomfortably, as if I’d asked her something really
personal. It’s a damn simple question and the answer is never. “It’s not about
giving up, Lily; it’s about surviving,” she replied. “I don’t know if we’ll ever
get out of here—alive—but going along with all this is the only chance we
have.” There had to be another way.

“Do you think your family is looking for you?”



She shook her head and dropped her eyes to the floor. I knew she didn’t
have a great relationship with them, but surely no one would give up on their
child, especially if that child was missing. “I know they’re not. We had a
huge falling-out, and my parents said if I left I should never come back. I
used to think my brother would look for me. He probably did for a while, but
I doubt he would still be looking.”

“I’m sure they didn’t mean what they said. People say lots of things when
they’re angry.” I’d said some horrible things to my parents, especially in my
early teens. I would give anything to take them all back now.

“Maybe.” She half smiled and looked so sad it made my eyes fill with
tears. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to think your family didn’t care.
“Your family will be, though. You never know, maybe they’ll find us all.”

I nodded. “Yeah, they’ll be looking. I know Lewis won’t give up until he
finds me.” He was definitely too stubborn to. Henry and Theo used to argue
over which one of us was more stubborn and take bets on who would back
down first in different situations. I used to win, but I still think Lewis is more
stubborn. “We will get out of here,” I said to myself as much as her.

She squeezed my hand. “We will.” When? 1 had to get out before he
touched me.

“Why did you leave home?” Poppy swallowed hard, it was obviously still
hard for her to think about. “Sorry, you don’t have to talk about it.”

“No, it’s okay. It’s just that I haven’t ever spoken about the details before;
everyone else down here seems to respect each other’s privacy,” she teased
and winked. I smiled apologetically.

“When I hit my teenage years, I started going out a lot and got in with the
wrong crowd. They took me to raves and shared their alcohol. I thought I was
so cool at the time, and I loved how confident it made me.” She smiled and
shook her head at the memory. I could relate to that—minus the bad crowd
thing. I wasn’t confident and was always more outgoing when I’d had a
drink, although I only drank a little bit, until I got that warm, tipsy feeling.

“Of course my parents didn’t like it. They tried grounding me, taking
things away, getting other family members involved, but I wouldn’t listen to



anyone. My new friends understood me, or so I thought. Every time I
stumbled in drunk after midnight, my family became even more frustrated. I
guess in the end, they’d had enough. We had a big argument and they were
telling me I needed to get help and stop going out. I packed a bag and left. I
can still remember my mum’s words, “You need help, Becca, so if you leave
this house now, don’t even think about coming back.” Those words still haunt
me now. I should have stayed. I wish I could turn back the clock and storm
up to my bedroom that night rather than out of the front door.” She sighed.
“Now I’m here.”

I didn’t want to admit it, but Poppy suited her better than Becca. Maybe
that was just because I had only ever called her Poppy, though. Her family
must be going through hell, especially after ending things like that. We had to
get out; Poppy and her family deserved a second chance too.

“Right,” Rose said as she closed the bathroom door behind her. “All done.
Shall we watch a movie?”

What else was there to do? We had already watched every film we had
twice. He buys and sells DVDs online once a month. We had about forty
movies, but with little else to do, we quickly went through them. I was
starting to hate my favorite movies.

“Yeah, whatever,” I replied and flopped back into the sofa, preparing
myself for yet another night in front of the TV.

Wednesday, December 15th (Present)

I toweled myself dry as quickly as I could and pulled on the size-too-big
clothes. I wondered if he would ever give in and buy clothes that actually fit
me or if he was too determined that I should be a size ten. Not that it really
mattered.

As soon as I was ready I grabbed the door handle and ripped it open. We
were running late and Rose still had to get ready. She darted in as soon as I
was out. Her eyes were wide and face pale. Shit, what would he do if we
weren’t ready? I didn’t know that—I’d never asked—and I didn’t ever want
to find out.



Poppy was frantically whisking eggs in a bowl. I was thankful that the
psycho loved scrambled eggs on toast so much—it was quick and easy. I
opened the loaf of bread and pulled out eight slices to toast.

“You okay, Poppy?”

She nodded her head; her hair flew about when she was trying too hard to
convince us both that she was fine. “Pop the toast under the grill now,
please.”

I did what she told me to do. My heart was working overtime. I didn’t like
how nervous they were. They were usually so at ease with him. How could
Rose be okay with things down here when she was clearly still scared?

The cellar door unlocked at the same time Rose came out of the bathroom
and we finished dishing up breakfast. I grabbed two places when I felt
something lightly touch my back. From the faint smell of his woody
aftershave, I knew it was him.

“Breakfast smells incredible,” he said. I tensed and smiled over my
shoulder, trying to pretend his touch didn’t make me feel ill. I turned and he
stepped back, allowing me to move away and put the plates on the table.

My heart rate slowed down as soon as I was away from him. How much
longer could I manage to keep away from the psycho? He sat down, followed
by Rose and Poppy, and we started eating in silence. He chewed slowly,
distracted.

Finally he looked up and asked, “How was your evening last night?”

Depressing and boring—the same as every other night. “Good. We
watched a few feel-good movies,” Rose replied. “How was yours?” Feel-
good movies down here were Saw and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.
Nothing could be worse than being locked up by the Clover freak.

He half smiled, eyes darkened, and his eyebrow twitched. It was a sinister
look that made my blood run cold. What had he done? Had he killed
someone? Did he enjoy doing it, or did he just feel he had to? I didn’t think I
would ever be able to understand his reasons, even if he explained them to
me until the end of time. He was so intelligent, though. If Poppy and Rose
were right and he wanted to change the world for the good, he could have



done it the right way. Everything about the facade made you trust him. He
looked normal, kind, trustworthy, and dependable. I didn’t understand why
he was so fucked up.

I shook my head. Why was I even trying to understand the creep? Shrinks
would have a field day with him.

“What happened?” he snapped. I jumped at his sudden outburst and
looked over my shoulder to where he was looking. Oh no. The poppies were
a dark, dull red and draped lifelessly over the vase. My heart started
pounding. Neither the lilies or roses looked particularly good either; they had
browned at the edges and started to droop. They were all dying—of course!

He pushed his chair out roughly; it scraped along the tile, making me
cringe, and slammed down on the floor. Rose and Poppy stood quickly but I
was frozen, completely terrified of what I knew he was about to do. “What.
Happened?” His eyes were wild and looked almost glazed over. He was like
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde; his moods could flip in an instant. It was times like
this I wondered how much control he had over the flower thing. After all this
time he must know what was going to happen. Why did he continue to do it?

“We’re very sorry, Clover. They died,” Rose said. Her voice was soft and
soothing, begging him to understand something that she shouldn’t have to
explain about and apologize for.

“Died,” he repeated slowly. His breathing switched and became deep and
ragged, as if he was fighting for control—making me question if he could
help it all over again. “Yes, they died. They died because you can’t take care
of them properly.” He slammed his fists down on the table so hard that the
glasses of orange juice fell over, spilling down the table and onto the floor.
Of course, they fucking died. They’re flowers! They were in a cellar with no
natural light. How could someone so intelligent not grasp that? Or did he
fully understand but couldn’t accept it? Nothing about him was simple or
straightforward. I used to think I was quite good at reading people, but he
was something else.

I backed up as he took a step toward my side of the table. Don’t come over
here. Rose and Poppy closed in and the three of us stood together. If the three



of us worked together, we could get out. In the state he was in, though, I
wouldn’t risk trying anything.

“Do you have anything to say?” he asked. He spoke calmly and his voice
was smooth like silk. But that was scarier than if he was shouting. He was too
calm and controlled, but I knew any second he would let go and flip out. He
was like a dog playing with a balloon; you knew it would pop but not exactly
when.

None of us said a word. It would probably just make him angrier anyway.
He walked around the table in the opposite direction. Rose and Poppy were
between him and me. Raising his hand, he slapped Rose across her cheek.
She gasped and stumbled to the side. Poppy steadied her and we all took a
step back. I could hear my rapid breathing and tried to calm it down. What
the hell is his deal?

He shoved Rose out of the way and grabbed Poppy’s hand, pulling her
closer. No! A sharp slap to her cheek sent her flying into the table. She cried
out and held her stomach where it had hit the wood.

“You. Will. All. Learn,” he growled and leaped forward, pinning me to
the wall.

My breath caught in my throat and I flinched, closing my eyes as I
preparing to be hit. Lewis, Lewis, Lewis, I screamed in my head, needing to
mentally go somewhere else. His fist connected with my jaw and I fell down.
Pain exploded in the side of my face. Pressing my hand over my mouth, I
took a few deep breaths through my nose. Don’t scream and give him the
satisfaction. My jaw throbbed and tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to
cry. I wouldn’t let him know he’d hurt me.

My mouth filled with the metallic taste of blood and a stinging sensation
pulsed from the inside of my cheek. I must have cut it against my teeth. I
swallowed, knowing him seeing blood would make him worse. Slumping to
the floor, I closed my eyes. I can’t do this for much longer.

“Clean up. Now,” he ordered. I flicked my eyes open just in time to see
him disappear up the stairs. Jumping to my feet, I ran to the bathroom and
rinsed my mouth out. Knowing he was gone, I allowed myself to spill the



tears that pooled in my eyes. I sank to the floor, feeling so scared and alone it
made my heart ache.

Thursday, December 16th (Present)

I sat on the sofa with Rose and Poppy. We had the TV on but none of us were
watching. We anxiously waited for him to come back. He hadn’t come down
for breakfast today. The thought of him coming was scary, but the thought of
him never coming back was worse. If he left us, we would starve to death
down here.

My jaw was bruised and swollen, and inside, my mouth was so tender I
could only eat soft foods. The purple dusting across my face was a constant
reminder of how messed up he was and how much danger I was in. Every
time he hurt me or someone else, I seriously doubted any plan of escape. I
realized that was why Poppy didn’t want to do anything; she didn’t think for
one second we could make it.

“What are we going to do?” Poppy asked. “He’s getting worse, Rose, and
you know it.”

There was something completely terrifying about them when they were
worried. They had seen so much and were used to how it was, but now they
were scared. I wondered if it was because of me. He chose someone who had
a family. Was the outside world closing in on him? They were both
distracted; when they watched the TV, their eyes were blank—thinking,
worrying.

Rose shook her head. “I don’t know, but I’m sure everything’s going to be
fine. We stick together as usual.”

I was seriously sick of them saying everything was going to be fine. Why
did they even say it? They had clearly accepted this was their life, and it was
not fine. Something inside me erupted and I jumped up. My blood boiled.

“Rose, take a fucking look around, will you? We’re locked up in some
psycho’s cellar. How the hell is this fine?” I shouted. “Will you wake the hell
up?!”

“Shh, Lily. You don’t know where he is,” she said in a hushed shout.



I took a deep breath and ignored her calling me Lily. Lily was someone in
his sick fantasy and I was not her. “Oh my God. Think about it, Rose. We
can’t hear crap until the door opens. You really think he can hear us? Instead
of playing I-wanna-be-Mrs.-Crazy, can you please just act like a normal
person? We. Were. Kidnapped.”

“I am very aware of the situation, Lily, but what do you want me to do?”
Was she aware of the situation?

I clenched my fists. What the hell was wrong with her? “I want you to get
your head out of his arse and think of something we can do to escape. I want
you to stop acting like this is normal. Why don’t you want to get out? If we
all work together, we could overpower him.”

“That has been tried before,” Poppy said, cutting into the argument.

“I know. You’ve both said it has, but not by all three, or four, at the same
time. Sure, one he can take on one no problem, but how is he going to stop all
three of us? Just think about it: we can attack him and escape. This can
work.” What was I saying? Two minutes ago this was impossible and now I
was rallying the damn troops.

The cellar door creaking open made me jump. My heart leaped and
stomach sank. “This can work if we do it together,” I whispered, begging
them with wide eyes.

“No, Lily,” Rose replied. I turned away before I screamed at her again.

He was carrying three bunches of flowers and mumbling to himself. I
couldn’t work out exactly what he was saying but I caught what I thought a
few words were. Bodies and camel but it couldn’t have been that. Well, not
the second one anyway.

Rose took a deep breath and smiled warmly. She looked confident and
relaxed but her hands tapped against the side of her thighs and she held
herself stiffly. “Good afternoon, Clover.”

He jumped, startled, as if he wasn’t expecting us to be here. “G-good
afternoon,” he said, stuttering as if he was surprised we were right there. He
never stuttered. He was so confident and smooth, unless he was freaking out
about flowers. How could he have been surprised to see us? What did he



think, that we had popped out to the corner store?

“Have you come for lunch?” Poppy asked, her eyes flicking to the clock.
It was only twelve, so he should have been at work.

The way he was acting was so erratic—talking to himself and being
completely unaware of everyone around him. His eyes darted around the
room, taking everything in. I gulped and noticed Poppy took half a step back.
“Flowers,” he said and held them out.

“They’re beautiful, Clover, thank you.” Rose stepped forward and took all
three bunches out of his hand. So, we’re just pretending this is normal? No
questions?

I followed Rose and Poppy to the kitchen area and filled the vases with
water. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him. He eyes darted around the
room, every few seconds flicking back to the door. Who was he expecting?
The police? He was acting weirder than before. It was unlike him and I had
no idea how to act. Was it best to ignore him completely?

“So, Clover, would you like some lunch?” Rose asked.

“No, thank you,” he replied quickly and smiled.

Without another word, he kissed Rose and Poppy on the cheek and looked
at me. I held my breath as he closed the short distance and kissed my cheek.
The palms of my hands stung, and I only realized once he moved away that I
had been digging my nails into them.

“Good night, Flowers,” he said from the stairs and continued mumbling to
himself. Phone and bodies.

“Good night?” Poppy repeated to Rose. Did that mean he wasn’t coming
down here anymore today or did he just have no idea of the time?

Rose shrugged and took one last glance at him before he was gone
through the door. “I’ll make us all a nice hot chocolate.” Oh, that’ll fix
everything, Rose!

I drank my hot chocolate quickly, burning my tongue and barely tasting it.
I tried to focus on something other than his lips on my skin, but I could still
feel the light pressure on my cheek. I felt dirty. “I’'m taking a shower.” 1
needed to feel clean again, if that were possible now.



Turning the shower on first so it would heat up, I stripped off my clothes.
The temperature was too hot, but I forced myself to get in. No matter how
hard I scrubbed my body, I still felt disgusting. It was as if he had been
etched into my skin. I idly wondered how long ago Rose stopped scrubbing
her body, if she ever did. She seemed to like it down here. I would never get
to that point. Ever.
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CLOVER

Wednesday, May 9th (2007)

I sat at the unbalanced table with Violet, Poppy, and Lily. There should be
four flowers sitting with me. I couldn’t help my eyes flicking to the empty
seat. My Rose was missing. It felt wrong and I couldn’t relax.

“Is everything okay, Clover?” Lily asked. Love and concern shone in her
eyes; it made me feel a hundred feet tall. Lily was beautiful. She had been
part of the family for two years now and was someone to look up to for the
other girls. Poppy and Violet looked up to her.

“Everything’s fine,” I replied, smiling through my unease. I ate silently,
listening to their conversations, only joining in when necessary. My foot
tapped on the floor rhythmically. This is wrong. I needed to see Shannen, and
I needed to find Rose.

When everyone had finished their meal, I excused myself and made my
way to my room to get changed for the night. I needed to see my Shannen.
That girl seemed to occupy my every thought—she never left my mind. She
was the one I thought of when I fell asleep by myself every night. I wanted
nothing more than to look after her—but I wanted her in the house with me. I
had only known her for three weeks, but she already meant so much more.
Shannen was my one and only chance at a traditional relationship.

I dressed in smart black trousers, a gray sweater, and slipped on my long,
black coat. Everything had to be perfect. I combed my hair, spraying



hairspray on thick, so not one strand would be out of place. My appearance
had never been so important as it was tonight. I wanted to be the best I could
be for her. I wanted to give her the world, to share my world with her.

The drive to the supermarket next to her hostel was short. I wanted it to be
longer so I had a few more minutes to calm my nerves. It wasn’t something I
was used to, nerves around women. I half liked it. Parking the car, I spotted
her immediately as she walked out of the hostel and toward the field behind
it.

My heart rate spiked. She was very beautiful even though she wasn’t
looking after herself as well as she should. I would help her with that. We
would look after each other. I walked behind, watching her long brunette hair
blow softly in the warm, early May breeze. She turned suddenly, no doubt
finally hearing my footsteps crunching over the stones.

“Hello again, Shannen,” I said.

Her cheeks flushed light pink and she smiled. “Hello, Colin. I’'m going to
sit by the trees. Would you like to join me?”

“That would be lovely.”

We walked in silence across the grass field to the trees at the back. I sat
down beside her, ignoring the uneasy feeling in my stomach caused from
sitting on the dirty ground. “How has your day been?”

“The same,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders and looking at the floor.
“I’'m glad you’re here, though.” She blushed through her admission, and I
knew then we were perfect for each other and this would work.

I took her hand and squeezed. She shouldn’t feel shy with me; I wanted
her to be confident and relaxed. “Me too. I missed you today.”

Everything was different with Shannen. She was the one. I knew that; she
just made me feel...happy. A part of me felt guilty for feeling more for her
than the other girls, but I couldn’t help it. Shannen was perfect, everything a
woman should be. I wanted her to live with me, to be my wife—my
everything. She reminded me a lot of my mother, so I knew she would
understand about the girls.

“How was work?” she asked. Her question was genuine—she really



wanted to know. That was what I loved the most about her. She cared so
much about people even though others have treated her badly. Her family had
turned their backs on her, but she was still kind and caring.

“It was good, thank you, although a very long day.” She nodded, playing
with a blade of grass. I closed my eyes and took a calming breath; she had no
idea how dirty that was. Anything could be on that grass. “What have you
been doing today?”

“I read a little and then came out here.”

“And how was everyone else in the hostel?” I frowned as I thought about
the incident she described two nights ago. Some vile whore had hit her while
trying to steal what little money she had left, leaving behind a faint red
handprint on her left cheek.

She shrugged, looking down at the floor. “They were fine.”

“Don’t lie to me,” I snapped, instantly regretting it as she flinched.

She stood, ripping her hand from mine. “I should go now,” she whispered,
wrapping her arms around herself.

I rose to my feet quickly, panicking that she was going to walk off and
leave me. “No, Shannen. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped like that. I just
hate the idea of anyone treating you badly.” I took her hand and squeezed it,
being careful not to hurt her tiny frame. “Forgive me, Shannen, please?”

She smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I forgive you. It’s okay. Want to go for a
walk?”

“Absolutely.”

We walked along the footpath. Every time I came to see her, we would
meet in the field and then go for a walk. I led her around the lake—our usual
route—and slipped my hand into hers.

“It’s beautiful tonight.”

“Yes, it is,” I agreed.

“My dad used to take me outside in the evenings and we’d watch the stars
appear in the sky,” she said and looked down at the ground. Her voice was
filled with sadness and regret. She had never mentioned anything about her
family, other than that they fought and she left.



“What happened, Shannen? How did you end up here?”

“Please don’t,” she whispered. “I don’t want to talk about it.” I nodded,
pushing away my anger at her not answering my questions. My girls
answered my questions, always.

“Look, why don’t you stay with me for a while? At least until you get
yourself sorted out.”

“I appreciate that, Colin, but I can’t.”

I sighed in frustration. Why couldn’t she just do what I wanted? I wasn’t
used to it and I didn’t like it. “Would you like to get a late dinner
somewhere?” I asked, frowning at her tiny, fragile wrist. She bit her lip as she
considered my offer. “Please? It’ll be my treat. I’d like to.”

A wide smile stretched across her beautiful face, one that made me stop
breathing. “Okay. That would be nice, thank you.”
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We arrived at my favorite Indian restaurant that my parents used to go to
when I was little. My father loved his curry and often took us—that was
before he slept with that whore and ripped our family apart. “A table for two,
please,” I said to the waiter.

We were seated in the corner of the restaurant and handed menus. “Thank
you.” I turned to Shannen once the server had disappeared, giving us time to
browse the menu. “Order whatever you like.” She smiled and scanned the
menu. “I think I’m going to have a tikka masala. Have you chosen?”

“The same, please,” she replied.

I closed my eyes. You are made for me, Shannen.

“So, how long have you been working in accounting?”

“Oh,” T replied, pleasantly surprised at being asked a personal question.
“About five years now, I suppose. What did you do prior to the incident with
your family?”

“I was working in the diner my mum works at. My father lost his job and
we needed money, so I quit college to work.” She frowned. “He always



needed more money.” What did that mean? Her father didn’t sound
particularly decent. A man takes care of his family, not the other way around.
I wanted to pry further, but I didn’t want her to close up again. It would take
time, and we had plenty of time.

Our conversation was easy and with little gaps of silence between, I knew
I had made the right decision—Shannen was not going back to that hostel. I’d
lost count of the number of times she’d made me smile and laugh—I hadn’t
laughed in years. Shannen was my future, my one chance. I had the drive
back to convince her that I was the best person to take care of her. We could
make this work; I would make her as happy as she made me. I vowed to.

Holding the restaurant door open, I let her leave first. Her arm brushed
against mine and I gasped at the electricity. We had a connection, a real
connection. “Thank you for dinner, Colin,” she murmured, a light blush
warmed her perfect, defined cheeks.

“You’re welcome. It was my pleasure.” Yes, it certainly was my pleasure.
I never knew how incredible I would feel at something so normal as taking
the girl I was fond of to dinner. How many dates had I missed out on over the
years? It wasn’t a feeling I’d ever had before, but I was desperate to keep it—
desperate for Shannen to give us a chance.
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We got back in my car and words failed me. My heart beat wildly and I felt
sick with nerves. How was she going to react to me taking her home? To get
to the hostel, you had to drive past my road, so I knew I could get her almost
home before she started questioning me.

“You’re cold,” I said and switched the warm air on.

She rubbed her hands together. “Thank you. For everything.”

“You’re welcome. I had a lovely time.”

A small, shy smile pulled at her lips. “So did I.”

I drove slower than usual, delving into a conversation about what Shannen
studied at college to calm my nerves. My house was close; I could see my red



tile rooftop over the hill. This is it. Now or never. Slowing down a little too
sharply, I pulled into my driveway and turned off the ignition.

“What are we doing here?” she asked, biting her lip and looking at my
home out the window.

I turned to face her and smiled. “This is my house, Shannen. I just need to
use the bathroom before I take you back. Come in for a minute.” I watched as
her eyes darted to my front door, hesitating. “I won’t be long.” After a
second, she made up her mind and nodded, opening the door. She trusted me
—1I had won her trust.

“It’s a lovely house,” she said as I let us both in.

“Thank you.” I was glad she liked it. I wanted her to like it and feel at
home. I’d let her redecorate if there was anything she didn’t like. Perhaps we
could do that together—redecorate and turn the house into our home rather
than just mine. “I’ll show you to the living room where you can sit for a
minute.”

She sat down on the green sofa and I couldn’t help sitting beside her. I
liked it, the both of us sitting in our living room. “Don’t you need the
bathroom?” she asked and smiled.

“Shannen, I must confess...I don’t really need to use the bathroom. I’m
sorry I lied, but I just needed to get you in here so we can talk. I’ve brought
you home.” Her eyes widened in horror, and she stood up, gasping. I leaped
to my feet and grabbed her arm before she had the chance to run. “Let me
explain. Please.”

“No, get off,” she shouted, frantically trying to pull her hand out of my
grip. Her hair flicked in all directions, hitting me in the face as she tried to get
away. “Please, let go.”

“Calm down,” I ordered.

“Let me go.” She thrashed her body again and pounded her free fist
against my chest. The thuds of her punches didn’t hurt—she didn’t have
much strength—but it angered me. I was trying to help—how dare she? I
clenched my jaw, grabbed her other hand, and slammed her against the wall.
All T could hear was my pulse pounding in my ears. I didn’t want to hurt her,



but she left me no choice. Shannen’s piercing screams seemed like
background music. Her blatant disrespect drove me insane. I knew what
Mother would do, and I could almost hear her barking the order, Kill her.

“Please, please no.” I didn’t like begging. Mother didn’t like begging. It
was for the weak.

Kill her. Do it now.

Shannen’s eyes bulged as I held both of her hands in one of mine and
pinned my other hand over her mouth. I was fighting myself for control. I
wanted to kill her—the knife was in my pocket—but I wanted her too. I
wanted her and Mother wanted me to kill her.

She whimpered against my palm. I closed my eyes and concentrated on
steadying my heavy, ragged breaths. She’ll be everything I want once she
understands. She’s not bad. She doesn’t mean it.

Slowly, I cracked my eyes open. It wasn’t until I saw her terrified
expression and her tear-stained face that I realized how vulnerable she was.
Shannen was scared and didn’t know what I was offering or how I felt. My
heart swelled.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” I whispered. “I need you to trust me. All
I want is to look after you. You’re home now, sweet Shannen.” I lowered my
hand and stroked the side of her face, looking into her eyes. Please believe
me.

She gulped. “I believe you’ll look after me, Colin, but I can’t stay here
with you.” My face fell. Did she not hear what I told her? She was home.
This was where she belonged. “Sorry, I can’t do this. I have to go now.” She
took one step away from me, and I felt complete panic. I couldn’t let her walk
away from me.

She had barely made two steps when I grabbed her from behind and
clamped my hand over her mouth. Her muffled cries tore me apart and I
realized this couldn’t work out how I wanted it to—not yet at least. I shoved
her into to the drawing room and into the corner.

“Don’t try anything,” I snapped and pushed the bookcase out of the way.
She stood still, frozen, as I unlocked the door to the girls’ room. Grabbing her



arm, I pulled her with me, dragging her down the stairs.

“No,” she yelled once she realized what was happening. I didn’t want this
to happen either; my heart was heavy and my eyes stung with the loss of the
life I so desperately wanted with her. But I had no other choice. I couldn’t
lose her and this was the only way.

Poppy, Violet, and Lily rose from the sofa and the movement startled
Shannen. She screamed, her legs gave way, and she slumped to the ground.
“Explain everything to her, Lily,” I ordered and walked back up the stairs.
No! No, no, no. I closed the door and locked it before sliding down the wall.
Gripping my hair in my hands roughly, I cried in agony. I wanted her to be
with me, but now she was Rose.
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CLOVER

Monday, January 17th (Present)

I watched the clock on my desk and the second it ticked over to five, I shut
my computer down and grabbed hold of my briefcase. I needed to leave
immediately. My girls wouldn’t have dinner ready for another two hours, as
per my request, so I had time.

I drove the thirty minutes to the city with my heart in my mouth, tapping
my fingers against the steering wheel. It was already dark, but the hostel was
just outside the city. This shouldn’t take long anyway.

It had been too long since we had been a complete family—almost six
months now. It’s the longest we’d been incomplete. I felt anxious. I drove in
the traffic, turning off before it got too bad in the city center. The winding
road led to a small train station the hostel was nearby. I parked between the
hostel and a block of derelict flats.

Come on, Violet.

She had to come along soon. I had waited so long for her. Lying back
against the seat, I glanced out of all the widows and checked the mirrors. The
orange glow of the dashboard lit up the clock—thirteen minutes past six. I
could only stay another five or ten minutes. My heart raced with anticipation.
I wanted her to appear. I needed her.

At 6:22, just as I was about to give up for the evening, I finally spotted
her. Her hair was as dark as night and draped all the way down to middle of



her back. Violet. She took my breath away. This was her. She started walking
in my direction with her backpack hanging from her shoulders.

I opened the door and she sprung to life, jumping back in surprise.

“I’'m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you,” I said, raising my hands to
show her I didn’t mean her any harm.

She shook her head. “No, that’s okay. I wasn’t really paying attention.”
Smiling briefly, she shrugged her bag back on her shoulder. “My fault.”

“Do you need a lift somewhere?”

“Um.” She hesitated. “I think I’ll be okay but thanks.”

I pursed my lips. I’m trying to save you. “You’d be doing me a favor. I've
just got off the train and can’t remember my way into the city in the dark.”

“You’re not from around here?”

I shook my head. “No. I had a meeting and decided to park here and take
the train the rest of the journey. I have yet to find my way around the city.
Where are you headed?”

“I’m not sure. City probably.”

“Do you know it well?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Well, would you like a lift? You can direct me to wherever you want to
go and point me in the right direction once you get out.”

“Okay then,” she replied and smiled. “Thanks.”

I got back in the car and she got in the passenger side. I drove off as soon
as she was inside. “So where do you live?” she asked.

“Not far, we’ll be home soon.” I locked the door. “Violet.” She laughed
and shook her head. She was laughing at me? Did she find this funny? I
frowned. What did she think? I’d had it with the soft approach. Their
reactions were all the same at first, so it didn’t matter how I saved them—
direct and to the point gave me less of a headache.

“You need to turn left at the lights, that’ll take you on the ring road around
the city.”

“Violet, we’re going home.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her face slowly fall. “What?”



“Please don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

“Are you being serious right now?”

“Of course.” Her eyes widened in horror as she registered what was
happening wasn’t my idea of a joke. “I told you not to worry, Violet.”

She shook her head. “What the fuck? I’'m not Violet. You’ve got the
wrong person.” I sighed, gritting my teeth through her choice of colorful
words. Her face cracked as my words properly sunk in and a steady flow of
tears streaked her face. “Please let me go. I'm not who you think I am. I'm
not this Violet, I swear. My name is Layal.”

“I know who you are,” I replied.

“No, you don’t. Let me go. Now!” she snapped, pulling at the door handle
in vain.

“Don’t you dare be so disrespectful. I'm saving you.” She flinched. “Just
be quiet and everything will be fine. Just be quiet.” She shrank back against
the passenger side door and her knuckles turned white, still gripping the
handle. My own hands tightened around the steering wheel. Her deep,
unattractively loud sobs came frequently, and I ground my teeth together,
trying to ignore her pathetic cries.

“W-Why are you doing this?” she muttered, stuttering over her words.

“Violet, I'm saving you,” I repeated. Why can’t you see that? Look at
what your life is.

For the rest of the journey she was silent. Her cries died down to the
occasional hiccup, and she stared emotionlessly out of the windshield.
Finally, she understood what I was doing. I smiled; the stress and anxiety
oozed from my body.

“Not long now,” I said as we turned down the road leading to my house.
“The girls will be happy you’re home.”

She pressed her hands to her mouth, muffling a cry. “Who?”

I smiled. “The girls. You’re going to love them. Here we are,” I said,
pulling into my drive. “Are you ready to meet them?”

“No. Look, just let me go now and I promise I won’t say anything. I won’t
go to the police, I swear to you. Please. Please just let me go.”



“Violet, please just trust me and trust what I’m trying to do. The girls will
be able to explain everything.” I switched off the engine and unbuckled my
seat belt. “Right, let’s get inside.”

I unlocked the car and shoved my door open. Violet jumped out and
sprinted around the car, toward the road. “Help,” she screamed. “Help me!” I
lunged forward and grabbed a fistful of her coat. “No. Get off. Let go, you
freak!” Her voice was loud and high-pitched. It rang through my ears.

I pulled her against my chest and clamped my hand over her mouth. “Be
quiet, Violet,” I growled in her ear. I felt stressed, like a volcano ready to
erupt. She was pushing me to the limit. I dragged her to the house and
unlocked the door. “Enough now,” I whispered. She whimpered beneath me.
“Almost there.” I pushed her through the house. “I’m going to move the
bookcase. Are you going to stand there nicely, or do I need to restrain you?”

She gulped and her eyes widened. “T’ll stand here,” she whispered
hoarsely.

I smiled. “Good.” Releasing my grip, I watched her move one step away
from me and stop. I pulled the bookcase out of the way and unlocked the
girls’ door. “Come,” I said, pushing the door open. She was frozen on the
spot, staring at the open door. “Violet, come.”

“But...” she whispered. Sighing in frustration, I grabbed her wrist. Why
couldn’t she just do as she was told? “No!” She gasped and thrust her body
around, trying to get out of my grip. “No. Please don’t.”

I held both of her arms tight and pushed her down the stairs with me. For
someone so slim she was strong. Rose, Poppy, and Lily all stood, waiting.
“Good evening, Flowers,” I said. Violet’s body stiffened and she planted her
feet into the floor. “Please make Violet welcome and help her settle in. I’ll be
back for dinner very soon.” I let go of her and walked back up the stairs. I
needed to get clean.
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I returned to the girls’ room after showering and picking out the wool Rose



requested. The room was filled with the warming smell of a fresh shepherd’s
pie. It took me back to my childhood, before I was six, when Mother would
make incredible home-cooked meals. That all changed the second we caught
Dad with that whore, of course. Sitting down as a family and having Mother
dish up large helpings of hearty food was one of the things I missed the most.

“Good evening, Flowers,” I said, stopping at the bottom of the stairs.

“Good evening,” they replied in unison. Violet sat on the sofa staring at
the floor, a statue.

I frowned. “Is Violet okay?” I asked Rose. She was supposed to help her
settle in.

Rose nodded. “She’ll be fine. She’s just getting used to something new.”

I smiled. Of course. The adjustment period. “Dinner then?”

“It’s ready,” she replied and smiled. “Violet, come sit at the table.
Dinner’s ready.” Lily helped her up and led her to her seat. My heart swelled.
Lily was perfect—she was now everything I wanted her to be. Somewhere
between my worry of finding Violet and the countrywide search for Summer,
I’d forgotten to pay attention to her flourishing. I’d missed that and I was
overcome with guilt.

“Eat, Violet,” I said. Everyone was almost finished, but she had barely
touched any of hers.

Lily looked up. “I don’t think she’s that hungry. We can save hers for
later.” Violet couldn’t have eaten for a while, and she was thin. Her clothes
would probably hang off her frame the way Lily’s still did. “It’s only her first
night, after all,” Lily added.

“You’ll make sure she has something later?”

“Yes.”

I nodded and turned my attention back to my own dinner. “Oh, your yarn
is on the bottom step.”

Rose smiled. “Thank you. I’ll put that away when we’re done.”

I finished and waited for the girls. Everything is going to be fine. I am in
control. Rose and Poppy got up to clear the table and I stopped Lily from
helping. “Come, Lily.” I walked ahead. She had shown me that she was the



thoughtful, caring person I wanted, and now it was my turn to show her how
much she meant to me.

She appeared at the door. Her posture was stiff, as if she wasn’t breathing,
and her eyes were wide. “It’s okay, don’t be nervous.” I closed the door
behind us. “Please relax. I’'m not going to hurt you. Everything’s going to be
perfect now, can’t you see that?” I led her to the bed, and she sat rigid on the
edge. “Did you shower this morning?” She nodded and I smiled, stroking her
long blond hair behind her ear. “That’s my girl.”

She blinked rapidly and a few tears fell from her eyes. “Shh,” I whispered
and unbuttoned my shirt. “Don’t be afraid. I love you, Lily.”
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SUMMER

Tuesday, January 18 (Present)

I couldn’t move. My body shook to the point where it ached and felt numb.
Nothing felt real anymore. I didn’t want anything to be real anymore. The
bedsheet was wrapped tightly around me and I clung to it as if it were my
lifeline. It smelled of him. I smelled of him. I desperately wanted to get that
smell off, but my damned, traitorous body wouldn’t move.

A distant voice drifted through the room, and I raised my head. “Lily.
Lily, shh, it’s okay,” Poppy said softly. “It’s going to be okay.” I opened my
mouth to speak but nothing came out, just a low creak in the back of my
throat. “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right.” It won’t bloody be all right! “You
want me to help you to the bathroom?” In my zombie state, I nodded and
Poppy helped me up.

Somehow, we made it to the bathroom, but I don’t remember getting here.
I felt like I was underwater, the floor felt uneven, and everything was
swimming. I couldn’t believe that had just happened to me. I knew it had, but
it didn’t feel real.

Standing on the bathroom floor still in my socks, I gripped the sheet
tighter around myself and stared at the floor. Why can’t I feel anything? 1
couldn’t even cry. I should be crying. Poppy turned the shower on and placed
a fresh towel on the side of the sink. “Call if you need me, okay?” she said
and walked out, closing the door behind her.



Letting go of a sheet shouldn’t be hard but I couldn’t do it. As the only
thing that was covering me—protecting me—I couldn’t let the damn thing
go. Taking a deep breath I gave myself a little pep talk, You can do it. Just
drop the sheet and get the smell of him off you. Taking a deep breath, I let go
and it dropped to the floor.

I stepped in the shower, eager to be free of his aftershave. The hot water
ran over my whole body, washing him away with it. Why didn’t I fight him?
I didn’t want it, but I didn’t do anything to even attempt to stop it. Would it
have been worth my life? Yes. Knowing I had done nothing made me feel
sick, dirty, and worthless. If I’d have fought, at least I would have died
knowing I didn’t ultimately allow it to happen. But it was too late now. I
couldn’t turn back the clock and change anything. It was now something I
would have to live with. I sobbed.

Too scared to do anything about it, I’d let him. My legs turned to jelly. I
slumped to the floor and started crying. Grabbing the sponge, I frantically
scrubbed my skin until it turned bright red. I felt dirty, and no amount of
scrubbing was going to change that.

When my skin was too sore and I winced with every touch, I dropped the
sponge, stood up, and turned the shower off. I cried as I wrapped the towel
around me and the cotton rubbed against my sore, broken skin. My body
shook from the shock, and although I’d had a hot shower, I felt cold—
freezing cold.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw his face looming over me. The way he
looked at me—Iovingly—make me sick. I gagged, slapping my hand over my
mouth. Running to the toilet, I made it just in time to lean over it and empty
the contents of my stomach.

“Lily,” Poppy called through the door. She spoke so softly, like I was a
newborn baby. I gripped the towel and pulled it around me tighter. My heart
raced in my chest. I didn’t want anyone to see me. “Can I come in?” Nothing
came out when I tried to talk, just a quiet squeak. I sat down on the toilet seat
and gripped the towel.

Poppy pushed the door open and peered around the side. I turned away,



not wanting to see the pity in her eyes. She knelt down in front of me, and I
tensed. “This is going to be a stupid question, but are you okay?” she asked. I
shook my head, wrapping my arms around myself. She was right, that was a
stupid question.

“I’m sorry. I know this isn’t much, but it never lasts very long, I promise.”
It wasn’t much at all. The length of time didn’t matter; I didn’t want him
anywhere near me for one second.

“Shh, T know. You don’t need to say anything.” Poppy wiped the tears
from my face. I didn’t even have the energy to push her away. “Come on. I’'ll
take you back to the bedroom. You need some sleep.”

I stood beside my bed and let Poppy dress me in some pajamas. It was as
if I had forgotten how to do everything. She guided me down on the bed and
tucked me in. I felt like her daughter. Violet was already asleep, and I wished
I was too.
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I wished I could speak to Lewis, even for just a second, just to hear his voice.
Pressing my face into the pillow, I cried silently. The bed shook where my
body heaved from my sobbing. I could still feel him on me. As ill as I felt, I
couldn’t even get up and be sick. My legs were too heavy, and I just wanted
to curl up and sleep.

Closing my eyes, I pictured Lewis’s face, his smile, his laugh, and the way
he said my name. I could still hear it perfectly in my head. Sum. He was too
lazy to say my whole name most of the time, but it still gave me butterflies
every time he said it. And the way his eyes lit up when he said it, like he was
so happy just to say my name.

When I was with Lewis, it was special. He made me feel special, like the
only girl in the whole world. He was soft and gentle. With him it meant
everything. I was safe and loved. I cried harder, remembering how amazing it
felt with him. I would never have that again. Now it was messed up and dirty.
I was messed up and dirty, and Lewis would never look at me in the same



way again. How could he?

I buried my head in the soaking wet pillow and squeezed my eyes closed
again. All T wanted was to fall asleep and forget everything. Now I had
nothing left for him to take from me, though. Did it really matter what he did
to me now? I curled up tighter, making myself as small as I could, and
hugged my legs. I cried until I’d run out of tears and my throat burned.
Eventually, I was so exhausted that I fell asleep. The only thing that kept me
from falling apart was knowing that wasn’t my first time—that he hadn’t
stolen that from me too.

Saturday, May 2nd (2009)

Lewis looked nervous. He kept biting the inside of his cheek. Why is he
nervous? My heart was beating a million miles an hour, and I felt like I was
going to faint. He straightened up on my bed and tightened his arm around
me. We had the house to ourselves as my parents were away for their
anniversary and Henry had a date with a weird girl who laughed at all his
sucky jokes.

Tonight Lewis and I were going to have sex for the first time. It was also
my first time ever, and I was almost sick with nerves. What if I did something
wrong? I was totally in the deep end here, and he just kept saying everything
was fine. Apparently I couldn’t mess it up. I didn’t want to prove him wrong.

“You okay?” I asked. I still didn’t know why he was scared—he’d done it
before!

“Yeah.” He nodded and wiped his hand on his jeans. “You?”

“I’m fine,” I whispered. I was ready and had been for a little while now,
but everyone said it hurts the first time so I was scared. Hurt how much?

We spoke a few times about when, and I didn’t want it to be quickly
before my parents got home from work or in the back of a car, so we planned
on tonight. Shouldn’t he make the first move? I looked up at him through my
eyelashes. What if he had changed his mind? I mentally laughed at myself.
What seventeen-year-old guy changed his mind about sex?

“You’re nervous,” I said, blushing.



He nodded. “A bit.”

“Why?” He shrugged, giving nothing away. “Lewis?”

“I dunno, it’s just different this time. And you’re a virgin.” Oh, sorry! 1
frowned, and he laughed. “That’s not a bad thing, Sum.”

“I know,” I replied, narrowing my eyes.

“Would you rather wait?”

“No,” I whispered. “Would you?” He smirked, his eyes dancing with
amusement. “I’ll take that as a no,” I muttered sarcastically. He bent his head
and kissed me. My tummy flipped over and over again. His lips pressed
against mine forcefully but somehow gently at the same time. It was
dizzying. “I’m ready now,” I muttered against his lips.

He groaned and tangled his fingers in my hair. “Wait, should I have roses
scattered on the bed or something cheesy like that?”

“Yeah, because every girl wants a thorn sticking in her butt on her first
time. It’ll be special. I don’t need all the cheesiness.” His lips covered mine
suddenly. After a second, I kissed him back and we fell onto the mattress. My
clothes just seemed to disappear. He was good at this. I felt stupid, not really
knowing what to do.

Lewis was gentle as he pushed inside me, really gentle, but it still bloody
hurt. Closing my eyes, I gripped hold of his back. I loved how he made me
feel, that we were like one person right now, but I couldn’t ignore the pain. I
bit down on my lip and he stilled. “Do you want to stop?”

“No!” I blushed at how desperate I sounded, but it was true—I really
didn’t want to stop. I wanted to get past the hurting part. “I like being this
close to you and, anyway, I’ll be okay after a few minutes.” I hope. Kerri
better be right! He kissed me again, and I was too lost, too wrapped up in
him to think about the pain that was very slowly subsiding. It was perfect,
even without the candles and roses.
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I cuddled into his side with my head on his chest. “You okay? Does it still



hurt? You’re not still in pain, are you? I can get you something,” he rambled,
drawing random shapes on my back with his fingers.

“Lewis, chill, I’'m fine.”

“You said it hurt.”

“It did, but I think I’ll survive.” I rolled my eyes.

“So you’re in pain, but you won’t take anything for it because it’s not a
pain that will kill you?” He shook his head and looked at me in amusement.
“I think your stubbornness has reached a new level.”

“Or,” I said, “I’m just not a big baby. Besides it’s a nice pain, and it
doesn’t really hurt that much now.”

“You’re such a weirdo,” he teased and kissed my forehead.

I laughed. “Yeah, love you too.”
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SUMMER

Thursday, January 20th (Present)

Poppy woke me up in the morning by stroking my hair and whispering,
“Lily.” Summer, Summer, Summer, Summer, Summer! 1 squeezed my eyes
closed and a tear escaped, dripping onto the pillow. Wrapping the cover
around me tightly, I pressed my face into the pillow. Leave me alone. “Hey,
it’s okay. Don’t cry. He’s already gone,” Poppy said. I heard her put
something down on the bedside table. I raised my head and saw a hot mug of
tea and a plate of toast. I could eat here? And he was gone?

“What?” I asked, blinking rapidly to clear the tears in my eyes. We never
ate in the bedroom.

“He’s already been down for breakfast. We told him you’re not feeling
well so you were sleeping in. Try and eat something, okay?” I nodded my
head. I felt sick but my stomach groaned, begging for food. “I’ll leave you to
it. Call me if you need anything.” She walked out of the room and closed the
door. I gulped down the panic at her leaving me. I wanted to be alone, but I
didn’t feel safe. None of us were safe down here, but we were safer together.
He couldn’t just magic his way in here—appear in front of me—but it still
scared me. He had so much control over us.

I sat against the wall and pulled the cover over me for protection. The
steaming mug of tea looked so inviting; I picked it up and took a sip. After a
few mouthfuls, I felt a little more human. My gran was wrong, though: a cup



of tea couldn’t fix everything. It was just a normal thing to do and normal
didn’t happen down here much.

Yesterday felt like it was a bad dream. Did it really happen? Sometimes I
thought about something so much that it didn’t seem real anymore. Or
something was so shocking that it couldn’t seem real. I knew I should keep
myself busy to take my mind off it, but I was too drained. I felt like I had
nothing left inside me. Summer was slipping away, and I clutched at that
carefree, stubborn teenager with my fingertips. I wouldn’t let her go. I
couldn’t be Lily.

My skin crawled and a shudder of disgust rippled through my body. I
jumped out of bed and grabbed clothes and a towel. “I’m showering,” 1
muttered on my way through to the bathroom.

“Okay,” Rose replied, looking up from her book the sofa.

I turned the shower on as hot as it would go and sat on the floor and
waited for the steam to tell me it was hot enough. Would I ever feel clean
again? Don’t think about it...Summer. Stripping out of my clothes, I stepped
into the shower. The water burned as it hit my skin, and I gasped in shock. I
clenched my teeth together and held on to the wall, digging my short nails
into it. The water was unbearably hot; it felt like being stung all over by bees,
but I wouldn’t move.

When I was red and sore, I got out and loosely wrapped a towel around
my aching body. The soft material rubbed against my delicate skin. It stung
so much it brought a tear to my eye. The mirror on the wall next to the
shower had steamed up and, thankfully, I couldn’t see myself in it. I used to
think they were crazy to happily shower twice a day, but maybe they just
didn’t feel clean down here.

The only tight fitting clothes I had were a pair of white cotton trousers and
a thin, light green long-sleeved top. I brushed my hair, dragging it from the
roots to the tips, counting to one hundred. My mum used to tell me to brush it
one hundred strokes when I was little. I treated it as a game—shouting the
numbers out until I reached one hundred. This time I did the same and
counted in my head. I wanted to go back there, to when I was a little kid



sitting on my daddy’s lap combing my damp hair.

“Lily, are you okay?” Rose asked, the second I walked out of the
bathroom. I nodded in reply, even though what I felt was the furthest thing
from okay.

Poppy sat on the sofa as Rose got up, and I followed her. I had a feeling
she didn’t say certain things in front of Rose, and I wasn’t sure if that was
because she didn’t trust her or she didn’t want to upset her. “It will get better,
I promise. You won’t always feel like this.”

“Won’t I?” I replied.

“You won’t. It gets...bearable. I hate it too, Lily. You just need to find
something to focus on while it’s happening.” I tried. “I think about what I
want my life to be and for those few minutes, I'm in a different world,” she
said, smiling fondly at whatever that image was.

“What do you want your life to be?”

“Happy,” she replied simply. “I imagine living in a beautiful little cottage
with ivy growing up the walls and around the windows. The garden is equally
as beautiful, with colorful flowers and a vegetable patch. My husband’s a
great man who works hard to support his family and I stay at home with our
children. I imagine what my pregnancies would be like and how my children
would look, our family holidays and playing in the garden. We’re happy, you
know, really happy.”

I managed to smile a little. “That sounds nice.” I wanted a life in London
with a huge flat overlooking the Thames, a good salary, and lots of cocktail
bars. Now I’d settle for anything—a cardboard box—if it were outside this
fucking cellar.

“It’s silly, I know, but a family and nice little house is all I’ve ever
wanted.”

I shook my head. “It’s not silly. You can still have that.” We just needed
to get out of here. Would her fantasy of her perfect life be enough to make
her help me? With her help, we could do something to him. I had no doubt
Violet would be in.

She sighed and shook her head. “I can’t, Lily. It’s just a dream. Do you



want another cup of tea?” Before I had time to answer, she walked over to the
kettle. Boiling water. We could do a lot of damage with boiling water. “Lily,
do you want an extra sugar?”

Why would I want an extra sugar? 1 frowned. “No, thank you.”

Poppy smiled and went back to making tea. She should be making tea for
her husband and juice for her children. She deserved that life. I sat back and
for the first time I really realized that it wasn’t just me that was losing out.
Rose and Poppy may not have had a family when they were taken, but that
didn’t mean they didn’t dream of having one. They could have one now if
they weren’t down here.

Tea and toast was placed in front of me. I wasn’t sure if it was fresh toast
or the old one from our room—it didn’t matter, though. “Thank you.” I
nibbled at the toast but my stomach turned. I felt too disgusting to keep
anything down.

The new Violet opened the bedroom door and tentatively stepped out. Her
eyes darted around the room. “It’s okay,” I whispered. Wow, I was just like
Rose and Poppy, giving false hope to the new girl. She stepped into the room
and perched on the arm of the sofa.

Poppy whispered in my ear, “She’s not said a word, and she won’t talk to
us or even listen to us.” Probably because she doesn’t want to hear what you
have to say. Violet was still in shock; her wide eyes scanned the room. My
chest tightened as I remembered that feeling of being completely lost,
confused, and terrified. Violet needed someone that understood her, not
someone that would tell her to stay strong and endure it from day one.

“What’s your name?” I asked her.

Her head snapped to mine so quickly I jumped in surprise. “Layal,” she
replied in a voice barely above a whisper.

“Layal’s unusual.”

“I’'m from France originally, moved here with my mum to live with my
grandparents when I was two.”

I was getting somewhere. At least she had spoken to me. “Why did you
move?”



She shook her head, frowning at a bad memory. “My dad was abusive,
apparently. I don’t remember him at all.”

“I’m sorry,” Rose said, and Layal shrugged. Violet, I reminded myself. I
couldn’t get caught up in calling her by her name. If I slipped up in front of
him, then who knows what kind of screwed-up reaction he would have.

Violet looked up, directly at me, as if she didn’t want to acknowledge
Rose and Poppy. “What does he want?”

“We think the perfect family, or something like that. I don’t understand it.
I don’t want to understand that psycho.” I ignored Rose’s deep frown.
Brainwashed.

Violet look on, turning her nose up in disgust. “He’s so fucked up.” 1
nodded in agreement. You have no idea. “What did he do to you last night?” I
dropped my eyes to the floor and tensed. “He raped you, didn’t he?” she
whispered. No! No, no, no, no, no! I tried to ignore the lump in my throat and
picked a spot on the floor and stared. I will not cry. “He won’t do that to me.”
I curled up, hugging my legs to my chest. I remembered saying a similar
thing.

Rose tucked her hair behind her ears. “Would you like something to eat,
Violet?”

“Layal,” she corrected. “And no, thanks. Why are we all still here when
there’s four of us and only one of him?” Good question. Fear. That was all
that stopped me and Poppy from trying to escape. For Rose, though, it was
something else.

Violet clearly wanted to get out, so maybe it could work. We still both
desperately wanted to escape. Poppy would take a lot of convincing, but I
think we could win her around. Rose was a lost cause. Whatever we did, we
had to make sure it was well thought out and that Rose didn’t know a thing.

“We could poison him,” Violet suggested.

I shook my head. “Too much could go wrong. We’d have to do it
gradually, so he wouldn’t taste or smell it, but then there would be no
guarantee he’d die down here. I don’t want to starve to death.” Stabbing him
with something, though there wasn’t anything particularly sharp down here.



Hitting him over the head with something hard, but then the only thing hard
enough was the frying pan, TV, or a chair, and who wouldn’t see that
coming?

“Anyway, how did he find you?” I asked, needing to change the subject
because Rose was still around, and I didn’t want her to know how much I’d
been thinking about escaping.

“I’ll make some soup for lunch,” Rose announced and abruptly walked
away. I watched her go and hoped that when we got out she would be okay.
Her family had to come forward and take care of her after everything she’s
been through.

As soon as she was busy pulling pans out of the cupboard, I turned to
Violet and whispered, “We’ll talk when we’re alone.” She looked up at Rose
and her eyes widened a fraction as she understood why. I was determined to
get out now more than ever.

When Rose called us for lunch, I made myself sit at the table like normal.
Even though I felt the furthest thing from normal. My chest was aching. I
wanted to curl up in the corner and lie there until we were found.

“Smells good,” Poppy complimented.

I looked down at the steam rising off the plate, dancing around and
making swirling patterns in the air. I watched it rise until it disappeared,
wishing I could float off and disappear too.

“Lily, are you not hungry?” Rose asked.

I had only eaten a few mouthfuls and not even touched the bread roll.
“No.” Of course I wasn’t hungry. Since I had been down here, I had lost my
appetite, and after last night, I felt too sick and disgusted to eat anything more
than a few nibbles of toast.

She took my plate. “Well I’ll pop it in a Tupperware and we can keep it in
the fridge for later.”

“I won’t want it later,” I replied.

She smiled. “Just in case.”

Rose and Poppy started another one of the daily bathroom cleans. I knew I
should help by doing the kitchen or something, but I had no energy or



motivation. I wanted to live to get out and see my family again, but with
every passing day I cared a little less if I died.

Violet turned to me. “They said he comes down for dinner, right?” I
nodded. “We’ll do it then. We’ll both grab something and hit him as hard as
we can with it,” she whispered.

My eyes widened. Shit, she was planning to do it just like that? “What?
No. We have to actually plan this. We can’t just hit him!”

She frowned deeply in anger. “This is a plan.”

It wasn’t. We couldn’t just hit him without a plan. So many things could
go wrong, and it had been tried in the past. “Violet, that’s been done before
without planning it through.” I shook my head. “We can’t, not now.”

“Well, we can’t do nothing. We have to. How can you say not now?”

“Have you ever seen someone being murdered right in front of you?”

She frowned. “What? No.”

“Well, I have. That’s how I can say not now.” I stood up and walked into
the bedroom. Cleaning seemed like a good idea for once.
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The cellar door opened right on time, and my blood turned cold. Bile rose to
my throat as he walked down the stairs, smiling, holding a bunch of bright
purple violets. “Good evening, Flowers,” he said. Those three words had the
power to stop my heart. I stepped back behind the table and clung to the
chair. Selfishly, I was grateful for Violet being here now; it meant he would
take his place at the top of the table—the farthest from me.

Violet stared at him, her lip curled in hate and disgust. Please don’t, 1
begged her silently. If she did anything, it would get her killed, and I didn’t
want that again. This Violet had to live.

Her eyes flicked to the empty vase sitting on the worktop. Too thin—it
was far too thin and flimsy to do any damage. I doubted it would even hurt
him at all. She caught my eye and nodded. I shook my head, eyes wide.

“Summer,” Violet said, using my old name. Shit. No! My breathing



slowed and I shook my head. He hadn’t heard yet. He was too busy being
greeted by Rose and Poppy. No, I mouthed. She didn’t listen. Clover was
standing sideways on to her. Oh God, oh God.

My breath caught in my throat as Violet swept the vase up and slammed it
down on his head in one quick, swift movement. Rose and Poppy gasped as
the flimsy plastic broke into only a few pieces and fell to the floor. Clover
stumbled forward, but just a few steps.

This was it. My eyes widened in horror as he very slowly straightened up
and turned around. Violet’s mouth dropped open. His eyes were hard, cold,
and fixed on her. I gulped and my hands shook.
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SUMMER

Friday, January 21st (Present)

Clover slapped her cheek hard, and the sound echoed through the room.
Violet cried out in pain and held the side of her face as she fell to the floor
with a thud. I couldn’t watch this anymore. I couldn’t stand by and do
nothing like I had with the other girl, and if he killed me too, then that was
fine. Maybe he would be doing me a favor anyway.

I reached out to grab another vase. It wouldn’t kill him, but that didn’t
even matter. This was about standing up for what was right. My fingertips
had barely grazed the vase when Poppy grabbed my arm roughly and pulled
me backward.

“No,” she hissed in my ear. I struggled in her arms, but she had a tight
grip on me. I can’t do this. My legs gave way and I collapsed to the floor. It
was too much. I was tired to putting on a smile and playing happy families.

Violet stood up straight, trying to seem confident and unafraid, but her
hands shook with fear and her eyes were too wide. I admired her bravery,
though. I’d never seen anyone look as terrified as her but she faced him
anyway.

He took one small but purposeful step forward and something flashed
through his eyes—something pure evil. Before I could blink, he launched
himself at Violet and started punching and kicking her continuously. With
each blow, she screamed a deep, throaty scream. Her arms darted in front of



her face and she curled up in the fetal position to protect herself.

I watched, again. Whenever this happened, I couldn’t tear my eyes off the
scene even though it was the last thing in the world I wanted to see. And it
never got any easier. Rose and Poppy still flinched and backed up, but they
were used to it now. They didn’t look like they were going to pass out or
break down.

The sound of Violet’s screams pierced right through me, rooting me to the
spot. I gulped. My legs turned to jelly and I fell to the floor. Poppy dropped
beside me and wrapped her arms around me. He was killing her. I wanted to
help, but I couldn’t move, and Poppy’s arms held me tight.

Blood trickled from Violet’s nose down her chin. The blows to her body
were harsh and brutal and every single one tore through me. I burst into tears
at the sound her painful cries. Grabbing her hair, he pulled her up. She
screamed in pain and gripped her chest. He sneered and punched her in the
face. She stumbled back, slammed into the wall, and sunk to the floor.

She gagged and spat red-stained saliva on the floor. Clover jumped back
and wiped his forehead, eyes wide and nose turned up in disgust. The blood
on his hand turned his face a pale white and he turned and ran up the stairs.
Poppy released me as soon as he closed the door. I ran to Violet. She was
limp on the floor and covered in blood. Her matted hair was tainted red and
clung to her face in clumps.

“Violet,” Rose whispered, gently placing her hand on her shoulder. “It’s
going to be all right. We’ll get you cleaned up.” Would it matter? Surely he
was going to come back for her soon enough. “Towels, Lily,” Rose ordered.

I jumped up and ran to the cupboard, eager to help in any way I could. I
didn’t know a thing about first aid, but I knew we needed to stop Violet’s
bleeding as soon as possible. Rose snatched one of the towels off me and
pressed it against the cut on Violet’s head.

“Take the other side,” Rose ordered. Other side? I stepped over Violet and
noticed what Rose was talking about. There was another deep cut on her
head, almost exactly opposite to the other one. It was barely a centimeter long
but blood flowed freely from it.



I sobbed, no longer being able to hold back my tears. “I’m sorry, Violet,
I’'m so sorry,” I whispered and pressed down hard on the towel. She
whimpered and hissed in pain. As much as I wanted to pull away and stop
hurting her, I knew I couldn’t. “Sorry.” We all knew doing this was pretty
much a waste of time. When he came back down, he would kill her if she
hadn’t already died, but we couldn’t leave her. We had to try.
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Poppy knelt down beside me with a plastic bowl of water, cotton balls, and
thick padded bandages. “We should get her to bed as soon as we’ve cleaned
her up. Hang in there, Violet.” Poppy dipped a cotton ball into the water and
very gently dabbed it around the cut Rose was tending.

“Ahh!” Violet cried out. “No, it stings,” she said, gasping to catch her
breath.

“I know, and I’m sorry. We need to clean these, though. I promise it won’t
take long, and I'll be as gentle as I can.” Poppy brushed the cotton ball along
the bottom of the cut. I grabbed Violet’s hand, and she squeezed it tight—it
reminded me of a woman gripping hold of her birth partner’s hand. Blood
seeped through the towel I had pressed on her cut with my other hand,
staining my fingers red.

My chest felt like it was being squeezed. I was utterly terrified she would
die. She was my only chance. Was this too bad? She could have internal
injuries we couldn’t see and her head looked really bad. I could still hear the
loud thud as her head smashed against the hard wall. What if something
happened to her? If she died then I didn’t know what I would do. I should
have tried to help her. Looking at her swollen and bloody face, I’d never felt
so helpless before.

Poppy bandaged one cut and moved around to do the same with the one I
was tending. I moved the towel and Poppy cleaned the cut. Rose stood
awkwardly over Violet, holding the bandage up, ready to put it on as soon as
Poppy was finished.



“Okay,” Rose said once we’d cleaned and bandaged Violet’s wounds.
“Let’s get her in bed.” Rose and Poppy picked up either end of Violet’s body,
and I supported her back.

Violet cried out in pain, and the sound echoing through the cellar made me
flinch. She held her chest and breathed deeply. Broken ribs? “We’re nearly
there,” I told her. We needed painkillers. If she had broken ribs as well as the
cuts to her head, she was going to be in a lot of pain. He didn’t let us just
have pain pills, though. That was controlled by him—he only allowed us two
at a time.

I ran ahead and pulled the cover back on her bed, ready for her to get in.
Rose and Poppy carefully laid her down. I covered her to her hips, not
wanting to go higher and lay it on her ribs. “Am I going to die?” she
whispered. Her breathing was labored, and it sounded like she was struggling
to take every one.

Shaking my head, I perched on the side of her bed. “No, you’re not.
You’re going to be fine. We’ll look after you.” That bastard wasn’t going to
get his way. I would do everything I could to make sure she was okay. I
wanted to make up for letting this happen. “Try and get some sleep.” If she
were asleep, she wouldn’t feel pain.

Violet closed her eyes and continued breathing hard. I doubt she would
sleep much, but at least she was getting some rest. Wiping my tears away, [
took a deep breath to calm myself. What was going to happen now? He
would be back eventually. Did he expect a body wrapped up in a black bag?

I gasped as I remembered. “We have painkillers!” When Poppy and Rose
pretended I was ill, he had brought two down for me. Rushing to my bedside
table, I grabbed them from the drawer and ran back. “Violet, take these!” Her
eyes flicked open. She looked at the pills and opened her mouth, accepting
them immediately. “Want water with them?” She shook her head. I couldn’t
take them without water—it was gross and they stuck to my throat. Violet
had to have been in a lot of pain.

“Just one, Lily. We’ll need to ration them,” Rose said. As much as I
wanted to give her both, I knew Rose was right. We only had two and getting



more wouldn’t be easy.

“Thanks,” Violet whispered once she’d swallowed the pill I popped in her
mouth.

Rose stood up from the bed. “We’ll leave you to get some rest.” I shook
my head, not wanting to leave her on her own. Rose shooed me with her hand
and widened her eyes—she wanted to talk about something without Violet. I
got up and followed them out.

“What?” I asked as Rose shut the bedroom door.

“We need to think of something for when he comes back. He won’t be
happy with this outcome.” Violet surviving. The sick bastard! “I’ll speak
with him and try saying Violet thought we were going to come to harm or
something. I’'m not sure yet.”

I sniffed and wiped my eyes again. I was just holding it together. All 1
wanted to do was curl up in a little ball and cry, but I couldn’t give up. I still
had hope. “Will she die?”

Rose sighed. “I’m not sure. I truly hope not.”

Violet couldn’t die. I had only known her a few hours but down here that
seemed like years. Everything down here seemed longer. She was the only
one who was as desperate to get out as I was. I needed her.
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My heart jumped into my throat as I heard the cellar door creaking open. I
gripped Violet’s hand and closed my eyes, saying a silent plea to Clover to
leave Violet alone.

Someone opening the bedroom door made me jump. I leaped up but then
sagged in relief as Poppy stepped in and closed the door. She was by herself.
So he was listening to what Rose had to say?

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Rose is speaking with him now.”

“Should we try and listen?”

Poppy shook her head. “No. If he came in and caught us, he wouldn’t like



it.”

I clenched my jaw shut as the overwhelming urge to shout and scream at
him flooded me. There were so many things I wanted to say to the bastard,
but not one I could say without getting myself killed.

“How long do you think it’ll take her to convince him?”

Poppy shrugged. “If she can, it could take a while. He doesn’t change his
mind often.” His sick, screwed-up mind. Something really shitty must have
happened to him, but that wasn’t a good enough excuse to do what he was
doing. I sat on my bed next to Poppy and we waited silently for Rose.

While we waited, I thought of so many things I would be willing to do if
he just left her alone. I would never complain about being down here again. I
would never again shout at Poppy or Rose for calling me Lily. I would never
try to think of ways to hurt him.

I looked over at Poppy as we heard the cellar door open and close again. I
didn’t want to get my hopes up but he hadn’t come for her—that must be
good. Rose opened the door and smiled. “It’s all right.”

“What?” I asked, my eyes wide in shock. He wasn’t coming back for her?
I hoped but never expected it to happen.

Rose nodded and sat down on Violet’s bed. “I explained that she was
scared. Said she thought he was going to kill all of us and was just trying to
protect us. He mumbled incoherently for about ten minutes. I couldn’t
understand a word of what he was saying.” She stopped and frowned. “It was
odd...and frightening.” I gulped. Rose being frightened was frightening.
“Eventually, though, I managed to convince him that she didn’t know what
she was doing. She hadn’t understood that we’re a family.” I clenched my
jaw. We are not a family.

“So he’s going to help her?” Poppy asked. Her eyes were wide with
surprise.

Rose bit her lip as she searched for the answer. “He’s agreed to letting us
help her. He won’t be bringing any medication down for her as punishment.”
I sat frozen. He was going to leave her in pain. I felt the air leave my lungs as
if I had been punched in the stomach. He wasn’t being merciful—he was



being vengeful. She had done something he didn’t like, and he was making
her suffer for it. My hate for him consumed me. I gritted my teeth. My blood
boiled. I wanted to kill him. I wanted him to die in the way he had killed so
many girls.

“Okay.” Poppy nodded. “Well, it will be fine. We’ll look after her. She
will heal with our help.” She would heal, but how long would she be in
intense pain until then? I looked away to Violet’s fragile, broken body. She
would have been better off if she died. Living here, in her situation, was
much worse than death. I’m so sorry.

We sat in the bedroom for hours. A loud bang followed by several
thudding noises came from the main room. I gasped in surprise and my heart
started racing. “What’s that?” I asked, moving in between the door and
Violet’s bed. A shrill woman’s scream answered my question. “No.” He was
doing this now?

Rose looked at the closed door with her mouth hanging open wide. There
was something about only hearing what he was doing that made it so much
scarier. In my head I imagined more blood, more gore, more violence.

“No, no, please?” the woman shouted.

Tears filled my eyes. “Rose, what do we do?”

She gulped. “You do nothing. I’ll stand just inside the door and wait until
it’s over. He’ll want to see at least one of us.” Poppy walked with her, and
they creaked the door open and stood at the threshold. My heart was in my
mouth as I listened to the awful sounds of her crying and begging for her life.
How could he not care that he was killing a person?!

“What’s going on?” Violet rasped from behind me. Another guttural
scream echoed through the room and I froze. “What’s that?”

“Shh,” I whispered, letting my tears drip to the floor. “That’s the reason
we do what we’re told.”
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CLOVER

Friday, January 21st (Present)

I locked the girls’ door with trembling hands and shoved the bookcase back
to its place. Dirty—I was dirty and disgusting. I needed to be clean. I needed
to regain control. My hands shook and my heart raced. The blood was
smeared over my hands and splatters covered my clothes.

The bathroom was on the first floor, and I made it in a daze. Switching the
shower on, I pulled my clothes off in a rush and shoved them in the sink.
They were going to have to be burned. No amount of washing would get
them clean, but it wouldn’t matter; I had duplicates. I stepped into the
shower, and the familiar sting of boiling hot water relaxed me. I could feel
the germs being washed away. The anxiety and fear slowly subsided.

I got out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my body. It had
hardened itself to the hot water. I used to feel tender after but not anymore.
Clean now. I’m clean now. I can do this. I will not fail. I can do this. Mother
was wrong. I didn’t need her to survive. I was doing fine. I’m not failing.

Mother wouldn’t like the girls, of course. She wouldn’t like that they
helped me, and she wouldn’t like that they had my heart. She wasn’t here,
and she couldn’t tell me what to do. I could do whatever I wanted now. I was
in control of my life, not her. Not you.

The girls would be finished soon, so I dressed in clean clothes and bagged
my dirty ones. The fire in the living room was already filled with coal and



wood; I lit it and threw the bag straight in. I watched the flames grow and lick
at the bag, turning it black in a matter of seconds. The clothes disintegrated
into ash in front of my eyes, and my posture automatically relaxed. There was
just one more thing to do before I could relax—get that filthy whore out of
my house and away from my girls.

When I returned to their room, they were sitting on the sofa, reading. The
whore was by the stairs, ready to go. Lily looked on over her book, staring at
nothing. I understood this life was much different to the second-rate one she
had with her former family. She had settled in just fine.

Rose smiled, tilting her head to the side and her long, dark hair fell half in
front of her face. She was a very beautiful person, and very womanly and
loving. To this day, I regretted how things had turned out. My life should
have been different. Rose—Shannen—and I should be together. She should
have been the one picking up the wool and clothes for the girls. She should
have been the one I woke up to, rather than the cold, empty space in my bed.

Without saying a word, I picked up the body and carried it upstairs. Dead
weight was heavy, but not as heavy as the price whores like her were costing
society. There was one less of them in the world now. I knew there would be
more; it was a never-ending cycle. Unlike the government and the police,
though, I wouldn’t just sit back and allow it to happen.

I carried the body out to the car and placed it in the trunk. It was dark—
that was good.

The drive to the canal didn’t take long. I had driven the journey so many
times I didn’t have to think about where to go anymore; it was natural. I
could do it with my eyes closed. The murky water was the graveyard for the
disgraceful.

Opening the trunk, I swept the body up in my arms and placed it on the
ground. There was a pile of broken bricks, chalk, rubble, and concrete blocks
nearby from the derelict buildings. This area was supposed to be developed in
a years’ time, but it had been rescheduled twice already. They should just
leave it to fester.

I filled the body bag, weighing it down with as much as I could fit in, and



dropped it into the water. The bag sank down and I sighed, content. One more
down...

Monday, January 24th (Present)

“Good morning, Flowers,” 1 said as I walked down the stairs. Lily sat at the
table fiddling with her cutlery. She looked up and smiled halfheartedly. Her
bright green eyes looked sad, worn down. Something was wrong with her.
Perhaps she was ill.

“Good morning, Clover,” Rose and Poppy replied.

“How did you sleep, Lily?” I asked, sitting down in the chair opposite her.

She looked down at the table. “Fine, thank you,” she whispered.

“Are you feeling unwell?”

She shook her head. “No, I’'m okay.” I nodded and picked up my spoon as
a bowl of granola was placed in front of me. We ate breakfast in silence.

“Right, I’'m now going to work. Have a great day, and I'll see you all for
dinner.”

kg

I arrived at the office forty minutes later. “Good morning, Christy,” I said as I
walked through reception. “How are you?”

She smiled. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun and she wore the most
inappropriate clothing. I didn’t know why she was allowed to dress like a
prostitute at work. “I’m great, Colin, and you?”

“I’m very well, thank you.” I walked to my office and put my briefcase
down. While my computer started up, I went to make a coffee. I passed
Gregory Hart’s office; he was a senior lawyer and started working for the
company right out of college. He was talking with Christy—who seemed to
have made a beeline for him first thing—and she was giggling. I took a step
back so I could hear.

“So are you free tonight? We can try out that underwear set I was telling
you about,” Christy purred. My chest tightened. Greg was a married man



with a heavily pregnant wife.

“Hmm, as a matter of fact, I am. Natalie’s visiting her mum and sister for
a few nights. I’ll be all alone in that big house of mine.”

Christy’s face lit up like a child on Christmas morning. “I’ll be over at
seven. I’ll just pop home first to change into something less comfortable.”

I closed my eyes. Was that what my father said to his whore when Mother
and I went shopping? Was he as excited to cheat on his wife as Greg Hart
was? Turning on my heel, I stalked off into the kitchen. How dare that cheap
little tart ruin a marriage?

Flicking on the kettle, I watched the water as it boiled, bubbling up like a
volcano about to erupt—mirroring my temper. “There enough water in there
for two?” Christy’s voice made me cringe.

I turned around and smiled, swallowing my rage. “Of course. Why don’t
you go and sit down? I’ll make these.”

“Thank you, that’d be great. I've got a million things to do.”

“I won’t be long.” Christy smiled and walked out just as Jane and Jessica
entered. “Good morning, Jane, Jessica.”

“Hi, Colin. We were just talking about that missing girl, Summer. They
still haven’t found her,” Jane said, shaking her head in sympathy. “Her poor
parents.”

“Who could do something like that?” Jessica sighed. “It’s just awful. Her
whole family must be going through hell. And what about her? What’s she
going through? People always worry about the family, but what about her?
She must be so scared.”

“If she’s still alive,” Jane added.

Lily was better off with me than out there, where she would be corrupted
by a society that found nothing wrong in sleeping around and behaving like
selfish little whores. Lily was better off with someone who cared enough
about her future and character to protect her. Even her so-called loving
boyfriend allowed her to roam the streets alone at night.

“Now, we don’t know the whole story. She could have run away.” They
nodded in agreement. “You two just make sure you keep yourselves safe,” 1



said and picked up the two freshly made cups of coffee.

“There you go, Christy. Two sugars, just how you like it.” I put her drink
on the hot-pink coaster and noticed she was having a Skype chat with Greg.
She minimized the screen before I could read it, though. Something to hide.

She looked up and grinned. “Thank you, Colin. Finally Friday, huh? Do
you have plans for the weekend?”

“Not many. I have some DIY to catch up on. You?”

“Um, I’m seeing a friend tonight and possibly tomorrow too.”

A married friend with a child on the way. “Well, have a nice time,” I said
through gritted teeth.

I walked away. My heart went out to Greg’s wife and unborn child. What
would she go through when she found out? Would she take it as well as
Mother? She didn’t cry, not once. She didn’t cry when he left or when she
found out he had rented a flat with the whore. She didn’t even cry when their
divorce was finalized. I cried once, until she hit me, and I realized that I
needed to be strong and take control. Crying got you nowhere.

Something had to be done. Greg’s wife deserved better than to arrive
home and find her husband in bed with a dirty little whore. “Oh, Colin, I need
to run out. Can you let anyone know if they ask? I’ll be back in ten,” Jessica
called over her shoulder as she ran to the exit.

I smiled. Jessica would be out for ten minutes and her colleague, Miranda,
in HR was on holiday. I put my coffee down in my office and walked up the
stairs to the HR department. Their office wasn’t big, and there was no
window in the door, so I knew I wouldn’t be seen.

Pushing the door open, I peered into the office. As I thought, it was empty.
I stepped inside and closed the door. I had seen the employee filing cabinet
from my appraisals, so I knew exactly where to look. I pulled the bottom
drawer open and flicked through to Christy’s file. Her address told me she
wasn’t far from my house—just a twenty-minute drive. I memorized the
street name and number and put the file back.

My heart raced as I closed the drawer and stood up. The top floor was
small and home to only HR and the managing director, Bruce. I hadn’t seen



Bruce this morning, but he often flitted in and out when it suited him. I
reached for the door handle when the door swung open.

I froze momentarily. “Bruce, good morning.”

“Hello, Colin. Do you know where Jessica is?”

“She just popped out, she’ll be back soon.”

“What are you looking for?”

“I wanted a holiday request form. I forgot Miranda was off until I got up
here.” I smiled and shook my head—Silly me.

He nodded and rubbed his bulging stomach once. “Ah, yes. The South of
France she went to, wasn’t it?”

“I think so. Lovely place. Have you been?”

“Can’t say I have. I prefer to sit by a pool and drink a cool beer myself.
Well, I'll see Jessica later.” He nodded his head and walked out. I sighed in
relief and left the office, closing the door behind me.
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I knew dinner would be ready very soon, and I hated to be late, but I had to
prepare for tonight. My duffel bag was open on the bed and already contained
a body bag, thick rubber gloves, and cleaning products. My stomach turned at
the thought of entering Christy’s house and punishing her, but someone had
to. This was her fault, not mine. You’re only taking control of a situation
before it worsens. Yes, that was all I was doing, taking care of something that
needed to be controlled.

I combed my hair and repeated Christy’s address in my head over and
over. I’m not weak. I can do this. Mother is wrong. Mother is wrong. Placing
the comb back on my dressing table, I straightened my shirt and walked
down to the girls’ room.
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“Good evening, Flowers.”
“Good evening. How was your day?” Poppy asked. Rose looked up at me



and beamed. Her blue eyes glistened in the light. I tore my gaze from Rose
and smiled at Poppy.

“Very good, thank you. Although I have something to do after dinner.” I
sat at the table opposite Lily. “And how are you?”

She bit her lip. “Fine, thank you.”

“Here,” Poppy said, placing my dinner in front of me. “Roast beef. One of
your favorites.”

“Yes it is.” I smiled. Poppy was an incredible woman. She was caring and
thoughtful, taking the time to get to know someone. I was proud to have her
as part of the family. She had never disappointed me. I looked around the
table and swelled with pride. All of my girls were beautiful, especially where
it mattered, unlike that whore Christy.
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I left my car in the parking area outside a nail salon; it was a thirty-second
walk to Christy’s house. She lived at the back of the butcher’s, set off from
the road. Aside from an old house that was currently being turned into flats,
hers was the only residential property along the road. That meant, thankfully,
I shouldn’t have any interruptions tonight.

I folded my arms over my chest. The January wind was bitterly cold, and I
longed to be back at home with the girls. Lowering my head, I threw my bag
over my shoulder and quickly walked toward her house.

The only light in her house came from upstairs. It was a small house, and
the upstairs looked like it was in the loft space. Although it wasn’t a cottage,
it had that feel to it. The house didn’t suit Christy. It was warm, homey, and
inviting—three things she was not.

Either side of the pinewood front door were faux olive trees, and not very
good ones. They looked cheap and out of place. I lifted the right one up and
sighed. Lying beneath the terra-cotta pot was a door key. Oh dear, Christy,
you really don’t help yourself. 1 stepped closer to the front door and heard
Robbie Williams playing through the house. Mother used to put on her



favorite music while getting ready to go on a date with Dad. I used to sit on
the bed and watch her sing into the mirror as she applied her makeup.

Taking a quick glance over my shoulder, I slipped the key in the lock and
opened the door. Christy’s voice bellowed over the music as she sang her
heart out. How could she be so excited to ruin a marriage? That was
something I never understood. Why were women so callous when it came to
other women’s happiness?

My heart accelerated as I took the first step to find her. Adrenaline
coursed through my bloodstream, giving me a lighter-than-air feeling—
invincible. I stopped at the top of the stairs. Her bedroom was straight ahead,
door wide open. Her long mirror was angled in the corner of the room, so she
hadn’t seen me in the reflection yet.

I gently placed my bag on the top step and watched her brush her hair. She
was only wearing a skimpy, tasteless red bra and matching thong. Her body
was toned and slender; it was her weapon. The thing she used to get her own
way, especially with men.

I boldly walked forward. In the mirror, I saw her eyes widen. She shouted
out in surprise and spun around. Clutching her hand over her breasts she
gaped at me. “C-Colin? What are you...?” She shook her head. “What are
you doing here?”

I smiled and stepped into the room, closing the door behind me. “I’m very
glad you asked, Christy. As you know, you’ve been a very naughty girl.”

She gulped and took a step back. “What do you mean? What are you
doing? H-How did you even get in?”

“Shh. Now is not the time for you to be asking questions. I’d like to ask
you one, if I may?” I didn’t wait for her reply. “Why are you sleeping with a
married man?”

“What?” she whispered. “Greg? How do you know?”

“Have you met his wife?” She shook her head. “No, I didn’t think so. Do
you think she deserves the humiliation of her husband sleeping around?” Her
mouth fell open and she backed up farther, her back hitting the wall. “That
was a question, Christy.”



“No,” she answered.

“I didn’t think so. How do you think she would feel if she knew what you
were planning tonight?”

She trembled and a tear rolled down her cheek. “I-I don’t... How do you
know where I live?”

“I think that is enough talking.” I didn’t want to waste my time on her any
longer. Without another word, I pulled the knife out of my pocket, and she
screamed.

“No! What the fuck are you doing? Jesus, I’'m sorry, okay? Please, Colin,
what are you doing?” She held her hands up in front of her, body arched back
protectively. “Think about this.”

“Enough,” 1 snapped. She flinched and whimpered back into the wall. I
hated crying and begging. Mother hated crying and begging.

“Please don’t do this, please. Please. I'll do anything you want, Colin, I
swear.” Anything I wanted. She was even offering sex when that was the
very thing that had gotten her into trouble. Dirty. I growled as the anger
inside reached the boiling point. With one quick whip of my arm, the knife
slashed across her skin-deep beautiful face.

She shrieked and stared at me in horror. Her hands shook violently as she
tried to touch her face. The screams had left a ringing in my ears. “Good-bye,
Christy,” I said and plunged the knife into her gut. As I pulled back, releasing
her body trapped between the wall and me, she fell to the floor with a soft
thud.

“No,” she muttered, pressing her shaking hand over the knife wound.
“Help me. Please?” she begged, gasping for breath.

“Christy, death is your punishment. There has to be a punishment or
lessons will never be learned and society will never improve.”

She gagged, coughing up blood, and threw herself forward in an attempt
to crawl away. I turned as she shuffled past me, her fingernails clawing into
the carpet. “Help me,” she said, her voice squeaked, giving way.

Sighing, I stepped forward and nudged her onto her back with my foot.
Her breathing was heavy and ragged. “Let me go. Please?” Her eyes filled



with tears.

“Christy,” I whispered and held the knife up. “It’s time to say good night.”
She screamed as I brought he knife down with such force it cracked through
her ribs. Her body turned limp and her eyes rolled backward. Letting out a
deep breath, I closed my eyes. I have control.

I moved quickly, putting her body into a bag and cleaning up the mess. It
had been a long time since I had scrubbed blood off the floor and walls. The
body lay by the top of the stairs while I poured bleach over the carpet. I
wasn’t even sure why I was cleaning up. I only knew I couldn’t leave it a
bloody mess.

Once her room was looking better, I went to the bathroom sink and
scrubbed my hands. Dirty. I was dirty. I felt dirty. Pumping the hand wash
again, I scrubbed my hands for the third time. They were visibly clean, but I
knew they weren’t good enough. You’ll never be good enough. 1 rubbed my
hands together harder, washing furiously and gritting my teeth.

It was too much. I wasn’t good enough—nothing was ever good enough.
Throwing the soap dispenser against the wall, I gripped the sides of the sink
and took deep breaths through my nose. I can be good enough. I’m as strong
as Mother. No, I’m stronger. I am a stronger person, and I will not fail. I.
Will. Not. Fail.

The music cut and the CD player loudly flicked to the next CD. I waited.
A woman'’s voice filled the silence. I hadn’t heard the song, but it was very
mellow and calming. Whoever it was had a beautifully raw voice.

Turning around, I walked out of the bathroom and hauled the body over
my shoulder. I dumped her outside her house and went to retrieve my car.
The trunk was spacious and the body fit easily. The canal was only a short
drive from here. It wouldn’t be too long until I was back with my girls.

I threw my bag in beside the body and slammed the trunk closed. “Good-
bye, whore.”
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LEWIS

Friday, January 28th (Present)

I woke up, startled by a loud thud. Looking at the clock, I saw that it was just
before half past five in the morning. My heart leaped into my throat. Summer!
Was it her? I jumped out of bed and sprinted down the stairs, almost bumping
into Dawn and Henry. Daniel was ahead of us, already reaching for the front
door. I missed so much—six months of her life, her seventeenth birthday. I
didn’t want to spend another second without her.

Daniel pulled the door open, and I held my breath, praying it would be
her. My heart sunk when Detective Michael Walsh walked in. The grim
expression on his face made my blood run cold. Something had happened.

“W-what? What’s h-happened?” Dawn stuttered. Tears already rolled
down her cheeks. “Where’s my baby?”

Michael, as he’d asked us to call him, stepped into the house with another
officer. He was the only one who let us call him by his first name. I wasn’t
sure if it was to make us feel more relaxed around him and trust him more or
if he had a daughter Summer’s age and felt more compassion. “Can we sit
down, please?” I backed away and sat down on the sofa. Time stood still. The
world stopped spinning. I almost didn’t want to hear what he was going to
say. “We’ve found Summer’s cell phone,” he started, “in a Dumpster by the
canal.”

The blood froze in my veins. No it can’t be Summer’s. “Are you sure it’s



hers?”

He nodded. “Yes. Someone found it and after seeing the background
picture, instantly handed it in to the police.” Her background picture was of
us lying on her bed. She had taken the picture after our one-year anniversary
dinner. That was the first time I was allowed to stay in her room overnight.
Although the door had to be open at all times.

Dawn gasped. “Is it still on? She always had it on.”

Michael’s mouth set into a grim line, and I looked away. I gritted my teeth
as searing pain tore through my whole body. She wasn’t using it and that
meant someone had her. Or someone had killed her. “We think someone else
dumped the phone—not Summer. It seems unlikely a teenage girl with no
known reason to leave home would throw away her cell. We’re assembling a
team as we speak, and as soon as it’s light, we’ll search the water. I’m so
sorry I don’t have any better news.”

“You think my daughter’s in the canal?” Dawn whispered.

Michael nodded his head and dropped his eyes to the floor. “That’s a
possibility. I’'m so sorry.”

I jumped up, finding some fight left. This is all wrong. “She’s not dead. I
would know if she was dead.” Why the fuck wouldn’t they listen to me when
I told them that? My girlfriend was not dead. My throat went dry and I
stopped breathing. She isn’t, is she?

“Calm down.” Henry stood up and stood in front of me. He had the same
color eyes as Summer. I wished it were hers staring back at me. “Her phone
was found by a canal, Lewis,” he said, tears welling in his eyes. Her phone
not her. I would never give up hope.

I backed away from him and shook my head. “She’s not dead,” I repeated
and walked back up to Summer’s room. Summer was alive, and no one was
going to make me believe anything else.

Since I was already up, I decided not to waste any time getting out there.
There was never enough time. Every night when the sun set, I wished for just
a few more hours of daylight, always wondering if we went home just five
minute too early.



I walked out of the house and got in my car, eager to leave. I couldn’t be
there. How could they just give up on her?

The damn phone didn’t mean anything. She isn’t dead. 1 could tell what
was wrong with her before she even knew it. She was such an open book—to
me anyway. I could read her so easily. I could finish her sentences and
understand what she was thinking just by looking at her face. We were too
close for me not to know if she was dead.

Taking a deep breath, I put the car into first and was just about to pull off
when I saw Henry in the mirror, running toward me and holding his arm up.
What now? I wound the passenger window down but swung the door open.
“If you’re coming, Henry, just get—"

“No,” he snapped, cutting me off. He got in the car and faced me. “You
can’t go. They found something.”

For the second time in twenty minutes, my world stopped spinning. “What
did they find?” I whispered, gulping down my fear.

“Two bodies. It’s not Summer, but they’re still looking.”

“How do they know it’s not Summer? They’re sure?”

He nodded. “They’ve been down there too long for it to be her.” My
stomach turned. What would a body that had been in water for longer than
five months look like? I scrunched my eyes closed in pain. “We need to go
there, Lewis.”

“Are they going to find her too?” I felt as if my chest were being cut open
and my heart ripped out. I had never felt anything so painful—it took my
breath away. Was I about to go and watch my girlfriend’s body being
dragged from a canal? “I...I don’t...” Worlds failed to make sense. Nothing
made sense. She was too young, too smart, and too beautiful to have her life
ripped away from her like that. We had so much we wanted to do together to
have it ripped away from us.

“We just need to go. Now.” Henry slammed the door closed. “Follow my
dad.” Michael and the other officer rushed to their car and sped off. Shit, this
is bad. “Go, Lewis,” Henry growled. I jumped and looked up. His parents
were already driving down the road. Go, just go. I pulled off and raced after



them.
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It was freezing outside. The freezing wind bit at my skin through my stupidly
thin sweater. I walked slowly along the edge of the canal with Henry and
Summer’s parents. None of us were in any hurry to find out if our worst
nightmare was about to come true.

Up ahead, police tape cordoned off an area of the canal just before a sharp
corner. If we were made to stand there, we would barely see a thing. My
heart was in my mouth as we approached the tape. I clenched my fists and
held my breath.

“Daniel, go and find out,” Dawn said, begging her husband. This was the
first time she had come out. There was nothing anyone could have said to get
her to stay behind this time. She had called her mum to sit in the house just in
case, by some miracle, Summer called. I needed a miracle.

All of a sudden, the cops burst into action, running off in the opposite
direction so I couldn’t see anything. “What’s happening?” I shouted.

“Stay there. I’ll come and let you know anything as soon as I do,” Michael
said over his shoulder as he ran toward all the fuss.

“Summer!” Dawn screamed. No! It can’t be her. “Not my little girl.
Someone please tell me what’s going on. Daniel!” she pleaded. Her voice
shook as she sobbed hysterically.

The air left my lung in a big rush; I leaned down on my thighs and tried to
breathe. If Sum was down there, how did she die? Was she in pain before?
Was it quick? I took a deep breath and blinked rapidly. Don’t think about
that.

“Michael, what’s going on?” Daniel called. I craned my neck around so
quickly the muscles stretched.

Michael strode toward us. “It’s not Summer.” Closing my eyes, I let out a
deep sigh of relief. Thank God.

Daniel shook his head. “So there’s three now?”



Michael nodded and scratched the side of his head. “Yes. I can’t say any
more. I really do think you should wait at home, and I’ll call you if there’s
any news.”

Was he expecting to make that call? “Do you think Summer’s in there?” 1
asked again, hoping someone would eventually say no.

“Lewis, I can’t say. I sincerely hope not, but we will continue searching
until we know this water is clear.”
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CLOVER

Saturday, December 19th (1987)

Mummy held my hand tight as we crossed the busy road. We were going to
buy Daddy’s Christmas present and buy the ingredients to bake cookies and
cupcakes. “Mummy, can we make sausage rolls tonight too? I love sausage
rolls!”

“That’s a wonderful idea, Colin. Sausage rolls are Daddy’s favorite too.” I
smiled wide and jumped up and down. Sausage rolls were all our favorites,
and I couldn’t wait to eat at least five in one go. “In here, sweetheart,” she
said and pulled me into a boring clothes shop. I hated going into clothing
stores, but not more than I hated going into grocery stores. They were the
most boring.

“What are we doing in here, Mummy?”

She looked down at me and smiled. “We’re getting Daddy a pair of gloves
and a sweater for Christmas.”

I frowned. “But I want to get him a new car. He said his old one is nearly
dead.”

She bent down and squeezed my cheek. “That’s very nice of you,
sweetheart, but we don’t have enough money for that. Mummy and Daddy
will sort the car out in the new year, okay?”

“Okay. Can we get him blue gloves?”

“Of course.” She ruffled my hair and stood up. She always messed my



hair up and then told me to flatten it so it was nice. I grinned. Silly Mummy.
“What about these?”

I pointed to the better blue ones she was holding; the gloves in her other
hand were a boring blue. “I like them.”

“Then we’ll get them. Come, let’s look for a sweater and then maybe we
can get a hot chocolate with marshmallows to warm ourselves up.” I jumped
up and down. I loved hot chocolate and marshmallows, and it was really cold
outside.

Mummy chose Daddy’s sweater and a pair of trousers and two pairs of
socks. I wanted to leave and get the hot chocolate. “Right,” she said when she
had paid the lady. “Chocolate and then the supermarket for our ingredients.”

“Yeah,” I cheered.

I followed her, sipping my boiling-hot hot chocolate. I had already eaten
the marshmallows—they were the best part and I always ate them first.
Mommy stopped in every aisle, even after we had got everything we needed.
She leaned over and smelled the flowers. “Do you want to smell, Colin?”

I turned my nose up. “No, they smell yuk.”

She frowned. “Sweetheart, flowers are not ‘yuk.” They’re nature’s most
beautiful creation. Come on now.” She picked up a really bright tulip and
held it by my nose. I sniffed and it was okay. “See. It smells pretty, doesn’t
it?”

I shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess.”

Mummy stood up straight and looked at the old lady. “Can I have a bunch
of the tulips, please?”

“A good choice, that one,” the old lady replied to Mummy. “I love to liven
up the dark winter nights with colorful flowers.” I looked around at the toy
display because I was really bored. I wanted to go home and make cookies
and sausage rolls.

“Ready, Colin?” Mummy said, tugging on my hand. “I think we’re all
finished.”

“Ready.” I grinned.
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“What the hell is this?” Mummy’s shouting made me jump, and I ran out of
my room. She was looking in her bedroom. “Get out! Get out, you whore,”
she screamed.

My heart was beating really, really fast, and I was scared. What was a
whore? “Mummy?” I called and started crying. She didn’t hear me—she was
too busy shouting. I stepped closer and saw Daddy in bed with the cover
wrapped around him and another lady pulling her dress over her head. What
were they doing?

“Beatrice,” Daddy said. “I can explain.”

“Shut up! Get the hell out. I don’t want to see you ever again and take you
dirty whore with you!” Mummy never shouted. I jumped into the corner of
the hallway and sat on the floor. I looked up over my knees and saw the other
lady run out of the room and down the stairs. Daddy followed but he stopped.
“Get out and don’t ever contact us again.”

“Beatrice, please let me explain. I’'m sorry, I’'m so sorry. It didn’t mean
anything; it was a mistake.”

“You’re sorry you were caught, you sick bastard. You leave us alone.”

“But Colin...”

Mummy laughed but it wasn’t her happy laugh. “You don’t love him. You
don’t love either of us. You picked that over us. Get. Out.” My lip trembled.
My daddy didn’t love me and my mummy was mad. I closed my eyes, held
my head, and cried.

Sunday, January 30th (Present)

I smiled tightly as Lewis and what looked like his brother approached.
“Thanks for coming,” Lewis said. “The groups have been organized already,
but you can go with us.”
“Okay,” I replied. “I’ll go wherever I’'m needed. I’'m Colin Brown.”
“Lewis,” he said, holding his hand out. I shook his hand and turned my
attention to the person standing to his side. “This is my brother, Theo.” I



shook his hand too. “Let’s get started then. I don’t want to waste any more
time.”

I had no idea where we were focusing our search, but it didn’t particularly
matter. I just wanted to know what was going on and for people to see me
helping find Lily. Lewis and his brother walked out of the town hall and
across the road. The park was almost directly opposite.

We walked along the side of the park toward the fields at the back. There
were four other people with us, all with maps and pointing at nothing in
particular—it all looked very messy and random. As I walked past the park, I
recalled when 1 first laid eyes on Lily. She was so beautiful, natural, and
innocent, and her voice sang to me. As with all my girls, I knew instantly that
she was part of my family. I knew she would fit in, and I was right.

“So is this your first time volunteering?” Lewis asked as he pulled back a
branch to get a closer look at the bottom of the bramble bush at the entrance
of the field.

“Yes, it is. When I heard the police search was slowing I thought I’d give
my time.” He pursed his lips. “You’re angry about that. I can’t blame you.”

“It’s all because of money,” he spat. “My girlfriend is out there
somewhere and they’re worried about how much it costs to fund the search.
It’s disgusting.” There are many things the police force didn’t do. The people
volunteering to search were the same as me, taking something into their own
hands to make a positive change.

“Yes, this world is very money driven now. It’s a shame.”

“I appreciate you coming along. Are you alone? I didn’t see you with
anyone. Most people come in pairs at least.”

“I’m alone,” I confirmed. “How long will we spend in this field? All day
or do we move on to somewhere else?” It was bitterly cold and we were out
in the open. The field was the one behind where I found Lily. Long Thorpe
was a short drive from my house, but even so, I didn’t know it well.

“We’ll move on soon. We’ve got the next two fields behind us to go.” Ah,
moving farther from the park. I admired his persistence. However, he should
learn to take care of someone he claimed to love. “Do you need to leave?”



“No, I’m here for the day. I was just curious to know today’s schedule.”
He nodded and went back to searching for goodness knows what on the
ground. I mimicked his actions, moving over fallen leaves and twigs.
Searching fields seemed pointless now. Surely the logical thing to do in a
situation like this was to speak to people, search the streets, like the official
search. This now seemed less planned out and more desperate.

“Do you have any thoughts on where Summer is?” I asked him. I didn’t
like using that name; Summer was dead.

He looked up at me and stared. I stood straight, my heart pounding. Why
was he looking at me like that? I kept my posture firm and rigid. Finally, he
frowned. “I wish I did. Wherever she is, I won’t stop until I’ve found her.”

I looked away. “Of course. Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.” He was still
looking at me; I could feel his gaze burning into the side of my head.

“Yeah, no worries,” he replied and walked off. I heard him trudge along
the crisp, frosty leaves. Why had he looked at me like that?
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Friday, February 4th (Present)

I woke up to Violet whimpering and crying in pain. It had been two weeks
since he hurt her. She had started to heal, but last night he had shoved her and
she fell into one of the wooden chairs and hurt her ribs all over again—and it
was all over dead flowers!

Rose held a cloth on Violet’s forehead. It was only quarter past five in the
morning. Poppy was still sleeping peacefully—I envied her for that. I pushed
the cover off me and crept over to them. “How long have you been up?” I
whispered to Rose.

She looked over at me, startled. “About half an hour. I’ll change her
bandages soon. Hopefully she’ll wake up properly, and we can give her one
of the pills. If not, I’ll crush it and put it in her water.” Violet’s breathing was
fast and heavy. Her face scrunched up in pain and her hand clutched at her
chest. She really needed painkillers, but we only had four that we
accumulated. We needed to make them last.

I nodded and turned my attention to Violet. “Are you okay?” Her eyes
flicked open and landed on me; after a few seconds they closed again. She
shook her head and whimpered. “I’m sorry. You’ll be all right, though. We’ll
look after you,” I promised her. No matter what happened, I would not leave
her by herself again. If she tried anything like that again, I would help her.

“Hurts. It hurts,” Violet whispered. Her pain was clear through her



strained voice.

“I know it does. We can give you something now, if you want? Do you
think you could swallow a pill?” Rose asked. Shouldn’t she be healing better
than this? Something wasn’t right.

Violet nodded and winced at the same time. “Here,” Rose said, holding
the tiny white pill out. Violet opened her mouth; Rose popped it in and held
the glass of water up for her. I hated that there was nothing more I could do
to help her. Three pills were all we had left now and there was no way she
would be healed by tomorrow!

She slumped back in her bed and hissed through her teeth in pain. Her
eyes filled with tears, but the intense expression on her face told me she
wasn’t going to let herself cry. Violet was so strong—much stronger than me.
“What’s he going to do to me?”

Rose squeezed her hand. “Nothing at all. You’re going to be fine. It’s
sorted, remember? He’s not going to do anything to you.” Was that really
better? Living only meant living this “life.” If I didn’t have the tiniest bit of
hope that I would see Lewis and my family again I would have let him kill
me weeks ago.

Violet’s eyes flickered to me for a second. She was expressionless,
emotionless, like there was nothing there. I had no idea what she was
thinking, and I wouldn’t be able to find out until we were alone. I had a
feeling she wouldn’t want to talk in front of Rose and Poppy. I sat with her
for as long as I could.

Poppy woke up and one by one we had a shower and changed into
matching outfits. I helped Rose clean Violet’s wounds and change the
bandages. Her head wound looked bad, but at least the bleeding had stopped
now.

“You’re going to be just fine,” Rose said and stroked a stray strand of hair
from Violet’s face. “We need to start breakfast now, but we’ll come back
after.”

I looked up at the clock. He would be down here in half an hour. My chest
tightened at the thought of being around a table with him. I hated him so



much it consumed me. Whenever anyone mentioned his name, I felt my
blood boil. “Lily, just make sure you’re out here in twenty minutes, okay?
We don’t want him to come in here looking for you,” Rose said and left us
alone in the room.

“You gonna be okay?” Violet whispered.

“I’ll be fine,” T lied. “How are you feeling now?” I asked to shift the
spotlight off me.

She shook her head and gasped in pain. “It hurts so much.”

“The painkiller will kick in soon.” T got her water and held the straw to her
lips. I wanted to give her another pill but I knew I couldn’t yet—only when
she really needed it.

“Is he really leaving me alone now?”

“I told you, yesterday was about the bloody stupid flowers! You know
Rose convinced him that you were scared and just trying to protect us.” I
looked down at the bed. “And that you didn’t mean to hurt him.” That part I
hadn’t told her before.

“Didn’t mean to hurt him,” she repeated, her eyes widening in disbelief. “I
wanted to kill him. I still do.” It was the loudest I had heard her speak in a
long time. At least she had some fight left in her.

“Shh, they’ll hear you,” I hissed. “I know you do. I do too, but you can’t
say that to anyone else. Promise me.” God, we had only just managed to get
him to agree to let her live, there was no way he would agree again,
especially if he knew the truth.

She looked away from me and stared up at the ceiling again. I didn’t know
what else to say. She hadn’t promised, but she knew she couldn’t risk doing
something so stupid again. Violet still wanted to do something to fight back.
Perhaps when she had healed we could plan something together. Poppy
wouldn’t stop us; I knew that now. Rose might, but she would be
outnumbered.

“Lily,” Poppy called from the doorway.

My breathing sped up and my heart felt like it was going to explode. He’s
coming. 1 wanted to stay and pretend I wasn’t well, but I didn’t want him to



come looking for me and see Violet. Sure, he had said he would leave her
alone, but I wasn’t going to take any chances before she was better.

I very slowly pushed myself off the bed and walked out. “I’'ll be back
soon,” I said and closed the bedroom door.

“Why don’t you just sit down now, Lily?” Poppy said and smiled too
sweetly. She was trying too hard. She never tried too hard. I did what she said
and prayed he wouldn’t speak to me. He would, though, of course.

The cellar door opened, and I froze. He walked down with a huge smile on
his messed-up face. “Good morning, Flowers,” he said.

“Good morning,” we replied in unison. It was like reciting a line in a play
now. We said it automatically, without even thinking about it, as if he’d
shouted action.

He kissed Rose and Poppy on the cheek and turned to me. I gripped the
sides of the chair and clenched my jaw as he leaned down to kiss me. His lips
pressed against the side of my forehead and my stomach turned. Every time
he touched me, I wanted to scream and run, but of course that was
impossible. It was something I would only do if I ever reached the point
where I lost all hope of escaping and just wanted to end it.

Rose had prepared a big breakfast with pancakes and fruit salad—and I
couldn’t face eating any of it. When he kissed me, I could feel his skin on
mine, his smell surrounding me, and his dark, beady eyes that burned into
me. [ managed as best as I could to feel that separate from Summer, to keep
Lily and Summer as two different people. But it was hard.

I felt guilty, as if I were cheating on Lewis. I knew I wasn’t, but it still
haunted me. What would his reaction be? Angry, hurt, and sick were the
obvious ones. Betrayed too? No, he couldn’t feel that because I never wanted
Clover and I never would. He took it. Lewis wouldn’t feel betrayed. Would
he?

“So, what have you got planned today?” he asked loudly, breaking me out
of my thoughts. We’re going to look after the girl whose ribs you rebroke
yesterday, you sick bastard!

“We think some reading; we haven’t done much recently,” Rose replied



and flashed me a warning look. I wanted to slap her, but I readjusted my hard
expression, forcing myself to smile.

“I’ll have to remind myself to purchase you some new material soon.”

Rose nodded. “That would be great, Clover, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I wanted to puke at their sweet little exchange. I stabbed the plastic fork in
a raspberry and took a deep breath. What would it take for me to be able to
act properly around him? I always felt as if I wasn’t hiding how much I hated
him very well at all. I looked around the room, anywhere but at him. My eyes
landed on the calendar—it was Lewis’s birthday in one week. Would we
spend that apart?

He wanted to go to the horse races for his birthday. We went with our
families before we even got together and both loved it. He always said he
wanted to go again so we had planned to go for his nineteenth. I hoped he
would still go, even if I wasn’t there. He wouldn’t, of course, but I wanted
him to have fun on his birthday.

“I was thinking of having a movie night soon,” he said between mouthfuls
of food. I almost fell off my chair. Movie nights were what normal people do,
not him. “I’ve not spent much time with you recently, and I feel guilty.”
Don’t worry about it, | wanted to say but bit my tongue.

“Sounds nice,” Poppy replied cautiously, biting her lip.

He smiled for a second and then his face dropped to his new nervous,
edgy expression. “Good. That’s good.”

Was it? 1 popped another raspberry in my mouth and chewed, staring at
my plate. Rose and Poppy ate quietly as well, watching him too often.
Usually there would be some conversation, but that was becoming rare. It
was like they didn’t know what to say to him now, or they didn’t know how
he would react to the things they would usually say.

Clover chewed his food for too long, his eyes darting around the room
occasionally. He put his fork down, scratched his jaw, and then picked it up
again. Rose watched him out of the corner of her eye, her head slightly down.

I bit my lip. My heart fluttered with unease. I kept myself small, eating



what I could silently. I felt like we were all waiting for a volcano to erupt.

“Nice,” he muttered under his breath and shoved a forkful of beans and
sausage into his mouth. No one responded, because he hadn’t said it to us. I
wasn’t even sure it was about the food. I was anxious to get back to Violet
and away from him.

“Well, thank you for breakfast,” he said and abruptly stood up. “I’ll see
you for dinner. Have a good day.”

Rose and Poppy busied themselves saying good-bye and getting up to
clean. They were jumpy and moved too fast, as if they wanted everything to
be clean doubly quick in case...what?

Deciding to skip the cleanup and not wanting to drive myself crazy
worrying and overthinking why they were so on edge, I went straight into the
bedroom and sat on Violet’s bed.

“Hi,” she whispered, her eyes flicking open.

“Hi. You okay?” She nodded, although she clearly wasn’t okay. She
looked pale and her hair was messy and greasy. “Want a shower?”

She frowned for a second. I could tell she was desperate for one. “You
mind helping me?”

I rolled my eyes. “You know I don’t.” Standing up, I held my hands out
for her and helped her out of bed. She tried to hide her pain, but her eyes
scrunched up. “We’re reading today apparently.”

“Fabulous,” she replied, making me laugh. If it weren’t for Violet, I didn’t
know what I would be like. She kept me sane—well, as sane as you could be
down here. She understood how suffocating it was because she was just as
eager to get out as I was.

“There you go,” I said as I pushed the bathroom door open. “I’ll just get
you some oh-so-glamorous clothes and a towel.”

Violet grinned and switched the shower on. “Thanks.”

I gave her a fresh towel and the clothes that matched ours and went back
into the bedroom. One week until Lewis turned nineteen. His last birthday
being a teenager. It was something I desperately wanted to celebrate with
him. How many other birthdays would I miss? Taking a deep breath, I



flattened my already perfect hair and prepared for another boring day.
Everything will be okay.

Wednesday, February 11th (2009)

Theo answered the door. “Where is he?” I asked.

He smirked. “It’s ten in the morning, so Lewis will still be in bed.”

I scowled. “But it’s his birthday,” I said, tugging on the Happy Birthday
balloon. I loved birthdays, anyone’s birthday.

Theo shrugged. “What can I say, my brother’s a lazy arse.”

“Well, I'm making him get up.” I strode in past Theo and stomped up the
stairs. Who the heck slept in on special occasions? I pushed open his
bedroom door and grinned at him sleeping with one arm thrown over his
face. “Happy birthday!” I shouted and launched myself on his bed.

He gasped and jumped awake, looking around disorientedly. I giggled. He
looked so funny when he was woken up. “What the...?” He groaned. “Sum,
what’re you doing?”

I thrust the balloon string at him. “Happy birthday.” Flopping back on the
bed, he groaned again. “Oh, no, you don’t. Get up! Come on, it’s your
seventeenth! You can legally drive now. Well, after you pass your test, but
you can learn.” I shook my head. “Anyway, what do you want to do to
celebrate?”

“Sleep,” he mumbled, his voice muffled by the pillows.

“Wow, you are not a morning person.” I sighed and climbed on his lap.
His eyes shot open. Well, that got his attention

“Hmm, I like this idea too.” Of course you do. He ran his hands up my
thighs, biting his lip.

“I’m sure you do, pervert, but unfortunately for you, I’'m not easy. Get up.
Your mum’s making pancakes and they smell so good.” I leaned over and
kissed him. My heart was doing somersaults. “Come on.” I hopped off him
and stood at the side of his bed. “You want me to go down and get you some
while you get dressed?”

“I love you, Summer,” he said, looking deep into my eyes and completely



ignoring my question. My heart felt like it was trying to burst out of my
chest. Sometimes I didn’t believe him when he said it. Actually most of the
time. He was...well, him, all gorgeous, tall, dark, and unbelievably
handsome, and I was just me.

“Love you too, birthday boy.”

He chuckled and got off the bed, pulling me into his arms. Whoa half-
naked! He only had on cotton pajama pants and nothing else. I gulped. My
hormones seemed to be in overdrive and my body burst into flames. Wow,
wow, wow! 1 was secretly grateful for all the football and training he did
because it did wonders for his chest.

“Now who’s the pervert?” he teased, smirking at me. I rolled my eyes and
got up again, opening his wardrobe. “I kinda feel like a piece of meat.”

“Well, either get used to it or cover up,” I replied and threw a T-shirt at
him.

He caught it just before it smacked him in the face and pulled it over his
head. “Let’s get this over with then. And thanks for that,” he said, nodding at
the balloon that was now stuck to the ceiling.

“You’re welcome. That’s not your present by the way.”

His eyes lit up. “Is my present you?”

I sighed, discouraged. “Downstairs. Now.” He saluted and marched out of
the room. Following him downstairs, I grinned like an idiot to myself. I had
wanted to be with him for years and now we were finally together. This was
the first birthday we would spend together, where I could get him something
decent because now he knew how crazy I was about him.

He stopped suddenly at the bottom of the stairs. “Did you know about
this?” He questioned, gesturing his hand to all the birthday decorations.

“Of course I did. I chose most of them,” I said, smiling proudly. He
frowned. “Don’t be a pain in the arse, Lewis. It’s your birthday and
everyone’s excited!” Me mostly. Spending his birthday with him—properly
with him—was like a dream come true so he could suck it up. Nothing was
going to take away the excitement I felt, not even a grumpy arse.

“Fine,” he said and sighed dramatically. I wrapped my arms around his



neck and he kissed me. “I know I said this like two seconds ago, but I really
do love you.” He pressed his forehead against mine and smiled.
“I know I said this like two seconds ago, but I really do love you too.”
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Monday, February 7th (Present)

I woke up early. The sun was still working its way over the horizon. My mind
immediately flitted to the search for my Lily. Yawning and rubbing my eyes,
I forced myself to get out of bed. I had to go to work. I had to keep it up. No
one could suspect a thing. My whole family was on the line, and I had to
continue my normal routine to protect us.

Looking in the mirror, I tried to recognize the man I was when Mother
was alive. I wasn’t as strong, but I wanted to be. I tried to be. I didn’t want to
let her down. I could make the world that little bit better while making my
world a happy one. A nagging voice at the back of my head still chanted
“Failure,” and I knew I would never stop until I had succeeded. I will prove
her wrong and make her proud.

I showered, washing myself thoroughly—twice—and dressed in black
trousers, a blue shirt, and blue tie. I didn’t look in the mirror again. All I saw
now was a shadow of a man, barely holding on. You don’t need her; you can
do this alone. 1 did need her, though, but I didn’t want to.

Growling in frustration, I slammed my bathroom door shut and went down
to the girls. I needed to see them, to see how much they needed me, how they
appreciated our family and me.

“Good morning, Flowers,” I said and walked down the stairs. The room
was filled with the heavenly scent of toasted hot cross buns.



“Morning, Clover,” they replied in unison. Lily looked to the floor. Her
shyness was both attractive and endearing. I did have hope for her coming
out of her shell a little more, though. There really was no need for her to be
so shy when she was among family.

I sat down and a plate of warm buns smothered in melting butter was
placed before me. “Thank you, Lily.”

She smiled and muttered, “You’re welcome.” There was something sad
about her. The smiles she offered never quite reached her eyes. “Are you not
feeling well, Lily?”

“I’m fine,” she replied and sat down. Somehow I didn’t believe her. She
was the type of young woman that didn’t complain at every ailment. I
respected that. She was strong.

“So, what do you have planned today?” I asked them and took a large bite
of the hot cross bun, closing my eyes at the comforting taste of the warm bun.

Rose smiled and it lit up her beautiful blue eyes. “We’re going to do some
knitting. We haven’t done any in a while. Which reminds me, do you think
you’ll be able to pick us up some more wool? We’re getting a little low.”

“Of course, I’ll get some after work.”

“Thank you,” she replied.

I took her hand over the table and gave it a squeeze. “You’re welcome.
Rose’s blue eyes danced with happiness. My heart
constricted. Every touch from her meant so much to me—much more than
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It’s my pleasure.

anyone else’s. I wished I could go back in time and handle our meeting
better.

“How is work?” she asked.

“Boring but fine.”

Work wasn’t the problem. The fact that everyone now knows about the
bodies is what concerned me. It was only a matter of time before the police
would want to talk to Christy’s colleagues—which I was one of. If she hadn’t
been such a disgusting whore, none of it would have happened. She deserved
it.

Finishing my last bite, I stood up, not wanting to put off the inevitable any



longer. The girls hadn’t finished, and I knew I was being rude by leaving, but
this was too important. “Forgive me for not staying, but I have something I
need to tend to. Thank you for breakfast.”

“Okay,” Rose said. “We’ll see you tonight. Have a good day.”

I gave her a nod and smiled. “You too. Thank you.”

kg

I arrived at work and walked straight to my office. “Morning, Colin. Would
you like a coffee?” Jemma asked as she pushed my door open.

“Good morning, Jemma. That would be lovely, thank you.”

She left the room, and I turned on my computer. There were so many
folders in my tray. What now? I thought and flipped the first one open.

When are they coming? I looked out of my window to the parking lot.
Nothing. I tried to concentrate on work, but I couldn’t. My foot tapped the
floor of its own accord and everything outside caught my attention—birds, a
cat, cars, people, anything.

Jemma came back with a cup of coffee and placed it on my coaster.
“Terrible about Christy, isn’t it? I can’t believe anyone would hurt her.”

“Thank you. Yes, it is. She was such a bright young woman.” Who made
disgusting choices. “Are you okay?”

She shook her head. “In shock. I just can’t believe it. So many women in
the canal too. It’s scary.”

“You just make sure you’re safe.”

She nodded. “Oh, I will be. My boyfriend is picking me up now. I don’t
feel safe walking anywhere while a Kkiller is on the loose.” I blinked in shock
and Jemma walked out of my office. Killer. That wasn’t what I was. There is
a huge problem out there, and I act accordingly. Did people just think of me
as a killer?

A knock on my door pulled me back. Sarah, the receptionist, pushed the
door open. “Mr. Brown, the police are in reception. They’d like to speak to
everyone, starting at management level. Can I show them in?”



My heart raced. I hadn’t seen a police car. Glancing out the window, I saw
none. Front of the building perhaps. “Of course, Sarah. Please show them
through.” She nodded her head and retreated back out of my office. I took a
deep breath to mentally prepare myself and then straightened the papers on
my desk.

A minute or two later, two police officers entered my office and Sarah
closed the door behind them. “Good morning. Please sit,” I said, gesturing
toward the two chairs against the wall.

“Thank you. We won’t keep you long; we just have a few standard
questions to ask.”

I nodded. “Anything I can do to help.” One of them, the female officer,
flipped open a notepad and clicked the top of her pen.

“Thank you. I’'m Detective Inspector Brook and this is DI McKinney,” the
man, Brook, said.

“Christy was a lovely woman, always willing to help—never turned you
down if you needed a chat. It’s such shame she got herself tied up in that
awful mess.”

“Mess?” the male officer asked. “What mess was that?”

“Oh, I assumed you would know by now. Christy and Greg Hart, also an
employee here, were having an affair.” They both looked up and the woman
quickly scribbled something down on her pad. Good girl.

“Do you know how long this was going on for?”

I shook my head. “No, I only found out recently, when I heard them argue
in his office.”

“What were they arguing about?”

“I didn’t catch it all, but Christy was saying she wanted their relationship
to be exclusive. I guess she wanted him to leave his wife. Mr. Hart’s wife is
pregnant. I assumed Greg had come to his senses and decided to make things
work with his family.”

“And what did Mr. Hart want from Christy?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, I can’t speak for him, but it didn’t sound like he wanted the
same. He told her he didn’t want a relationship with her. Like I said, I got the



impression he’d realized he’d made a mistake having an affair. You don’t
think Greg had something to do with this? He wouldn’t hurt a fly.” Come on.
Come on.

“When was the last time you saw Christy?” he asked, ignoring my
question.

“At work, she left slightly early. It was about four forty-five, I think.
When she didn’t turn up the next morning, I assumed she was just ill.”

“And no one heard from her? She didn’t call in sick?”

“I can’t say. I don’t take those calls. You’ll have to speak to someone
from HR for that—Jessica Peterson.”

He nodded and McKinney wrote something else down. “Have you ever
heard Mr. Hart mention any other women?”

I smiled. Their line of questioning was focused on Greg. “Not to me. He
did mention going out to dinner regularly. I assumed his wife wasn’t a good
cook.” Brook smiled.

They continued their questions; most were about Greg, trying to find out
what kind of a person he was and his relationship with others—particularly
with women. When asked where I was, they were satisfied with my “at home
watching Ocean’s Eleven” answer. They would look into it, of course, but I
knew the movie was on at the time Christy died. “Well, I think that’s all for
now, Mr. Brown. Here’s my card if you think of anything else.” He handed
me his card as the stood up. “Thank you for your time.”

I took the card and smiled at them both. “Absolutely.” That was almost
too easy.
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SUMMER

Wednesday, February 9th (Present)

I looked up at the clock, only half past eight, still too early for bedtime. If I
went to sleep too early, then I would wake up early—and spend the extra few
hours stressing over how long until he came for breakfast.

Six months I had been living in the same hell, doing the same thing in the
same four depressing walls. I didn’t even know how I was still sane. Maybe I
wasn’t. Maybe I was too insane to realize that I was insane!

The cellar door creaked open. I knew him coming down here after seven
wasn’t a good thing—only for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Was he going to
kill again? He had killed too many women. I didn’t understand how he was
getting away with it.

A high-pitched scream rang through my ears, and I gulped. Which poor
girl was it this time? I had almost closed off from it. Watching someone
being killed made me sick, but I pretended it wasn’t real, fake blood, just like
the movies—my coping mechanism Poppy called it. Whatever it was called, I
didn’t care. It helped. I stood up and moved to the wall close to our bedroom
and the others followed. We should do something. We should always do
something, but we didn’t. Fear was powerful. It was why he hadn’t been
murdered down here by four women.

He pushed the girl downstairs roughly, making her cry out in pain. She
had a short, pixie haircut, not something Clover thought was womanly. He



liked long hair. Her clothes were short, revealing, and tight. She never stood a
chance. Clover didn’t know why she was selling her body, and he didn’t care.
He was judge, jury, and executioner.

As she sobbed, mascara-stained tears poured down her face. She stumbled
down the stairs and clung to the wall. Lifting her head, she saw us and her
eyes widened in surprise. “Help me,” she begged, her voice trembling. My
eyes prickled with tears. She looked so scared and helpless. We were just as
scared. I wished that there was something I could do, but I knew it was
useless. I would never be able to overpower him alone.

He kicked her hard in the stomach, making her scream in pain. Something
cracked, and I pressed my fist to my mouth as a wave of nausea hit me. I
slumped down on the sofa and crawled back, curling up into a ball.

“Don’t talk to them. They’re not like you,” he spat. His face was red and
his eyes so cold he looked dead. He had to be dead inside to do what he did.
He kicked her again, and she screamed through another crack. I gulped and
hugged my legs.

Why was he doing that? He used to just stab them. Why was he hurting
her like that first? Did he enjoy it? “P-please don’t,” she muttered. “Let me
go, please.” Her breathing was heavy and labored. He smiled in return,
cocking his head to the side. His enjoyment in tormenting her sent a shiver
down my spine. I hated him so much.

“You’re the one making me hurt you! If you didn’t ruin innocent peoples’
lives, I wouldn’t have to do this,” he growled and punched her in the face.
She fell to her knees from the force and spat out blood onto the floor.

Horror flashed through his eyes at the sight of the blood splatters on the
floor. Oh no!

The veins in his neck popped out and strained against his skin and his face
went red with rage. He pulled out his knife. This is it. She screamed and
thrashed her arms and legs around trying to keep him away from her. “No,
no, no! Please don’t. No, please.” Her eyes were wide, like a kid trying to
prove her innocence. That wouldn’t help her. He never let any of them go.

Tears rolled down my face so quickly it felt like one long, never-ending



tear. I knew what was coming next. He kicked her hard in the side, in the
same place as before. She gagged and held her ribs. As she looked down, he
plunged the knife into her stomach, retracted it, and stabbed her again. Blood
pumped from the wounds. I heaved, fighting the overwhelming urge to throw
up.

She choked and blood splattered on the floor from her mouth. Her body
slumped to the floor, and she made a throaty scream that made my entire
body tremble. With one last gasp for air, her body stilled. My lip trembled.
Don’t think of it as a person, I told myself. I pictured a slab of meat on the
floor, the remains of a slaughtered animal. I had to turn it off.

“Clean this. Now,” he barked and sprinted back up the stairs. Would he
still kill if he were the one that had to close their eyes and mop up the blood?
A pool of blood seeped out from under her body and trickled toward me. I
watched it with morbid fascination. So much blood was inside the human
body, bright red liquid swimming around in our veins. It didn’t even take
losing much to fuck you up either.

“Lily,” Rose’s voice snapped me back to reality. “Come help, please?”

I nodded. “Okay.” Walking toward the body slowly, I crouched down.
The smell of blood filled my lungs, and I gagged. My eyes watered, and I
jumped to my feet. “I can’t, sorry,” I muttered and ran for the bathroom.

I threw up in the toilet. Tears flowed down my face as I leaned over the
toilet. I gasped, trying to get my breath back. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t
clean up after his murders. “Lily?” Poppy called through the door. I squeezed
my eyes closed. Just leave me alone!

Slumping against the wall, I gripped my head in my hands. I felt as if I
were suffocating. I hated him, and I hated being down here. Poppy walked
into the room and knelt down in front of me. “I can’t do this,” I said. The
lump in my throat grew, and I started sobbing, chest heaving.

“Shh, it’s okay. You can, Lily. You have to.”

I shook my head. I didn’t have to at all. “N-No I don’t,” I replied, gasping
for air.

“Don’t. You don’t think like that, okay? We’ll be fine. We will all be



fine.” I curled up in a ball, hugging myself tight. I’d heard “It will be fine” so
many times. When was it actually going to start being fine? When Lewis said
it, it was true. When he held me, everything seemed to be all right, even if it
was only for a while. He wasn’t here now, and I needed him more than ever.

My head pounded. It felt like someone was repeatedly bashing me in the
skull with a hammer. I wiped my tears away with the back of my hand and
took a deep, ragged breath. “I can’t help you do that.”

She stroked my hair. “I know, and you don’t have to. Stay in here, and I’ll
come get you when it’s done. You clean yourself up for when he comes
back.” She got up and left the room. I wanted to clean myself up, but not for
him. I felt gross and could taste bile in my mouth still.

Pushing myself up, I turned the cold tap on and stuck my mouth under it.
The cool water made me feel a little better. I pulled away and splashed my
face. My eyes were red and puffy from crying. I looked awful. How was I
going to make it another day? Especially when I didn’t have a clue when it
would end—or even if it would end. I could be down here for years. If I knew
how long, then I could make a decision. The one thing I didn’t ever want to
happen was for me to grow to accept this. I would sooner die than be okay
down here.

“Lily, we’re all finished. Can I come in?” Poppy said, tapping on the door.
That was quick. Only ten minutes. If there were a world record for the
quickest murder cleanup, they would get it. I opened the door and she smiled.
“You look better.” Yes, looked. I didn’t feel better. She sighed. “Have your
shower now. I’ll tell him you’re feeling unwell and having an early night.”

“Do you think that would be okay?”

“We can sleep when we want, Lily.” Well, when it didn’t conflict with his
meal times!

The main room was spotless when I walked out of the bathroom. It was
hard to believe just half an hour ago a girl was murdered in this room. It
almost made it seem unreal, as if I had dreamed it. Sometimes I second-
guessed things because it all seemed too surreal. Had I imagined him killing
her? My sense of reality blurred every day, and I was terrified that it meant I



was starting to lose it like Rose. Not once had she or Poppy asked me to call
them by their real names.

On the side table was another newspaper, but I refused to look at it. It was
torment to see my family’s faces.

I went into the bedroom, ignoring Rose watching me, and climbed into
bed. I started to think that I was the one worse off. Sure, Rose and Poppy
didn’t have anyone looking for them—that we knew of—but that also meant
they didn’t miss anyone so much it made them feel sick. I missed all the
special little moments I had with my family and the things I’d done with
Lewis, even the silly things, like going bowling or shopping on the weekends.

Rolling onto my stomach, I buried my head under my pillow. Had I really
reached a new low where I wished I had no one? My heart broke, and I
sobbed into the sheet.

Saturday, June 5th (2010)

“Lewis, come on. You need to get up,” I said, shaking his arm gently. Every
time we had to go somewhere or do something early, I had the same battle to
get him out of bed. He was worse than a child!

He groaned. “Baby, you gotta let me sleep.”

“Nope. Up,” I said, pulling the quilt off him. He groaned again and rolled
over, burying his head in the pillow. We were going to his aunt’s wedding
and needed to leave in an hour. I had already been up over two hours, had
breakfast, showered, got dressed, brought my dress to his house, done my
makeup, and straightened my hair. “Lewis, seriously, we have an hour.”

“An hour?” he mumbled into the pillow.

“Yes!”

“Then wake me up in thirty minutes.”

I sighed in frustration. He was so impossible in the mornings. I suddenly
thought of something that would get him up. “Okay. You sleep. I just need to
take this bra off—it’s so uncomfortable,” I said casually and removed my
top. I saw him twitch, but he didn’t look over—he didn’t think I would
actually do it. I smiled and dropped my top to the floor. The noise got his



attention. He rolled over at ninja speed and pushed himself up on his elbows.

“Hey, I thought you were taking your bra off?” he said, narrowing his
eyes playfully.

I shrugged. “It’s not hurting now, but since you’re awake, you should just
get up.” I jumped back as his arms shot out to grab me.

“That’s not fair. Tease!” 1 giggled to myself and walked away.
“Summer?” I turned around and gasped at how close he was to me. I hadn’t
heard him get up over my laughing. He wound his arms around my waist and
pulled me against his chest. “I love you,” he said, staring into my eyes,
making me feel like I was floating.

“I love you too. Now get ready!” I pushed his chest and he must not have
expected it because he stumbled backward. He groaned and pouted, making
me roll my eyes at him. Man-child.
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We arrived at the church ten minutes late and had to sit at the back. I was so
annoyed with him as everyone stared at us. I scowled at Lewis and he
mouthed, “I love you” to try and get back in my good graces. Not happening,
buddy! 1 frowned and turned my attention to the bride and groom.

His aunt Lisa and her almost husband, Brian, read out their vows. They
had written their own and they were beautiful. I loved weddings, especially
when they were so personal.

“Are you crying?” Lewis whispered, bumping his shoulder against mine.
He looked like he was trying not to smirk. Every time I cried at something
happy he teased me.

“I’m sorry I’'m not dead inside like you!” I hissed. He burst out laughing
and quickly turned it into a cough. Everyone in the church fell silent and
turned around to look at us. My eyes widened and my face burst into flames.
Being with Lewis felt like bloody babysitting sometimes—most of the time.

“Sorry,” Lewis said, faking another cough and slapping his chest. Could I
move seats without anyone noticing?



Once the ceremony ended, everyone made their way outside for drinks,
canapés, and photos. Lewis grabbed my hand, rubbing my palm with his
thumb. It was hard to stay mad at him. “Late as always hey, Lewis?” Lisa
teased, pulling him into a hug.

“Yeah, sorry. Summer was taking ages doing her hair.” I stared at him
with my mouth hanging open. Was he seriously blaming me for this?

“Don’t worry, hon. I know the truth,” she said and winked at me.

“Good,” T replied and narrowed my eyes at Lewis. “Anyway,
congratulations!” I hugged her, kissing her cheek.

“Yeah, what she said,” Lewis said, nodding his head toward me.

“Thank you,” Lisa replied sarcastically and pinched Lewis’s cheek. He
frowned, turning his nose up and batting her hand away. Ha. “Well, I’d better
keep moving, gotta get around to everyone before I have too many drinks.”
She smiled at us and walked toward Lewis’s parents.

“Come on, baby, let’s get some champagne. I’m gonna need the alcohol to
survive this.” He kissed my temple and put his arm around my waist. Yeabh,
Lewis’s family could get a little...extravagant when they were all together. I
still had flashbacks from the Irish dancing incident at his mum’s birthday
party.

I rolled my eyes. “You’re far too young to be this grumpy, you know.” He
also didn’t like how his gran had a million stories about him when he was a
baby. Personally, I loved it.

“Oh, now I’'m young? You’re always teasing the crap out of me for being
old, so which one is it?” He raised his eyebrows and waited for an answer.

I shrugged. “That all depends on my mood.” He chuckled quietly and
pulled me into a kiss.



27
LEWIS

Thursday, February 24th (Present)

I lay awake in Summer’s bed. It was two thirty in the morning, and I had only
slept for about an hour. I had a shitty feeling in the pit of my stomach. All I
could think was, There’s something really wrong. Even more wrong than her
being missing. Today marked the seventh month she had been gone. Was that
too long to find her alive? I couldn’t think there was no chance. Statistically
the chances sucked, but I had to believe she was still alive.

She had to come back soon. I couldn’t think straight. I hated every second
she was out there wondering if we were still looking for her. Whenever
thoughts of what she was going through slipped into my mind, I felt sick,
angry, and just wanted to punch someone or something. Someone knew what
happened, but no one was coming forward. I hated them. I hated everyone—
most of all myself.

I shouldn’t have let her go to that fucking gig. Not that I could have ever
stopped her doing anything she wanted, but I should have. I should have been
the arsehole boyfriend and made her stay with me. She would have hated me,
but she would be here.

Sitting up in bed, I rubbed my temples, feeling another headache coming
on from the lack of sleep. I hated waking up every morning knowing I faced
another day desperately searching, knowing at the end of the day I would be
going to bed alone in Summer’s house while she was out there living God



knows what hell.

“Lewis,” Henry said and pushed the bedroom door open. “I was thinking
about going to Hart’s.” Finally! 1 had wanted to go and see Greg Hart ever
since the police released him after questioning. He should never have been let
out, especially after finding eight bodies in the canal. They believed the
murders spanned over four years. The search wasn’t even over; the cops
thought there could still be more bodies.

“Pretty sure I already know the answer, but are you coming?” he asked.

I cocked my head to the side. It had been my idea in the first place, but
Henry had refused and spouted off a million reasons why it was a bad idea. I
had no doubt that it was a bad idea, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I
couldn’t relax or eat or sleep until she was found. Time was standing still,
and I was stuck until we knew.

“You know I am.” If I could just talk to him, maybe I could get him to tell
me where Summer was.

“Henry, the guy that helped with the search, Colin Brown, do you think
there’s something weird about him?” Theo said I was being stupid and
looking for answers wherever I thought I could find them, but the guy was
creepy. I couldn’t get his face out of my head.

“Not really. What do you mean ‘something weird’ anyway?”

“I don’t know,” I replied and sighed deeply. Maybe I was just looking for
anything and looking in the wrong places. “He just seemed so...closed off.
Everyone else that’s helped with the search did it because they want Summer
found. It seemed like he was doing it because he thought he should.”

Henry frowned. “How did you get all that from talking to him once?”

“I dunno. He was...” I shook my head. I didn’t even know what I meant.
“Never mind.”

“Maybe he just didn’t know how to react. Forget it, Lewis; we need to
concentrate on getting Hart talking. He’s under police surveillance so it won’t
be easy. We’ll think of a plan in the morning. Sleep,” he ordered and left the
room.

Sighing, I laid back down and stared at the ceiling. Maybe Henry’s right



about Colin. I needed to concentrate on Hart, the one real suspect—or person
of interest, whatever he was now—the police had.

Sleep was impossible. I couldn’t relax, even though I was exhausted from
walking around searching all day. I glanced over to the bedside table where
Summer kept a framed picture of us. We looked so happy—we were happy.
She drove me crazy but I love her and would do anything for her. Looking at
it was torture but I couldn’t put it down; my eyes were fixed on her perfect
face. “Tell me where you are, baby,” I whispered, swallowing the lump in my
throat.

“Lewis,” someone shouted through the door. I jumped awake from my
half-asleep state. “Breakfast is ready. Hurry up. I wanna leave soon,” Henry
added.

I groaned and rubbed my eyes. “All right, I'm up.” It was six in the
morning. The last time I had looked at the clock that morning, it was 4:23.
My eyes stung from having hardly any sleep, and I felt drained. I needed food
and a couple energy drinks. Stretching my aching limbs, I took one last look
at Summer’s picture and prepared for yet another day wondering where she
was.

My stomach was tied in knots. I was nervous to speak to Hart. I almost
didn’t want to know. It would make it too real. Mum and Dawn were the only
people in the kitchen when I came down for breakfast. I sat at the table and
forced down a few bits of toast. It was no use, though; I felt too sick to eat.

“I’ll take a couple cereal bars,” I said, dropping my half-eaten toast back
on the plate. Everything tasted like shit now anyway.

Dawn frowned. “Make sure you do.” The circles under her eyes had
darkened. I don’t think she slept much either. I often heard her walking
around in the early hours of the morning.

“Where are you going today?” Mum asked.

“Back to town and then maybe farther toward the city. I don’t really know
yet.”

“Ready, Lewis?” Henry asked, leaning against the kitchen doorframe.
I got up, eager to go. “Yeah.”



Dawn nodded and swiped a tear from her face. “Keep in touch and be
careful.”

“We will, Mum,” Henry replied. “See you later.” I walked ahead of Henry
and got in my car.

“So...plan?” T asked. “I guess we should plan something, although I just
want to go and beat the shit out of him.”

He scratched his jaw and frowned. “Err, no. You got any ideas?”

“No,” I replied, shaking my head. “We’re just going to have to get there
and see how well the police are watching him.”

“Yeah. We are doing the right thing, aren’t we?”

“For Sum, yeah. You think we could sneak into his house?”

“Maybe. We’d make shit robbers,” he said, laughing humorlessly.

“I feel like I’m in a movie.”

“Vin Diesel’s gonna burst round the corner in some souped-up sports car
and start shooting at us.”

Six months ago, I would have driven like a dick and Henry would have
pretended to shoot things out the windows. I would love to go back to being
an idiot.
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The closer we got to his house, the angrier I became. I felt rage coursing
through my veins. We parked the car along the road so he wouldn’t see from
his house and watched. “I don’t see the police,” Henry said, looking up and
down the road.

“That’s the whole point, Henry,” I muttered dryly. I shook my head and
looked back at his house. He was there. I clenched my jaw and felt every
muscle in my body tense. He stood outside, picking up a newspaper from his
doorstep. I had planned to keep calm, but seeing him made my blood boil. I
just wanted to rip his fucking head off. Adrenaline pumped through my body,
and I jumped out of the car.

In that moment, I didn’t think about trying to stay calm and get him to



confess. The man that took Summer from me was just feet away, and I was
going to kill him. Even the threat of prison wasn’t enough to stop me. I didn’t
care.

He looked up and saw me as I ran toward him. His hands shot up, telling
me to back off. Not fucking likely. 1 lunged forward, grabbed his shirt, and
punched him as hard as I could in the jaw. The satisfaction of hearing his jaw
crack lasted only a second. He still had Summer.

“Where is she?” I shouted and drew my arm back to punch him again. I
couldn’t think straight. I wanted answers, someone to tell me where she was
and what happened, and someone to pay. [ wanted someone to pay. “Tell me
where she is.” I punched his face again and his lip split open. I couldn’t even
put into words how much I hated him.

“I don’t know. I haven’t done anything, I swear!” he shouted back and
shoved me back away from him.

“I swear to God if you don’t tell me where she is...” I growled and gasped
as I was suddenly grabbed from behind and slammed to the ground. I
expected it to be Henry, but when I looked over my shoulder, I saw it was
some police officer. I didn’t care that I was about to be arrested. I only cared
that they stopped me too soon.

The officer read me my rights and clamped handcuffs on my wrists tight.
“I swear to you, Lewis, I haven’t done anything to Summer,” Hart protested.

“Don’t you fucking say her name. Just tell me where she is. Tell me where
she is.”

Henry stood beside me looking lost and shocked. Nice one, Henry, cheers
for the help, mate! “Wait, you can’t arrest him,” Henry said. Finally. “He’s
only doing what everyone else wants to do.”

“Shut up, Henry!” What was the point of him speaking up now? I pulled
against the handcuffs and winced as it bit into my wrist. “I’ll walk myself,” I
spat as one of them pushed me forward, toward the unmarked car half-hidden
behind a neighbor’s hedge. I walked to the car in disbelief. That bastard could
go back in his house and have a cup of tea while I was being hauled off to the
police station.



“Don’t tell anyone,” I said to Henry as the car door was slammed behind
me.

Lying back in the car, I closed my eyes. Summer would go crazy if she
knew I was being arrested. I pictured her angry face and smiled. Her eyes
would narrow and she would get these two little vertical lines between her
eyebrows as she frowned. I had seen that face a million times, especially
when I wouldn’t get up in the morning.

Minutes later, we arrived at the station, and I realized I had my car keys.
How the hell was Henry going to get back home? I hoped he would call Theo
and not his parents. I didn’t want them finding out. The door was opened for
me, and I got out, feeling like a damn criminal. What the hell was I going to
do if Hart pressed charges? I knew I shouldn’t have punched him, but I
couldn’t control my temper when I saw his face.

Michael looked up as I was led into the station with my hands handcuffed
behind my back. He did a double take and said something to his colleague,
walking toward me. “What’s going on?” he asked, looking between me and
the officer holding on to my arm.

“We picked him up at Hart’s. We actually pulled him off Hart.”

Michael nodded once. “I’ll take it from here. You can remove the cuffs
now.” The officer who had arrested me looked put out, and I tried not to look
smug. The cuffs dug into my skin again as they were removed. I held back a
wince. “This way,” Michael muttered and walked down the corridor.

He pushed a door open and nodded for me to go into a small interview
room. His face was hard and grim. I felt like I was back at high school being
sent to the head master’s office. I sat down on one side of the dark wooden
table. “Wait here,” he said and left the room.

I looked around and wondered if this was the room Hart was interviewed
in. Was this where he managed to convince them he was innocent? Leaning
back on the hard plastic chair, I rubbed my wrist. What the fuck was Michael
doing?

Ten minutes later he came back in and sat down opposite me. “Well?” he
said.



I sighed and leaned my elbows on the table. “I just wanted to get him to
tell me where she is.”

“And you thought punching him was the best way to do that?”

“I didn’t plan it. When I saw him I lost control. Seeing his smug face.” I
seethed. “I wanted to kill him.” I want to kill him.

Michael held his hand up. “You need to calm down. Now I’ve just spoken
to Mr. Hart, and he’s not going to press charges. But don’t think you’re
getting away with it. If you try anything like that again, I’ll arrest you myself.
You’'re getting off very lightly here, Lewis, but it won’t happen again.”

“Getting off lightly?” I repeated in disbelief. “My girlfriend’s been
kidnapped, we have no idea where she is or what’s happened to her, and you
think I’m getting off lightly?”

“You know exactly what I mean, Lewis. I’ll remind you that Mr. Hart has
not been convicted of anything.” He leaned forward. “Look, I know this is
hard for you. I know you want answers, but you have to let us do our job.”

“And when exactly are you going to start doing your job?” I hissed. “It’s
been seven months.”

His face hardened. “You may leave now, Lewis.”

I jumped up, knocking the chair over in the process and stormed out of the
room. Fuck this! Henry stood by the front desk, having an argument with
some officer. “Henry,” I called, pulling his arm. “Let’s go.”

“Hey, what happened?” he questioned, running after me. I needed to get
away. They were doing nothing. They didn’t care enough.

“Nothing. No charges. Where’s Theo?” I asked, spotting my brother’s car.

“I dropped him back off at work after he picked me up. He loaned me his
car. So they’re doing nothing?”

“Apparently Mr. Hart doesn’t want to press charges.” I got in the car and
slammed the door. “Let’s go into town with her picture. We can pick up my
car on the way home. I don’t want to waste the whole day.”

“Sure. Lewis, you won’t give up, will you?”

I frowned. “No. Why do you ask?” He shook his head. That would never
happen. I couldn’t move forward without knowing where she was and what



happened. My throat dried and eyes stung. Do not fucking cry! “Do you want
to give up?”

“No, she drives me crazy, but I won’t stop looking until my annoying little
sister is found.” He laughed at some memory. “She really did do my head in.”

I grinned. “I know. I had to listen to the arguments.”

“She started them,” he said, and we both laughed. I would give anything
to hear them shouting at each other and Summer slamming her bedroom door
every day again.

Henry parked on Main Street. “Split up or stay together?” he asked.

“Together for the straight road and we can split up at the end.” We started
along the street, and I saw Colin walking out of a door. He was holding two
bags, one full of books and the other one with what looked like yarn. What
the hell was he doing with yarn?

“Henry,” I said, nodding my head in his direction.

“Your weird dude?”

“Mmm. There’s definitely something weird. Look what he’s bought. What
would he be doing with that?”

Henry shrugged. “Knitting books, I dunno.”

“Lewis, Henry,” Colin said, stopping in front of us.

“Hi,” Henry muttered.

“How are you both?”

What are you hiding? 1 shrugged my shoulders, not wanting to get into
how shitty I felt.

“I’ve been meaning to stop by and help with the search again.”

“We’d appreciate that. The more people we have looking for her the
better,” I replied. I wanted him to come along. Maybe then I could figure him
out.

“Do you still meet at the same place?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “Long Thorpe town hall, seven o’clock every morning.”
Weekends were better, but during the week we still had a decent turnout.
There were a lot of people that cared about Summer and just wanted to see
her come home safely.



“I’ll come and help this weekend. How are your parents holding up?” he
asked Henry.

“My dad spends every waking second searching for Summer and Mum
spends every second crying,” he said honestly.

Colin nodded sympathetically, but his eyes showed no emotion. They
were empty. He looked bored. Something was wrong, and I couldn’t ignore it
this time. Normal people were sympathetic—they had something to say.
Even the ones that couldn’t find the words at least looked sympathetic.

“Well, I hope you find her soon, and I’ll join the search on Sunday.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Henry replied. Colin turned around and walked in the
opposite direction. I watched him gripping hold of his bags as he went. His
knuckles were bright white where he was holding on too tight. Why? I fought
the urge to follow him.

“At least we’ll be able to spend some time with him on Sunday. Maybe
he’ll let something slip.”

Henry frowned. “Let what slip?”

“I don’t know yet. You think we should follow him?” He wouldn’t of
course.

“What? You can’t just go around stalking people. Jesus, Lewis.”

I clenched my jaw. The fuck I can’t! “I’'m trying to find my girlfriend. I’'1l
do whatever I need to and stalk whoever I need to stalk.” T would have
thought he would understand. He loved Summer. How could he not be
willing to do anything to find her too?

“Excuse me,” I said, stopping two old ladies that tried to walk past. I
flicked to a picture of Summer on my phone. “Have you seen this girl?”
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CLOVER

Sunday, February 27 (Present)

I arrived at the town hall where the search for Lily was based. There were a
million things I would prefer to do today, but I wanted to know what was
going on with the search. I wanted to be seen helping. There was something
about the way that Lewis looked at me that left me with an uneasy feeling. I
constantly felt paranoid that he knew. My heart wouldn’t let up, and I
checked out the window multiple times a day. It was taking over my life, and
I had to put an end to his suspicion. He couldn’t know.

The plain, cream room was crammed with people. I frowned. There were
still a lot of people looking for her, even after the official police searches had
died down. Why couldn’t they just leave her be? She was better off with me.
They all were. I shuffled into a space away from a disease-ridden homeless
man coughing up his lungs near the door. He was probably here for the
warmth rather than to help.

Moments after I arrived, people started filtering out, studying maps as
they went. I had arrived a little late on purpose. Lily was splashed over
posters pinned to a corkboard. She was pretty in her picture, very fresh-faced
and natural. It was nice to see a teenager without a thick layer of makeup on.
However, it was only a matter of time before she felt the need to paint her
face like the trampy women in magazines.

“Colin, thanks for coming.” I jumped and looked over. Lewis cocked his



head to the side. His eyes darkened and his posture straightened. “We
appreciate you helping us find Summer.” His lips pulled into a tight, forced
smile. He knows something. He can see through you.

I returned his smile and chastised myself. He couldn’t know. Matching his
posture, I held out my hand and he briefly shook it. “It’s no trouble. Really.
Anything I can do to help, I am more than willing to do. I’'m going to get
started right now,” I said, turning to get away from him.

“Great,” he replied, effectively gaining my attention again. “Your group is
ready.”

My group? 1 frowned and looked on. They still had enough volunteers to
make enough groups. I had hoped I could go alone this time.

Lewis frowned. “You’re with Dan, Kate, Rick,” he said, reading their
names from a piece of paper. He looked up and smiled. “And me.” I gritted
my teeth and nodded. “Let’s get started. We’re meeting the others outside.”

My heart spiked in panic. I knew it was not accidental that I was in his
search group. I had to look at it as a positive. Today I would convince him
that I was only trying to help. Today I would fool him too. “Let’s go then,” I
replied. He smiled tightly and turned. I followed him out the door. “Where
are we starting?”

He looked forward, avoiding my gaze, tense. Too tense. “A field a few
miles away, on the edge of town.” I smiled. Miles and miles away from my
home.

“Any reason why there? It’s quite far from town.”

He sighed. “The logical places have been searched and searched. I’ll cover
every inch of the country until I find her. I don’t care how far away it is.” The
tragic thing was, he did love her. If he were a better boyfriend, then perhaps
she would have been safe with him. Lewis was the sort of person who only
realized his mistakes afterward. He didn’t think or plan forward—he was all
hindsight—and that was exactly why I was the best person to take care of
Lily.

Dan drove his car out of Long Thorpe through the miles of farmland and
fields, toward town. I sat in the back with my side pressed firmly against the



door. Dan’s wife, Kate, was a plump woman who had let herself go. It was
hard to keep any distance in the back of their small hatchback.

“So do you want us to split up in the field or stick together?” Kate asked
Lewis. Her hair was scrunched back in a messy tie and her makeup looked
days old. She had yellowing teeth and her breath smelled of cigarettes and
coffee. I gulped. I wanted to be anywhere but here. My foot tapped against
the floor and I only realized I was doing it when Lewis looked over. I stopped
and stared forward.

“Stick together. We’ll start on the edge and walk at the same pace a few
feet apart,” he replied. “Look for...anything. There’s nothing in the field, so
searching should be easy and quick.” He sounded like a professional.
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I lined up between Lewis and Dan and very slowly walked forward. I kept
my eyes on the ground, pretending to thoroughly search the area in front of
me. Pausing occasionally, I bent down and picked up any old piece of
rubbish, proving that I was searching hard and double-checking anything that
caught my eye. The day was going to pass painfully slowly. When I could
have been spending time with the girls, I was out in the freezing cold,
searching a field for someone who was safe in my home.

Lewis looked over. “Thanks for helping again,” he said and looked back at
the ground.

I swallowed. Why was he thanking me again? “Like I said, I just want to
help. It’s really no problem. I wish there were more I could do.”

He frowned and a pained expression dominated his face. “Life goes on,
apparently,” he replied quietly. Life was moving on for Lily. She was doing
well. She was a part of my family and that was where she was staying. They
had nothing to offer her now.

“I suppose it does. You’ve not stopped to work?”

“Nothing’s more important than finding her.” He looked up again. “I
won’t stop until I find her and bring to justice whichever sick fucker took



her.”

My throat ran dry. Why did it sound like he was saying that about me? I
looked to my right, away from him. He knows. He’s found you out. Mother’s
right, you can’t do anything properly. You’re useless. Pathetic. A failure. 1
pursed my lips, ignoring the agonizing tear in my heart. “She’s very lucky to
have you. Some people would have given up by now.”

“I’m the lucky one. Do you live alone? No one missing you today?” I was
taken aback by the sudden change of conversation.

“I live alone. I’m free to come and go as I please.”

“Hmm.” Where was he going with this? Why did he want to know that?
He was trying to find out if I had a wife. Why? He was planning something.
He’s coming to get you.

“Why do you ask?” 1 kept my voice calm and controlled, though
underneath I was anything but.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have. I’ve just never seen you with anyone and didn’t
want an angry wife at home waiting for you to get back.” That’s not why he
asked. He knows you have her. He knows what you’ve been doing. Put him
off. Take control.

“I’ll have more time to give now I’m back,” I said, sweeping my foot over
a small mound of mud in an effort to look thorough.

“Oh?” Lewis asked, his eyebrows rose momentarily. I had spiked his
interest.

I nodded. “Yes. I’ve been away for the past two weeks. Our Edinburgh
office needed assistance. Their accountant left suddenly.” Yes, in Scotland.
He couldn’t possibly think I would have Lily if I’d left the country for a
fortnight. A frown set into his face. It seemed his only expression, other than
the one of surprise.

“The police still have nothing solid on Hart,” he said. “He must have had
something to do with it.” Why is he moving on to Greg? Did he now believe
that I had nothing to do with it, or did he just want me to think that? Was he
trying to make me feel secure—pretend he no longer suspects so I would slip
up?



I smiled through my internal debate. “I’m sure he will be brought to
justice if he’s proven to have had any involvement in Summer’s
disappearance.” 1 prayed that they would have enough -circumstantial
evidence to charge him. There was no guarantee, though. The police couldn’t
catch me, so I had little faith. It was only because of me that they had their
one and only suspect. I had given them enough; it was now up to them to
prosecute him with the evidence. It wasn’t as if Gregory Hart was an honest
and innocent man. He deserved to be punished.

“I hope so. She needs to be back with her family,” he said, taking a deep
breath as if he was struggling to keep his emotions in check.

She is with her family.
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As soon as I got home, I had a quick shower and went down to the girls’
room. Lewis was relentless in his search for his “girlfriend,” and I was
exhausted. How someone could care so much but be so careless was beyond
me. If you loved something, you protected it. There was no use in wanting to
do so once they were gone.

“Clover, hello,” Rose said, blinking in surprise. “Are you okay?”

“I’m absolutely fine, thank you. I’'m sorry I missed dinner. Time got away
from me.”

Rose shook her head. “It’s fine. Would you like something to eat now?
We have your plate in the oven.”

I took her hand in mine and smiled at how thoughtful she was. My Rose.
My Shannen. My...wife? Perhaps. “That would be lovely.” She grinned and
went to prepare my dinner. Poppy followed and got some cutlery to set the
table. “Where is Lily?”

Poppy spun around. “In the bedroom. I’'ll just go get her.” She skipped to
their bedroom and disappeared behind the door. Lily must have been with
Violet, looking after her. Violet still had to earn my forgiveness. I wasn’t sure
if she was a good fit for our family. Time would tell, though. If it weren’t for



my beautiful, loyal, caring Rose, she wouldn’t be here. Giving Violet a
second chance was a favor to Rose, a gift from me to her. I couldn’t give her
the life I wanted for us, but I could give her this.

Lily entered the room behind Poppy, and I smiled. I could see why Lewis
loved her. She had natural beauty, one that she embraced rather than
plastering on thick makeup. When would women understand that layers of
makeup made them look like cheap whores?

I stepped forward and took her hand. Her body stiffened. “Are you
unwell?” I asked her. “You’re very tense.”

She bit her lip. “I have a headache. I’ll be fine, though.”

“Lily, I’ll bring you some aspirin. I don’t want you suffering.”

She stared on with a bemused expression. “Thank you,” she muttered. I
brought her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. Her eyes flicked to the
floor. Still so shy. 1 sighed. How long would it take for her to feel confident
and at home? Perhaps it wasn’t us, though. If her parents hadn’t socialized
her properly, then she would be shy around most people. Lily had only been
with me for seven months, but I wished she had been with me longer—for
her sake.

I sat down on the sofa and patted the cushion beside me. “Come and sit,
Lily.” I needed to help her more than the others. She needed more guidance.
She slowly made her way to the sofa and sat down, looking at the floor and
holding her hands on her lap. Looking into her eyes at that minute, I had
never hated anyone more than her family. She was a bright and beautiful
young woman, but her personality didn’t always show it.

“How are you feeling really?” I asked her, placing my hand softly on top
of hers. “Is it just a headache, or is there more?”

She sat hunched over. “Just that.”

I sighed in frustration. She never looked me directly in the eye. It’s rude.
“Look at me when I speak to you, Lily,” I said forcefully.

Her eyes widened and she looked up immediately. “Sorry,” she
whispered, her body turning rigid beside me. That was more like it.

“That’s better. I like to look into those beautiful eyes.”



“They’re my mum'’s,” she muttered.

“Clover, do you think you could get us another, please?” Rose asked,
cutting into my conversation with Lily. She held up a wooden spoon, split
down the middle.

Were they all tired? Their manners had slipped in a matter of minutes.
“IIl go right now,” I said and stood up, taking the spoon from her
outstretched hand. T kept a stock of things in the built-in a ceiling-high
cupboard, so I had replacements for most things. I liked to be prepared.

Locking the door behind me, I walked to the bottom drawer and picked up
a new wooden spoon. From somewhere behind me, I heard a soft thud. My
heart leaped, and I spun around. Who was here? I scanned the room. There
was a small bag of yarn on the floor. It was sitting on the side table waiting to
be put away. I sighed and relief flooded my system. It must have been on the
edge and fallen.

Was that it, though? Could it have been something, or someone, else?
Lewis. Was he here? Did he know where I lived? Was he following me,
spying on me? I placed the spoon on the table and slowly walked toward the
door. My ears pricked as I concentrated hard on listening for any noise.
Poking my head around the door, I saw my empty hallway. This is ridiculous.
Lewis had made me paranoid. He is watching you.

I stormed back into the room and picked the spoon up. He is not going to
ruin this for me. I am still in control. He is not taking my family.

The girls were chatting when I got back. Lily seemed to have brightened
up and joined in their conversation. “Your spoon,” I said, placing it on the
worktop.

Rose stood up. “Thank you. Your dinner is ready.”

I ate quickly; my foot tapped on the floor automatically as I forced down
mouthful after mouthful. This is Lewis’s fault. It’s all him. “His fault. It’s
his,” I shouted, jumping up out of my seat.

The girls gasped. “What is?” Rose asked cautiously. Her voice was barely
a whisper.

“Lewis,” I spat, glaring at Lily, caught up in the moment.



Lily’s face fell. Horror swept across her eyes. “What?” Anger built up and
up and up, and I felt like I was going to explode. I was wound up, a coil. I
breathed in and out heavily. My heart raced and the tips of my fingers
tingled. I couldn’t control it. I wanted to smash something, smash everything.
I had never been so on edge and ready to burst before. It was terrifying.

“What’s he done? What are you going to do?” she asked, her eyes filling
with tears. The desperation in her voice made me sick.

“Shut up,” T bellowed. “Just. Shut. Up.” You’re losing it. Everything is
going to be ripped away from under your feet and you’ll be left with nothing.
You’ll be a failure. I growled from deep in my throat in frustration, picked up
my plate, and launched it across the room. It hit the stairs and smashed. My
heavy breathing was the only noise in the room. My hands shook and teeth
ground together. The girls stood frozen.

You need to take it back. You’ve lost control. They would find the girls
and me. They would take them and stop me. I knew they would.

“No,” I snapped and ran up the stairs, slamming the door behind me.
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I pulled over to the side of the road and waited. They would come to me; they
always did. Looking in the mirror, I slicked down my wild hair with the palm
of my hand. My hands twitched, foot tapped, and I was unable to relax. I
barely recognized myself anymore. Physically, I looked the same, but
beneath that, I was a shadow of a man, desperate to break free.

A tap on the window made me jump back to reality. I looked to who it
was and smiled. “Hi,” the dirty whore purred, causing my stomach to turn.
She smiled, fluttering her false eyelashes. “I’m Cantrell. What can I do for
you then?” You. You’re going to repair me.

Without a word, 1 gestured toward the passenger side and she got in. I
gripped the steering wheel and drove toward the woods. She hadn’t even
asked me where we were going. “So what’s your name, darlin’?”

“My name is of no concern to you.”



“Mmm, I love the feisty ones.” Did she? Did she enjoy this lifestyle, or
was it all for my benefit?

“Aren’t you going to ask if I’'m married?”

She laughed loudly, from the pit of her stomach. “No, darlin’. All T need
to know is if you’ve got the dough for the ho!” My mouth dropped at her
brashness. Pride. She had pride in what she was and what she was doing. I
took a deep breath. My mind clouded with a red mist, and I could barely
concentrate on driving. I wanted her gone.

My fingers twitched around the steering wheel and my heavy breathing
threatened to give me away. It had to be now. The feeling of losing control,
being a failure, weighed me down, threatening to consume me. I used to pride
myself on patience. I’d waited long enough to get the girls, but I couldn’t
wait now. Home is too far.

The turnoff couldn’t have come sooner; I took the muddy track and drove
into the woods I knew so well. She didn’t seem concerned at all; if anything,
she seemed bored of driving, looking out the window and pursing her lips.
Bored of waiting. I stopped the car and turned the engine off.

“So how do you want me?” she asked and licked her bottom lip.

“Hood,” I replied through gritted teeth.

She giggled and opened the door. “Oh, I like your style.”

I shuddered in disgust and nodded my head, gesturing for her to follow
me. My knife was in my pocket; I touched it through the thick material of my
coat. She walked toward me slowly, swaying her hips. I fought the urge to
jump forward right then and plunge the knife into her black heart.

She stopped in front of me. I pushed her down onto the hood and she
looked up at me, breathing heavily. Was she enjoying this? No, she couldn’t
be. “Lift up your top,” I instructed and she obliged immediately. I tasted bile
in my mouth. Her flimsy, hot-pink top covered a tiny pink bra. What had
happened to her to turn her into this?

I turned my nose up, pulled the knife out of my pocket, and rested the tip
over her windpipe. She gasped, her eyes widening in terror. “W-What are y-
you doing?”



“I’m taking control,” I replied and pushed the knife down, lightly piercing
her skin. Her body began to shake and tears welled in her eyes. I scored her
skin, creating a shallow red line from the middle of her neck to the middle of
her breasts. She whimpered and hissed through her teeth, panting heavily to
absorb the pain. Her eyes were as wide as I’d ever seen.

“P-Please, stop. I’ll do whatever you want,” she stuttered, body trembling
in fear.

I sighed. Didn’t she understand what I wanted? “I want you dead, and I
want to be the one that kills you.”

“No.” She whimpered and broke into a loud sob. The noise was like music
to my ears. This was what I was good at doing. With this, I couldn’t fail.

“No, no, please!” she begged.

I rested the knife over her heart. “Shh.” Her eyes bulged even wider. I
gripped the knife with both hands and, with as much force as I could muster,
shoved it down through her chest. She made no noise as her body sagged in
front of me.

I took a step back and watched her body slide down the hood of my car,
falling to the ground in a heap. I closed my eyes, exhaling deeply.

I have control.
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LEWIS

Monday, February 28th (Present)

Dawn sat at the kitchen table staring at pictures of Summer scattered across
the counter. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” she said, not looking up from where
her eyes were fixed.

“Yeah,” I replied.

She ran her finger over one of the photos. “I need to see this smile again.”

“You will, Dawn. Can I get you another cup of coffee?”

“Yes, thank you.” I took her empty mug and flicked the coffee machine
on. “How long have you been up?”

“Not sure. A while. Summer was never happy with her hair, was she? I
don’t know why. It always looked perfect to me.”

I laughed humorlessly. “She’s a teenage girl. I think it goes with the
territory.”

“Do you still cry?” she asked, taking me by surprise. “I feel like I’'m the
only one. Although I know I’m not.”

“You’re not,” I whispered.

She smiled sadly. “You won’t give up, will you? We can’t give up, no
matter how long it takes.”

I was a little hurt she had to ask. She knew how I felt about Summer, and I
had spent the last seven months of my life devoted to finding her. Why would
I suddenly give up now? I was stuck. I couldn’t move on until we had her



back or knew what happened. “Never.”

She swiped away a tear with the back of her hand. “I hate the idea of her
being scared out there somewhere. She does know we’ll find her, doesn’t
she? She knows we wouldn’t just leave her. I couldn’t bear it if she thought
we had given up.”

“Dawn, she knows we wouldn’t. Sum knows how much we all love her.” I
wasn’t sure. I hoped. There were no guarantees in this. Everything was down
to hope. Knowing Summer, she would probably hope we had given up so we
would be happy. That couldn’t happen. This wasn’t like when someone died
and you got to say good-bye. We don’t know where she was or what had
happened to her. We had no answers, so there was no ending.

“You know you’d be getting a lecture about caffeine overdosing if she
was here right now,” I said as she took a big gulp of her coffee.

She smiled halfheartedly and nodded. “Yeah, she had a thing about that,
probably because caffeine made her hyper. You remember when she had
those Red Bulls and was practically bouncing off the walls?”

I laughed. “Yeah, I remember. You all went to bed and left me to deal
with her. At one point, she wanted to go out for a run, then swimming, then
to Disneyland. In the end I managed to get her to watch movies instead—
chick flicks! I think it was about four in the morning before she finally
stopped talking at me and went to sleep.”

“We’ll take her when she gets home, to Disneyland,” she said, nodding
her head. Would Summer still want to go when she got back? We had no idea
what she was going through. It could be bad. I clenched my jaw and forced
out images that I really didn’t want to see. The thought of her being hurt was
too much. She’ll be fine. No matter what she was going through, whatever it
was, I would fix it.
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I drove past Colin’s house slowly and stared in at his front yard. There was
no car in the driveway, but there was a garage. Could he be in? It was quarter



past four in the afternoon, so odds were he was at work.

Summer could be in there. But surely she could leave if he was at work? It
didn’t really make sense. Maybe he had her somewhere else. But maybe there
was a clue inside. I got out of my car and looked back over my shoulder,
double-checking that you definitely couldn’t see it from the road.

Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I stepped around the shoulder-
height hedge that surrounded the house. Why did he need a hedge so tall? His
house was the only one around and certainly couldn’t be seen by the nearest
house down the road. Who was he trying to keep out? Or in?

It struck me how normal his house looked. He had no family, but this was
a big family home. Why would he need something this size if it were just
him? He didn’t seem that wealthy and didn’t splash his cash around. Why
buy a huge house for one, non-rich, single person? Unless he didn’t buy it
and it was inherited. I mentally kicked myself. Maybe the freak just liked it!
Most people would buy the best they could afford. I was reading too much
into it, as Theo always said.

I ran around the side of the building. My heart thumped against my chest,
and I felt slightly sick. I didn’t really know what I was looking for—just
anything. There was a huge possibility he was innocent and his weirdness
was just weirdness. Other than a gut feeling, I had nothing on him at all.

The first window was a large one; I peered through it, holding my breath. I
could hear my pulse pounding in my ears. The room was a large living room
decorated in a traditional way but seemed in keeping with the time. Two large
leather sofas faced each other with a dark wooden coffee table between them.
A wide fireplace dominated one wall with a large mirror hanging above it.
Nothing out of the ordinary at all.

“Come on, you bastard,” I whispered. There had to be something. I passed
the second window on the sidewall, a bathroom wall, and arrived at the back
of the house. The back had three long windows across it, two separated by
the back door. It was all the kitchen and dining area. I studied the room,
taking in every detail. Nothing. Was it all normal because there was nothing
or because he was hiding something? I had too many questions, and it was



driving me fucking crazy.

I moved to the other side of the house and found nothing. One room was a
utility room and the only thing that seemed out of place was a pile of folded
clothes. From the neatness of the rest of the house, I would have expected
them to be put away, but that hardly meant he was a kidnapper. In the other
room was a table, a dark red, high-backed chair, and a half-height bookshelf.

There was one strip of glass beside the door. I peered inside and saw the
hallway and stairs. I frowned and moved closer. By the stairs were four boxes
of shoes from New Look. What the hell would he be doing with women’s
shoes? Summer had dragged me into that shop a million times before. What
would a thirty-odd-year-old man be doing shopping there, and for who?

I spun around as I heard a car. “Shit,” I muttered and sprinted toward the
hedge to the left of the house—closer to my car. My heart felt as if it was
going to rip through my chest and my stomach did somersaults. The hedge
scratched at my face as I shoved into it just in time to see his car pull into the
drive. Could I get all the way through? The bottom of the hedge was bare, but
it had started getting dark out. I hoped I could get out without him seeing me.

His engine cut out, and I heard him get out. I froze, half-buried in the
damn hedge. I watched him walk to his front door with his briefcase. As soon
as he was inside, I covered my face and pushed all of my weight against the
branches, forcing my way through.

I ran to my car and started the engine before I’d even closed the door
properly. Could he hear the engine? I sped off toward Summer’s house,
hoping Colin didn’t hear me. Damn, that was too close. It was worth it,
though. I now knew he was hiding something.
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“Hello,” I called out and shut the front door to Summer’s house.

“Kitchen,” Dawn replied. She sat at the table, poking spaghetti with her
fork. “Nothing then?”

Yes. Possibly. 1 shook my head, not wanting to give her false hope.



She nodded. “Your dinner’s in the microwave. Your parents will be back
soon.”

“Where are they?” I asked and turned the microwave on to heat my
dinner.

“Shopping.”

“Daniel and Henry?”

“Daniel’s still out, and Henry’s taking a shower.” I sat opposite Dawn,
and we both picked at our food; neither of us were hungry. I couldn’t
remember when I was. “I want to be out there too.”

I nodded. Being in her position must be the hardest. There was nothing
she could do but sit around. Someone had to be here in case Sum called or
came home. “I know you do. But we might hear something. If Summer came
home, she would want to see you.”

Dawn looked up, titling her head and smirking. “Lewis, if Summer walked
through that door right now, you would be the first person she ran to. I used
to think teenage love was fickle until I saw how much my daughter loved
you. Just the way she looked at you. It’s how I look at Daniel. I knew then I
was wrong about young love.”

I swallowed. That was hard to hear. I never thought she really loved me,
not in the same way I loved her, and not because she didn’t say or show it,
but because it didn’t seem possible.

“I hope we’re still together hundreds of years on, like you two.” Her
mouth pulled up into a grin. “I love her, Dawn, and I won’t ever give up.
Besides, I told her I’d marry her at Disneyland.”

“Marry her at Disneyland?”

I smiled. We weren’t going to say anything to anyone—besides it was just
a dream—but I wanted it now more than ever. “I know. I don’t think I’ve
ever seen her as excited as she was when she found out you can get married
there.”

“Do it as soon as she gets back,” she said.

In any other situation, Dawn would be telling me I was crazy for talking
about marrying her seventeen-year-old daughter. I envied people that had



problems that small. You never know what’s around the corner. I would
never again not do something just because I was worried about what other
people would say or think.

After I forced down half of dinner, I went to Summer’s room. I wasn’t
sure what to do next. All T wanted to do was go back to Colin’s and search
every inch of his house. “Where have you been?” Henry questioned the
second I walk into the room. He sat on her bed, obviously waiting for me.

“You know where.”

He sighed, shaking his head. “And?”

“Couldn’t see much through the windows, but I did see four pairs of
women’s shoes stacked in boxes by the stairs.”

“How do you know they were women’s shoes?”

“New Look boxes. Colin is definitely hiding something.” Henry opened
his mouth to start the lecture, so I held my hand up. “His place was creepy,
man. I’m not exaggerating or looking too far into it. He’s a single man living
alone and buying women’s shoes. His house is a spotless family home
surrounded by high hedges and trees.”

“Okay, the shoe thing’s weird. I’ll give you that.”

“But?” I prompted, raising my eyebrow.

“But it doesn’t prove anything.”

I walked over to Summer’s dressing table, where she had a few photos of
us stuck around the edge of the mirror. “I know it doesn’t. That’s why I’m
going back in the morning. I need to get inside.”

Tuesday, December 30th (2008)

“I’m starving, walk quicker,” Henry snapped.

“I don’t think you’ll die between here and Pizza Hut, which is about three
feet away,” Summer replied sarcastically, rolling her eyes.

“Okay, why are you with us again, Sum?”

“Well, actually there are two of my friends and one of yours, so what are
you doing with us?”

“Okay,” Kerri yelled. “Both of you shut up.” Sum and Henry fought all



the time. They loved each to death, but most of the time, they wanted to
strangle each other. If I were their dad, I would have gone crazy by now.

Henry opened the restaurant door and walked ahead. I hung back with
Summer, holding the door open for her. “Thanks,” she said, smiling up at me.
I gulped and smiled back. As we walked in, I made sure I was close enough
so my arm “accidentally” brushed against hers. For a while now, I had
suspected she wanted more than friendship, and as soon as I found out, it hit
me like a fucking bus—I wanted more too.

Henry, Kerri, and Beth were already following a waitress to a table. Man,
Summer walked slow. “So, you hungry?” I asked. Oh God! How stupid is
that? “So, you hungry?” Jesus, Lewis! I winced, mentally kicking myself.

Summer laughed. “Yep.”

“Getting your weird pizza?”

She stopped, turned to me, and scowled. Her lips pouted the tiniest bit,
and I wanted to grab her and kiss her, bite that lip. “It’s not weird. Try some
and you’ll soon see the way.” My heart raced as I pictured her feeding me the
slice of pizza...naked.

“Um...” I trailed off, all coherent thought had fucked off, and I was left
with the very nice image of a naked Summer. She rolled her eyes and sat
down in the booth. I sat next to her and pressed my leg against hers. She tried
to hide her smile by biting the inside of her mouth, but she didn’t do a very
good job. She grabbed a menu even though she’d just admitted she already
knew what she was having. Summer’s pizza was chicken, sweet corn,
pineapple, and bacon. I’d drop all the yellow crap. I didn’t know how she
could eat it.

“So this pizza?”

She turned and smirked at me. “Yeah?”

“How the hell did you get there?”

“I dunno, I just like all that stuff. Trust me, it’s good.”

“You gonna feed me some?”

“Why? Haven’t you learned to do that for yourself yet?”

I laughed and shook my head. Yeah, I should have expected that one. I



pouted. “Nope. I’'ll need your help.”

She smirked. “You need someone’s help.”

“Coming from the girl that’s mixing chicken, pig, corn, and fruit
together.”

“He’s got a point, Sum. It’s pretty gross,” Henry said, siding with me.
Summer rolled her eyes and muttered whatever.

The waitress arrived and took our order, and I spent the whole time trying
not to stare at Summer like a stalker. It annoyed me how much I liked her. If
I’d never realized she liked me, I wouldn’t be obsessing about her constantly.
I hated that I felt like a damn teenage girl when it came to her.

I watched her face as our food was brought to our table. Her bright green
eyes lit up and she grinned, eager for food. I dragged my eyes away from her
and dug into my normal person’s BBQ pizza. “Try it,” Summer instructed,
holding a slice of hers out to me.

Turning my nose up, I bit into the pizza. It wasn’t bad—nowhere near as
bad as I thought it would be—but I definitely wouldn’t be ordering it. I
chewed slowly, turning my nose up.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s not that bad. You’re lying. It’s the best.”

I swallowed. “No, Sum. You’re just weird.”

“Liar. You like it.” She nudged my side with her elbow. I grabbed her arm
and she squealed and wriggled in her seat. Her side was pressed against my
chest. I held her close and faked trying to tickle her.

“Picture,” Kerri shouted. Summer stilled and looked at Kerri, smiling. We
were in the same position, her lying against me and my arms around her but
we were both looking at the camera. If it wouldn’t make me such a pussy, I’d
ask for a copy of it.



30
LEWIS

Tuesday, February 29th (Present)

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” Henry muttered, tapping his knee and shaking
his head. He’d said that about four fucking thousand times already.

“We need to do something. You know there’s something off about Colin.”

My car was parked in the field near his house, hidden by the tall bush. We
could just about see the opening of his driveway. I didn’t know what time he
left for work, so we had been parked here since seven in the morning—one
hour and twenty minutes ago. “How long do you think he’ll be?” Henry
whispered.

“You know we’re in the car, right? He can’t hear us, and I don’t know
how long,” I replied, staring down at his house. He lived alone in the middle
of nowhere. He could have easily done something to her.

“It’s him, isn’t it?”

My heart dropped. “Yeah. Why’re you so sure now?”

He gulped. “I’ve run out of alternatives. I just want to find my sister, even
if she’s not...”

“She’s alive,” I snapped. Henry blinked, shocked.

“Sorry,” I muttered, running my hand over my face. “I just can’t take
people assuming she could be dead.”

“It’s all right.”

“She not dead, Henry,” I said more forcefully.



He nodded. “I know. Wait, did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” We fell silent and heard the quiet roar of a car engine.
“Come on, you bastard,” I whispered, watching his house. A minute later, a
silver BMW backed onto the road. Colin was alone in the car. He stopped to
change gears and drove off. “Let’s go,” I said as soon as his car was out of
sight.

We got out and walked toward the house. “How are we going to get in?”
he asked.

“There’ll be a way.”

“How do you know?”

I stopped in the middle of the road, facing his drive. “For fuck’s sake,
Henry, we’ll get in somehow.” What the hell was wrong with him? “Go back
to the car if you don’t wanna do this.”

“She’s my sister. I’'m doing it.”

“Stop whining then.” His house was large and well kept. The grass was
cut and the garden was tidy. “Let’s try the back first.” We walked along the
side of the house. The backyard was just as neat, with large bushes and trees
lining the boundary, like a giant, natural barbed-wire fence. This was his way
of keeping his life private without it being suspicious. The guy was a creep,
but an intelligent one.

“This is eerie. Too normal,” Henry whispered. It was. Without knowing
Colin, you would think a family lived here. He had made it too normal. So
why had no one else ever realized? “There. Look!” He pointed to the kitchen
window; above it was a smaller rectangle window—which was open.

“You’re smaller than me,” I said and grinned, nodding to the window.

He sighed. “Bloody knew you were going to say that.”

“Shouldn’t have wasted that gym membership. Go on, I’ll help you up.”
He placed his hands on the glass and one foot in my hands. I gritted my teeth
as he pushed up. Henry was skinny so I thought he would be quite light. I
was wrong. “Christ. How much do you weigh?”

He ignored my question and shoved the window fully open. “Push me
up,” he said. The muscles in my arms flexed and strained as I shoved Henry’s



foot into the air. He gripped the window frame and shuffled through the tight
gap. I couldn’t help grinning as he hung upside down on the other side of the
window. He fell onto the floor with a thud.

“All right?”

“Yeah, was only a hard tile floor,” he replied sarcastically, rubbing his
elbow where it had smacked the ground. He smiled and turned the key in the
back door. “Very helpful, Colin.” I pushed the door open and walked inside.
The kitchen was immaculately tidy, nothing sat on the countertops. It looked
like a show home. “Where first?”

“You take down here and I’ll go upstairs,” I said and headed out of the
room. “Check everything, okay?”

“Got it.”

I took the stairs two at a time, desperately eager for answers. I pushed the
first door open and stepped inside the room. The smell of lemon washed over
me. It smelled worse than a hospital and started giving me a headache almost
immediately.

The bathroom gleamed. I could practically see my own face in the sink.
He certainly didn’t live like a single man. I don’t think I’ve ever picked up a
bottle of bleach. Two bottles of hand sanitizer sat at the side of the sink.
Germ freak. I stepped back out and closed the door. The smell was too
overpowering; it burned my nose. How the hell could he live in it all the
time?

I opened the door to the next room and heard Henry rummaging through
cupboards. Was he searching for Summer or robbing him? “Henry,” I called.

“Yeah?”

“If you move anything, make sure it goes back in exactly the same place.
He’ll know.”

“Right,” he replied. “Will do.”

I walked into the overly tidy room and my eyes widened. The room was
painted in a peach color. It was just as clean but very old-fashioned. The
bedding had a disgusting floral pattern with matching bedside lamps. Whose
room was this? Definitely not his. This was a female’s room, and an old one.



Did he really live with someone? His mum or gran? I froze. Shit, was
someone in the house? Surely we would have heard them already if there
were. I didn’t want to tell Henry in case he freaked. We couldn’t turn back
now.

I was about to leave when something on the chest of drawers caught my
eye. A line of white, wooden picture frames covered the surface. I took a step
closer and my stomach turned. They were all pictures of Colin and a woman
that looked like him—his mum? Kissing! The final picture was one of them
kissing. What the fuck?

I turned around and left the room, swallowing my discomfort. If he did
that with his mum, what was he doing to Summer?

“Have you found anything?” I called. I couldn’t have cared less if anyone
else was in the house; I needed to find Summer right now.

“Not yet,” Henry replied. He sounded as frustrated as I was.

I ripped another door open and continued searching the house. I was in a
rush, desperate to get her out of here. What if she’s not here? No, she is. She
has to be.

Every room was immaculate and empty. In the final room, there was
nothing but a wall of built-in mahogany wardrobes. I gulped. My heart raced
as I eyed them, imagining all kinds of fucked-up shit behind the doors.
Stepping forward, I held my breath and reached out to open the doors.

Women’s clothes? Why would he have a full wardrobe of women’s
clothes? The first wardrobe was filled with dresses and cardigans. They were
too modern to be his mum’s, going by her old-fashioned room. Nothing
looked like anything Summer would wear. She was a jeans and T-shirt girl
and rarely wore dresses or skirts. Why did he have these? A thought flew
through my mind. What if he wore them? It seemed unlikely, but still
possible.

Could that be his reason for being so private? I slammed the doors and
opened the ones next to them. If that was it, then he didn’t have Summer, and
I had hit a brick wall again. I pulled a box off the shelf. No, he definitely
wasn’t a cross-dresser. The box was filled with packs of tampons and



maxipads. This stuff wasn’t his. I quickly pulled each box out and rummaged
through it. Makeup, loads hair stuff, moisturizing cream, and tubes of
toothpaste.

“Lewis.” My heart leaped, and I jumped around. I’d been caught.

“Jesus, Henry, you scared the shit outta me!” His face was ghostly white.
“What?” I whispered.

He held up a bunch of newspapers. Well, a few pages from newspapers.
All with Summer’s face on them. I took them and flicked through the papers,
every single one was an article about Sum, dating back to the first headline in
July.

I looked up and saw Henry looking at the sanitary box still on the floor.
“It’s him,” he said, and I nodded. My body went numb and the blood drained
from my face. He’d done something to her. This stuff suggested that she was
still alive, though. She would need these things. But where was she? Did he
have her somewhere else? That would make more sense. “Where is she
then?”

A chill ran down my spine. We were so close to finding her—or finding
out what happened. Throwing them back at Henry, I ran from the room.
“Summer,” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “Summer, it’s me, baby. Shout if
you can hear me!”

“Damn it, Lewis! What the hell are ya doing?” Henry shouted and pulled
me to a stop on the landing.

I shoved his chest to get him off me. She was close. “What does it look
like I’'m doing?” I hissed. “Summer!” I flew down the stairs and into the first
room I saw. “Summer!” Henry followed me, looking around, lost and
completely unsure of what to do.

“Christ, Lewis, she’s not here. Will you stop?” he snapped. “You’ve lost
it! Just calm down. We have to do this properly.”

I stopped and pulled my phone out of my pocket. “You’re right.”

“What are you doing?” he hissed.

“Calling Michael,” I replied. The police dogs would be able tell if she was
here or had been. They’ll find her. They will.



His eyes widened. I grabbed his arm as he tried to snatch the phone out of
my hand. “This is crazy. Lewis, hang up!”

“Go, Henry.”

“What?”

“Get out,” I hissed. “Go.” Henry shook his head at me as if I’d lost it.
“Just go.” Sighing, he turned and ran as Michael answered my call.
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I stood by the back door and waited. They couldn’t get here soon enough.
Come on. My heart was in my throat, and I couldn’t breathe properly. “It
won’t be long now, Summer,” I whispered, praying that she would hear me,
although I knew she couldn’t.

Michael appeared at the back door, making me jump. Why didn’t I hear
the police car? He shook his head, his mouth pressed into a pissed off line.
“What are you doing, Lewis?” he asked calmly.

I held my hands up. The last thing I needed was another lecture. I needed
him to listen. “Look, just listen to me, okay? He has all these women’s
clothes and...products. He keeps old newspapers. They’re all of Summer.
He’s kept them all. Why? Why would he do that?”

Michael sighed. “Lewis, you can’t go around breaking into people’s
houses.”

House. “Will you listen to me? Summer is here, or was here.” I groaned
and squeezed my eyes closed. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything
anymore. But it’s weird. He is weird. Please just search the house for yourself
and you’ll see.”

“The clothes could be his wife or girlfriend’s, and plenty of people keep
old newspapers or forget to throw them out.”

“Ah, yes but he’s too much of a neat freak for that. Take a look around for
yourself.”

Michael rubbed his hand over his face. “I can’t just do that. You need you
to come with me right now.”



“Why?”

“Because you can’t just break into someone’s house!” he hissed,
exasperated.

I held my hands up again. “You said you wouldn’t give up.”

“I’m not giving up, but you can’t do this. We can’t arrest and search
everyone that keeps old papers, that’s not how it works.”

“Maybe the way you do things needs to change!”

“I’m not here to argue that.” He sighed. “I get it, Lewis. If I were in your
position, I would be the same. Look, I’ll speak to him again, that’s the best I
can do.”

“So this isn’t weird to you?”

He shook his head. “Not really. You need more than this to obtain a search
warrant. Now, did you find anything of Summer’s?”

My heart plummeted and shoulders slumped. They weren’t going to do
anything. “No, I didn’t.”

“I will question him. You need to come with me,” he repeated.

Michael led me outside and closed the back door. I walked to his car with
a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. What did this mean now? Would
Colin know we were there? He opened the back door, and I got inside.
Staring back at the house, I wondered if Summer would ever be found. She
wasn’t in there.

Michael got in the front and turned the engine on. “You’re arresting me?”
I asked.

“No, but don’t let this happen again. I mean it. Next time I won’t just pick
you up. Understand?” I nodded and looked back as we drove off. I’'m so
sorry, Sum.
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SUMMER

Thursday, March 3rd (Present)

I stood in front of the bathroom mirror applying concealer to my black eye.
The bruise on my arm was fading quickly, and you could barely notice it
anymore; there was just a light yellow mark left. Clover was getting worse.
His mind was always somewhere elsewhere, and his hollow eyes were even
more emotionless than ever. Something was weighing heavily on his mind,
and I wasn’t sure what. With him, it could have been anything. I hoped it was
because the police were getting closer to finding me—finding us. I clung to
that with everything I had.

My hopes of being found increased as his nervousness increased. I wanted
nothing more than to feel safe in one of my dad’s hugs, to smell my mum’s
sweet perfume, to hear Lewis tell me he loved me, and even to hear Henry
yell at me because I was annoying him.

I turned my head so I couldn’t see myself anymore and walked back into
the room. Rose, Poppy, and Violet sat on the sofa reading books. “You
okay?” Rose asked, putting her book down and standing up to look at my
eye.

Not really. “Yeah, it’s a lot better today.”

She gave me a sympathetic smile and pulled me down on the sofa. It was a
tight squeeze with all four of us, but it made me feel safe. He hadn’t been
down for dinner, and it was now half past eight at night. His dinner sat in the



cold oven, waiting to be reheated if he made an appearance.

Rose looked up at the clock. “Where is he?” she muttered to herself.

“Maybe he’s not coming,” I said and prayed I was right.

She frowned. “I’m going to clean the kitchen.” Keeping busy was what
took her mind off things. I could always tell when something was weighing
on her mind because she would clean and then reclean. Poppy got up to help
like she always did now. Violet turned to me and mouthed “bedroom.” She
wanted to talk in private.

I followed her and we sat down on her bed. “Something’s going on. What
if something’s happened to him?” Her eyes widened in horror. “Shit, Lily,
what if he’s dead?”

If he was dead, we were screwed. I hated him more than anything, but we
relied on him. “I don’t think anything’s happened,” I replied. “He probably
just forgot to tell us he had something else to do, that’s all.” I sounded calm
and convincing when inside I was terrified of the thought of something
happening and us dying down here. “Maybe he’s polishing his crazy of the
year trophy,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood.

“But...” She shook her head.

“Violet, don’t panic. He’s only missed dinner.”

“He was distracted at breakfast.” That’s because he’s a sick psycho. “Lily,
something is wrong.”

I nodded. “I know, but we need to stay calm, okay?” She took a deep
breath. A few months ago, it was me panicking and Poppy and Rose trying to
calm me down. “Whatever’s going on, we’ll be all right.”

“If he’s gone crazy...”

I snorted. “If?” Violet half smiled, not allowing herself to laugh. “The
crazier he gets, the better for us.”

“How’s that?”

“He might start making mistakes.” She nodded, and I smiled. “See? We’ll
be fine. Now don’t say too much to Rose or Poppy. If he’s losing it even
more than usual, then we have a chance.”

“To bash his head in?” Violet asked.



Whoa, okay. “Um, if we have to, I guess.” She was deadly serious; her
expression showed no emotion. Could I kill someone? The thought made me
sick, but if it was a matter of life or death, I think I could. Him I could.

“Wanna watch The Notebook?” 1 asked her, trying to change the subject. It
was Violet’s favorite movie, and I hoped it would take her mind off
everything. I think I knew it word for word now.

She nodded her head, smiling a sad smile. “Yeah, sure.” I stood up to go
back in the other room when she grabbed my wrist. “Do you think Lewis is
still looking for you?”

Her question surprised me. “I hope not,” I replied.

“But you love him.”

“I do, and that’s why I hope not.” She looked at me as if I was crazy. I
wasn’t crazy. I loved him. He couldn’t be happy if he was still searching for
me. Deep down, I had a feeling he was, though. I knew I would if it were the
other way around. I walked out of the bedroom so she couldn’t ask anything
else. I didn’t want to talk about it.

Rose and Poppy were wiping down the counter—a sparkling clean
counter. I was about to ask if they wanted to watch the movie too when the
cellar door unlocked. I stood still and my heart took off in a sprint. He was
late. What did it mean that he was here now?

“Clover, is everything okay? We have your dinner in the oven if you’re
hungry,” Rose said and pulled off her yellow rubber gloves as he walked
down the stairs. My eyes flicked to the cellar door and widened. It wasn’t
shut. My heart leaped. There was about an inch gap. He hadn’t closed it. Did
he even realize?

He kissed Rose’s cheek and turned to face us all. Violet walked out of the
bedroom and stopped beside me. “Something has happened, but I don’t want
any of you to worry about it. I've thought of a way to keep us together,” he
said, looking at each of us. What? What’s happened?

Violet’s hand found mine and she squeezed me tight. I could sense her
fear. She was terrified of what he had planned. What did it mean, a way to
keep us together? He was going to try to run with us? My heart leaped. They



knew about him.

He looked around and waved his hand. “There are some people that want
to split us up, but I will never let that happen,” he said far too calmly. He was
too calm, as if he was discussing the weather. “We won’t be separated. We
can’t be separated,” he muttered. It was a promise, and it sent chills down my
spine. His eyes were dark and distant. In that moment, I knew that he wasn’t
going to try to run with us. He was going to kill us. All of us.

My blood ran cold and heart plummeted to my stomach. Were they
coming for him now? Was that why he needed to do this now and break his
precious routine? Keep him talking. My throat was tight, but I knew I had to
speak. “Clover, no one can separate us if we don’t want them to.” Violet’s
hand tightened into a viselike grip.

His eyes snapped up to me and he cocked his head to the side. “No, Lily,
they’re going to.”

“But we can tell them we want to be here.” He frowned, as if that was
news to him. Did he really believe we wanted to be here? Surely, he wasn’t
that delusional. I started to question if he even understood right and wrong
anymore, or if he lived in his own world where he was always right.

“Lily, you’re not listening to me. I’ve told you, they want to split us up.
Now, I need you all to be good girls. I promise this will be quick and it won’t
hurt too much.” He pulled out a knife from his pocket. The air left my lungs.
He didn’t react. He was dead inside already. Defeated.

Violet whimpered and pulled me back with her a step. Poppy also moved
back, more toward us, but Rose stood still. Move, Rose. Damn it, move! 1
needed her to get out of his way. As much as she frustrated me sometimes, I
couldn’t stand the thought of something happening to her. Over time, she had
become like family too. Like an older sister.

“C-Clover,” Rose whispered and shook her head. Her hands trembled with
fear, and I heard her gulp.

He smiled at her. “You understand we can’t be apart, don’t you? I can’t
live without you and you can’t live without me. It won’t hurt, I promise,” he
repeated and took a step closer to her. She didn’t even flinch. Shit, she wasn’t



going to try and stop him. I could see what was going to happen play out in
my head just like a movie: Clover stabbing her. Rose falling to the floor. I
couldn’t let that happen. I jumped forward, grabbed the top of her arm, and
pulled her back. She slammed against my chest, and I yanked her behind me.

Clover glared at me. His face turned hard as he realized I wasn’t going to
go down without a fight. If I was going to die down here, it was going to be
trying to escape with Poppy, Rose, and Violet. “Clover, please, don’t do this.
We can find another way. No one is going to do anything if we tell them
we’re a family and we’re here because we want to be,” Poppy said, trying to
reason with him.

“You do not beg, Poppy!” he shouted, and I jumped back in surprise. The
door wasn’t locked; we could all make it out of here. I kept that thought in
my mind. His breathing was heavy and ragged. The way it was when he
killed. I looked around the cellar for anything at all we could use to hurt him
or distract him long enough to get out. Nothing!

He suddenly lunged forward and grabbed Violet from beside me. A silent
scream pierced through my head. I tried to pull her back but he was too fast,
he slammed her into the wall and raised the knife. Poppy and Violet
screamed so loud it rang in my ears. Through their cries, I could just about
hear Clover chanting something, but I couldn’t make out what it was.
Everything happened so fast, I was powerless to stop it. Violet tried to grab
his wrist but he was too quick—he plunged the knife into her stomach and
she slumped to the floor.

“No!” Poppy screamed. I dropped to the floor and tried to look at the
wound. Would she be okay or had it gone too far in? My vision blurred. I
fought to swallow the lump in my throat but it was no use. I cried, my chest
heaving with sobs.

Looking up, I gasped. Clover very quickly stabbed the knife into Poppy’s
side. Poppy stumbled, one hand clutching the wall for support and the other
holding the knife wound. Blood seeped through her fingers and she started
hyperventilating. She looked so scared—scared to die.

Jumping up, I grabbed Rose and pulled her with me. We ran behind the



table. He was between the stairs and us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
Poppy hobbling toward us, her face twisted in pain and tears streaming down
her terrified face. I swiped the tears from my cheeks quickly and stared at
him. His menacing face looked like pure evil, like there was no humanity left
in him at all.

I didn’t want to leave them behind, but I had to do something or we would
all die down here. If I could just get into the house, then I could find
something there to stop him. His face softened and he smiled. “It’s going to
be okay. Don’t be afraid. We’re doing this together, as a family.”

“We are not a fucking family!” I snapped and gasped. What have I done?
Keeping him on my side was harder than I thought. He turned his whole body
to face me, and I knew while his attention was on me, Rose had a chance.
“Run,” I whispered under my breath. Go, Rose!

He walked around the table slowly, and I stood my ground. I planned to
kick him between the legs when he got close enough. That was what Henry
used to tell me I should do when guys came up to talk to me. “Kick them
hard and don’t slow down. Follow the kick through.” Those were my
brother’s words, and I planned to follow them—for once.

Clover moved in front of me. I’d never been in a fight before, and I was
pretty sure I wouldn’t be any good at it, but I felt strong now. My hate for
him was busting from every pore in my body. I clenched my jaw, determined.
He retracted his arm, and I knew he was about to hit me. I stopped breathing
as I flung my own arm out, successfully blocking his blow.

I couldn’t believe I'd blocked him, but I didn’t have time to gloat. I
pictured every horrible thing he’d done to me and all the other girls, and with
as much strength as I could muster, I shoved my fist in his face.

Gasping as pain shot through my hand, I jumped back. Clover stumbled to
the side, shooting his arms out to steady himself. I knew I was going to die,
and I wanted it to be while I was fighting back, showing him I didn’t want
what he had done to me. I wanted him to know how sick and evil he was.

“You little bitch,” he spat in a voice that was so angry and aggressive it
didn’t sound like his own. I took a deep breath, positioning myself better,



ready to follow Henry’s instructions and kick with everything I had left.

Adrenaline pumped through my body, and I went to raise my leg. Rose
grabbed me and pulled me back. Shit, no! Why was she stopping me? Why
hadn’t she left when she had the chance? My eyes widened as his fist raised
and slammed down on my face.

My vision blurred, and I blinked hard. I was shoved backward hard and
slammed into the wall. My head smashed against the bricks, and I fell to the
floor. A black mist fell over me, and I couldn’t see. I rubbed my eyes and
ignored the throbbing pain in my head. Where is he? Where are they?

Pushing myself up, I narrowed my eyes to try to see what was going on. I
felt like I was falling. This time it was peaceful. There were so many voices
around and loud screams, but I couldn’t focus on anything. The only thing I
could smell was the usual lemon, but it wasn’t that strong anymore.

I was drifting, floating. The pain was subsiding. Suddenly through all the
noise, I heard a loud bang, followed by thuds. Flopping down on the floor so
I was lying, I tried to see who had come in. The darkness clouded my view
even more. I felt exhausted. I just wanted to sleep. Closing my eyes, I felt
someone move me. “Stay with me, Summer. Everything’s going to be okay.
You just need to stay with me.” Summer?

All T could feel was movement, no pain. I was being carried. Carried by
someone that called me Summer. Was I dreaming? I fell further and then
there was only darkness.



32
LEWIS

Thursday, March 3rd (Present)

I pulled up at the hotel and rubbed my eyes. For the past few days, I’d been
driving all over the country checking out possible leads and sightings of her.
The police covered it too of course, but the longer she was gone, the more I
lost faith in them. For seven months, since she disappeared, I had been in
limbo and I couldn’t move on until I knew what happened. Someone knew
where she was.

I yawned and got out of the car. London was an impossibly large place to
find one girl, and I doubted Summer was here, but I wasn’t going to risk not
looking.

The police search for her had slowed down even more; there weren’t
many officers still on the case, and the search was now funded by donations
and volunteers. It meant we would have to go back to work to get the money,
only part-time, though.

Thankfully, I only spent one night in a jail cell for breaking into Colin’s
house—to teach me a lesson, I think—and there was nothing on my record. I
didn’t want to think what would happen if I couldn’t get a job and then
couldn’t help fund the search. I would have failed her.

One good thing came of Michael arresting me; the police had promised to
question Colin. The sleaze was on their radar now. Something was definitely
weird about him, and now it was only a matter of time before whatever he



was hiding came out.

My phone vibrated in my pocket and started ringing. I swiped it out and
answered it immediately. “Hello.”

“Lewis, they’ve got a warrant. They’re going in soon,” Daniel said.

“What?” Finally! “How did they get it?”

“They found him with a box of different phone chargers and women’s
clothing. Apparently, he was on his way out somewhere with them. Lucky
they turned up to re-question him when they did or that probably would have
been gone.”

“Did he have a charger for Summer’s phone?” I whispered into the phone.

“I don’t know. They wouldn’t say.”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. I was getting a headache.
“Okay, call me the second you hear something. Anything at all.”

“Of course I will.”

“Thanks,” I said and ended the call. If they didn’t find anything, then I had
no idea what to do next. Keep following every lead that fizzled into nothing?
“Hello,” the receptionist said. “Are you checking in?”

I debated. Did I stay here and search or go home? “Actually, no. Sorry.” I
waved over my shoulder as I jogged back to the parking lot. I had a long
drive back—to possibly nothing. But I had to be there in case.

My heart leaped at the thought of seeing her again. I didn’t want to get my
hopes up too much; it would crush me all over again if she weren’t found.
Please be okay, baby. I'm on my way. Theo had said I was putting too much
on Colin, and I was—but I had nothing else.

I tried turning the key in the ignition, but my hands shook so badly it took
three tries. Fuck’s sake! Come on! Finally I managed to start the car, and I
sped off. The damn car couldn’t go fast enough. I should have never left
town. I was so damn stupid.

My phone rang and my heart jumped. “Lewis,” Daniel said. His voice was
thick with emotion, as if he had been crying. No!

“Yes,” I whispered and took a deep breath. My world stopped.

“They...they’ve found her. They found her. They have her,” he said,



repeating himself in disbelief.

“What? What happened? Where is she? Is she okay?” I questioned. My
heart soared. They have her!

“In his house—his cellar. She’s alive, Lewis.” He broke down, sobbing.
“She’s alive.”

Was I dreaming? Everything around me was in slow motion. Daniel’s
voice seemed too far away, too dreamlike. I had imagined this moment
millions of times over and had it felt this unreal. Tears pooled in my eyes,
blurring my vision. “Where is she?”

“Hospital. We’re on our way now. She hit her head, but she’s here. She’s
here. There was a struggle and she was hurt. I have to go, we’re here now,
and I need to be with her. Just get here as soon as you can.”

“Bye,” I muttered and ended the call. His words echoed through my head.
She’s here. That was all I had wanted for the past seven months. Now I was
in London, fucking hours away. Frustration built up. I hated myself for not
being there. I slammed my hand on the steering wheel. “Fuck!” There was a
struggle and she was in the hospital. How badly was she injured? She hit her
head. A serious hit? She had to be okay. We couldn’t go through over a half a
year of hell only for her to die. I needed her.

I felt sick with guilt and wished I were with her already. If she was awake,
would she ask for me? What if she hated me for not finding her sooner? I
promised I would take care of her. I blew out a deep breath that I didn’t even
know I was holding in. She’s okay. I blinked heavily and felt tears roll down
my face. Everything was going to be all right now. She’s alive and I would
do anything to make it up to her. I was overwhelmed and couldn’t figure out
how I felt. Relieved. Scared. Happy. Angry. Ecstatic. Guilty.

I gripped the steering wheel with one hand and wiped my tears away with
the other. Whatever happened to her in those seven months would be okay,
because she was home. I pushed my foot down on the accelerator.

kg



“Where is she?” 1 demanded of Theo the second I walked through the
hospital doors.

“This way,” he replied, jogging beside me.

“Have you seen her?”

“No.”

“Has anyone? She’s okay, right?”

“She’s awake now. Daniel and Dawn are with her. Lewis, before you go
in there, Henry wanted to speak to you.”

“What?” I shook my head. What the fuck? I didn’t want a chat with
Henry; I wanted to see my girlfriend! “I’m not waiting to speak to him.”

“He’s waiting for you outside her room and you need to speak to him
first.” Why? What did that mean? Was Summer angry? We turned a corner
and went through onto one of the wards. It smelled too clean and clinical.
Henry stood outside a door on the ward and my heart stopped. Summer was
the other side of that wall. My heart swelled.

“Lewis,” Henry said and walked toward me. He held his hands up. “Not
yet, man, we need to talk.”

I sighed. “Why? I just want to go and see her. Is she okay? Does she not
want to see me?”

“Just come to the café with me, and I’ll explain.”

“Henry, I don’t want to sit and have a fucking coffee!”

“Okay, let’s take this into the corridor then.” Take this into the corridor?
He sounded like he wanted a damn fight or something. “Lewis, please. For
her sake, please. You need to understand what happened before you go in
there. She’s not...herself.”

My face fell. “What do you mean she’s not herself?”

“Back up, and I’ll tell you.”

I looked at the door. She was just feet away, but I still couldn’t get to her.
I sighed. “Fine. Okay, fine.” I followed him back. Theo stayed behind, going
into a room opposite hers. Waiting room maybe? “What then?” I asked, as
the ward door closed behind us.

“She’s different.” He frowned. “It’s like she doesn’t properly recognize



us. She doesn’t respond that well. All we’ve heard is her asking for Rose,
Poppy, and Violet.”

“What?” I frowned, shocked “She wants flowers?”

Henry looked at the floor. “No. They’re the three other girls she was
locked up with.” My eyes widened and mouth dropped open. “She said her
name was Lily.”

What? That didn’t make sense. I couldn’t get my head around it. Why was
she calling herself Lily? “Look, we’ve not got the whole picture. None of
them are saying much, but it seems that Brown, or Clover, changed their
names.”

“I...” Shaking my head, I tried to make sense of it all. “Clover? What the
hell, man? I don’t...”

“Neither do I. Listen, she’s not herself, so don’t expect much. We just
need to help her snap out of it, help her remember who she is.” She forgot
who she was? What the fuck did he do to her to make her like that?

“I want to see her. Now.” Helping her remember I could do. I just needed
to see her, to hold her and smell her. I wanted to wrap my arms around her
and magically make everything better.

We stopped at her door and my heart took off.



33
SUMMER

Friday, March 4th (Present)

My whole body felt heavy, like I was made of concrete. A dull pain throbbed
through my head. I tried to open my eyes, but they wouldn’t move; it was as
if my eyelids had been glued together. What was going on? A dark fog spread
across me, and I peacefully drifted back to sleep.

I woke in the dark again; my body still refused to move even an inch. Just
open your eyes. Focus on opening your eyes! Voices of strangers surrounded
me, and I slowly began to hear what they were saying.

“She’s strong. She’ll be fine.” Me? I didn’t feel strong.

“I thought we’d lost her.” Whose voice was that? My dad’s? Was that
him? What happened? As things around me started making sense: the clean,
clinical smell—no strong lemon—and the strange but familiar voices of my
family. I was out of Clover’s prison and in a hospital. But how?

I blocked everything else out. I could work all that out later; now I needed
to focus on waking up. My body didn’t want to respond to the demands I was
making, but, finally, I managed to flutter my eyes open for barely a second. A
brief ray of bright white light flashed in front of me before it went black
again.

A sea of voices filled the room as everyone spoke at the same time. Did
they see?

“Summer? Summer?”



Open your eyes, I screamed at myself and tried again, forcing my eyes to
open. This time they didn’t close again, but I felt exhausted from the effort. I
winced at the bright light. Everything looked blurry, but the room slowly
came into focus.

“Summer? Sweetheart?”” Mum’s voice sounded so strange. I had
remembered her voice only well enough for me to vaguely recognize it. She
sobbed, and I tried to smile to soothe her. Being free felt as dreamlike as
when I had first entered the cellar. “Sweetheart, are you okay?”

I couldn’t talk—I didn’t have enough energy—so I nodded my head as
best I could. “I’ll get a doctor,” Henry said. I couldn’t see him, but I had
remembered my annoying brother’s voice perfectly. I smiled weakly.

“Oh, you’re okay.” Mum stroked my hair. I turned my head slightly so I
was facing her a little better. She looked older, like she had aged eight years
in almost eight months. Her hair was almost fully gray and she had deep,
dark circles under her eyes. Was that my fault?

A stranger wearing a light blue nurse uniform looked over me and smiled
as if I were her daughter. “Hello, Summer. My name’s Tara. How are you
feeling?” I opened my mouth but only a groggy mutter came out. My throat
was dry, like I’d swallowed sand. I shrugged. Tara smiled. “Are you in any
pain?” I nodded. Everywhere but mostly my head. “Okay, I’ll get you
something for that. There’s water on the side table.”

“I’ll do it,” Dad said. I smiled. Of course he would want to do something
practical.

The nurse nodded. “I’ll go and get something for the pain and bring a
doctor in to check her over.”

“Thank you,” Mum said, gripping my hand. “Summer? Honey...” She
stopped talking and wiped the tears that flowed freely down her face. I
blinked a couple times as my vision blurred. My head pounded and I just
wanted to sleep.

Dad poured water in a cup and put a straw in it. What am I, three? 1
opened my mouth, grateful for the cool water. I’d almost drained the whole
cup before my throat felt normal again.



“How are we doing?” another nurse asked as she walked into the room.
She held a syringe in her hand—the pain medication. I sighed in relief. Give
it! “Summer, I’'m Brieanna. Don’t worry. I’'m not going to ask you to do
anything; you’ll receive the medication through the IV.” She stuck a needle
into a tube and nothing happened. How long did this stuff take to work
exactly? “Okay, the doctor will be with you shortly. Call if you need
anything.” She left the room and we were alone again.

Clips of the events flittered through my mind, but I couldn’t piece them
together properly. Where were Rose, Poppy, and Violet? “Wh-what...
happened?” I asked.

Mum, Dad, and Henry moved closer, sitting on the edge of the bed. They
loomed over me, and [ squirmed uncomfortably. I shouldn’t feel
uncomfortable with my family. “Do you remember anything, sweetheart?”
Dad asked.

“Clover. He attacked Violet, attacked us. Where are they?”

“The other girls?” Mum asked. Her voice was soft, like she thought I was
made from glass and would break at any loud noise. Dad and Henry stepped
forward again.

My heart stopped. Where were they? “I need to see them. Can you find
them?”

“Summer, calm down.”

“Where’s the nurse?” I pushed myself up and pain shot through my head. I
groaned and flopped back down, wincing. “Find them, please,” I whispered,
my eyes filling with tears.

“Honey, calm down,” Mum whispered. She exchanged a look with Dad,
and I couldn’t tell what it meant. “Your dad will go and find out what
happened to them.”

Someone knocked on the door and walked in. She wasn’t a nurse; she was
wearing black trousers and a fitted black shirt, but she had a hospital ID
hanging around her neck. “Hello, Summer. I'm Cecilia. How are you
feeling?”

“Where are they?” I asked.



She smiled. She knew about them. Was she looking after them? “I’ve just
been with Poppy, and she’s up and walking around. She’s with Violet.
Violet’s in a critical but stable condition.”

I gulped. Ciritical. That was bad. Really, really bad. “Rose?” I whispered.

“Physically, she’s fine.”

My eyes welled up. Of course, she needed him. “I have to see them.”

“As soon as you’re feeling better, I’ll arrange that.”

“I feel fine. Please.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. Rest for a while, and then I’ll see if we
can get you to Violet.”

She had only used my real name, not theirs. Had Poppy not told them who
they really were? I almost wanted to be called Lily—to be the same as them
again. For almost eight months they were all I knew, and being away from
them made me feel vulnerable. Summer seemed like someone I was a
lifetime ago. I didn’t want to keep his name, though. I didn’t want anything to
do with him—;just them.

“Is he in prison?”

Cecilia looked at my parents. “I’m afraid I don’t have that information,
Summer. Perhaps you can talk to your parents.” She flipped over my chart
and wrote something down. After checking me over she straightened up.
“Right, I’ll be back to check on you again soon, and we’ll have an in-depth
chat a little later, when you’re feeling better.” Definitely not a nurse.

“Are you hungry?” Mum asked as soon as Cecilia left the room.

“No. Where is he?”

“The police have him,” Dad replied. “You’re safe now, Summer. He
won’t hurt you again.”

Every time someone called me Summer, [ expected someone else to
answer, expected them to be calling someone else. I didn’t feel like Summer.
It was as weird as being called Lily in the beginning.

The door opened, and I jumped. Being outside, back in the real world, was
strange. Scary almost. My family hadn’t left me alone, but I wanted them to.
I didn’t want to be alone but I didn’t want to be with people that constantly



stared at me and made me feel like I was a freak show.

“Summer,” Henry shouted, waving his hand in front of my face. “You
okay? I’ve been calling you for the last couple minutes.”

I frowned. He was? “Um. Yeah?”

He smiled and sat on the edge of the bed. “Lewis is on his way.” Lewis.
My heart leaped and stomach fluttered. He was coming here, now. “Err,” he
said, frowning. “Do you want to see him?”

Do I? For the past seven and a half months, seeing him was the only thing
I wanted to do; now it was possible I didn’t even know how I felt or what I
wanted. Not if he was going to look at me like they all were. I didn’t want
pity, especially not his. I wanted Rose, Poppy, and Violet. I wanted to feel
safe. “Where are they?”

“Where are who?”

“Rose, Poppy, and Violet?”

“I don’t know, Sum. Lewis is on his way, though,” he repeated and looked
at me as if I were crazy.

Mum sat down opposite Henry and grabbed my hand. I pulled away and
played with my fingers. Her touch felt strange. “Honey?”

I chewed on my lip and tried to figure out what I wanted. Everything was
so confusing and absolutely nothing made sense. My emotions were blank.
“Can you all leave? Please.”

“What? What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Dad asked.

“Just go,” I whispered and covered my eyes with my hands. I wanted to
curl up in a ball and sleep.
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I was left alone for a grand total of twelve minutes. Henry still hadn’t come
back in, but my parents sat on the chairs against the wall—about as much
space as they were going to give me. They hadn’t said anything since they
told me they weren’t going to leave me. It was almost as if they weren’t here.
It wasn’t quite enough, though. I didn’t want them here. I felt guilty for being



so confused whenever they looked at me with sadness and confusion in their
eyes. At least Henry would make stupid small talk.

The door opened, and before I even looked up, I knew it was Lewis.
Everything changed. The atmosphere spiked; my heart rate spiked. My
parents both sat forward, and Henry marched in front of my bed and looked
back to the door. What were they expecting? Did they think Lewis had the
magic cure that would fix everything? I wished he did, but I wasn’t that naive
anymore.

He’s here. My breath caught in my throat and everything stopped. I felt
nervous, confused, and scared—not excited. I felt like the air had been
sucked from the room. I could hardly breathe.

Neither of us said a word, and I still hadn’t looked up. It became painful to
be in the same room. His footsteps grew louder as he approached. I felt the
bed dip and, out of the corner of my eye, saw his leg. I gulped and looked up.
The first thing I saw was my family standing just inside the door. We weren’t
getting privacy for this, then.

I turned my head, and he came into view. I stopped breathing altogether. I
had remembered his face perfectly, down to the faint little scar just under his
eyebrow.

“Summer,” he whispered. I closed my eyes. The way he said my name
was how I had imagined it so many times when I was in the cellar, how I
pictured him saying it, how his eyes shone when he said it. My name
suddenly didn’t feel as strange anymore.

His beautiful green eyes pierced into mine, and I felt weightless. He still
looked at me the same way. How? Did he really wait for me? I wanted to
believe it so badly, but seven and a half months was a long time. How long
ago did he think I was dead? Had he started to move on? He was still
searching for me, but did that mean he wanted me?

I had so many questions, and I didn’t feel that I could ask him any of
them. He opened and closed his mouth a few times. I guess he couldn’t find
the words either. He was just as lost. I always thought our reunion would be
romantic—rescued girl jumps into guy’s arms and they kiss.



“Lily?” 1 leaped forward at the sound of Poppy’s voice. She looked
around nervously, avoiding eye contact with everyone. I threw the thin
blanket off my legs and got out of bed. My head swam as I stood up, and I
stumbled trying to walk.

Lewis gasped. “Summer!” My mum started fussing, and I was ordered to
get back to bed. I ignored my family’s demands and rushed into Poppy’s
open arms. She started crying. I wanted to go home. Not to the cellar, but
somewhere with Rose, Poppy, and Violet. I didn’t feel safe without them.

“Are you okay?” I asked, looking her up and down frantically. He’d
stabbed her!

She nodded. “Fine. It wasn’t deep. Violet...” She let out a big sob. What?

“What about her? You’ve been with her. They told me you were with her.
Is she okay?” Poppy sobbed harder on my shoulder and shook her head. No.
“But...she can’t be...” Violet’s dead. Clover had killed her.

I collapsed against Poppy. My body started to shake. It hurt so much.
After all of that, Violet died anyway. I burst into tears. Why couldn’t it just
all be over? “Rose, where’s Rose?” I sobbed, my chest heaving. She would
need us too.

“She’s in the hospital, but they won’t let me see her.”

Pulling back, I wiped my tears, but it was useless; fresh ones replaced
them straight away. “I want to see her. We need to find someone.”

“Summer, stop!” Henry grabbed my arm. I pulled my wrist from his grip
and stepped back. “You need to get into bed.”

I turned away from him. My own brother felt like a stranger to me. “Do
you know where she is?” I asked Poppy.

She shook her head. “No, I’ve asked a million times, but no one will tell
me anything.”

The door opened yet again and Cecilia walked in. “Poppy, you can’t be in
here.” She shook her head. “And you need to be in bed, Summer.”

“Lily,” T corrected and froze. Lily? I recoiled, shocked at myself. What?
No. Turning in a daze, I climbed back in bed. Why did I say that? “Can you
just please find out how Rose is?” My eyes welled up with tears again.



“Please?”

Cecilia nodded. “I’ll do my best. Back to your room now, Poppy. You can
visit later, I promise.”

Why weren’t they calling Poppy, Becca? Had no one come to see her to
tell the doctors the truth? My heart sunk. I was so sure her family would
come forward. Poppy left without a fight, and I was alone again. Well, not
really alone.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lewis staring at me as if I had
gone crazy. I probably actually had, but I couldn’t tell anymore. Did I want to
talk to him? I did, but I didn’t know how. What could I possibly say to him?
Things must have changed for him now—it had been seven and a half
months! We’d never technically broken up, so I wasn’t sure what we were.
What did T want? Together. I definitely wanted to be together, but I didn’t
know how to be anymore. I wasn’t the same Summer he fell in love with. I
had nothing to offer him.

My eyes stung. He’s here with me. 1 wanted to rush to him but I was
scared. “Can you give us a minute, please?” I asked, staring down at the bed.
They would know I meant leave me with Lewis. My family left the room,
and he sat on the edge of the bed, facing me. We had reached a point where I
had to look at him. There were no distractions I could use anymore. This is
Lewis. Why am I so scared?

“Sum,” he whispered. My name didn’t seem so wrong when he said it. It
had meaning, and I remembered all the times he had called me before. “Look
at me, baby.”

The air left my lungs. Baby. I couldn’t find my breath. Gulping, I looked
up. He stared at me with love and relief in his eyes. I saw my future there
again. That hadn’t changed. My heart fluttered, and I felt alive again.

The atmosphere changed again—charged with such a high sense of relief
and longing. I had missed him so much. There wasn’t one day that I hadn’t
thought about him. I had heard that true love is realized after a couple has
experienced and overcome something huge. Was this it? I still loved Lewis so
much, and it looked like he felt the same way. I wasn’t naive enough to think



I would leave this hospital with him and live happily ever after—after all,
perfect endings were for fairy tales—but I had more hope for things working
out.

Lewis’s lips slowly turned up into the most beautiful smile I had seen in a
long time. “Hi, you,” he whispered.

I grinned, mirroring him. “Hi.” This was a little weird. We had never been
weird before. Because I knew him before we got together, we had always
been comfortable around each other.

We lapsed into silence again. I played with the soft material of the hospital
gown I was wearing. Please say something better than hi! Would it be like
this for a while? Maybe we had to get to know each other again. I knew I
wasn’t the same person, and I didn’t know if I ever would be again.

“How are you?” He frowned at himself and shook his head as if he was
telling himself off. Yes, Lewis, stupid question.

“I’m fine.” He raised an eyebrow. “What do you really want to ask me?”

He bit his lip and sighed. “Sum, I have a million questions, and there’s so
much I want to say, but I can’t find the words.” He shuffled forward and my
heart leaped. What’s he doing? “Right now, I just want to hold you. I’ve
missed you so much.”

I moved so I was sitting forward, giving him permission. His arms shot
around me and pulled me against his chest. His hand gripped my hair so
desperately it filled my eyes with fresh tears. I buried my head in his chest
and let go, bursting into tears. All of the horror, heartache, and fear over the
last eight months poured out, and I sobbed until my throat was raw.

Lewis held me, kissing the side of my neck occasionally. “It’s okay, baby.
You’re safe now. I love you so much.” He must have been uncomfortable in
his odd bent-over position, but he didn’t move an inch. I felt his body shake,
and I knew he was crying too. Lewis didn’t cry. I had never seen him cry. It
broke my heart.

I wanted to comfort him and beg him to stop crying, but I couldn’t stop
myself. My sense of relief was so huge—I was completely overwhelmed. He
was really here and this wasn’t a dream. I wasn’t sure how long we held each



other, but it felt like hours. His scent surrounded me and I was home.

When he finally released me, I collapsed back on the bed, exhausted. I
hadn’t even done anything, but I was so tired. “Sorry, you need to rest,” he
said, pulling the blanket up over me. He looked at me, taking in every inch of
my face. I bet I looked a terrible, with cuts and bruises all over me. I dropped
my eyes to the blanket, seeing him look at me like that was too intense. I felt
too vulnerable. Lewis could see through me better than anyone else—
probably because I told him everything. There was no bullshitting him.

I bit my lip and played with my fingers. “Are you leaving?”

He shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere. Ever again, actually.”

I smirked, closed my eyes. “Stalker.” His quiet chuckle filled the room
and he took my hand, pressing his lips to my knuckles. I smiled as I fell
asleep.



34
SUMMER

Saturday, March 26th (Present)

I knelt down and laid the daisies on Layal’s grave. Becca did the same for
Rose, laying down a large bunch of red roses. She would have still wanted
roses. Poppy—Becca—and I had been calling each other by our real names
since we left the hospital, but calling her Becca and hearing her say Summer
was still weird.

I missed Rose and Layal so much it made me feel sick. They had become
my family, and I still woke up every morning expecting them to be there. I
had a lot of guilt that I couldn’t help Rose, but I wasn’t sure if there was
anything I would have been able to do anyway. She had been down there too
long. She couldn’t be anywhere else. But even so, whenever I thought about
the day that I was finally back with my family being looked after while she
was alone, swiping medication and overdosing, I hated myself.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to them both. Sorry for not finding something
that could have helped Rose, and sorry that I hadn’t been able to fight Clover
off Violet long enough.

Becca grabbed my hand. “It wasn’t your fault, Sum.” I knew it wasn’t, but
I still felt awful. Survivor’s guilt, apparently. They died and I managed to get
out alive. “We should go. You’ve got to be home soon.”

I nodded. My family had barely let me out since I got back. They watched
my every move, and I couldn’t even go outside without one of them



following me.

“I’ll come back soon,” I promised Rose and Violet. We walked back
toward the road. “So, you’re definitely coming tonight?”

Becca nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be over at six thirty.”

“Good girl.” She rolled her eyes and linked her arm though mine. Over the
past ten days, we had spent most of our time together. We were both on very
friendly terms with each other’s families. Our situation united us all. Becca
and Henry had also been growing closer. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be long
before they were together—if Becca could get past her fear of not being good
enough. I wanted that for her—even though it was gross her being with my
brother. She deserved to be happy. I reminded myself to tell him to buy her a
cottage so she could finally live the life she dreamed of.

Becca’s brother’s car was parked next to Lewis’s, where he was waiting
for me. He jumped out of the car as we walked through the gate to the
parking lot, worry etched on his face. I was surprised he hadn’t gone
prematurely gray. “Okay?” he asked.

“I’'m fine. I just want to go home and relax,” I replied and got in the
passenger side. I saw him frown, hurt, as I got in the car before going to him.
Take your own advice. Since Clover, I hadn’t felt good enough for Lewis.
Surely, he was only with me because he felt sorry for me? He knew
everything, so how could he want me? He was in love with the old Summer,
and it was only a matter of time before he realized I wasn’t her.

Lewis got in the car and turned to me. Becca’s brother drove off, and I
watched them disappear around the corner. “I love you,” he whispered,
turning and looking directly into my eyes. I didn’t doubt it, but it wasn’t love
for me now.

“I love you too, Lewis.”

“But?”

“No buts.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I know you, Summer. I know there’s something
you’re not telling me.”

I sighed in frustration. “Lewis, can we just forget it and go home, please?”



We stared at each other. I wasn’t going to back down. I didn’t want to admit
how I felt in case he confirmed it. “Becca’s coming over tonight.”

“Okay. You think we could have a night alone soon?” I froze. Alone to do
what? “I don’t expect anything!” he exclaimed and frowned. “Summer, you
never have to do anything you don’t want to with me, ever. I don’t expect
anything from you. Fuck, I wanna kill that fucking bastard!”

I smiled. “Language.”

He smiled too, visibly calming down. “Sorry. You never have to do
anything you don’t want to with me. You know that.”

“I do know. Look, Clover was...” I trailed off, not knowing how to put it.
There was no way I could put it nicely. “With him I didn’t have a choice and
now I feel...um...” I didn’t want to say the words aloud; it would make it
more real. Dirty, sick, used, worthless. “I don’t feel sick about you being...
close with me, but I’'m not ready for anything like that. I don’t know when
I’ll be ready. Or if T will.”

“Summer, listen to me. Please. I will never rush you. I can wait as long as
you need. Not every guy is ruled by his dick. I don’t need sex. I do have
some self-control, you know.”

I smiled. “Right. Sorry. I know you do. I just don’t want you to get
bored.”

“I’m definitely not getting bored. I didn’t ever think I’d see you again,
Sum. Sex really isn’t a priority for me. Please just forget it, don’t worry about
it. In fact, I won’t ever say anything about it. Whenever you’re ready—if
you’re ready—we can talk again then.”

I gulped. He was willing to do that? “Really?”

“Really. Now, you wanna watch something scary or funny?” he asked,
effectively changing the subject.

Was there anything scary in the movie world anymore? Everything that
frightened me before just seemed so stupid now. Once you’d lived your own
personal horror movie, nothing else measured up. “Whatever you want.”

“Why don’t we let Henry decide?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, whatever.” He grinned a full, face-splitting smile.



“What?”
“You said whatever. Not heard that in a while.” I rolled my eyes.
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“What do you wanna watch?” Lewis asked Henry as he walked into my
bedroom. He was right on cue.

“Halloween?” he replied and frowned. “Summer, err...”

I rolled my eyes again. “I’m not a baby. Put whatever you want on.”

“But isn’t it...”

“Henry, just put it on. I don’t need any special treatment. Okay?” I had
been through a shitload, but that didn’t mean I wanted everyone to treat me as
if I were made of glass. Before Clover, they would have just teased me for
being scared of the “fake blood and screaming actors.” If I was going to
move on and find Summer again, then I needed people to treat me the same
as they always had.

Henry didn’t say anything else; he put the movie on and sat next to me.
“Scared yet?” Henry teased. It hadn’t even started.

I smiled, silently thanking him for being normal. “Not yet but I’ll let you
know, and where’s the popcorn?”

He grinned. “Mum’s bringing it up in a minute.”

The movie started, and I waited, hoping that it would scare me so I knew
there was at least a little part of me still in there. When the people in the
movie were being murdered, I didn’t even flinch. Watching it felt like
watching Mum bake a cake. It was something I had seen too many times for
it to affect me. Would T still feel nothing if someone were actually being
killed in front of my eyes? I partly hoped so. I didn’t ever want to go back to
that pure terror I felt at seeing someone’s life ripped away from them. I’d
reached a point where I could almost completely switch it off, especially if
they were a stranger.

“You okay, Sum?” Henry asked, smirking at me.

I frowned. “Fine. It doesn’t scare me anymore.” I knew they would be



making faces and feeling sorry for me, so I focused on the TV. The second
the credits rolled, Henry ran from the room. I think it was my fault after
telling him I wasn’t scared anymore. It was a stupid thing to say, and I should
have just kept it to myself.

Lewis smiled at me sadly. Not him too! “I want to go to Ethan’s party
thing tonight,” I said, hoping to take his mind off whatever was going
through his head. Kerri had told me about a very, very small party her
boyfriend, Ethan, was having, and I had debated whether to go or not. I used
to love getting together at his house with my friends and messing around for
the evening. “I need to work things out with Rachel.”

Lewis looked down at me, his eyes weary. “Why?”

Did I not just say? “To work things out with Rachel...”

“I got that, Summer. Why, though?”

“Because she’s my friend and she feels bad. What happened to me wasn’t
her fault.” He flinched and looked down at the bed. He blamed himself.
“Lewis, it wasn’t anyone’s fault but Clover’s. Please stop beating yourself
up,” I whispered, shuffling toward him and laying my head on his shoulder.
“I love you.”

He sighed and wrapped his arm around me. “I love you too, Sum. I just

»

“Shh,” T hissed. “Please don’t. You couldn’t have known. I hate that you
feel so guilty for something you had no control over.” He smiled tightly and
nodded. I knew he wasn’t really listening to me, and I wished there was
something I could do to make him realize it wasn’t his fault, but he was a
stubborn arse and needed to get there himself. Hopefully soon, because I
hated him feeling crappy.

“So you really want to go to a party?”

“Yes.” There would only be about five or six of my friends there, chilling
at Ethan’s and playing Guitar Hero. It was hardly a rave.

“Okay,” he replied slowly. “We’ll go.”

“I was going anyway.”

He grinned in amusement, making his eyes light up. “Stubborn as ever.”



“Back at ya. Becca’s coming too.”

He nodded. “Wait. Do you want to start getting ready?” He looked at his
watch, and I knew what was coming. “There’s only five hours until we need
to leave,” he teased.

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t take that long and you know it.”

“I’'m so proud of you.” What? Where did that come from? Complete
change of subject. “You’re dealing with all this so well. Better than any of
us.” Do I have another choice? 1 didn’t want to let him ruin my life. Deep
down, I knew I was dealing with it too well. I had the number of a good
therapist on a leaflet sent home with me from hospital. I was just enjoying
being okay right now.

“I think I’'m gonna have a bath before tonight.”

Lewis frowned. “Okay. Everything all right?”

“Yes, Lewis.” If I had a pound for every time someone asked me if I was
fine, I would be a billionaire right now.

He reluctantly nodded and unwound his arms from around me. I looked
back at him as I walked out. He looked worried, as usual. I still couldn’t
believe he spent every day looking for me.

While I was down there, he had been in the house. I wished I had known
that at the time, just to know I was so close to him again. That didn’t matter
anymore because we were together now and I was back to normal-—whatever
normal was going to be.

I locked the bathroom door and looked in the mirror. I felt like two people.
Lily was the one that was hurt and abused; Summer was the person I went
back to. Clover had done that at least, made me disconnect from what
happened by giving me a false name. How long would it be before Summer
and Lily collided?

Clover was now locked up in a secure psychiatric unit. I wondered how he
felt being locked up, if he felt scared and suffocated the way I had. I hoped
so. At least he would get whatever help he needed to sort out his screwed-up
head. At first I was pissed off that he wasn’t going to stand trial—because
he’s not mentally stable to stand trial, no shock there—but as long as he was



locked away and couldn’t hurt anyone else, I could accept it.
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Lewis squeezed my hand as we drove past the park toward Ethan’s. My
stomach tightened as I glanced over to where Clover had kidnapped me from.
My blood ran cold as I remembered him calling me Lily for the first time and
dragging me to his van. I squeezed my eyes closed. Don’t think about it.

“Are you sure about this?” Lewis asked and pulled the car into Ethan’s
driveway.

“Yep. Let’s go.” I was sure, but I was also nervous about seeing everyone
again. Henry followed behind with Becca. He kept close to her and she
seemed to be happy.

Kerri sprinted out of the house and ripped open my door. “Summer!” she
gasped and yanked me toward her. I smiled and hugged her back as I was
pulled into one of her tight, lung-crushing bear hugs. I had really missed
those bone-crushing Kerri cuddles.

“Hi,” I said, gasping for breath.

She pushed me away at arm’s length and grinned. “I’m so glad you came.
I wasn’t sure if you were going to.” Kerri and I had spoken twice since I got
back, but we’d texted almost every day.

“I wasn’t sure until a few hours ago. Is Rachel here?”

“Yeah, she’s inside. You’re not mad at her, are you?”

“No. You know I’'m not.” Why couldn’t people believe that I really wasn’t
angry with anyone but Clover? No one had a crystal ball and saw what was
coming. “Let’s go in. It’s freezing.”

I walked in the house after Kerri. Lewis trailed behind me as usual. I held
my breath as Ethan, Beth, Rachel, and Jack looked up at me. “Hi,” I muttered
nervously.

Ethan held a bottle of Malibu up. “Thirsty?” And just like that, I had my
friends back.
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“Think we can talk?” I asked Rachel. We had been sitting in the living room
drinking and eating junk for half an hour, and I really wanted to sort things
out with Rach. She had been quiet, rarely making eye contact with me.

“Okay,” she replied. “Kitchen?”

We walked next to each other awkwardly. I bit my lip and sat down at the
breakfast bar. “Summer, I am so sorry—"~

I held my hand up. “Rachel, stop. I don’t want you to apologize.” I didn’t
want anyone to. “It wasn’t your fault, so please, please don’t say you’re
sorry. I just want us be okay.” God, I felt like a parrot, repeating the same
thing over and over.

Her mouth dropped open. “But how? After what happened to you, what he
did to you... If it wasn’t for me, you would have never been there...”

“There are too many what-ifs. It happened, and it was all him. Okay?”
Tears welled up in her eyes and I felt my heart squeeze. Great, we were going
to cry! “Don’t cry ’cause I will too.”

She wiped her eyes. “I can’t help it. Are you okay, though?”

Yes and no. “I will be.”

“Are you seeing anyone about what happened?”

“No, but I think I will soon.”

She nodded. “I think that would be a good idea.”

“Deep down, so do I, but I want a little bit longer living in denial.”

“Denial is popular.”

I smiled and leaned over the breakfast bar. “Totally get why. Shall we go
back in there?” Becca had Henry, and they were in their own little world,
chatting to each other, but I didn’t want to leave her alone too long. For me as
well as her.

“Sure. We’re fine, right?”

I nodded and slipped off the stool. “Totally fine,” I replied and gave her a
sideways hug as we walked back to the living room.

Sunday, April 10th (Present)

I walked downstairs when I heard Lewis’s voice. He had barely left my side



since I got back, but last night I made him stay at his house. I was a big girl,
and although I didn’t like sleeping on my own, I had to. Things were a little
more normal. Well, on the outside anyway. Everyone still stepped on
eggshells around me, but it wasn’t as bad now. I managed to get a minute to
pee in peace before someone came looking for me.

Lewis beamed as he saw me and my heart skipped a beat. I still felt the
same for him, but something had changed. Me. I had changed and I was no
longer the girl he fell for. He told me that didn’t matter to him; he loved me
just as much now as he did before, more even, apparently. We were trying,
and as long as he was in, so was I.

“Hi,” he said and wrapped his arms around my back, burying his face in
my hair. He kissed the side of my neck. It was more intimate than usual, and
although he said he’d wait as long as I needed and even be celibate for the
rest of our lives—which was ridiculous because what guy would do that—I
felt guilty for not wanting to be with him.

“Hi. See? I made it,” I teased. I didn’t know what he thought was going to
happen to me in the night if he wasn’t there. I slept—that was it.

He cocked his head to the side and his light eyes danced with humor.
“Glad to hear it. You didn’t miss me, then?”

“Did I miss someone’s elbow digging in my side, you mean? Hmm, no I
bloody didn’t.”

“Thanks. I feel so special,” he replied sarcastically.

I grinned. This was so normal—how we used to act around each other.
“Anyway, outside.”

He frowned, bemused. “You wanna fight?”

“No, idiot. Bar-be-cue,” I said slowly.

“In April?”

I shrugged. “It’s warm, and Dad has a lot of steak.” Did you even need a
reason to barbecue anyway? I liked being outside after being trapped
underground for seven and a half months. At first it almost hurt; my eyes
stung and I felt too exposed, but now I couldn’t get enough of the freedom—
although I didn’t ever want to be alone and outside.



“Fair enough.”

“I spoke to Michael today.”

Lewis stilled, frowning. “What did he say? Was it about that fucker?”

That fucker was all Lewis would call Clover or Colin, whatever you
wanted to call the freak. “Yes,” I whispered and continued, ignoring his less
than amused expression, “apparently he’s responding well to treatment.”

“Hmm.” It was almost a growl. “You believe that?”

“I believe his doctors believe that.” Clover was intelligent and a master at
acting normal. I had no doubt that he could pull the wool over his doctors’
eyes. It wouldn’t help him much, though; he wasn’t ever going to be released.

“You okay? You know no matter what happens, he’ll never get near you
again, right?”

“Of course,” I replied, lying.

I smiled and turned to walk outside. Lewis followed, gripping my hand
tight as if he wasn’t sure if anyone would be able to help me if Clover got
out. I had no doubt that if he managed to escape or was released, he would
want us back. To him, we were family, and he proved every time he
kidnapped or killed just how far he would go for his family.

For now I wasn’t going to worry, though. For now I was going to eat steak
with the people I loved and enjoy the warm April afternoon, and for a while, I
wouldn’t have to pretend to be okay.
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SHE HAS EVERYTHING SHE'S EVER WANTED—BUT NOT HER MEMORY....

When Chloe fell asleep in study hall, it was the middle of May. When she wakes up, snow is on the
ground and she can’t remember the last six months of her life.

Before, she’d been a mediocre student. Now, she’s on track for valedictorian and being recruited by
Ivy League schools. Before, she never had a chance with super jock Blake. Now he’s her boyfriend.
Before, she and Maggie were inseparable. Now her best friend won’t speak to her.

What happened to her? Remembering the truth could be more dangerous than she knows...

PRAISE FOR SIX MONTHS LATER:

“Filled with tension and heart-in-your-throat suspense that kept me guessing to the very end.” —

Jennifer Brown, bestselling author of Hate List and Thousand Words

“This smart, edgy thriller taps into the college-angst zeitgeist, where the price of high achievement

might just be your soul.” —Kirkus
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THEY SAID IT WAS AN ACCIDENT...
Sawyer Dodd is a star athlete, straight-A student, and the envy of every other girl who wants to date
Kevin Anderson. When Kevin dies in a tragic car crash, Sawyer is stunned. Then she opens her locker

to find a note:

You’re welcome.
Someone saw what he did to her. Someone knows that Sawyer and Kevin weren’t the perfect couple

they seemed to be. And that someone—a killer—is now shadowing Sawyer’s every move...
PRAISE FOR TRULY, MADLY, DEADLY:
“A fast-paced thriller.” —Kirkus Reviews

“What a ride! Full of twists and turns—including an ending you won’t see coming!” —April Henry,

New York Times bestselling author of The Girl Who Was Supposed to Die
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| KNOW WHO YOU ARE.

When Riley first gets the postcard tucked into her bag, she thinks it’s a joke. Then she finds a birth
certificate for a girl named Jane Elizabeth O’Leary tucked inside her baby book.

Riley’s parents have always been pretty overprotective. What if it wasn’t for her safety...but fear of
her finding out their secret? What have they been hiding? The more Riley digs for answers, the more

questions she has.

The only way to know the truth? Find out what happened to Jane O’Leary.

PRAISE FOR SEE JANE RUN

“Jayne swiftly establishes a sense of urgency . . . The weightiest elements of the novel are Riley’s

growing sense of independence and her process of staking claim to her identity.”—Publisher’s Weekly

“[An]entertaining read.”—Kirkus
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ALL SCARLET KILLIAN WANTS IS A NORMAL LIFE.

Diagnosed with a rare and untreatable heart condition, Scarlet has come to terms with the fact that she’s
going to die. Literally of a broken heart. It could be tomorrow, or it could be next year. But the clock is
ticking...

All Scarlet asks is for a chance to attend high school—even if just for a week—a chance to be just
like everyone else. But Scarlet can feel her heart beating out of control with each slammed locker and
vicious taunt. Is this normal? Really? Yet there’s more going on than she knows. And finding out the

truth might just kill Scarlet before her heart does...

PRAISE FOR CJ LYONS:

“Everything a great thriller should be—action packed, authentic, and intense.” —#1 New York Times
bestselling author Lee Child

“Laurie Halse Anderson’s Speak meets Kathy Reichs’s Virals.” —lJill Moore, Square Books, Jr.,
Oxford, MS



AND COMING IN 2014...

THE DARE

Hannah Jayne

Bryn did everything with her best friend Erica. So when someone dared Erica to jump off the pier one
night at Harding Beach, Bryn was right by her side. But when Bryn made it back to the surface, Erica
was nowhere to be found.

Bryn tries to make a fresh start by burying her memories of that awful night. But when a Twitter
post from “EricaNShaw” pops up on her feed and a chilling voice mail appears on her phone, she

realizes that someone isn’t ready to let go of the past...



My stomach dropped as a tall, dark-haired man stepped into
wiew. Had he been hiding between the trees?

‘No. Sarry.” Gulping, | took a step back. "f'm not Lily.”
He shook his head, a satisfied grin on his face. “No. You are Lify."
I'm Summer. You have the wrong person.” You utter freak!

| could hear my pulse crashing in my ears. How stupid to give
him my real name. He continued to stare at me, smiling. It

made me feel sick.
“You are Lily,” he repeated.

Before | could blink, he threw his arms forward and grabbed
me. | tried to shout, but he clasped hs hand over my mouth,
muffing my screams. My heart raced. I'm going to die.

FOR MONTHS SUMMER IS TRAPPED IN A CELLAR
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with the man who took her—and three other girls: Hose,

Poppy, and Violet. His perfect, pure flowers. His family. But
flowers can't survive long cut off from the sun, and time is
running out..
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