
        
            
                
            
        

    
A sickening lurch into nothing. She grabbed at the air which was cold against her face and thundered in her ears. She screamed, or maybe she thought she did. Then she hit the ground.


Chapter 1

The inquest




Richard Cohen stepped out of the courthouse and into the early April rain. He zipped his coat, turned up his collar and walked to a nearby tree for shelter. Its bare branches offered little protection, but he waited there anyway; a short, stocky figure with rain splashes on his glasses. Cars hissed by on the wet road and people trickled out from the inquest. They sighed as they looked up at the dark clouds, fastened buttons and zips, opened umbrellas and walked past Richard to the car park.

A handful of press photographers waited outside the red-brick court building, adjusting settings on their cameras under the darkening clouds. The large form of Bella Bowes-Cartwright marched past them, horse-faced, her heels clip-clopping like hooves. Her beige trench coat was belted tightly around her waist and her lanky, bored-looking husband Jeff walked beside her, sheltering them both under a red and white golfing umbrella. 

She smiled unconvincingly as she approached Richard.

‘Hi, Richy.’ 

He nodded in reply, catching the scent of sandalwood and vanilla as she passed. The clopping sound died away behind him as he watched Harriet Smith approach. Delicate, pale-skinned and red-haired, she reminded him of a Pre-Raphaelite painting: Ophelia seated in woodland with flowers in her hair, or floating lifeless in a lake. 

Dressed in a long navy coat and holding a black umbrella, Harriet was chatting quietly to Liz Talbot, who was almost a foot shorter. Round-faced and owl-like with her large glasses, Liz had a shock of dark, frizzy hair and wore a flowing red cardigan. She carried a purple paisley umbrella, which was dented on one side. 

Their husbands, Andrew and David, walked behind them, sharing an umbrella. Baby-faced with red cheeks, Andrew reminded Richard of a bouncy puppy. Liz’s husband David was small and bespectacled. He wore a shabby cagoule over his suit, the hood pulled up over his balding head. The friendliest of the group, he was the first to acknowledge Richard under the tree. Harriet smiled meekly at him.

‘Hello, love. Not seen you for a while. You need to get yourself into the dry,’ said Liz.

‘He’s used to the rain, he’s a gardener,’ laughed Andrew as they passed.

‘Perfect weather for hostas,’ replied Richard. ‘Which probably only makes sense if you know anything about plants,’ he muttered afterwards. He looked past Andrew, eager to see Daniel Ward emerge from the doorway of the court.

The coroner’s account of Lisa’s final moments ran through his mind. The conclusion had sounded plausible, but it was only a guess. Lisa had been alone shortly before she died and no one had seen what had happened. If they had, they weren’t admitting it. It didn’t make sense to Richard that the hostess of a party could die without one of her two hundred guests noticing. Someone must have seen something. 

The coroner blamed alcohol, but Richard knew Lisa hadn’t been a big drinker. She had loved socialising but was health-conscious and disciplined. Her habit of getting up at five each morning for a yoga class before work didn’t fit with late-night drinking.

The rain was starting to fall more heavily. Two gaunt figures left the court, the press cameras clicking as soon as they appeared. Lisa’s parents. 

As they walked towards Richard, he took off his rain-speckled glasses and fruitlessly wiped the lenses with the sleeve of his wet coat. Pale-haired with deep lines etched into their faces, Mr and Mrs Collins remained silent under their black umbrella. 

Lisa’s mother was small and slight, and she had the same heart-shaped face as her daughter. Her father was tall and stooped, his eyes lifting from the pavement to look at him as they passed; piercing blue crystal, just as Lisa’s eyes had been. Richard hadn’t expected such a strong reminder of her. He felt his breath stall, as if he had jumped into an icy pool.

Wiping his glasses once more on his coat, Richard felt a tightening in his throat. He couldn’t cry again. Not here. He needed to speak to Daniel and that required composure. Replacing his spectacles, he thrust his hands into the deep pockets of his coat. The notebook was in his right pocket, and it was reassuring to touch it. All of his notes were in there. He would somehow use them to make sense of this. The edges of the notebook felt damp where the rain had started seeping through his coat. Where was Daniel?

As this thought entered Richard’s mind, he saw Daniel striding towards him, his solicitor a few paces behind. Both men wore dark suits and raincoats. The photographers skipped sideways alongside them, calling Daniel’s name. The flashes of their cameras drew the attention of those standing on the opposite side of the street. 

Daniel had no umbrella to hide under, and he walked on as if the heavy rain and photographers didn’t exist. Tall and broad-shouldered with strong cheekbones and a square jaw, Daniel had the demeanour of a minor movie star. A small gathering of people had collected across the road. 

Richard knew Daniel wouldn’t want to talk to him, but this was his moment. He had to try. When else would he get the chance?

‘Daniel?’ his voice was quiet and croaky. He coughed and tried again. ‘Daniel!’

‘Richard,’ said Daniel, stopping mid-stride as if keen to get going again. Raindrops ran down his face and the lids around his conker-brown eyes were more lined than before, the skin beneath them dark. His lips were thin and tightly pushed together. His carefree, schoolboy looks were fading. 

‘I’m so sorry about Lisa.’

‘Thank you, Richard. It’s a relief to have all this over and done with. Now we can let Lisa rest in peace.’ Daniel turned and continued walking.

‘Are you happy with the verdict?’

‘Happy?’ Daniel stopped and looked at Richard again. ‘That’s not a word I’d use.’ He ran a hand through his short, wet hair. ‘Ideally, there wouldn’t be a coroner’s verdict and I’d still have my wife with me.’

‘I meant, do you think her death was accidental?’

‘Well of course it was! How else could she have died? What are you trying to do to me here?’ He turned to the sombre, balding lawyer behind him, who took an official-looking step forward. ‘I’ve just had to sit through hours of harrowing evidence and you’re asking me questions like this?’ 

It was the response Richard had been expecting, but he had thought it might be worth a try to see whether Daniel shared his doubts.

‘Listen, Richard,’ Daniel’s manner was more congenial now, as if he felt bad for getting angry, ‘everyone has done their job: the police, the pathologist and the coroner. It’s been really tough and now I need some time to let the dust settle. I’ll see you around.’ He walked away with the solicitor close behind him, busy checking his Blackberry.

The photographers had left and the group on the other side of the street had dispersed. Richard looked up into the sky and let the drops fall on his face. The empty branches hung over him, leaf buds silhouetted against the grey sky. 

Had Lisa’s death been an accident? That was what everyone believed. He needed to prove them wrong, but he had no idea how.


Chapter 2

New York




The skyscrapers of Manhattan glinted in the late April sunshine. Yasmin leant forward to get a better view through the windscreen of the cab as they crossed Brooklyn Bridge. The famous steel girders flashed past the window. Looking to her right, she caught glimpses of the wide, glistening river beneath them. A fast-talking New Yorker jabbered on the radio. She scanned the skyline, eager to spot a famous building. The looming cityscape of Manhattan was theatrical. It was unreal, like an elaborate stage set.

‘Empire State Building!’ she blurted out. ‘And what’s that other one there? It’s so tall!’ 

Her outburst was met with silence. Yasmin was aware that she was young and overenthusiastic at times, but this was no reason for Marie to ignore her. She glanced at her boss, who was engrossed in her phone. 

Marie was British Jamaican and in her late forties. Bullish with nostrils that visibly flared, she intimidated most people. Today her hair was neatly bobbed, Michelle Obama style, and she wore a stern grey pencil skirt and a pale blue blouse. Her jacket was folded on her lap and her shiny designer tote sat by her side. 

As they left Brooklyn Bridge they hit traffic and the taxi slowed to a crawl. Marie tutted and looked out of the window with a surly pout of her vivid pink lips as she assessed how long their journey would take. She checked her watch and returned to typing something into her phone, her long fingernails tapping the screen.

The cab made its way into Lower Manhattan and passed art deco and neoclassical buildings like those at home, only twice the height. Yasmin’s corkscrew curls bounced as she shifted about in her seat, trying to get the best view. Her skin was mid-brown, the colour of ‘milky coffee’, in her grandmother’s words. She had large, dark eyes and freckles across the top of her cheekbones, which she hated. If her nose had been smaller, Yasmin would have thought herself pretty. Jamaican aunts had often told her she had the nose of an Englishman. Her half-British, half-Jamaican looks had frequently been scrutinised by tactless family members.

People crowded the sidewalk and spilled out across the intersections when the traffic signal said Walk. Multi-coloured bins offered free newspapers next to burger vans, street traders and the occasional busker. 

The cab crawled past clothes stores, diners, beauty salons, coffee shops, delis and convenience stores. People were sitting outside restaurants under the colourful awnings. Yasmin’s neck ached as she looked up at the buildings that towered over the street. Here and there, large corporate lettering or stars and stripes hung from precarious-looking flagpoles. 

‘Radio City!’ cried Yasmin, afflicted by an involuntary naming of famous landmarks.

The cab dropped them at their hotel: a multi-storey concrete and glass slab. Inside, the marbled lobby was crammed full of businesspeople on their phones and baffled-looking tourists with backpacks. The hotel staff were efficient, neat and polite, with exceptionally white teeth. After checking in, Marie headed off to her suite while Yasmin went to find her room on the twenty-ninth floor.

As she opened the door, she discovered that her room was poky and dingy, with a lingering smell of tobacco and damp carpet. The furniture was walnut-coloured and the decor neutral-toned. Two glossy brown cushions had been placed on the bed in an attempt to add a luxurious feel. 

The throb of traffic, sirens and an intermittent pneumatic drill hinted at the lively city awaiting her outside. Yasmin dumped her case and bag on the floor, walked to the window and pushed the net curtain to one side. There was no panoramic view of Manhattan to greet her, just the imposing glass facade of the building opposite. But down in West 54th Street below, the familiar New York cabs dawdled along like yellow bugs. 

This small reminder of where she was stirred a fluttering in her chest. She took a photo of the view and shared it on Facebook. I’m in New York! Within moments, several of her friends had liked the picture and posted comments.

Yasmin hung her creased, sorrowful-looking clothes in the wardrobe before testing out the bed. It was firm and comfortable. She closed her eyes. It had only been a short flight from Detroit that morning, but she had been up early. 

Marie was attending the thirteenth international EPOC Conference at the hotel and Yasmin was to arrange meetings for their trip to Massachusetts before they headed to the West Coast to set up the US office.

New York! I’m in New York! Yasmin’s stomach fizzed with excitement; it was impossible to rest. Leaping up from her bed, she went over to her window and looked at the non-view again. She promised herself she would come back to New York after this short stay and possibly even live there in a spacious loft apartment with large windows, white brickwork and exposed ducting. 

She would have big, colourful art canvases and bookshelves on the walls, and a small alcove somewhere for her writing space, where she would type up her interviews with musicians, politicians, captains of industry, architects, actors, authors, models and royalty. She would write a feature on Kate Moss, perhaps, or an account of her time spent on the set of Leonardo di Caprio’s latest film. 

Yasmin wanted to be a globetrotting features writer, contributing to all the top magazines: Vogue, Tatler, Fortune, Forbes, Ideal Home, Esquire, Condé Nast Traveler and many others. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted to write about yet, she was just desperate to do it. She envisaged her fifty-something self regaling anecdotes of her travels and famous encounters on a BBC2 documentary. She would write a book about it all, filled with glossy photos of her and her interviewees.

Her daydream was interrupted by her a call from her friend Jessica. ‘Hi Yasmin, where are you today?’

‘New York.’

‘So unfair! How long for?’

‘Three nights. I can’t believe I’m here! I need to get out and look around. Marie’s going to have me working for a lot of it, so I’m really hoping I get some time off. How are you?’

‘I’m okay. Got a night off from the restaurant tonight. Then I’m working for a few days and a group of us are going out on Friday: Kate, Megan, Holly and me. Wish you were coming.’

‘Me too. What’s the time there?’

‘Nearly eight.’ 

Yasmin felt a twinge of homesickness as she recalled sitting on the small sofa in Jessica’s East London flat, sharing a bottle of wine and a bag of crisps under Jessica’s enormous Jimi Hendrix poster. It had almost been eight months since she had left to travel across the US with Marie. 

‘Guess who I bumped into a few days ago,’ said Jessica.

‘Who?’

‘John the mathematician.’

‘Oh no,’ Yasmin groaned. ‘What does he do these days?’

‘He’s some programmer or something now. He asked me when you’re back.’

‘I hope you told him never.’

‘What are the men in New York like?’

‘I’ve only met a cabbie so far. I don’t get a chance to meet men over here, you know that. I’m too busy with work, and that suits me fine.’

‘Yeah right. I don’t suppose Marie gives you much time off. How is she, by the way?’

‘She’s... Marie.’ 

Yasmin heard Jessica snort derisorily. 

‘She’s family, remember? I just take a deep breath and, well, I get to be in New York!’

‘I’m getting nowhere saving up my airfare to come out and see you.’

‘Maybe I can come back for a visit soon. I’m not sure when. Maybe Christmas?’

‘That’s ages away.’

‘I know. Hang on, the phone in my room’s ringing. It’s probably Marie calling. Got to go.’

‘Ignore it!’

‘I can’t. Miss you. Love you.’

Yasmin dashed over to the bedside table and answered the phone.

‘Can you come down to my suite please, Yasmin? We need to go through the delegate list and decide who we’re approaching.’ 

Yasmin reluctantly retrieved her laptop from a bag on the floor and went to find Marie’s room.




★★★




‘Oh, there you are at last,’ said Marie as she opened the door to her suite. She was too busy fiddling with her phone to look up.

‘The elevator took ages to arrive.’

‘Maybe take the stairs next time?’

‘I’m twenty-nine storeys up and you’re on thirteen. That’s sixteen flights of stairs! Possibly thirty-two if they’re the ones with the half landings.’

‘Don’t get smart with me, Yasmin.’

She followed Marie across the soft carpet to a table where a laptop and a pile of papers had been placed. Nearby was a sitting area with comfortable-looking beige sofas next to a large window that overlooked Manhattan. 

Marie’s case lay unopened on her bed. She sat down at her laptop and started typing, her nails clicking against the keyboard. Yasmin took her place at the table, straining to look at the view through the net curtains. If she had been staying in this suite she would have flung the curtains completely open, kicked off her shoes and sat back on the sofa watching New York go by.

‘The sun’s shining on my screen,’ complained Marie. She got up and drew the heavy curtains right across the window. Then she turned on the lights. They could have been sitting in any room at any time of day. 

New York was lying outside and Yasmin was unlikely to see any of it. A rock of frustration started to build in her stomach, and claustrophobia descended. She began to feel trapped in the room. She took a deep breath and pushed the panicky feelings back down into her chest. 

Marie sighed. ‘This Wi-Fi connection is crap. Once we’ve finished here, can you get on to them to sort it out?’ 

‘Sure. When do you want to look at the delegate list?’ 

Marie held her palm up at Yasmin, signalling that she required silence as she stared at her laptop screen and clicked about with the mouse. Yasmin took another deep breath and started twisting a curl of hair around her forefinger.

‘Done.’ Marie lowered her hand and leafed through the papers on the table. ‘Delegate list. Here we go. Do you have a highlighter pen?’

‘No.’

‘Fine.’ Marie hauled her tote bag onto the table, sighed, and made a show of looking for a suitable pen. She didn’t have a highlighter either, so she settled for a red marker. 

‘The conference starts with a drinks reception this evening and that will provide the perfect opportunity to pick off some of our key targets. It’s always easier when people have had a few drinks.’ 

Marie pushed the list and the red pen over to Yasmin. She pointed at the names with her pink nails: ‘Simon Elstree of BDK, now we need him. Underline him please. Bernadette Stridmark of Henstree Associates. Yes, definitely her.’ 

Excitement and the stifling atmosphere in the room were playing havoc with Yasmin’s concentration. When could she get out onto the famous streets of New York? Did the vents that blew Marilyn Monroe’s dress up really exist? Could she walk to Times Square from the hotel? What was the subway like?

‘Mark Tapper? Why have you underlined him? Yasmin?’ Marie’s nostrils flared.

‘What?’

‘Mark Tapper? I didn’t say underline Mark Tapper. I don’t even know who he is. Are you actually concentrating, Yasmin?’


Chapter 3

The drinks reception




Yasmin inhaled a deep breath of freedom as she walked back to her room with the conference papers under her arm. She had been instructed to meet Marie at the drinks reception in the ballroom at seven thirty. She had a couple of hours to herself but felt too hungry and tired to go exploring. 

She ordered a grilled chicken focaccia from room service and then rested on her bed. Later, while she was showering, Yasmin remembered Marie had asked her to research some of the delegates. There wasn’t much time to get it done. Quickly towelling herself down, she dressed before she was properly dry. Her black dress felt tighter than ever and pulling it on was a struggle. ‘You have childbearing hips’ one of her tactless aunts had told her once. Yasmin often longed to be slim and willowy like Jessica.

‘Don’t you worry about being skinny,’ her mother had often said. ‘It wouldn’t suit you. Jamaican women are naturally curvaceous.’

‘Naomi Campbell isn’t,’ retorted Yasmin.

‘The last thing you want to do is start comparing yourself to supermodels. They are freaks of nature.’

The heat of the shower had turned Yasmin’s hair into a wild head of curls, which couldn’t be tamed with anti-frizz balm. Giving up on her hair, Yasmin dashed over to the glass-covered desk to do the delegate research for Marie. She pulled out the open conference brochure from under her room service cup. It tipped over, spilling the dregs of her coffee onto the page that profiled Daniel Ward, one of the conference speakers. Yasmin ran off to the bathroom and grabbed some toilet roll to mop up the mess.

‘Sorry for spilling coffee over you, Daniel, but you look a bit cheesy so you probably deserved it,’ muttered Yasmin as she wiped his face with toilet tissue. 

She hurriedly googled some of the conference delegates, scribbled her research onto a scrap of paper for Marie, and put on some mascara and lipstick before leaving the room.

She could hear the buzz of voices long before she reached the ballroom. Her pace slowed almost to the point of stopping. She hated walking into a busy room on her own. As she approached the door she was pleased to see a waiter offering her a glass of champagne. Taking a large gulp from her drink, which made her nose fizz, she smoothed her dress, sucked in her stomach and entered the room. 

A wall of people and a buzz of voices greeted her. Hundreds of suited men and women with drinks in their hands and badges on their lapels talked loudly into each other’s faces. Crystal chandeliers hung overhead from a vast ceiling of ornate plasterwork. Warm yellow mood lighting glowed from the lines of alcoves along the walls, and under Yasmin’s feet the deep turquoise carpet was patterned with red and gold. The crowd looked impenetrable. How was she going to find Marie?

Edging around the side of the room, Yasmin sipped from her glass with no inclination to push herself into the throng of people. 

A middle-aged, curly-haired man approached, holding out his hand. ‘Brian Gillespie, FDS Holdings, Seattle. And you are?’ He stared at Yasmin’s chest, presumably looking for her delegate badge.

‘Yasmin Clark. I work for Marie Thompson from Thompson Consulting. I don’t have a badge.’ 

Brian continued to gawp at her chest. 

‘I’m not officially registered at the conference; I’m just Marie’s sidekick. Think of me as Chewbacca and her as Han Solo.’ She drained her glass as Brian started to look increasingly baffled. 

‘Anyway, nice meeting you,’ she lied, heading off in search of a second drink. She found it alongside a tray of canapés, which had the look and taste of cardboard covered in fish paste. Where was Marie? 

Yasmin wandered back into the well-scented crowd, repeatedly saying ‘Excuse me’. But she wasn’t actually going anywhere; she was just going for a slow walk inside a large crowd with a drink in her hand and getting increasingly hot. People paused mid-conversation, glanced at her badgeless chest and resumed their dialogues. 

Business chat wasn’t Yasmin’s thing. What would she say to people? There was a brief conversation with bespectacled Kiandra from New Jersey, who was doing an internship with a company Yasmin instantly forgot the name of. Kiandra talked about a permanent role she was applying for and said she would love to visit England one day. 

Then there was a quick chat with Channing from Delaware, but Yasmin was distracted by the fact that his neatly trimmed beard was the same length as the hair on his head. It gave him the appearance of being covered in a greying fuzz. Yasmin was tempted to ask if it extended across the rest of his body. As soon as she moved on and returned to the table for her third glass of champagne, Marie stepped into view.

‘There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you, where’ve you been?’ Three people standing with Marie glared at Yasmin as if she were a naughty runaway child.

‘Here. I’ve been looking for you, too. There are a lot of people in this room.’

‘You could have rung me, my phone’s on vibrate. Anyway, tell me who you’ve been talking to.’ 

Yasmin told her about the curly-haired man from Seattle, whom she had named Barry, and Kiandra, and the fuzzy man called Channing.

‘And who do they work for?’ 

Yasmin replied that the company names were on the tip of her tongue but she couldn’t exactly remember. The two glasses of champagne she had drunk were making Marie’s fierce, bovine face look funny. Yasmin told herself that if she laughed she would no longer have a career. This sombre thought helped keep the corners of her mouth turned down. 

Marie took a spare business card wallet from her pocket and handed it to her. ‘I should have given you this earlier. Make sure everyone you speak to gets one of my cards.’

‘Okay.’

‘Remember to tell everyone about the new office and our special discount rates for new clients we meet at this... Oh, look who it is!’

‘Who?’ 

Marie was looking past Yasmin at someone behind her. ‘Daniel Ward, CEO of Mandala Life. You must have heard of him. His wife’s just died.’ 

Yasmin turned to see the man from the conference brochure. Tall and assured in a sharp grey suit, he looked as though he had stepped straight out of a Hugo Boss advert. He was speaking to a small group of people, but was edging away from them as if he were too busy or disinterested to stop.

‘Why is he here if his wife has just died?’

‘Oh, it was a while ago.’ Marie pushed past her to get closer to Daniel. 

Deciding this was a good moment to seek out her third glass of champagne, Yasmin turned away. But just as she started moving towards a waitress with a tray of drinks, she heard the words: ‘Let me introduce you to my assistant, Yasmin.’ 

There was no escape. Reluctantly, she stopped and dragged herself round to face Marie and the smug businessman.

‘Hi, I’m Daniel.’ He held his hand out and she shook it. He had a sensible handshake; not too firm or too limp.

‘I’m Yasmin.’

‘Nice to meet you. Are you enjoying the evening?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, worried that her face was unconvincing. ‘Lots of interesting people here.’

‘Indeed.’

‘So the business must have gone through a lot of change recently?’ Marie interrupted. 

Daniel’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Such as?’

‘Well, the personnel.’

‘Who, in particular?’

‘Well... your wife was your business partner and things must be a bit different...’

‘Oh yes. My wife, of course. The share prices did drop a little after she died. It was rather inconsiderate of her, wasn’t it?’ There was a faint smile on his lips as Marie shifted awkwardly from one foot to another.

‘Well, obviously it wasn’t her fault...’

‘No, although some of the media coverage in the aftermath would have had you believe otherwise. All sorts of theories bounded around, do you remember? Strange how a personal tragedy makes you public property.’

‘Yes...’

‘I’d like to think that everyone who approaches me at business events does so out of interest in Mandala Life. But sadly there will always be those who want to talk to me to fulfil their own macabre interest. Hopefully I won’t meet any of those this evening.’ He winked at Yasmin as he said this. Marie didn’t notice.

‘No... no. I’m quite certain that in a professional environment such as this, no one would be wanting to talk to you just because...’

‘My wife died.’

‘Well, yes. Because of that.’ Marie looked uncomfortable.

‘So you haven’t asked me yet about the new Mandala Life joint venture in China. You must have read about that in the FT yesterday? It was in the UK and the US edition.’

‘Oh yes. How’s that going?’ 

Yasmin saw a chance to leave and headed for the waitress who was standing patiently with the drinks tray.


Chapter 4

Richard’s plan




Richard often replayed the moment he had first heard about Lisa’s death in his mind. It was New Year’s Day and he had just returned to The King’s Head after walking his dog, Plato. The usual smell of roast meat and potatoes from the kitchen was missing and the pub was strangely empty apart from a couple of regulars. Jason, the normally jocular landlord, leant against the bar, propped up on his tattoo-covered tree trunk arms. Richard looked at his sombre face and stopped, Plato sitting at his feet. 

‘Rich, there’s something I need to tell you.’

‘What?’

Jason wiped a large, thick-fingered hand across his face.

‘Lisa died last night.’

Richard remembered being helped onto a bar stool, his glasses somehow falling onto the floor in the process. Jason picked them up and put them on the table next to him, then poured him a glass of Coke. ‘Get this down you, you need sugar.’

‘She can’t be dead. How?’

‘She fell, mate. From the top of the house. They had a party last night and somehow she fell.’

Richard looked down at Plato, who was still at his feet. The amber Springer Spaniel was panting with exertion from their walk; his tongue hanging and his sides heaving in and out. Richard noticed that the gold tones in the faded, jewel-patterned carpet matched the colour of Plato’s coat. He leaned forward and stroked one of the dog’s soft ears.

‘How did she fall?’

‘No one knows. They took her to hospital. I don’t think she... passed away immediately. I think it was at the hospital.’ 

Jason rested a firm heavy hand on Richard’s shoulder. ‘Everyone’s in shock mate. I’m cut up. She was a lovely girl.’

What was it about Lisa Ward? Richard had liked her from the moment he had started gardening for her and Daniel. His mind caught on an image of her stepping out of her front door in gym clothes: cropped blonde hair, a phone clasped to her ear, and her light, carefree laugh travelling across the lawn to where he was planting tulip bulbs. She had always waved when she saw him. 

Occasionally, she had visited the pub with her friends. On those evenings Richard had sat at the bar drinking the free soft drinks Jason gave him and glancing over at her table. Her bright gold hair was a constant reminder of her presence and had filled his chest with warmth. Lisa had always known he liked her. Now and again Bella or Harriet would catch him looking at her and make a comment he couldn’t hear, but he guessed it was about him. It was usually followed by laughter. But Lisa had always been friendly and respectful towards him. She had never laughed in his face or been rude. 

He had spent hours analysing why he was attracted to her. She was married and he was short, wide and bespectacled. There was never any chance of anything happening between them. And that had been part of her appeal. She was unobtainable, therefore she was safe. It made more sense to him than taking a risk on someone with whom something complicated could evolve.

He didn’t like to think of Lisa red-eyed and upset, as he had seen her shortly before her death. She had hurried from the car into her house with a large coat wrapped around her and a faux fur trapper hat pulled down to hide her face. She had smiled at him, because she always did. But there had been no joy in her eyes.

During those late autumn months, Richard had wanted to ask Lisa what was making her sad. He had sat on the lumpy bed in his pokey room above The King’s Head and had conversations with her in his mind. She would open up to him during those imaginary chats, telling him everything and letting him kiss her. Then she would announce she had left Daniel for him. Time and time again in Richard’s mind, Lisa left her husband and chose him instead. She was so young, clever, pretty and down to earth. How could she just suddenly die? 

In the weeks after her death, Richard had stayed in his room and bolstered his antidepressants with pills the doctor had given him for his anxiety. Jason looked after Plato while Richard simply lay in bed. Days and nights merged, and life became reduced to muddled, feverish thoughts in his head. 

He was back at his childhood home in North London, lying on his bunk with sunlight streaming in around the closed curtains and a plane droning overhead. The footsteps of his brothers thudded on the steep, narrow stairs, and the smell of lamb moussaka wafted in from the kitchen. 

At other times he navigated the tiled corridors and stairwells of his school: stairs leading up to another staircase, which led down again and then twisted around the first and led to long corridors without any doors. They were empty and silent, except for the echo of his footsteps. He found himself in a lift, which alternately plummeted and lurched to the side, throwing him around within its steel walls. Then the walls closed in on him, crushing and squeezing the air out of his lungs, forcing him to wake up hot, sweaty and gasping for breath. 

Panic surged through his chest and down into his bowels. Life felt futile; there was no point to it any more. He calmed himself with the breathing exercises a nurse had once shown him. Among his hallucinations were the voices he had heard in his head before: two men and a woman making small talk. He couldn’t remember what they had said, but they had refused to be quiet when he asked them to.

In a lucid moment, Richard had started to reduce his medication. The side effects waned and the room, which had been spinning around him, slowed and sharpened into reality again. The rickety window under the eaves, the shelves filled with shabby detective paperbacks, the kitchenette at the end of his bed and the white door with peeling paint leading to the bathroom beyond it came into focus. 

After a while he was coherent enough to pick up the phone and ask his mum for money to pay the rent. Then, as the winter eased and the prospect of gardening work picked up again, Richard began to feel he could function properly once more.

The inquest into Lisa’s death had been his first proper outing. When he returned to his room later that day he flicked on the fringed bedside lamp, sat on his bed with the faded quilted cover and opened a wire-bound notebook to read his notes. Afterwards, he opened his laptop and started typing up his notes, along with the facts that had been reported in the media and conversations he had heard at the pub. Each account suggested that Lisa had accidentally fallen from the roof terrace of her home at midnight on New Year’s Eve. 

Everyone knew it had happened at midnight because the celebratory fireworks had been going off. He listed all the people he knew, or guessed, had been at the party. These included Lisa and Daniel’s close friends, family and acquaintances in the village. Work colleagues would also have been there and they would be trickier to identify. He would need to ask some of the guests to help him build up his list. At least one of the partygoers would have been the last to see Lisa alive. But who, and under what circumstances?

It was hard to believe that no one had seen Lisa go upstairs shortly before midnight. And how the coroner could say alcohol had been a factor in Lisa’s death was baffling when she was still under the drink-drive limit. The police must have missed something. Richard’s knowledge of detective work was limited to what he had read in crime novels, but he felt Lisa’s fatal fall deserved a proper explanation, especially when everyone but him was content to believe it had been an accident.

Working as a gardener meant Richard saw and heard things that other people missed. As he trimmed the edges of lawns and cut back overgrown shrubs, he became practically invisible. The previous autumn he had heard heated conversations and seen Lisa angrily speeding off down the lane behind the wheel of her white Porsche Boxster. Something bad had happened to her and he didn’t know what it was, but could it be linked to her death?

After writing everything he knew about how and when Lisa died, the next step was to interview people. Richard needed to get statements and gather evidence, and this was going to be tricky. Most people in the village thought he was strange. They were happy to humour him with a quick conversation but were unlikely to confide in him. He expected most of them to brush him off just as Daniel had done after the inquest.

He closed his laptop and laid it beside him on the bed. He leaned back against the peeling wallpaper on his bedroom wall and sighed. The task ahead of him seemed impossible. In a wealthy village where money and influence wielded all the power, he stood little chance of getting anywhere. He didn’t have the friends or the connections. No one was going to appreciate him prying around when the police had already interviewed them and decided nothing criminal had happened. It would be easier to do nothing but concentrate on his gardening.

He had to forget about Lisa. 

Richard closed his eyes and there she was, with her cheerleader looks and a laugh that lifted his heart: bringing him coffee as he mowed the lawn, exchanging a few words when she was walking the dogs, trying to hide her tears as she climbed into her car.

He had always thought he would get to know her better. Maybe become friends. It was still hard to believe she was gone.


Chapter 5

Trapped




Someone pressed a button just as the elevator doors were closing. The other occupant in the lift - a man with glasses and a quiff - tutted impatiently as the doors reopened to reveal a tall man in a sharp grey suit. As he stepped into the elevator, Yasmin recognised him as Daniel Ward. 

How typical that he would make a lift of people wait for him, she thought. As far as Yasmin was concerned, two people could still be described as a ‘lift of people’. He had clearly managed to make a quick escape from Marie, which was an impressive achievement. He acknowledged her with a smile as the man with the quiff pressed the button to close the doors. Daniel selected his floor, the doors slid shut and the trio stood in silence as the elevator moved.

Then it stopped.

Yasmin held her breath and waited for it to move again, but it didn’t. Her first thought was that she needed the toilet. The second was that the elevator rescue people had probably clocked off for the evening and she was going to have to spend the night in the lift with Daniel and quiff man, desperate to pee all the while. A mild panic started to shift about in her stomach, which made her need the toilet even more. 

The man with the quiff pressed some buttons. Nothing happened.

‘Oh, great!’ He walked up to the doors and hammered on them with the side of his fist. ‘Is this elevator jammed or what?’ 

Yasmin winced at the outburst and felt her heart thud heavily. She didn’t want to be trapped in a small space with someone who was losing his mind.

‘Hey, calm down,’ said Daniel, ‘is there an alarm button somewhere?’

‘I pressed the lousy alarm button. Nothing happened!’

‘Well I’m sure it’s alerted someone. We won’t be here long, it’s a busy hotel.’ 

The man with the quiff tried to squeeze his fingers into the gap in the lift doors. ‘No, they’re not budging.’

‘What if the elevator rescue people have gone home for the night?’ asked Yasmin.

‘No, don’t say that. Don’t say that,’ said the man with the quiff as he tried even harder to pull the doors open with his fingers.

‘No, don’t say that,’ repeated Daniel calmly as he looked at her with a smile on his lips. ‘It’s nothing to worry about. There’ll be a team of engineers on call for incidents like this. We might have to wait about twenty minutes or so, but they’ll be on their way.’ He was acting as though he got trapped in lifts on a regular basis.

The man with the quiff had given up trying to open the doors and was leaning against them looking at Daniel and Yasmin. There was something nerdy about him, like a geek character in a sitcom. ‘So you guys are both British, or what?’

‘That’s right,’ replied Daniel.

‘And you know each other?’ 

Daniel and Yasmin looked at each other and then away again quickly.

‘No,’ said Yasmin. ‘We spoke briefly about twenty minutes ago at the drinks reception, but we don’t know each other.’

‘Okay, so you’re here for the conference? Mike Caruso, Adwall Marketing. We’re based in Cincinnati.’ He held out his hand to them both in turn.

‘Yasmin Clark, Thompson Communications.’

‘Daniel Ward, Mandala Life.’

‘Oh, you’re the Mandala Life guy. Wow! How good to meet you. I was looking out for you at the drinks reception but missed you. Little did I know we would do some personal networking in the elevator!’

Great, thought Yasmin. She decided to make herself comfortable on the floor while the men talked business. She noted that Mike the nerd hadn’t shown any interest in her work and concluded that he was probably a misogynist.




They had been in the lift for ten minutes, according to Yasmin’s watch, and by this time she had heard most of Daniel’s life story. The man clearly loved talking about himself: how he had left home at seventeen and been homeless in London for a while. Why leave home if you have nowhere else to live? wondered Yasmin. 

Then he had found accommodation and supported himself through his A levels. From there he had got a place at a university in London and founded a social media website with his mate. They had only been halfway through their degree when a big media firm offered them three million pounds for it, because those were the days when Facebook was just launching and there was a whole buzz about those fledgling social media sites, blah blah blah. Yasmin frequently found herself yawning as his story progressed. 

He had left university at this point, sold his share in the company and set up Mandala Life with a design and business graduate called Lisa Collins. She became his wife and the business was now retailing in seventeen countries, blah, blah, yawn. Yasmin tried not to think about needing the toilet and checked her phone to see if she could text Jessica about her predicament. But there was no mobile signal in the lift shaft. 

If there had been, she would have typed: Help! I’m stuck in a lift with the world’s most boring man. He’s actually quite fit, but totally full of himself xx




Perhaps Yasmin was being harsh. To be fair to Daniel, Mike was asking a lot of questions. He was probably taking notes on how to become a millionaire.

When Daniel mentioned he had married Lisa Collins, Yasmin remembered Marie saying that his wife had recently died. She must have been young. Was it sudden? Daniel hadn’t mentioned her death to Mike, but it probably wasn’t the sort of thing you discussed in lifts with strangers.

‘Do you agree?’ 

Yasmin became aware of a silence in the lift. She looked up to see the two men staring down at her. ‘Oh, erm, what was that?’

‘I was commenting on the fact that there are still far fewer female speakers at conferences than men,’ said Daniel. 

Yasmin felt awkward speaking from her position on the floor, so she scrambled to her feet. She smoothed her dress and hair as she did so.

‘You’re asking me that because I’m a woman, presumably?’

‘It was just an observation. I thought I would ask you as you were looking rather bored down in the corner there. I thought it would be polite to involve you in the conversation.’ 

Couldn’t she sulk on the floor without being bothered? When would be a good time to tell Daniel she had spilt coffee on a picture of his face?

‘Well, that’s kind of you. Thanks. Erm, I haven’t been to many conferences, but I do know that women are pretty much under-represented in all areas of life, except when it comes to taking their clothes off. When it comes to pictures of naked people, women are pretty over-represented, I’d say. It would be nice to have a few more undressed men splashed about.’ 

There was a short silence. Mike looked irritated that she had been invited into the conversation.

‘Yeah, you’ve got a point there,’ replied Daniel. ‘But childcare, teaching, nursing... those professions are all female-dominated.’

‘The nurturing ones, you mean? That’s to be expected really, isn’t it?’ replied Yasmin. 

Mike raised his eyebrows as if he were about to hear a feminist rant. Thankfully, as far as he was concerned, a clanking noise in the lift shaft interrupted the conversation. They glanced around them nervously.

‘Marie Thompson,’ said Daniel, ‘she’s a good female role model, isn’t she?’

‘Yeah, I suppose she is. She’s an entrepreneur and she’s worked her way up from nothing.’

‘What does being her assistant involve?’

‘Dealing with her clients day to day, arranging meetings, taking notes in meetings. That kind of thing.’

‘Do you enjoy it?’

‘I enjoy the travel. We’ve just spent three weeks in Auburn Hills, Michigan. Before that we were in Minnesota, Wyoming, Montana and both the Dakotas. Not that we saw much outside of motel rooms, offices and airports. But it’s something new and different for me. It’s my first job since I graduated. I can learn to be an entrepreneur just like Marie and who knows what might happen? It’s funny how things work out. This isn’t what I planned to do at all.’

‘What had you planned to do?’

‘I wanted to be a features writer.’

‘A journalist?’

‘Yes, but not news reporting. I’m not cut out for that. Features in magazines; that’s what I’d like to do.’ 

The lift started to move slowly upwards.

‘Woo hoo!’ cheered Mike.

The doors opened onto a wall of concrete. There was a small gap at the bottom of the doors and a slightly larger gap at the top.

‘Everyone okay in there?’ came a voice. ‘We can’t shift the elevator any further, so you’ll need to climb up.’ An arm wrapped in a high-visibility sleeve was offered down to them.

‘Ladies first,’ said Daniel to Yasmin.

‘Thanks.’ She stepped forward to climb the wall. It would have been easy to scale if she hadn’t been wearing a dress. She grabbed the man’s hand and lifted her leg, but the dress restricted her movement. The alternative was to hoist it up around her hips, which she certainly wasn’t going to do with two men watching behind her.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Daniel. She scrabbled to lift her leg higher.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yes!’

‘Can someone give this lady a leg up?’ the man holding her hand called out. 

Yasmin was starting to feel hot, sweaty and flustered.

‘Of course,’ said Daniel. With a deft movement, he placed one hand on her right ankle and the other on her right shin. With a quick lift from him and a pull from the high-visibility arm, Yasmin’s chest and stomach came to rest on the floor above. 

Her bottom and legs were still hanging in full view of Daniel and Mike in the lift, and she knew they could probably see up her dress. It wasn’t how she had imagined the evening turning out. She quickly swung both legs up to her right and rolled onto the floor.

Everyone cheered as she did so. Embarrassed, Yasmin quickly stood up and dusted herself off. She felt obliged to wait for the other two. Mike was the next out and Daniel soon followed.

‘Well, nice meeting you. Until next time we’re stuck in an elevator together!’ Mike laughed. He shook their hands and walked off down the corridor. Yasmin had expected Daniel to follow in his footsteps, but for some reason he was lingering, and so was she.

‘Thank you,’ she said to the two lift engineers.

‘No problem, ma’am.’

‘Well, I’ll probably see you around over the next few days,’ said Daniel. ‘Nice meeting you.’ He held out his hand and she shook it.

‘Nice meeting you, too. Bye.’ Yasmin was desperate to get back to her room. She turned and walked down the corridor behind her. Realising there were only two rooms and a locked cupboard in that direction, she turned back and walked past Daniel again. ‘Wrong way,’ she said, her cheeks burning hot.

Half-walking and half-running, she sped off down the corridor to find a staircase.


Chapter 6

Work begins




Yasmin wanted to pretend she hadn’t noticed Marie at breakfast, but her electric blue Yves Saint Laurent suit was impossible to ignore. Marie caught Yasmin’s eye and summoned her over to her table.

‘Get yourself something to eat and let’s discuss the day,’ she said. Her suit was accessorised with a red and yellow silk Hermes scarf. 

Yasmin was wearing the cheap burgundy suit she had bought at a mall in Montana. She was pleased with it, having deciding that it looked more expensive than the seventy dollars she had paid for it. She had tried to keep her hair under control by pinning it up into a roll at the back of her head, but a number of feisty curls were fighting their way out of the clips. Yasmin walked over to the breakfast bar and scooped some muesli into a bowl. She added some yoghurt and a sprinkle of pumpkin seeds before returning to Marie. 

From the tables around her came the chink of crockery and the scent of coffee. Most people had an iPad or a newspaper in front of them, but she wasn’t so lucky. 

‘I got stuck in the lift last night,’ she told Marie. The memory of her undignified exit from the broken lift made her toes curl, but she wanted to score some bragging points over her boss with the rest of the story.

‘Did you?’ Marie asked absentmindedly, typing something into her phone.

‘You’ll never guess who I got stuck with.’

‘Who’s that then?’ Marie was still typing.

‘Daniel Ward.’

‘Really?’ Marie stooped looking at her phone and placed it next to her plate. Yasmin had her attention now. ‘When was this?’

‘After the drinks reception.’

‘I have to say, he did dash off pretty quickly while I was talking to him. Quite rude really.’ 

Yasmin smiled to herself and tried to chew the dry muesli in her mouth.

‘And what did he have to say for himself while you were in the lift?’ Marie seemed interested in Daniel. 

Did she fancy him? Yasmin wondered. Or did she just admire him professionally? She tried to wash the muesli down with orange juice.

‘Oh, he was just chatting about how he became a millionaire.’

‘That’s some story, huh? A millionaire by the time he was twenty-one. Incredible. I’d like to hear it direct from him. Apparently he was homeless for a while.’

‘That’s right.’ Yasmin now considered herself an authority on Daniel Ward.

‘And he put himself through school and university and came up with that ingenious website idea. Clever man. It made him very wealthy, of course. And he does a huge amount for homeless charities. There’s a big fundraiser each year where everyone sleeps outdoors overnight or something and his company sponsors the event.’

‘That’s nice of him,’ replied Yasmin curtly. She didn’t like the overly perfect picture of him Marie was painting. He still came across as an arrogant man despite his charity work.

‘Anyway, back to today,’ said Marie. ‘You’ll need to set yourself up in the lobby lounge...’

‘The what?’

‘The lounge area near the conference suites. If you could set yourself up in there I can pop out and see you between sessions to find out how it’s going.’ 

Yasmin poked at the dusty-looking muesli in her bowl and wondered why she had overlooked the cornflakes. 

Marie pinched off a small piece of croissant and pushed it into her large pink mouth. ‘You’ll need our target list. From that you can research and call our key contacts to arrange my meetings with them. Now, take a piece of advice’ – Yasmin hated it when Marie used that phrase - ‘don’t be fobbed off by anyone.’ 

Another crumb of croissant was pushed in. ‘Remember I’m their solution,’ a pink-nailed finger was pointed at Yasmin. ‘That’s what we tell them. We’re not trying to sell them anything; we’re offering to solve their problems. Offer them the discount rate, too. And don’t forget to tell them I’m featured among the ‘Ones to Watch’ in this month’s Global Entrepreneur magazine.’ 

Marie’s phone vibrated. ‘Oh, that’s Bernadette.’ 

While her boss’s attention was absorbed, Yasmin went in search of baked goods and coffee. Muffins, croissants, bagels and rolls were piled up in wicker baskets. Yasmin loaded as much as she could onto her plate and tried to adjust to the fact that she was in world-famous New York. At that moment it didn’t feel like it. As a mini chocolate muffin wobbled precariously atop the mountain of pastries on her plate, she realised how disappointing it was that she would have to spend the day at the hotel, cold calling.




By nine am, Yasmin was sitting in a squashy suede armchair in the lobby lounge. The chair was better suited to napping than working. Her laptop, phone and a handwritten list of companies to call were on the marble-topped table in front of her. On the far wall, a television talked to itself as share prices ran across the bottom of the screen. Either side of the television were jaunty geometric prints in orange and brown. 

A few businesspeople sat at other tables, and a waiter walked past Yasmin with a tray that emitted a tempting waft of coffee. Nearby, a sideboard played host to a vase of fresh flowers and several piles of newspapers and magazines. 

She looked at Marie’s neatly written list on the table. Few of the people she was set to call would be interested in what she was saying; if they could understand her Hackney-twanged English accent in the first place. Yasmin had found herself affecting a slight American accent on the phone in the hope that someone would agree to a meeting with Marie. She had no idea which region of the States her fake American accent was from; it just felt better drawling her vowels slightly and throwing in phrases such as ‘sure thing’ and ‘awesome’.

Fuelled by caffeine, Yasmin made some calls and managed to arrange the first meeting. Taking a break, she flicked through a copy of Global Entrepreneur from the shelf next to the vase of flowers. In one of the articles, Marie was described as a ‘go-getter’ offering ‘tough-talking advice you’d be a fool to ignore’. 

Yasmin made some more calls, trying to block out an oversized businessman in a tent-like suit as he strode around the lobby lounge bawling into his phone about waning sales figures. 

The morning was dragging. Yasmin’s body rebelled against sitting down: her legs felt restless, her back ached and her shoulders were twitchy. What would Marie do if she absconded? She could just run out of the hotel and disappear. What would happen? The police might look for her for a few days, but they would soon give up and return to more important cases. She could find a job that paid cash. Maybe she could hitch rides across America? She fantasised about taking a road trip to Los Angeles, Jack Kerouac style. Marie would soon find a new assistant and get on with her job.

A sadness crept over Yasmin as she realised no one would really miss her. Nobody would be bereft if she left the hotel right away and disappeared. Jessica might worry, but she was three-and-a-half thousand miles away. She had a busy life in London with her friends. 

Everyone was busy with their lives, just as Yasmin was. But during quieter moments, loneliness poked at her with its cold fingers. Was it because she missed her mum? Probably. But there was something more than that: a feeling that other people had someone special and she didn’t. 

However, Yasmin was aware that the lack of a special person also meant she had no emotional ties. At that moment an entire new life full of possibilities could be sitting beyond the hotel door. Did she have the guts to get up and discover it? She could even create a new identity for herself and no one would know who she was or where she came from. 

She glanced down at the list of calls she still had to make. She felt like screwing it into a ball and marching out of the hotel, but her rebellious urge was swiftly quelled by the sight of a bright blue Marie striding towards her table. Caught up in her daydream, Yasmin hadn’t spotted the delegates spilling out of the seminar room for a lunch break.

‘I could kill for an espresso macchiato,’ said Marie. ‘Can you nip over to Starbucks across the road and get me one? You might want to get yourself something to eat as well.’ 

Yasmin leapt at the chance. She was going to see some of New York, even if she was just crossing Sixth Avenue for a drink. She packed her things into her laptop bag, slung it over her shoulder and dashed towards the door. 

Emerging from the concrete overhang at the hotel entrance, she paused on the street. The sun was high in the sky, and a warm acrid pang of fumes hit her nose and throat as the traffic rumbled past her. It was just like London. Starbucks was on the other side of the road, at the base of a tall glass building. Yasmin looked longingly up and down the street, wishing she could run away and explore.

The coffee shop was filled with people in suits. Yasmin loitered outside, sizing up the queue through the window. Was it worth trying to find another branch? Or just another coffee shop? Was an espresso macchiato exclusive to Starbucks or did other brands provide the same? She felt a hand on her arm and froze.

Someone was after her laptop bag.

‘Oi!’ she threw her right arm across his forearm and thrust her other hand against his throat. She turned side on to him and was just about to wrap her left leg around his so she could knock him to the floor when she realised he was rather well dressed for a mugger. 

‘Ow!’ he yelped. 

She stepped back. A couple of passersby gasped.

‘Daniel. Hello.’ A flush of embarrassment rushed from her face right down to her feet. He was wincing and rubbing his throat. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were trying to nick my laptop.’ She looked around for a convenient basement or alleyway she could run into to hide from the shame.

‘I wouldn’t dare,’ he said, adjusting the collar of his navy suit jacket and straightening his dark tie. His clothes looked tailored and expensive, like Marie’s. His brow was prominent and shadowed his brown eyes, giving him an air of inscrutability.

‘Everything okay here?’ a wide Hispanic man with enormous arms, gold jewellery and a tight black T-shirt said, glaring at Daniel.

‘Fine! Don’t worry, it’s nothing. A mistake!’ she said quickly. The man sneered at Daniel and shuffled away.

‘Hello Yasmin,’ he said, checking to see that the Hispanic man had gone ‘Nice to see you again. I think.’

‘I was expecting you to be in the conference rather than out here.’

‘Lunch break. I do leave the hotel occasionally, you know.’ He pushed his hands into his trouser pockets and glanced at the hotel across the road. ‘I had to get out for a breather. I’m just off to get something to eat. When I saw you I thought I’d come and say hello to my fellow imprisoned elevator friend, but then you attacked me. Where did you learn a trick like that?’

‘Judo.’

‘Black belt, presumably?’

‘Yes, First dan. I haven’t done much since I left university. I was in the England under-21s for a bit.’

‘Impressive. Do you want to get something to eat? You can show me some more of your self-defence moves.’ 

She stared at him, unsure what to say. Had he asked her to have lunch with him or had she misheard? She fudged a reply in case she hadn’t understood him properly.

‘I have to get Marie a coffee from here,’ she said, gesturing towards Starbucks, where the queue had grown even longer.

‘Do you think she could wait twenty minutes?’

‘Possibly.’ There was a stir of excitement in her stomach. He was definitely asking her to lunch. Why? He didn’t even know her. Did he fancy her? What would she say to him? She hoped he was a good talker so that all she had to do was listen.

‘I’m heading for a place just around the corner. I promise we’ll be quick. You can pick up Marie’s coffee on the way back. Have you seen much of New York yet? This is a place you don’t want to miss.’ 

It was hard for Yasmin to say no without sounding rude. ‘Okay, but twenty minutes is all I can do. I have to...’ Yasmin gestured back towards the hotel and thought about the calls she had to make that afternoon. 

Daniel started walking towards the corner of the block. She jogged after him, almost tripping over a concrete planter filled with pink bedding plants.


Chapter 7

Lunch with Daniel




‘Where are we going?’ Yasmin asked, trying to keep up with Daniel’s long stride. He pointed at a building from which large banners with the letters MOMA hung.

‘The Museum of Modern Art,’ he replied.

They walked through the glass doors into a spacious white lobby, where they queued briefly for a ticket at the reception desk beneath a large turquoise and black canvas. A group of Japanese students joined the queue behind them.

‘Have you ever been to the sculpture garden?’

‘No, where’s that?’

‘It’s right here in MOMA. Let’s have a look at it before lunch.’

‘Sounds good,’ Why did he want to show her a garden? she wondered, It was looking like they would be longer than twenty minutes. 

‘Let me pay you for the ticket,’ Yasmin opened her purse and started fumbling with dollar bills.

‘No, don’t worry, it’s on me.’ Daniel paid for the tickets and started striding across the marble floor of the lobby. She walked alongside him, glancing up at the atrium above her and taking in the white mezzanine floors edged with glass barriers. There was a calm, echoey murmur of footsteps and voices. 

‘We turn right down here,’ he said. 

She followed him through a set of glass doors and out into an enclosed garden. ‘Wow, I wasn’t expecting this in the middle of New York. It’s so... serene.’ 

A white wall ran along one side, separating the garden from the clamour of the street. Towering stone-clad buildings and the glass windows of the gallery overlooked the white oasis with its bubbling fountains in rectangular pools and trees covered with fresh green leaves. Sculptures were placed around the garden, and among them people sat reading and chatting in wire chairs. The sun shone on a jagged formation of rusting iron girders.

‘What have you seen of New York so far?’ asked Daniel as they paused to look at a large Rubenesque statue of a woman positioned as if she were about to tumble into one of the pools. 

‘Apart from the inside of an elevator? Not a lot. I’ve got a long list of places I want to see. The Empire State Building, Central Park, the Statue of Liberty, Wall Street, Madison Avenue, Times Square, the Ground Zero memorial, the Chelsea Hotel...’ 

‘All the tourist spots, then?’

‘Nothing wrong with being a tourist.’

‘Did I say there was?’

‘No, but you said it in the tone of someone who’s already been to all those places.’

‘Most of them, yeah. Luckily, I get to come to New York quite regularly.’

‘I’d love to spend time in the museums, galleries, bars, restaurants and all the other places I’ve heard so much about. New York’s quite different from the rest of America, isn’t it? Coming to MOMA is a good start.’ 

Yasmin glanced around at the bronze shapes that were hard to classify but pleasing to look at nonetheless. ‘It’s quite surreal in this garden. Oops, I haven’t checked my phone.’ She did so, and fortunately there was no call from Marie.

‘Isn’t this amazing? Straight from the streets of Paris,’ said Daniel as they walked under an Art Nouveau style gantry that was part of the Métro. ‘Is it original or recreated, do you think?’

On the way to the restaurant they stopped at a painting so large it would have taken up an entire wall in an ordinary house. Yasmin stood gazing at the trails and splashes of white, black and grey paint. She tried to work out if there was form to the colours or whether they were completely random. Was there a part of the picture with less white than other parts? And how about the black? It was entrancing.

‘Jackson Pollock,’ said Daniel. ‘I know a funny story about him. I’ll tell you while we’re eating if you like. That’s something to look forward to, isn’t it?’ he smiled. 

Yasmin liked the way dimples appeared in his cheeks. It was a genuine smile, unlike the one that had been fixed on his face at the drinks reception the previous evening.

They ate in the restaurant on the fifth floor overlooking the sculpture garden and the Rockefeller Center beyond it. 

Daniel chose soup and Yasmin opted for a chickpea and quinoa salad. She poked the food around on her plate and wondered once again why Daniel had asked her to lunch. Did he often do this with people he didn’t know? If he did fancy her, she didn’t know why. He was a millionaire and could presumably choose anyone he wanted. He could do better than an admin assistant from Hackney. 

She watched his hands as he soaked up soup with a chunk of artisan bread. He had taken off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. His forearms were tanned and he wore a large silver watch. Yasmin noticed there was no wedding ring. Was it normal to wear a wedding ring after your spouse had died or was it respectful to remove it? she wondered. 

He seemed very different from the man she had been stuck with in the lift; less formal and more relaxed. He was older than her, possibly thirty she guessed.

‘Anyway, that Jackson Pollock story. Have you heard the one about the dinner party?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘He was a serious alcoholic, but he managed to stop drinking for a couple of years. Anyway, one day he and his wife planned a dinner party, but they had argued about something earlier that day and he had had a drink; his first in about two years. One drink led to another and by the time they sat down to eat with their guests he was completely pissed. Someone said something that upset him, so he stood up and tipped over the entire dining table and twelve roast dinners were flung across the room. There was food and gravy everywhere: all over the walls, all over the floor. There was a horrified silence and then his wife calmly announced to the guests: “Coffee will be served in the dining room.”’

They both laughed. Daniel wiped his hands on his napkin.

‘Sounds like she was a patient woman,’ said Yasmin.

‘Not many would put up with that, would they? The behaviour of a flawed genius, I guess.’

‘Talking of wives, Marie told me you lost your wife.’ 

Daniel was quiet for a moment. ‘Makes me sound rather careless, doesn’t it?’ The mirth that had shown in his eyes during the Pollock story had vanished and his manner became noticeably cooler. 

Yasmin stabbed at her chickpeas with her fork, wishing she hadn’t mentioned Daniel’s wife. Why had she thought it would be a good idea? ‘Talking of wives’? What a stupid thing to say. Perhaps she had felt the need to acknowledge that his wife had died. She liked it when people took the time to talk about her mum; it wasn’t easy to mention the dead. 

Daniel sighed. ‘Yes, she died a few months ago. It’s been tough.’ He scratched his cheek and Yasmin noticed that his eyes looked tired. ‘But life goes on, doesn’t it? The world keeps turning and I’ve got to keep working, so here I am. Which brings me to something I wanted to talk to you about.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I want to pick your brains about Mandala Life.’

‘Me? Why?’

‘You’re the target demographic we want to start appealing to. I’d like to know what you think about the brand; what sort of products would interest you.’

‘I, er...’ Yasmin looked at her watch.

‘Oh, of course, I know. You’ve got to get back.’ He checked his own watch. ‘Oops, look at the time. What am I thinking? Marie needs her coffee and we’ve been here what... over an hour.’ Daniel stood up and put on his jacket. ‘Another time?’

‘Definitely.’ Their eyes locked and neither spoke. Embarrassed, Yasmin looked away to distract herself with her bag.

They left the restaurant in a hurry and marched back through the white lobby.

‘So how did you end up working for Marie?’

‘She’s my mum’s cousin. I always say that, but I’m not entirely sure they were cousins in a blood-related way. Marie knows my family and she’s always been called a cousin. It’s a Jamaican thing.’

‘Is that where you’re from? Jamaica?’

‘No, London. My mum was Jamaican but my dad is British.’

‘Your mum’s no longer around?’

‘No. She died eighteen months ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Mum was worried about what would happen to me after she died, so Marie said she would offer me a job as soon as I graduated. It put Mum’s mind at rest knowing that someone was looking out for me.’

‘That’s nice of Marie, I guess.’ They reached Starbucks. ‘You’d better get her coffee.’

‘Thank you for lunch.’

‘No problem. How about lunch again tomorrow? I need to pick your brains, remember?’

‘Oh, er... yes. I’d like that.’

‘I’ll come and find you after the morning session.’

As Daniel crossed the road, Yasmin felt her face flush and a damp nervous sweat form under her arms. Lunch with Daniel had been a surprising and intense experience.

How disappointing he was only interested in her because she was a target demographic for Mandala Life.


Chapter 8

Times Square




Yasmin returned to the lobby lounge and placed Marie’s coffee on one of the tables. The conference delegates were already in their afternoon session, the speaker’s voice droning faintly through the closed doors. Yasmin set up her laptop, got out her phone and notepad, and gazed again at the list of calls she had to make.

Mandala Life.

It was a well-known company. How strange that she had just had lunch with the CEO. She looked up the company’s website on her laptop. On the homepage was a large white sofa with colourful silk scatter cushions. ‘Fall in Love with Our Signature Collection’, it invited. There were curtains to match the cushions and rugs to match the curtains. ‘Discover Your Personal Style’ was one click away from a page filled with sleek vases, stylish tableware and sumptuous bed linen. A blonde model hugged a shiny cushion with more enthusiasm than was strictly necessary. 

Yasmin found she could uncover her personal style by completing a brief questionnaire about her tastes and lifestyle. She had just reached: How important is personal space in your life? when Marie appeared in the lounge. Yasmin quickly closed the browser and opened the spreadsheet she had been using to log the meetings.

‘Where did you disappear to?’ Marie’s kohl-edged eyes glared angrily.

‘I took a lunch break. Here’s your coffee.’ 

Marie took a sip. ‘I’d have preferred it hot. You were only meant to be getting yourself a sandwich from across the road. What took you so long?’

‘I had lunch with Daniel Ward.’ 

Marie raised an eyebrow. ‘Lunch with Daniel Ward? Why?’

‘He says I’m his target demographic.’

‘I bet you are.’ Marie walked off to speak to the other delegates, who were helping themselves to the afternoon coffee that was laid out on a table covered with a white cloth. 

A surge of anger rose in Yasmin’s chest as she thought about the way Marie belittled her at times. She stared at her spreadsheet and briefly changed its title to ‘Meetings May-June for Marie “The Bitch” Thompson’.

Then she quickly changed it back.




★★★




‘You know my cousin Marie? She says she can give you a job.’ It had been one of Yasmin’s mum’s better days. She had been able to get out of her hospital bed and sit in the chair next to it for a while.

‘Really?’

‘Yes, you know she’s one of these high-flying types; the sort I take the mickey out of. She has her own business and she’s always worked hard. Travels all over the place. She told me she needs a helper, an assistant. It would be a good opportunity, Yasmin. You remember Marie?’

‘I think so. She’s visited us before, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she occasionally drops in when she’s in London. I don’t know her very well. But she remembers you and knows if she offers you a job it’ll save me worrying about what’s going to happen.’ She had stopped and looked at the bed next to her. 

Yasmin had tried to swallow the lump in her throat. Her mother’s braided hair was long gone by this point; just a few wiry curls remained on her scalp. Her skin had looked dusty and pale, her cheeks gaunt. She knew her mum was fading away.

‘That’s very kind of Marie, Mum,’ she had said, trying to sound cheerful. She had rested her hand on top of her mother’s, wary of nudging the cannula where the drip fed in. Her mum had looked up at her with red eyes and placed her other hand on top of Yasmin’s.

‘It helps me to know you’ll be okay. If you have a job and you’re earning your own money that’s a start. I can’t tell you how hard it is that...’ her voice had trailed off.

‘I know, Mum, I know,’ Yasmin had squeezed her hand gently. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Marie was the only connection Yasmin had with her mum now she was away from home. However, on the few occasions they had talked about Yasmin’s mother, it had become clear that Marie hadn’t known her well. Although the job offer appeared to be an act of kindness, it had actually solved a problem for Marie. She wanted someone who was well-educated who she could pay a minimal wage. Yasmin was perfect for the job.




★★★




Marie was having dinner that evening with potential clients, so Yasmin had some time off. Having ordered and eaten a cheeseburger and fries from room service, she pulled on a pair of jeans, a pink T-shirt, Converse trainers and her khaki bomber jacket. It was time to do some exploring. She unpinned her hair and shook it out over her shoulders, picked up her purse and phone, and left the hotel. The map on her phone suggested Times Square was about seven blocks away. She had no idea how far this meant in terms of time or distance, but she was willing to give it a go. 

From the hotel entrance, Yasmin turned right and made her way past various shiny glass and aluminium frontages. The buildings towered over her, the highest windows glowing orange as they reflected the sunset. The pavement was still busy with people. Six lanes of traffic crawled past, all heading towards Central Park and Upper Manhattan. 

It felt good to be out of the hotel. Yasmin loved the sense of freedom she now had. But she felt a pang of sadness that she didn’t have anyone with whom to share this experience. She imagined walking the same streets with her mum and what she would be saying. ‘Wow, Yasmin, this is amazing.’ 

She pictured her mother looking up at the skyscrapers, showing her big white teeth as she smiled, her braided hair hanging down her back. Her mother was wearing the slouchy black top she had liked so much, the neckline hanging off one shoulder, exposing a black vest top underneath. She wore turned-up jeans, a bag slung across her chest and her bracelets jangled as she moved. She had worn lots of rings on her fingers, which Yasmin had always twisted with her thumb whenever her mum took her hand. She would have loved it here. It had always been her dream to visit America and she had never managed it.

Dabbing her eyes with a tissue, Yasmin walked a few more blocks, checked the map on her phone, then turned into a side street. The bars, shuttered delivery entrances and small hotels along it were all deep in shadow as the sun set. At the corner of the block was a tourist shop selling digital cameras and luggage. Ahead of her were tall billboards and she knew instinctively that she had reached Times Square. 

She crossed the road to the paved section and looked around at the enormous ads for Broadway musicals, banks, electronics, fast food and fashion. People pushed past her on their way to the subway station and tourists paused to take photos on their phones and cameras. Yasmin stood in the centre of it all. 

Nearby, a couple were having their photo taken. Yasmin glanced over as they giggled and wrapped their arms around each other for the picture. They would probably go to a restaurant next - maybe Italian, maybe Chinese - and then on to a bar afterwards. She felt a pang of jealousy. Not that she was looking for a relationship after a disastrous few months with John the maths student; just a friend to do things with, or even a work colleague with whom she had something in common. She distracted herself by taking photos. They were a bit dingy but she shared one online to show where she was and to give the impression her life was as glamorous and exciting as she wanted it to be. 

It was almost dark by the time Yasmin returned to the hotel. The streets were still noisy, and a group of smartly dressed people skipped out of the hotel and into a waiting cab. She heard laughter and was certain she saw Daniel stooping as he climbed into the taxi. Two others got into the cab behind him. Who were they? 

Yasmin tried not to stare. It was none of her business what Daniel did with his evenings. There was no need for her to think about it and it was annoying that he was even occupying her mind. If she hadn’t had lunch with him that day she wouldn’t have given him a single thought.

Back in her room, Yasmin changed into her onesie and lay under the white cotton duvet. Channel-hopping and checking her phone at the same time, she saw she had forty-seven likes on her Times Square picture and lots of comments. ‘Well jel! Xx’ Jessica had written. 

Yasmin thought about ringing her, but decided she was too tired. She would call her friend the following day. Meanwhile, something was making her feel restless. The conference brochure was still on the desk next to the television and she wanted to have another look at it. She told herself she was comfortable in bed and needed to rest, but after a while she realised she couldn’t relax properly until she had done so. She got out of bed, retrieved the programme from the desk and took it back to bed with her. Opening the brochure at Daniel’s coffee-stained face, she read the text below his picture:




Daniel Ward is CEO of Mandala Life, which he cofounded in 2001. He is responsible for the company’s overall strategy and operations. Daniel is regarded as a leading authority on customer relationship management and has been described by Global Commerce magazine as ‘Europe’s leading hotshot entrepreneur’. He has a degree in Philosophy, Politics and Economics from University College London and resides in Buckinghamshire, England.




Reading the conference schedule, Yasmin noticed that Daniel’s speech the following day would be ‘Seven science-backed ways to boost customer loyalty: how to ensure your customers keep coming back for more’.

‘Pfft,’ she said, closing the brochure. ‘How interesting... Not.’ 

But her curiosity was satisfied. She dropped the brochure onto the floor beside the bed and found an old episode of CSI to watch.


Chapter 9

Richard starts his research




Daniel’s business trip to the States had given Richard the opportunity to start his interviews. He wasn’t intending to keep his actions secret from Daniel, but it felt more respectful to start investigating Lisa’s death while he was out of the country.

He walked up Bella and Jeff Bowes-Cartwright’s long gravel driveway as they were getting into their shiny black Range Rover. As he passed a viburnum shrub covered in clusters of white flowers, he was met with a heady, almost jasmine-like, scent. 

Bella started the engine, but turned it off as she saw him approach. She opened the car window and glanced at the notebook in Richard’s hand.

‘Have you got a few minutes to answer some questions about Lisa?’

‘What?’ she asked, her scarlet lips contorting in surprise. ‘What sort of questions, Richard?’

‘I don’t think her death was an accident. And...’

‘What do you mean? Of course it was an accident!’

‘I think the police may have missed a few things. I want them to take another look at the case and if I can find more evidence maybe they’ll consider...’ He could feel himself stumbling over his words as he rushed to get them out.

‘Okay, darling,’ interrupted Bella, the stern look on her face softening into patronising sympathy. ‘I know you loved Lisa as much as the rest of us. None of us want to believe what happened. But the police have already done a thorough job and the inquest has taken place. Now we all have to begin our path to acceptance. It’s hard, darling, I know.’ She reached out of the car window and patted him on the shoulder with a pudgy hand and a flash of scarlet nails.

‘That’s a nice manicure, Bella.’

‘Thank you, sweetie!’

‘I’m assuming you don’t want to ruin your nails pulling up all that ground elder over there?’ Richard pointed at the large flowerbed along the driveway, which was filled with blossoming white tulips and green weeds.

‘Oh no. Has it come up again?’

‘I’m afraid so. Even just the tiniest bit of root left in the ground can grow back into a new plant.’

‘There’s a job for Jeff, then.’ Bella patted her husband’s knee. Jeff made a groaning sound.

‘Or I can sort it for you now. It will only take me twenty minutes.’

‘Oh Richy, you do make me laugh. Always looking for a business opportunity, aren’t you? Will five pounds cover it?’ Bella rummaged in her small red handbag to find her purse.

‘That’s fine. Thank you Bella.’ 

She handed him a five pound note.

‘Do you have a moment to tell me what you remember from the New Year’s Eve party?’

‘Sweetheart, you don’t give up, do you? I want to forget all about the party. It was horrific. If you want to know if I saw anything suspicious, I didn’t. And neither did Jeff, did you darling?’ 

Jeff shook his head and checked his watch. 

Bella put her purse back in her handbag. ‘There wasn’t anything suspicious. Just a tragic, tragic accident. Listen, we have to go now Rich. Take my advice, darling, and don’t start thinking there’s more to it. I know it’s probably just your way of dealing with the grief. I know it’s tough. Tell me about it, she was a good friend.’ Bella rested her hand on her chest to emphasise this. ‘Get yourself back to that pub after you’ve pulled up the weeds and have a few stiff ones.’ 

She started the engine again and the Range Rover began to pull away with a crunch of gravel. ‘And get rid of that notebook!’ 

The car window closed and the Bowes-Cartwrights drove off.




★★★




There was a warmer welcome from Liz Talbot when Richard knocked on the door of her wonky, low-beamed cottage. An overweight ginger cat wrapped itself around his legs as she invited him in. Richard stepped inside and followed her through to the kitchen, where she gestured for him to sit at a small wooden table. She was wearing a pink and brown tasselled kaftan. 

‘Coffee?’ 

He nodded, placing his notebook and pen on the table. The cat jumped up onto the cream Aga. 

‘I would offer you some homemade cookies, but I left them in the oven too long and they were only fit for the dog. Mind you, the cat had some too. I got told off by the vet the other day; he’s a stone and a half. Can you believe it? The cat, that is, not the vet. I’ve got to give him low-calorie food, which is a shame as he loves my baking disasters.’ 

Liz made a fuss of the cat, then placed two mugs of coffee on the table. 

‘So what’s this all about?’ She sat opposite Richard and pushed her curly hair out of her face.

‘I’m trying to find out what happened to Lisa.’ 

The lines on Liz’s usually smiling face sank downwards. ‘What do you mean find out? We know what happened.’

‘I don’t think it was an accident.’

‘What do you think it was, then?’

‘Murder.’ 

Liz recoiled in her seat, flinging her hands over her mouth. She gazed at him for a second or two and then leaned forward on the table again.

‘You mustn’t say things like that, Richy, you really mustn’t. Do you even realise what you’re suggesting? Why would anyone want to murder Lisa?’

‘I don’t know. But I don’t think she would have got so drunk that she fell off the roof. That wasn’t like her.’

‘You’re right, Rich. It wasn’t like her at all.’ A podgy silver tabby cat strode into the kitchen. 

‘But just because you can’t imagine it happening doesn’t mean it didn’t. Terrible accidents happen and it’s very difficult to come to terms with them. Sometimes we never do. I lost my sister when I was little. It was over thirty years ago and the pain is still there every day.’ Liz looked down at her coffee and dabbed her eyes with a hankie she had pulled out from under her sleeve. 

Richard opened his notebook and decided to brave the questions. ‘I just want to ask what you remember about that night. And if I can get enough information together maybe it will support the verdict that it was an accident and I can be at peace that it wasn’t anything more than that.’

‘Okay, fine. What do you want to ask?’ Liz sat back in her chair with an air of resignation and wiped another tear from her eye. 

Uneasily, Richard got his pen ready and cleared his throat. ‘Do you remember speaking to Lisa at the party?’

‘Yes, as soon as we arrived. She was in the hallway greeting guests. She looked beautiful, as always. She was wearing a black dress and had on some gorgeous sparkly earrings Daniel had bought her for Christmas. After that... I think I saw her again in the sitting room. She was circulating, you know, making sure she spoke to everyone. So I didn’t have a long chat with her at any time. She was being the hostess, which she was very good at, of course. 

‘I remember now that she had some fabulous shoes on, too. Black patent leather with heels that looked like they were made of steel. Killer heels, literally! I couldn’t get away with wearing a pair like that. And then I’m sure I saw her a few more times, but not to talk to. It’s hazy, to be honest. I’d had a few glasses of wine. Oh, and that lovely spiced champagne they were serving at the bar in the garden. That was pretty lethal stuff. Gorgeous, though, as you would expect. 

‘And then... there were the fireworks. And then, Oh God, I don’t want to even think about it.’ Liz’s eyes turned watery again. ‘I just heard a big commotion outside. David and I went out, but there was a big crowd over there and we didn’t want to get in the way. They managed to get a doctor to look at her - luckily they had a friend who was a doctor - and they were saying she’d fallen. 

‘How she fell, I don’t know. She was on her own up there, apparently. I think the police accounted for everyone, so there was no one up there with her. That’s why it can’t be murder, Richy. It’s all been investigated. It’s just such a tragic waste. So sad.’ Tears rolled down Liz’s cheeks and she dabbed them with the handkerchief again.

Richard felt uncomfortable. He closed his notebook. There were more questions he wanted to ask, but he didn’t feel he could at that moment.

‘I’m sorry, Liz. I’ve made you upset.’

‘Oh don’t worry, Richy, I know you’re upset too. I know you cared about Lisa very much. We all did. And these things always happen to the people who least deserve it. Only the good die young, as they say.’ She gave her face a final wipe with the hankie and shoved it back up her sleeve.

‘Do you think David would talk to me?’

‘He might. But he was with me for most of the evening, so you won’t really hear anything different from him. In fact, he was hammered so I don’t think he remembers much at all,’ Liz forced a laugh. 

‘Try him if you want,’ she stood up from her chair, ‘but like I say, you won’t get a lot from him. I couldn’t tell you much, could I?’ 

Richard stood up, grabbing his notebook and pen. ‘Thank you for talking to me, Liz.’

‘No problem.’ She escorted him to the front door. ‘Mind how you go now. And Richy?’

‘Yes?’

‘Please be careful. No one is going to appreciate you doing this. You know that, don’t you? Everyone’s still feeling very raw and few people are going to be as understanding as I’ve been. Just watch out.’

‘Thank you, Liz.’ He stepped out of the door and she closed it behind him.




★★★




Richard felt uneasy approaching people and asking them questions, but the desire to uncover what had happened was too strong to stop. He walked up the path to what had once been the vicarage. It was now home to Harriet Smith, Lisa’s closest friend, and her husband Andrew. 

The brass knocker on the powder blue door made a noise that echoed along the hallway within. Eventually, he heard the click of the latch and the door opened about a foot. Harriet stood in the gap. Tall and willowy with her long red hair hanging loose over her shoulders, she was wearing a dark dress decorated with amber and turquoise printed flowers.

‘Hello, Richard. What do you want?’

‘I’ve been talking to a few people about Lisa.’

‘Why?’

‘Just a few questions about the night she died.’

‘And what are you going to do with the answers to those questions?’ 

The door didn’t open any further, so he continued talking through the gap. ‘Well, I... If I can find out that it wasn’t an accident I can hopefully put together some evidence to give the police.’

‘But the police have already done their job, Richard.’

‘I know. But I think they missed a few things.’

‘Such as what?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.’ 

The door opened slightly wider. Harriet let go of the latch and folded her arms across her chest. ‘Okay, what are you wanting to ask?’

‘I want to know what you remember from the evening.’ He opened his notebook at a new page and got his pen ready. 

Harriet leaned against the doorframe and fixed her green eyes on the small olive tree in a pot by the door.

‘Well, Andrew and I got there about eight. You can ask my nanny, she’ll tell you when we left. And then Lisa was greeting everyone when we arrived. We went into the sitting room and chatted. The food was all laid out in the dining room and being served on trays. 

‘The bar in the garden was lovely, oh and then there was the ice rink. That was a brilliant laugh. We all had a go on that.’ Her face brightened at the memory. ‘I don’t remember seeing Lisa on the rink. She probably had a skate, but she spent her time chatting to everyone most of the time. She seemed her normal, happy self.’ Harriet tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with her long, slender fingers.

‘Mum!’ came a call from within the house.

‘Just a minute!’ called Harriet over her shoulder. ‘I have to be quick now,’ she said to Richard. ‘Erm what else? That was all really. It was a good evening until... well you know what happened.’

‘Where were you when Lisa died?’

‘In the kitchen. And then outside for the fireworks display. And it was during the display she fell. And... Oh God.’ Harriet cupped her face in her hands.

‘Mum.... Mum!’ Harriet breathed heavily into her hands and then called over her shoulder again.

‘I said just a minute!’ She turned back to Richard, her pale face suddenly red and blotchy. ‘There was nothing any of us could have done by that stage. I’m sorry, Richard, this is too difficult. I haven’t got the time and actually I don’t want to be talking about this at all. You need to stop asking people questions. It’s not healthy. In fact, it’s a little bit... sick. Oh, I wish I hadn’t started talking to you now. I need a tissue.’

‘Okay. I’m sorry, Harriet. Thank you for talking to me.’ The blue door closed before he had turned to walk away.




★★★




Later that evening, Richard sat on his bed with his back against the wall and his laptop beside him. Downstairs he could hear the hum of voices and laughter in the bar. Plato lay in his bed, chewing on a dried pig’s ear one of Richard’s customers had given him earlier that day. His amateur detective work seemed futile. None of Lisa’s friends had heard or seen anything suspicious, and few people wanted to talk to him in detail anyway. It was difficult to know whether they simply had no useful information or whether they were hiding something. Did everyone really believe Lisa’s death was an accident or was it just convenient to think that? The task he had set himself felt impossible.

Richard began to type up the notes from his interviews. He was convinced that sooner or later clues would emerge. He just had to stay hopeful.


Chapter 10

An evening date




‘Why don’t you take some time out to visit the stands today? You might find some interesting people to talk to.’ It was breakfast time and Marie was wearing a red suit. ‘Vintage Valentino,’ she had told Yasmin. 

Once again, she was posting small pieces of croissant into her mouth. Yasmin had found the cornflakes this time.

‘Okay.’

‘They’re handing out some freebies: notebooks, pens, flash drives. You should take a look.’

‘I will.’ It was difficult to get excited about free pens.

‘But get some more meetings confirmed first.’ Marie paused and looked at Yasmin’s jacket. ‘Is that a new suit?’

‘No, it’s just an old one.’ She was wearing her smart navy suit, which she usually avoided because the trousers were too tight.

‘Well, you look very professional this morning. I thought that when I saw you walk in.’

‘Thank you.’ Yasmin felt awkward accepting compliments from Marie as they were so rare.

‘And your hair’s under control, too. Well done.’ 

Half a tube of de-frizz balm had done the trick. Yasmin had made an effort to look her best for her second lunch with Daniel.

After breakfast, Yasmin set up her temporary desk in the lobby lounge. The following day, she and Marie would be travelling to Boston for two weeks of meetings in Massachusetts and New Hampshire. After that, they would take a flight out west to Oregon, where the company’s first US office was about to open. It would be Yasmin’s job to look at the serviced offices in the city and draw up a shortlist for Marie to visit. Once they moved into the office, Yasmin would help with the recruitment of new staff. She hoped one of them would be a new assistant for Marie, giving her the opportunity for promotion.

‘You won’t always be doing the donkey work,’ Marie had told her a few times. ‘You’re a bright girl, I’m sure I can have you working on something else before long. And more money, too. I’ve been working on this for a long time and things are really taking off now. Take a piece of my advice: this is incredibly valuable experience for a young girl like you. Over the next couple of years you’ll learn tenfold what they can teach you in business school.’ 

Yasmin had been excited by the prospects her job offered. She still wanted to be a features writer, but she was learning that sometimes life offered unexpected opportunities. The only problem with working for Marie was Marie herself.

The morning went well, with six confirmed meetings and a further four that had been provisionally booked in. The spreadsheet started to fill up and, as lunchtime drew near, Yasmin glanced around to see if Daniel was about. Would he remember their lunch arrangement? Was it an official arrangement or just something he had casually mentioned that might or might not happen? 

The thought of talking about Mandala Life didn’t fill her with excitement, but she liked the idea of seeing him again. A loud buzz of voices suggested that the conference delegates were leaving the morning session. Would Daniel come and find her? Would he know where she was? Yasmin thought about packing up her things and hanging around by the conference room doors. Would that look desperate? 

Marie strode over and was pleased when Yasmin told her about the meetings she had arranged. She even admired the spreadsheet.

‘When you find a moment, I’d appreciate you nipping over to Starbucks again for me. If you don’t have other plans, that is.’

Yasmin waited a little longer for Daniel. The minutes ticked by and her stomach started rumbling. He had only mentioned lunch casually. It looked increasingly likely that it wasn’t going to happen, so she decided to make her trip to Starbucks alone. 

Pausing on Sixth Avenue, she found herself glancing at every youngish man who passed her by in a suit. She checked her phone to see if there was a message from Daniel, even though they hadn’t exchanged numbers. It would have been a boring lunch anyway, she told herself as she joined the queue in Starbucks. She bought herself a chicken wrap and a skinny latte, along with the espresso macchiato for Marie. 

‘I can’t think of anything worse than having to spend my lunchtime talking to Daniel about his business,’ she muttered to herself as she returned to the lobby lounge. Nevertheless, she glanced around for a tall, good-looking man in his thirties with short, dark hair wearing a nice suit. 

She told herself she wasn’t disappointed as she got back to work on the spreadsheet. But disappointment was followed by anger that he had stood her up on their vague arrangement. Had she had unrealistic expectations? Perhaps he had suggested lunch to lots of people the previous day and then decided on his favourite person to lunch with when the time came. Perhaps he had forgotten about his target demographic plans. Whatever the reason, he was clearly unreliable. Yasmin wasn’t sure why she was wasting so much time analysing his actions. 

While she had been distracted with her thoughts, she had somehow lost some of the columns on her spreadsheet. The ‘undo’ command didn’t work, which meant she was going to have to redo some of her work. She hated Excel with a passion. The urge to run out of the hotel and do something more exciting gripped her once again.

Yasmin distracted herself with the trade stands later that afternoon, filling a goodie bag with free pens, notepads, stress balls and novelty flash drives. She posted Marie’s business cards into each prize draw she came across and repeatedly passed by the stand offering free cupcakes.

‘I’m eating with Bernadette Stridmark at eight if you’d like to join us?’ She hadn’t noticed Marie appear at her side, the expensive red suit making her look like a tomato. 

‘I was planning on going for a walk. I haven’t seen much of New York yet.’

‘Of course you haven’t. I forget this is the first time you’ve been here. Okay, you go for your walk and I’ll meet Bernadette,’ said Marie with a martyred air.




★★★




Yasmin fancied a ride on the subway. Dressed in her jeans and bomber jacket once again, she walked past the vast concrete walls of the hotel to Seventh Avenue station. Where should she take the subway to? Were there any parts of Manhattan she needed to avoid? Was Harlem dangerous or was that a myth? 

As she approached the green railings by the steps of the station, she stopped at a diner advertising its world-famous cheesecake and searched for Harlem on her phone. 

‘Caught up with you! Didn’t you hear me calling?’ A man’s voice, slightly breathless from running, came from behind her.

Daniel.

Yasmin’s heart performed a small flip. She was pleased to see him, and even more pleased that he had exerted himself for her benefit. 

Daniel was hard to recognise in his off-duty khaki shirt and jeans. His sunglasses were pushed up on top of his head and he was red and sweaty, which she found strangely attractive. 

‘I need to get fit again,’ he panted. ‘Where are you off to?’ 

‘I don’t know yet.’ She looked at the phone in her hand, pretending to be calm and unfazed by his appearance. ‘I was just looking a few places up before I got on the subway.’

‘How about the Village?’

‘The Village?’

‘Greenwich Village. You’d love it. Lots of bars and restaurants. Worth a visit.’

‘Sounds nice.’

‘We could go there together. If you want to, that is. I know it quite well, so I could show you some places.’ 

‘Yes please,’ said Yasmin silently, desperately trying to keep a lid on her emotions and reminding herself about the lunch date that hadn’t happened that day. 

‘I need to apologise about earlier. I know I suggested we had lunch again but I got stuck with lots of questions after my session this morning.’

‘Was that the “Seven science-backed ways to boost customer loyalty” one?’

‘It was!’ He looked impressed. ‘Not a very interesting topic, I know. It’s just courtesy to make yourself available for questions afterwards but, jeez, some people go on! And I realised I didn’t have your mobile number or any idea where you’d be. So I’m sorry. I got about ten minutes for lunch and then it was on to the afternoon session. Anyway, that’s boring. Do you forgive me?’

‘Well, I suppose I do, yeah.’




★★★




It wasn’t easy to talk over the rattling noise of the subway train, but they managed. Daniel asked Yasmin about her day and she asked him what it was like to speak in front of two thousand people. 

‘I just take a deep breath and smile.’ A very nice smile too, thought Yasmin. ‘And I practise a lot in front of the mirror. That sounds a bit vain, doesn’t it?’ 

They hung onto a pole next to a group of girls who were overwhelmed by shopping bags. Perfume and bubblegum scents mingled in the air, fusing with the fusty public transport smell. Daniel’s hand briefly touched Yasmin’s as they held the pole. She instinctively moved it away, then wondered why she had reacted that way.

‘I should tell you, I accidentally spilt coffee all over you.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. On the conference brochure. It was an accident. I cleaned your face up with toilet paper.’ 

‘That’s kind of you, thanks.’ Daniel smiled again. Yasmin tried not to find him attractive because she couldn’t get attached to anyone while there was so much travel involved in her work. The following day she and Marie would be leaving, so this was probably the last day she would ever see Daniel.

The train stopped at Rockefeller Center, then Bryant Park. In their crowded carriage was a young Hispanic woman with a stroller, a black guy in a Rastafarian hat, a student with a brightly coloured duffle bag and several commuters listening to music or reading books until they reached their stops. Herald Square passed by and then the train stopped at West 4th Street.

‘This is us,’ said Daniel. 

Yasmin followed him off the train and along a white tiled walkway lined with adverts and signs for New York University.

‘So what did you think of the subway?’ asked Daniel as they climbed the steps up to the street.

‘Not too different from the tube really, is it?’

‘Do you miss London?’

‘Yeah, I do. Which is why I like it here. There’s a lot that reminds me of home.’

They were walking along a tree-lined street of red and brown townhouses, each of which was four or five storeys high. Wide stone steps with ornate bannisters ran up to the front door of each house. Some were homes, while others were bars and cafes with awnings and outdoor seating. Iron fire escapes zigzagged down the side of each building. 

Although it didn’t feel like a village, Yasmin could see why it was described as one compared with the soaring glass, steel and concrete of midtown. The grid street layout didn’t apply here, with roads leading off in different directions as they did in London. Students, dog walkers and women pushing trendy strollers passed by. It had been another sunny day and, as the sky glowed orange and the sun cast its shadows, the pavements and bricks retained some warmth. Yasmin felt glad Daniel was showing her this place, otherwise she would have left New York the following day without knowing it was there.

‘Famous writers have lived in Greenwich over the years: Henry James, Louisa May Alcott, F Scott Fitzgerald, Dylan Thomas, Jack Kerouac... Many of them big drinkers, of course. Like our friend Jackson Pollock. In fact, he lived here as well. And so did Andy Warhol. I think he did anyway. I know Andy Warhol Eats a Hamburger was filmed somewhere around here. Have you seen it?’

‘No, I thought he just did those famous prints. I didn’t realise he made films, too.’

‘He did lots. The hamburger one’s hilarious. Look it up on YouTube.’ He stopped at an Irish pub. ‘Shall we have a drink here to remind us of home?’

‘Sounds good to me. Not that I’m Irish.’


Chapter 11

Dinner with Daniel




They sat at a small oak table beneath a retro Guinness advert with a pint of stout each. The bar was busy and most of the tables around them were occupied by students.

'So tell me what you think about the Mandala Life brand,' said Daniel.

Was this really all they were going to talk about? Yasmin wondered. She told him it was hard to persuade cash-strapped twenty-somethings to splash out on luxury home furnishings when many of them couldn't afford their own homes.

'I see your point.' Daniel removed his sunglasses from his head and smoothed his hair into place. 'We're considering a budget range. That's not an appealing description, I know, but we'd give it a name like, er... I don't know, Mandala Life Eco or something, and the price point would be lower. So sofas would have a starting point of about a thousand pounds.'

'A thousand pounds for a sofa? That's a month's wages for me.'

'Then Marie isn't paying you very well, is she?'

'She covers hotels and travel. But I don't think I'm your target demographic, if I'm honest.'

'Where would you buy a sofa from?'

'Ikea maybe. Or one of those places that are always advertising furniture sales on the telly. You can get a sofa from them for three hundred quid - reduced from two thousand - and interest-free credit for a year. Bargain.' 

She ran a finger around the edge of her glass. Loud laughter from the next table made Yasmin feel she was missing out on something.

'This isn't the most fascinating conversation we could be having, is it?' Daniel said, sipping his drink. 'Listen... this target demographic thing. I'm not being very serious about that. I came up with it as an excuse to see you again.' 

The back of Yasmin’s neck tingled pleasantly. 'Really?' she croaked, gulping a large mouthful of stout as she thought about what to say.

'Yes, don't look so surprised.' 

But she was. She should have guessed that he liked her a little bit, but probably only because he was lonely in New York and didn’t have anyone else to spend his evening with.

'Well, thank you.' She struggled to find the right words. I like you too? No, that was corny. 

'So you made up the idea of Mandala Life Eco so we had something to talk about?'

'No, we're still going to do something like that. At some point.' The silence between them felt awkward, and he ruffled his hair impatiently. 'Well, that killed the conversation slightly. Shall we get some food?'




★★★




They got the last table at a small Italian restaurant Daniel had been to before. Black and white photos of early twentieth-century Italian streets hung on the dark panelled walls, while waiters bustled efficiently among the diners. Their table had a white tablecloth and a single lily in a vase, making Yasmin feel like she was on a date. 

It was a nice way for the evening to turn out, apart from the fact that she felt underdressed in her T-shirt with the strawberry on the front, along with her jeans and bomber jacket. The make-up she had put on at eight that morning had pretty much vanished from her face. But she had been planning a trip on the subway, not dinner with Daniel. He could have been more direct and asked her to dinner properly in advance, giving her a chance to wear one of the smart outfits she had in the wardrobe back at the hotel.

There was a bottle of red wine on the table and her glass was quickly emptying even before the food arrived. There was a warmth in her stomach and bubbles of excitement in her chest. She felt tipsy. Daniel said he liked her. Did she like him? Well, she did a bit. 

She watched him chat to the waiter about the menu and started to appreciate his dark eyes, prominent cheekbones and strong jawline. Admittedly, he was good-looking. He reminded her of an actor, maybe Ben Affleck or someone similar who she was planning to interview when she was a successful features writer. He looked over to her and she glanced away, embarrassed to have been caught staring. Then she realised the waiter was awaiting her order.

'Oh, erm, risotto con pollo e funghi porcini, please. Did I say that right?' The waiter nodded and wrote her order down. She drained her glass.

‘It’s so nice to relax,’ said Yasmin. ‘It’s quite hard to chill out in Marie’s company.’

‘Why’s that then?’ asked Daniel.

‘Well, you’ve met her! She’s so uptight and intense and-’ She noticed him smirking, ‘Oh, you’re joking, aren’t you? It’s obvious no one can relax in her company. She prides herself on making people feel as uncomfortable as possible. Although I think you succeeded in making her pretty uneasy at the drinks reception.’ Yasmin laughed.

‘When was that?’ Daniel refilled her glass.

‘When she was asking about your wife.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Daniel smiled. ‘Well she asked for it. She was being nosy, but pretending not to be. I think I said something about personal tragedy making me public property.’

‘Good for you. She’s a very nosy person.’




★★★




'This judo business,' said Daniel as they ate. 'Why did you learn that?'

'I grew up in Hackney, so I thought it would be useful for self-defence. I got mugged a couple of years ago and it came in useful. He got away, unfortunately, but with bruises.'

'You grew up in Hackney? I can see why you wanted to defend yourself.'

'Actually, I was mugged in Pimlico. And these days there are houses in Hackney selling for a million, but not where I lived. Mum and I had a flat in a tower block. The lifts smelt of piss, but we never had any problems there. Apart from when the flat below us caught fire. That was quite scary. And you had to ignore the needles and drunk blokes in the stairwell. They didn't give me any trouble, though.'

'Because you were good at judo.'

'Possibly.'

He asked about her mum and she told him how she had supplemented her income as a youth support worker by singing at West End clubs.

'She'd always wanted to be a singer, but she had to get a proper job to pay the bills.' 

When Yasmin was little her grandparents had looked after her while her mum was performing. They had a terraced house nearby. 

'And to think all three of them are gone now.' Yasmin took a large sip from her glass and pretended to be interested in something at the far end of the restaurant so Daniel wouldn't see the dampness in her eyes.

'And your dad?'

'He was a musician. He left when I was a baby. I've seen him a few times, but not for a few years now. He lives in Birmingham or somewhere up north.'

'Birmingham isn't up north,' laughed Daniel.

'Well, somewhere like that. I've seen more of the States than I have of the UK. I don't think I've been outside the M25.'

'I shouldn't laugh, because what you're telling me is quite sad. Effectively, you're an orphan?'

'No, because my dad is still alive.'

'But you don't really know him?'

'No.'

'And Marie is your replacement mother?'

'God no.' 

Daniel laughed again.




★★★




It took a while to hail a cab from the restaurant. They walked along a dark street, where restaurants were closing up for the evening, awnings were being folded away and the pavement was being swept. A cab with its light on approached, stopping when Daniel held out his hand.

'Here you go,' he said, opening the rear door for Yasmin. She was about to get in when he stopped her. 'No, wait. Let this lady have the taxi.' 

Yasmin noticed a woman standing alone on the sidewalk behind them.

'Okay...' She retracted her leg from the footwell of the taxi. 

The woman remonstrated slightly, not wanting to steal their cab, but Daniel insisted.

'We can walk on and find another,’ he said as the taxi left. ‘She was on her own.'

‘That’s a nice gesture. My opinion of you is improving all the time,' Yasmin laughed.

‘Good.' He took her hand in his and she felt her arm tingle.




★★★




The hand-holding left Yasmin struggling for words. What should she say now? Mention the fact they were holding hands or keep talking as if it wasn’t happening? She decided on the latter and asked Daniel about his company again. She wanted to pick up some insider information to boast to Marie about. The need to prove herself was a bit desperate, she knew that, but Marie brought it out in her. 

'Think of Ikea and then think of the complete opposite,' said Daniel. 'That's Mandala Life. Have you ever tried to make a piece of flat-pack furniture?'

'I made a futon once.'

'Painful, isn't it? I can guarantee you'd never find a piece of flat-pack furniture at Mandala Life.'

'And that's why it's expensive.'

'I prefer the word quality to expensive. It's built to last. Cheap furniture is a false economy, you know.'

'Not if you can only afford to buy cheap furniture. You were like that once.'

'How do you know?' he asked, looking puzzled.

'The lift, remember? Your life story?'

'Oh yeah... I didn't think you were listening. You were too busy being grumpy in the corner.'

'I wasn't grumpy! I was just bored.'

'And rude.'

'I was not rude!'

'Okay then, you were offhand.'

'I didn't warm to that Mike bloke.'

'Well I quite enjoyed myself in the lift actually, especially when you tried to climb out.'

'Don't!' She went to hit his arm, but he playfully grabbed her wrist and put his other arm around her shoulders.

'You're not trying any more judo on me, you know. Look, this place is still open. Let's get a nightcap.' He ushered her through the door of a dimly lit bar filled with men.

'Is this a gay bar?'

'I think so. What are you drinking?'


Chapter 12

Richard’s interviews




Richard hadn’t expected anyone to be at home when he started up the lawnmower in the garden of Walnut Cottage. Within a minute, Jane Easington was skipping across the lawn towards him. He turned the mower off.

‘Would you mind starting with the weeds first?’ she asked. Jane had a square face and always wore a scarf over her mousey hair. ‘I don’t mind if the mowing waits until next week, but the weeds have just come up out of nowhere. I looked out this morning and thought, “Woah, where did that lot come from?”’ 

Richard had always liked Jane. She wore soft, flowing clothes and was an interior designer. She had done some consultancy with Mandala Life in the past. Richard remembered seeing her meeting with Lisa in her kitchen.

‘I can do both if you like, Mrs Easington.’

‘But you only have two hours.’

‘I can do an extra two. I’ve only got one other job on today.’

‘Are you sure? I’ll pay you for four, then.’

‘No, just pay me for two. But I’d like to ask a favour in return.’

‘What’s the favour?’ She held her hand up over her eyes to block out the sun.

‘I’d like to know more about the Ward’s New Year’s Eve party. Did you go?’

‘Yes I did,’ she said, lowering her hand. ‘It’s so sad. I haven’t been out for the evening since, you know. Not in the mood.’ Her eyes looked moist.

‘What do you remember from the evening?’

‘I don’t like to think about it,’ she replied curtly.

‘Before the accident happened.’

‘Bits here and there. Um... most people from the village were there. I wasn’t what I would call a friend of Daniel and Lisa,’ her voice wobbled, ‘I was a colleague really. We did some work together.’

‘Did you see either of them during the evening?’

‘I did, yes, and I chatted to them both. Just pleasantries really. Why are you asking me these questions?’

‘I’m not sure the police and the inquest did a thorough job. I think there was more to Lisa’s death than it just being an accident.’

‘Do you really? Why?’ Jane looked puzzled.

‘Just a hunch more than anything. I don’t see how someone could accidentally fall off a roof like that. Especially not Lisa, from her own roof terrace.’

‘I agree. It sounds a bit odd.’ Jane pulled the scarf from her hair and used a corner to dab her eyes. ‘Not that I saw anything odd. It was a fairly ordinary party. I mean, it was a good party, but nothing out of the ordinary happened until... well, you know what.’

‘Can you talk me through what you did?’

‘I think so. Not that it’s very interesting.’ 

He listened while she recalled the evening. She had spoken to Lisa and Daniel separately, chatted with friends and had a few drinks, which had made her memory hazy. 

‘The ice rink they’d put up in the garden was wonderful. I couldn’t skate as I’d hurt my leg at the gym, so I was watching Mike and a few of our friends. They kept falling over of course. Very funny. Oh, and some poor woman managed to drop her phone in the pond behind me. I turned round and there was Daniel practically lying on the ground with both hands in the water; up to his elbows, sleeves rolled up. It must have been freezing! I thought it was very honourable of him.’

‘Did he find the phone?’

‘He did, bless him. I’m surprised he didn’t get frostbite! Both hands in the freezing cold water, like I say, up to here,’ she pointed at her elbow, as if the point needed stressing further, ‘just to find the phone. I can’t imagine it worked after that.’

‘And whose phone was it?’

‘I don’t know. There was quite a group of people there. Anyway, that was the fun part and then later on the mood changed somewhat. But there you go. What can you do?’ Jane wiped her eyes. ‘So, how are you going to find out whether it was an accident or not?’

‘I’m not sure yet.’

‘If I think of anything I saw that might help, I’ll let you know. But I don’t know where you should start, to be honest. If the police didn’t find anything suspicious, it’s going to be tricky, isn’t it?’ 

He nodded. 

‘I’ll bring you out a coffee when I’ve made one.’ She walked back across the lawn to the house.




★★★




A few hours later, Richard left Walnut Cottage in his old Fiat, his lawnmower and gardening equipment towing along behind in a shabby trailer. He took a detour along a narrow country lane to a house that was being built on the site of an old bungalow, the trailer bouncing noisily over the potholes. He had seen Lee Ridgeway working at the new house, and Lee was a handyman who regularly did jobs for Daniel. There was a chance he had been at the party. 

Richard had spoken to him at the pub a few times in the past, but wasn’t sure how co-operative Lee would be when it came to answering questions. A light drizzle was starting to fall as Richard parked his car. The workmen were loading up a white van, finishing up for the day as the rain came in.

‘I’m looking for Lee,’ he said to a young bloke wearing a hard hat and a high-visibility jacket. The man gestured towards the back of the house. Richard found Lee next to a half-built wall packing tools into a box. He was tall with a square, craggy face and narrow eyes. He acknowledged Richard with a nod.

‘Hi Lee, can you help me out with a few questions?’

‘About what?’

‘Did you go to the New Year’s Eve party at the Wards’?’

‘Oh that, yeah. I was working there that night. I was helping with the fireworks.’ Lee stopped what he was doing and wiped his brow with the back of his hand.

‘Can you tell me what you remember?’

‘If you want. Why though?’

‘I think the police may have missed something that night. I just wanted to make sure they got their facts right.’

‘The rozzers missed something? Like what?’

‘I’m not sure yet. I’m just asking around. I was wondering if you could help.’

‘Er, okay. Can we make it quick, though? It’s starting to piss it down.’ 

Richard nodded. 

‘The main thing I remember... Well, I’ll tell you what really stuck in my mind before the accident. They let the fireworks off early.’

‘How early?’

‘I reckon it was about five minutes. I didn’t check my watch when they went off, but after when I looked I saw it was just gone midnight. That’s when I realised they’d let them off early.’

‘And who decided when the fireworks went off?’

‘Daniel. He came out of the house telling the geezer doing the firing to set them off. The geezer couldn’t check his watch because he had all his fire retardant stuff on. I didn’t have none of that on, so I ducked out the way while he did the firing and it was only afterwards that I looked at my watch. Next thing I know she goes and falls off the roof.’ He took his hard hat off and smoothed his short hair down.

‘What time was that?’

‘Just after the fireworks finished. I didn’t see her fall or nothing, it was dark. I just heard all the commotion when they found her. I ran over to see if there was anything I could do, but there was a whole crowd round her by that stage. I saw a woman on the phone to the ambulance and Daniel was there. I figured there weren’t a lot I could do. And they had a doctor, too. He was one of the guests. Weren’t a lot he could do either. Very sad. The whole thing’s tragic. Why are you trying to find out all this, anyway?’

‘I’m not sure it was an accident.’

‘Nah, it was definitely an accident, mate. Everyone was enjoying the fireworks and then she just fell. Had a few drinks like everyone does at a New Year’s Eve party. What a waste. Anyway, the police looked at it all, didn’t they? Had to check it weren’t the husband pushing her off or something. If he’d done it they’d have found him out. And Daniel had an alibi, so he’s in the clear. Just an accident, mate. I haven’t got any useful information, have I? Probably because there ain’t none.’

‘Thank you for talking to me, Lee.’

‘Like I say, no problem. Reckon you wanna be on CSI or something like that? Sherlock Holmes!’ Lee started to laugh. 

Another workman approached. ‘You packed up yet, Lee?’

‘Almost. I’ve been chatting to Sherlock Holmes here. Doing his detective work.’

‘Oh yeah? He needs one of them, what is it? Magnifying glasses. That’s the one.’

‘See you later,’ Richard said, smiling at them both and making a quick exit.


Chapter 13

A proposition




The telephone’s shrill ring felt like a knife piercing Yasmin’s head. She reached out for the receiver and held it to her ear.

‘Hello?’ she croaked. Her tongue had the texture of carpet. Who would be ringing her in the middle of the night?

‘Yasmin? Are you planning on coming down to breakfast?’ Glancing at the curtains, Yasmin noticed there was a chink of daylight showing between them. Oh no. 

‘Yes,’ she replied to Marie, ‘just forgot to set my alarm.’

‘Get ready as quick as you can, busy day today. We’ve got a flight to catch at two.’ 

Even worse.

She sat herself up in bed, her head aching and spinning from the alcohol the previous night. She remembered holding hands with Daniel Ward, drinking shots with him in a gay bar, and then... the rest was tricky to recollect. 

At least she had ended up back in her own hotel room. Alone. It could have been much worse. Or could it? She was gripped by paranoia that she had said or done something very stupid the night before and that Daniel now hated her. It was probably a good thing she was jetting off to Boston and wouldn’t see him again. On balance, it was also a shame because she had enjoyed the evening. 

And hadn’t he said something about liking her? He probably said that to all the girls. A young, rich, good-looking, single man – if you discounted the recently deceased wife - like him probably had women flocking after him wherever he went. Even Marie’s icy heart melted slightly in his presence. 

Yasmin stumbled out of bed and into the shower.




★★★




At midday, Yasmin stood in the hotel lobby wearing her black trouser suit with a black top underneath. She had chosen to wear black because she felt mournful about leaving New York.

And Daniel.

Had he enjoyed their evening together? She hoped so. She also hoped that much of it was hazy for him, so that if she had embarrassed herself he wouldn’t remember. Yasmin’s battered blue case sat at her feet and her laptop bag hung from her left shoulder. The hangover had left her feeling hungry. What she needed was an enormous steak and chips or a pile of pancakes and maple syrup. Perhaps both. She was starving. 

The hotel’s rotating doors spun continuously as people came and went, while Marie argued with the reception staff about her bill. Beyond the doors, a queue of yellow cabs waited. One of them would soon be taking them to the airport. 

It felt too soon to leave; there so much more she wanted to do in New York. She wanted to say goodbye to Daniel, but there had been no sign of him. There was little chance of seeing him again unless he strode into the lobby at that moment. 

She checked her watch. Their Boston flight would be taking off in two hours. They had to leave right away, but Marie’s remonstrations were still echoing from the reception desk. Yasmin hoped no one would realise she was with her; she would be damned by association. 

She glanced at the people around her in the hope that Daniel would suddenly appear. Should she go and find him? Would that seem strange? Crowds of delegates were hanging around by the conference suite, having just broken for lunch. Perhaps there was a chance she could quickly thank him for dinner.

Leaving her case in the lobby, she skipped across the marbled floor towards the carpeted conference suite. She peered through the doors of the large room. Now fairly empty inside, it was sweaty and scented with a heady mix of aftershave and perfume. A few groups of people, all wearing dark business suits, were still chatting in the room. It was hard to tell one delegate from another from a distance. 

She walked between the disarrayed chairs and empty tables covered with discarded pens, notepads, and empty cups and glasses. Conference staff were already rearranging the room for the afternoon session; the session Marie would miss because they would be on their flight to Boston by then. 

People hushed their conversations and looked over at her. Yasmin was aware she probably had an imploring look on her face, and one of deepening desperation as she searched for the man who seemed to have vanished. Her mouth felt dry and she looked at her phone, willing it to make contact with Daniel somehow. 

Marie would have finished arguing with the hotel staff by now, and Yasmin’s abandoned case was probably starting to look suspicious in the reception area. Reluctantly, she left the conference room and made her way back to Marie. She would have to email Daniel. She was sure she had seen his email address in the conference papers somewhere. But by then they would be hundreds of miles apart. Perhaps thousands. Would she ever see him again?

As she returned to the lobby she saw Marie, dressed in her grey trouser suit, talking to a bellboy next to Yasmin’s case. She walked towards her reluctantly, trapped in Marie’s glare.

‘We have a plane to catch, let’s go!’ She grabbed the handle of Yasmin’s case and held it out towards its owner. Yasmin took the handle and said nothing. 

Marie marched towards the rotating doors with Yasmin in pursuit. The buzz, noise and warmth of the street met them as they stepped outside. The swarthy bearded driver of the cab at the front of the queue got out of his car and opened the trunk.

‘Where you guys going?’ he asked.

‘JFK,’ replied Marie. He opened the rear door of the cab and Marie got in. Yasmin handed her case to the driver before climbing into the back of the cab. The radio chattered and the display announced that it was ten minutes past midday. 

This was it. They were leaving. Yasmin started to pull the door shut.

But someone was holding onto it.

‘You’re leaving?’

It was Daniel.

Standing on the pavement by the cab.

A wave of relief surged through Yasmin’s chest. She could finally say goodbye to him properly.

‘Yes. We’re going to Boston. I told you, didn’t I?’ She felt guilty that he seemed so surprised.

‘Yeah, you told me. I didn’t realise it was today, though. I just assumed you’d be here for the rest of the conference.’

‘Hi Daniel,’ Marie said, leaning across Yasmin’s lap, ‘great to catch up. It’s been a really productive few days. I’ve got your card and I gave you mine, so we can continue our dialogue via email. Safe trip home.’ She sat back in her seat.

‘Thanks, yes, and safe trip to you.’ Daniel looked uncharacteristically lost for words.

‘Pull the door closed, Yasmin, we need to get going.’

‘Bye Daniel. Thank you for dinner last night.’ Yasmin felt Marie flinch as she heard these words and could sense her boss’s eyes boring into the back of her head. She hadn’t told Marie about the events of the previous evening.

‘No problem, Yasmin. Let’s try and meet up when you’re back in the UK.’

‘I’d like that.’ She put her hand on the door to close it.

‘When are you back in the UK?’

‘I don’t know... maybe next year? Sooner if I can get a holiday.’ Yasmin turned to Marie and smiled, but her boss wore the expression of a snorting bull.

‘Next year?’ His face switched to an expression of disbelief, and then anger. 

Yasmin felt concerned and flustered. She had had no idea he would be so bothered. If she had known she would have tried to find him first thing that morning so they could talk properly; not like this when it was too late.

‘I’ll get your email address from Marie,’ she said, ‘and we can stay in touch that way.’

‘Yasmin, would you mind stepping out of the car a moment?’ His voice was calm but authoritative.

‘Why?’

‘Please, I just need to speak to you about something.’ She glanced at Marie’s thunderous face again and then started to climb out.

‘Yasmin! What are you doing? We need to go!’

‘This will only take a minute, Marie,’ said Daniel. 

Yasmin stood in front of him. He looked directly into her eyes and grasped her left hand.

‘Don’t go.’

It didn’t seem real.

Had he actually said those words or was it just something she wanted to hear him say?

‘What?’

‘I said don’t go. Stay here with me. And then come back to the UK with me. I don’t want you to leave.’

‘Really?’ She was aware she probably had a baffled expression on her face while she tried to comprehend what he was saying. Sensible words had abandoned her completely.

‘What? Really?’ What about her job? All the meetings she was arranging? Marie’s promise of a promotion once the West Coast office was up and running?

‘Yasmin!’ barked Marie from the cab.

‘You’re asking me to stay here with you? What? To work for you?’

‘You can if you like. But most importantly I just want you to stay with me. I like being with you. Now I’ve met you, I don’t want you to leave. This is so difficult because I’m hopeless at this kind of thing.’ He looked away and rubbed his forehead. ‘Look, I can explain more later. But for now, I’m asking you to stay.’

‘Yasmin, get in this car now! We have a plane to catch. I have plans this evening, which will be ruined if we miss this flight!’ 

Yasmin stared at Daniel. His face looked crumpled and uneasy, but his eyes remained fixed on hers and he still held her hand firmly in his. Neither spoke. Then his grip on her hand loosened.

‘I realise this is putting pressure on you, I’m sorry. Perhaps you should go.’ 

They both looked at the cab and Yasmin half expected to see steam rising from the open door as Marie sat fuming in her seat.

‘Am I going to have to get out and drag you into this cab, Yasmin?’

Yasmin stared at the car. Marie was the final link she had with her mum. Her mum had been reassured during the last weeks of her life by the fact that Yasmin had a job and someone to look out for her. Parting with Marie would bring an end to that, and it seemed disloyal. 

Was she being ungrateful? Marie relied on her and leaving her would mean turning down a rare opportunity. She could become an entrepreneur herself and, in the meantime, see the world. None of her friends had been given this chance.

But what lay ahead if she chose Daniel? She hardly knew him, but she liked him and she enjoyed being with him. Perhaps she could work with him. As a CEO he could surely find work for her in his company? If she said no to him now, would she always wonder what could have happened? How could a decision so big be made in a split second?

Her palms felt sweaty and her heart galloped in her chest.

‘Yasmin Clark!’ screeched Marie, ‘Take a piece of my advice and get back in this car!’

Her mind spun like a washing machine. Yes, no, yes, no, yes, no...

‘Yes,’ she looked at Daniel. ‘I’ll stay.’ She wasn’t sure where the words had come from. 

‘Yasmin! Enough of this nonsense!’ came the voice from the cab. 

Daniel bent down through the open door. ‘I’m sorry, Marie, Yasmin has decided to stay here. Please don’t blame her, it’s all my fault. I take full responsibility. I’ll reimburse you for her travel and accommodation and her notice period. Would you like me to help find a temp for you to replace her?’ 

There was no reply. Every muscle in Yasmin’s body felt tense. The cab rocked slightly as Marie climbed out of the other door, and marched around the back of the car towards them.

‘What are you doing, you silly girl?’ 

Yasmin stared at Marie’s angry face and said nothing. 

‘If I’d known you were this type of girl, I’d never have hired you in the first place!’

‘This is out of order, Marie. I know you’re upset, but...’ 

Daniel was interrupted.

‘What would your mother think if she could see you now?’ 

Yasmin carried on staring at Marie. She didn’t want to show any of the emotion that was churning around inside her. She was sure she would cry if she spoke. She held her face still, like a mask.

‘Marie, you’re being rude and unreasonable,’ said Daniel, putting an arm across Yasmin’s shoulders, ‘you could at least thank Yasmin for the work she’s done for you. She’s very grateful for the start you’ve given her, so wish her well. You’ll find another assistant soon, I’m sure. I have a friend who runs a recruitment agency over here. She could find you someone and I’ll make sure it’s commission-free.’ 

Marie scowled at Daniel, marched back to the cab and got in. 

The driver then got out of the car, presumably on Marie’s instruction. He opened the trunk and took out Yasmin’s case. He handed it to her with a smile and a wink, which made her struggle even more to hold back the tears. Daniel took the laptop bag from the footwell of the cab and handed it to Yasmin.

‘The laptop is my property!’ yelled Marie. Yasmin placed the bag on the ground by the taxi, opened it and removed her things: her purse, a book, a bottle of water, a make-up bag, a hair scrunchie she only wore in private, a lip balm, a Tangle Teezer comb, a bent copy of Glamour magazine, a packet of crisps, earphones, some tampons - which she hurriedly shoved into her pocket - an apple and a mini packet of cornflakes she had ‘borrowed’ from the breakfast buffet that morning. 

‘Is that everything?’ asked Daniel. 

She nodded. 

Daniel calmly zipped up the bag and put it back in the cab while Yasmin held her belongings in her arms, wondering why on earth she didn’t have a handbag.

‘Goodbye, Marie.’ Her voice felt shaky as she bent down to speak to her boss. ‘Thank you for taking me on, it’s been very valuable for me. I’ve learnt a lot and...’ The Tangle Teezer fell to the floor with a clatter. 

Marie hadn’t even turned her head to look at Yasmin. 

‘Bye then,’ she said, giving her a small wave with a few free fingers. 

Daniel shut the door and picked up the comb. He placed his hand on her shoulder. It felt warm and reassuring. The cab pulled away and two tears rolled down Yasmin’s cheeks.

‘That woman is a nasty piece of work,’ said Daniel, picking up Yasmin’s case. ‘Let’s go back inside and get some lunch.’


Chapter 14

Katya




‘Heard about Daniel?’ 

‘No,’ replied Richard. He had just descended the narrow stairs from his room into the pub and was ready for his first gardening job of the day. 

Jason was standing behind the bar pulling water through one of the beer pumps. Thursday morning was pipe cleaning time. ‘Brought some bird back with him from New York.’

‘Bird?’

‘Woman. Well, girl I’ve heard. Got himself some young girlfriend.’

‘And she’s from New York?’

‘English, I think. He just found her there.’ 

Richard attached Plato’s lead to his collar, picturing Daniel spotting a lost English girl on a Manhattan street corner, flinging her over his shoulder and bringing her home. 

‘A bit soon, isn’t it?’ Jason continued.

‘Meaning what?’

‘It’s not that long since Lisa passed away. What is it, three months? A bit soon to be moving some new bird in.’ 

Richard winced at Jason’s repetition of the word bird.

‘Almost four months,’ he corrected the landlord. He examined a scratch on his wrist where a bramble had caught him the previous day. Silently, he agreed with Jason. It did seem too soon for Daniel to be in a new relationship. It didn’t appear very respectful to Lisa’s memory. ‘But who are we to judge?’ he added.

‘Yep, that’s right mate. None of our business really, is it? If he’s found some bint he really likes, then fair play to him. He probably deserves a bit of happiness, doesn’t he? Although with his money you think he’d be happy enough. Clearly not. All the money in the world can’t help you get over your wife dying, can it?’

‘No. Although I’ve never been married, so I can’t really say.’

‘You miss her, though, don’t you?’

‘Who?’

‘Lisa, of course.’ 

Richard adjusted his glasses. ‘Yes, I miss her.’

‘We all do, mate. And good on you for trying to find out what happened to her. I’ve been thinking about it recently and I was willing to think, like everyone else, that it was an accident. But as you pointed out, she’d never get so drunk she’d fall off her own roof. She’d come in here with her mates and have, what, two glasses of wine? Maximum. I never saw her drunk. She had too much self-control, didn’t she? Not like that mate of hers, Bella. She’d drink anyone under the table. Even Ash Lawrence. But Lisa was more ladylike, wasn’t she? So the more I think about it the more I think what you’re doing is a good thing.’

The water started to splutter out of the tap and Jason stopped pulling the pump towards him. 

He lowered his voice. ‘You know what I think? Someone’s pushed her off. That’s what. Don’t ask me why,’ he shrugged, with a mock-baffled look on his face, ‘but that’s what I reckon. It’s a shame I missed the party because I landed up with food poisoning from the Akash Tandoori. But there must have been something happening that someone missed. And I wish I’d been there to spot it. I wish I could help you, mate. 

‘But here’s another thing,’ Jason’s voice was lower still and Richard had to move closer to the bar to hear him properly. ‘People aren’t too happy about what you’re doing, are they? For some reason they’re getting uppity about the questioning. I don’t think it’s anything sinister, I just think they’ve already had enough of the questions from the police. 

‘But you’ve got to be careful, haven’t you? It’s probably best to keep it hush hush as best you can. People are touchy round here, probably because most of them are stuck up. You know most of them; they’re always tense and they walk around with their noses in the air. So go careful.’ 

Jason winked solemnly and his voice returned to its normal loud level. ‘Anyway, mate, enjoy your gardening.’

‘Thanks, Jason. See you later.’ Richard pulled the latch across the pub door and stepped outside with Plato, unsure whether the landlord was supporting him or warning him off.




★★★




Richard’s first job of the day was mowing the two-acre lawn at Forest Lodge. He used the ride-on mower that was kept in one of the outbuildings. 

As the sun started to emerge from the clouds and the neighbouring woodland cast shadows on the lawn, his mind was far removed from driving the mower up and down the garden. He wasn’t even thinking about Lisa. He was thinking about a new woman he had encountered. She wasn’t the usual type of person he would consider to be girlfriend material, but she seemed interested in him. And it was a long time since a girl had given him much attention. In fact, it had been about fifteen years.

The girl was called Katya. He hadn’t actually met her; he had found her on Facebook. More accurately, she had found him. The previous evening he had received a friend request from her and had looked at her profile, which was filled with photos she had made public to everyone. The pictures showed her in a variety of poses: tight dresses; low-cut tops; black hair brushed to one side of her face; hair pulled up on top of her head; black eyeliner edged around her long-lashed eyes; blue eyeliner; scarlet red lips; bright pink lips; and a tattoo on her upper left arm that seemed to show a blurry date. 

There were photos of her with a drink in a bar; with her friends all wearing the same tight, revealing clothes; photos of her multi-coloured nails and spike-heeled shoes. Here and there he saw pictures of a dog: a little white curly-haired Bichon Frisé. 

It was the dog that aroused Richard’s interest more than anything else. Katya’s style was too brazen for his usual tastes, but she had a dog and that clearly made her a nice person. He accepted her friendship request.

Why had she befriended him? He had no idea. He hadn’t put any photos of himself on Facebook. Perhaps if he had she wouldn’t have asked him to be friends. Maybe she liked the sound of his name. And his interests: horticulture and Greek myths. Maybe she liked gardening, too? He’d put up the books and films he enjoyed; perhaps they had some common interests.

Katya was friendly. She had messaged him on Facebook:




Thanx for adding me. How are u?




I’m good thank you. How about you?




In my bedroom with a bottle of prosecco. Bf dumped me today :( 




Sorry to hear that. Had you been together long?




No. Better off without him. Tell me about u x




Richard had told Katya about his job and his dog. He had told her what he liked to watch on telly and what he liked to read. For a woman much younger than him, she seemed interested. 




Whats ur number? Will txt you a pic of me right now x 




Richard was happy to oblige, and a minute later a photo of Katya came through on his phone. She was in her bedroom and the photo was taken from the waist up. She was wearing a black lacy bra and her long dark hair was draped over one shoulder. 

Richard thought for some time about how to reply.




Thank you.




No problem. Have I made you horny now?




What was he meant to say to that? He felt hot and confused at suddenly being propositioned by this woman. She had appeared out of nowhere. Didn’t men usually have to pay for this type of chat with strangers?




Yes




Lol. Chat again soon x 




Richard sat on his bed feeling flustered and bewildered, but happy. He saved Katya’s number in his phone. Maybe he could ring her some time? 

He had only ever had one girlfriend. Alessia was his neighbour’s whiny daughter, who his mum had tried to pair him off with from the age of eight. He had been with Alessia when he was at university, but during his third year she had met someone else. 

His mother had told him she now had five children and lived above a shop on Finchley High Road, which she ran with her husband. His mother had told him this with a resigned tone in her voice, implying that she would have five more grandchildren by now if Richard had proven himself to be husband material.

He knew he wasn’t husband material. He liked women - contrary to his father’s loaded comments about the lack of girlfriends - but relationships worried him. He was too much of a loner to settle down with someone permanently. He felt a girlfriend would interfere too much with his day-to-day life and how he liked things done. There was something safe and unchallenging about celibacy. 

An online relationship was appealing because it was distant. Chatting online or by text was fine with him because it lacked physical intimacy and he wasn’t confident about his appearance. For a long time he had written off the idea of having a girlfriend, happy instead to lust after women who were completely unobtainable. Perhaps Katya was the answer.


Chapter 15

Buckinghamshire




Yasmin sat on a white leather chair at a glass dining table dunking biscuits into a cup of coffee. It had only been a week since Marie had left her in New York and she was spending her second day at Daniel’s house on the edge of a Buckinghamshire village. He had gone to work early that morning and it felt lonely without him. 

In New York he had booked a suite for her at the hotel and taken a few days off so she could drag him round all the tourist spots he had seen before. She would have loved to tell her mum about the places she had visited. Would her mum have liked Daniel? Yasmin hoped so. 

She thought about the quiet corner they had found in the 1920s speakeasy bar; the pastrami bagels they had eaten in Washington Square Park, where Daniel had been hassled by a pigeon; the meal they had ordered in a diner, which had been big enough to feed a family for a week; bottomless coffee; the cocktails they had sipped forty storeys up while they surveyed the lights of New York; the clanking and chugging of the Staten Island ferry as they watched the towers of Manhattan recede across the water. 

Those few days had felt magical. She remembered the way Daniel had put his arm around her as they sat in the back of a cab. He had gently curled a lock of her hair around his finger while they talked. Daniel the chief executive was just a role he acted. The Daniel she had got to know was gentle, kind and funny. Best of all, she would see him again that evening. And every day. And every week, until... she wasn’t quite sure.

His kitchen was twice the size of the flat she had grown up in, and significantly cleaner than the one she had endured in her student house. In the centre of the room was a curved black island unit with four barstools lined up along one side. The wall units and cupboards were white, as were the walls and the floor. A crystal chandelier hung from the centre of the ceiling. At the far side of the kitchen, two beige sofas sat in front of a large, wall-mounted TV screen. Either side of the television was a set of double doors leading out to the garden.

‘It’s incredible!’ she had said when she first arrived at the house. She knew Daniel was wealthy, but she hadn’t been prepared for a place like this.

‘It’s too big really. I would have been happy with a smaller place, but Lisa fell in love with this house.’

Yasmin loved the gadgets in the kitchen: a touchscreen oven, a coffee machine with milk-frothing capabilities, a soup maker, a juicer and a curious machine that chopped vegetables into cubes and strips. 

Daniel enjoyed cooking. The previous night he had made fresh pasta with homemade pesto sauce. It had tasted heavenly to Yasmin after months of living on food from room service and pizza chains.

It felt good to be back in the UK. She had strangely missed the damp air, overcast skies and cramped streets. As they drove back from Heathrow she remembered how beautiful the countryside was with its green rolling hills, patchwork fields, sheep, cows and small farmhouses. There were the old churches, crooked pubs and narrow roads that meandered left, right, uphill and downhill without obvious reason. Britain had a character to it that she had forgotten about. 

Yasmin had never been to Buckinghamshire before, and the village was different from anywhere she had ever lived with its narrow, tree-lined lanes, thatched cottages and large houses with gated driveways and outbuildings. The village was close enough to London for people to commute to each day, but the fields and forests around it gave it a sense of seclusion. At the centre of the village was a small shop, an old beamed pub and a little round pond with a duck house in the middle of it.

But it felt odd not putting on a suit and doing a day’s work. Now Yasmin was wearing her jeans every day and her work clothes were hanging in the wardrobe, untouched since she had returned from New York. Not working made her feel like a layabout. She could have relaxed and enjoyed the break, but she felt too guilty to make the most of it when she thought about how hard her mother had worked to support them both. 

Work had resumed for Daniel as soon as he had returned home. Yasmin was planning to use the time to start her feature writing career. There was a spare laptop in the study for her to use and she had been just about to get started when she decided to phone Jessica.

‘I can’t believe you’re back! I was shocked when I saw your texts about leaving your job. All that travelling you were doing and now you’re back again. Who’s this guy?’

‘Daniel. I met him in New York and he asked me to come back with him.’

‘A bloke you just met and you said yes? Was it love at first sight or something? Who is he?’

‘No, it’s definitely not love, it was just...’ she struggled to find the words, ‘an opportunity. I like him, I really like him. But it’s early days, so we’re taking it slowly.’

‘Where are you living?’

‘In Buckinghamshire. His house.’

‘You’re taking things slowly and you’ve moved in with him? Oh my God, Yasmin!’

‘It’s not like that; I have my own room. He has lots of space here and I didn’t have anywhere else to stay.’

‘You could have stayed with me!’

‘Thanks, Jess, I know I could have. But that’s the other side of London and, well... I wouldn’t have got to see much of him and... Well, it’s all a bit mad really. I didn’t really plan this; it was spontaneous, obviously. But Marie was starting to drive me crazy and I always knew I wouldn’t work for her forever. Now I’m back home I can get on with becoming a features writer.’

‘So tell me about Daniel.’ Jessica’s tone was teasing. She was eager to hear the gossip, which Yasmin was sure would be relayed to all their friends.

‘Well, he’s a bit older than me.’

‘How old?’

‘Twenty-nine.’

‘Okay...’

‘And he’s a businessman. Quite successful, actually. He’s the CEO of Mandala Life.’

‘I’ve heard of them. So he’s loaded, then?’

‘Erm, yes, he is. He has a large house. In fact, it’s enormous. I haven’t even counted all the bathrooms yet.’

‘Yasmin, this is nuts! How funny! I’ll have to come and stay for a few days. I’ll bring Kate, Megan and Holly with me. Do you think Daniel would mind? This is so hilarious.’

‘It’s a bit surreal. But it feels like the right decision somehow. He’s a nice bloke. He’s caring and he’s a good cook and he has funny stories about... Oh, I don’t know, lots of stuff.’

‘Is he fit?’

‘Well, he’s what I’d call good-looking, yeah.’

‘Wow, you’ve landed on your feet, girl.’

‘It doesn’t quite feel like that. Erm, he’s been married before. His wife died, though.’

‘Oh really? That’s sad. Any kids?’

‘No, thankfully not. There’s quite a lot to get used to here. It’s a bit like that book, what’s it called? Oh yeah, Rebecca, where the girl marries the older man, Maxim de Winter, and moves into his house. He’s a widower too.’

‘Rebecca? More like Fifty Shades of Grey. I think you’ve got yourself a Christian Grey there.’ 

Yasmin felt her cheeks flush hot. ‘It’s not like that, Jess! Not like that at all! Anyway, tell me how you’re doing.’

‘I’m good. Waitressing forty hours a week and then everything I earn gets spent on rent, food, travel and going out. I have no money left at the end of it. In fact, some months I have minus money.’

‘Otherwise known as an overdraft?’

‘Yeah, that’s the name for it.’

‘And love life?’

‘That’s pretty much minus too.’

‘You’re never single for long, Jess. There must be someone you’ve got your eye on.’

‘No, not me.’

‘Yeah right!’

‘I’m just enjoying life, Yasmin! I like my job at the moment and money’s overrated, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose so.’ Yasmin glanced around her luxurious surroundings, thinking to herself that money had some benefits.

‘Ha! I forgot you’re phoning me from some mansion somewhere in the home counties. Lady of the manor.’

‘Anyway, Jess, we need to meet up soon. I can’t wait to see you again.’

‘Definitely. We’re all going to come and stay with you for a few days, right?’

‘I’ll run that one past Daniel,’ laughed Yasmin.




★★★




Daniel only spoke about Lisa when Yasmin mentioned her. Perhaps he was too upset to talk properly about her death, she thought. He had told her Lisa had fallen at their New Year’s Eve party. It had been a tragic accident and he was working on resuming his normal life again. Yasmin tried not to think about the fact that he was widowed. Dwelling on it too much added a complication. But it was hard to ignore the questions in her mind. Was he just on the rebound? Did he want a casual relationship or a new wife? 

Part of her wanted to ask him these things and part of her wanted to forget he had ever been married; to just get on with the next stage in their lives. She was no expert on relationships. Her longest had been with John and that had only lasted eight months. 

For now it seemed right that she had her own room in the house. Their relationship would take time. When they had talked about her living there, Daniel had told Yasmin he didn’t want her to feel pressured or rushed. He seemed to be handling everything carefully and respectfully. 

The dogs charged in through the open kitchen doors to greet her. Bouncer was a brown and white speckled Springer Spaniel and Tubbs was a slate-grey Weimaraner. They had warmed to Yasmin quickly, and she had fallen in love with them. Her jeans pockets usually contained dog treats.

‘Shall we go and play outside?’ She tickled them both under the chin, then got up and walked over to the doors that led out to the garden. Her scruffy Converse were on the mat. She put them on and walked out onto the terrace with the dogs at her side. The sky was overcast and there was a cool breeze. She would stay out for a few minutes to play with the dogs; then it would be time to write some feature ideas. 

Walking across the terrace, she recalled the moment Daniel had first shown her the garden. They had strolled past the oblong pond towards a sloping lawn flanked by long flowerbeds, each of which was filled with pink and white flowering shrubs, red and orange tulips, and cream roses.

‘These borders are seriously overcrowded,’ Daniel had said. ‘I need a decent gardener to come and have a look at them. Do you know anything about gardening?’

‘Gardening? Me?’ Yasmin had laughed.

‘I thought your fingers looked green, but maybe they’re just unwashed.’ 

She had elbowed Daniel in the ribs. 

‘Ow!’

Beyond the flowerbeds were tall trees, which were almost in full leaf. In front of them was a seating area: two benches were placed at right angles to each other with a small table in front of them.

‘I want a garden pod here,’ he had said. ‘Have you seen those things? I’d love to work in a pod.’ He had stopped, turned to face Yasmin and taken her hand. ‘Once I get through this busy phase I’ll try to work from home more. I feel bad leaving you alone so often.’

‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll have my own job soon, remember?’ She had squeezed his hand. ‘I’m fine. Maybe we can work in the pod together.’

‘I like that idea.’ Daniel had smiled as he put his arm around her shoulders.




★★★




There was an old tennis ball on the terrace. She picked it up and threw it across the lawn for the dogs. They hurtled after it, the spaniel reaching it first. He brought it back to her and dropped it at her feet before getting distracted and running off. 

Yasmin stopped to sniff the roses. They had a strong, intense scent like an evening perfume. As the smell filled her nose she felt as though someone was watching her from the house, but when she turned to look behind her she couldn’t see anyone. It was an odd sensation, and it made her shiver, but she told herself it was impossible for anyone else to be there. 

She called to the dogs, who had run through an open gate at the end of the lawn. It led into a field, which was home to two elderly horses. Yasmin jogged across the garden to call them again. Reaching the gate, she saw them at the far edge of the field by the woods.

‘Bouncer! Tubbs! Come!’ 

The dogs ignored her call and busied themselves sniffing the ground, seemingly following a trail that led closer to the trees. 

‘Come here!’ 

Bouncer gave her a cursory glance before running through a gap in the fence into the woods. Tubbs followed, and in a flash both dogs were gone. Were they allowed in there on their own? She guessed not. 

Yasmin ran through the gate and across the field, stumbling over molehills and rough tussocks of grass. The horses paused to look up at her and then resumed their grazing. She called the dogs again and again, but there was no answer. 

Ahead of her loomed the trees and the darkness in between them. What was it about the woods? She didn’t feel safe here. Probably because she had been brought up in the city and wasn’t used to them. Or perhaps it was the fairy tales she had heard as a girl, in which children got lost in the forest and met an unfortunate end. 

To Yasmin, the woods seemed like a lonely place; a place where it was easy to get lost; where anything could happen and no one would know. It was a place where sinister people could lurk unseen. The dogs knew the woods well, Daniel had told her that. 

She thought about heading back to the house and leaving them to find their own way back, but she knew Daniel would be devastated if anything happened to them. Fighting her instinct, she followed them into the woods.


Chapter 16

The man in the woods




The woods were unnervingly quiet, although the well-trodden path reassured her that people often walked this way. Yasmin shuddered in her thin T-shirt and followed the muddy track between the trees, stepping over the brambles that snaked onto the path. Now and again she heard a bird, but it felt as though her ears were filled with silence. 

She felt twitchy and uncomfortable as she walked, as if someone was watching her. She regularly checked behind her, but all she could see were tree trunks and leaves. After calling the dogs for a few minutes and following the path, she came across a small clearing filled with bluebells. She stopped as their brightness startled her eyes. This was the first time she had seen such a display of wild flowers, and with no one else around it seemed they were there just for her. They felt special. And there was a gorgeous scent. Was it the bluebells or was she imagining it?

She carried on following the path and calling the dogs. There was no answer. Birds hopped and a squirrel scrabbled in the canopy of green leaves above her. There was no traffic, no building work, no sirens; none of the noises she was used to at all. It struck her that she could be caught in any period of time. These woods had probably lain unchanged for hundreds of years. There was nothing to indicate that she was in the twenty-first century; not even the drone of a plane in the sky. 

Yasmin heard a bark up ahead. Relieved, she started to jog towards the sound, dodging the thick patches of mud. Suddenly, a flapping, squawking sound made her yelp as a pheasant rose up out of the undergrowth close by. Her heart was thudding faster in her chest. Was that the snap of a twig on the path behind? She turned round swiftly, but no one was there.

Silence.

She scanned the trees and undergrowth for signs of life, her pulse pounding in her ears. She was in hyper-alert mode: the tactic she had used when walking back to her flat in East London after dark. There were judo moves she could use if necessary.

Her breath was quick and shallow in her chest as she ran along the path. Now and again she was sure she could hear a bark. It didn’t seem rational to feel this nervous; perhaps it was the after-effects of jet lag. 

The path became muddier, and so did her trainers. The branches hung lower and she had to duck around them. The trees were all around her. Trees, trees everywhere. Seemingly never ending. Was the path running out? 

She stopped by a wooden post with a way marker on it, which suggested the path was straight ahead, although she could see that the trees were very dense. She took a step forward into almost complete darkness.

The change shocked her.

She was surrounded by conifers. Only a small amount of light found its way through to the ground, which was thickly covered in brown pine needles. There was no undergrowth here, and no sound except for her quick breathing. It was cold and her arms were covered in goosebumps. 

Ahead of her it was clear where the path went. She was desperate to turn back, but she had to get the dogs. Surely the path would reach civilisation again? At that moment it didn’t feel as though it ever would. The layers of pine needles underfoot felt soft and springy as she walked. She realised the trees were planted in lines. A plantation? 

As she looked to her left and right she could see long corridors of trees stretching into the darkness either side of her. She started to jog along the path, checking around her all the time. Her nervousness was turning to fear now, although she couldn’t explain why.

A cacophony of barking startled her; it was coming from nearby. She ran towards the sound, where the trees were even denser. What were the dogs doing? In front her were numerous smaller conifers, which looked almost like Christmas trees. She had to push the branches aside to get through, their sharp needles pricking her arms. The barking was closer now, so Yasmin knew the dogs must have stopped. She pushed her way through the conifers and found herself in a small clearing, the sun shining brightly into her face. 

In front of her were Bouncer and Tubbs. But they were with a man.

Yasmin screamed.
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The man stepped back in alarm. 

Yasmin planted one foot firmly behind her so he wouldn’t be able to push her over. Her opponent didn’t look like he would move very fast, but his build gave him a low centre of gravity and he looked reasonably strong.

‘It’s okay,’ he said in a quiet voice. He was short and wide with a round face, glasses and thick black hair, which was greying at the sides. 

Perhaps he wasn’t scary as she had first thought, but Yasmin was still wary. He wore a green waterproof jacket, a thick checked shirt and large, solid boots, which suggested that he spent a good deal of time outdoors. 

She realised he wasn’t about to attack her. In fact, he looked friendly. Yasmin felt embarrassed about the scream.

‘I’m sorry. You surprised me.’ 

The dogs were playing next to him. They had befriended a third dog, a golden Springer Spaniel, which was presumably his. 

‘They know each other?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, they’ve met a lot on walks. So you’ve just moved into Woodley Grange?’

‘Yes.’ How did he know this? People must have been talking about her. Perhaps she had been stupid to assume she could stay with Daniel without anyone noticing.

‘I’m sorry again for screaming like that. I don’t know these woods yet. The dogs ran off and I couldn’t get them back again. I thought I was lost and I got a bit worked up.’

‘No problem. I’m Richard, by the way. Richard Cohen.’ He held out a hand and Yasmin shook it. The skin on his palm was rough and calloused.

‘I’m Yasmin.’

‘Nice to meet you, Yasmin. It looks like you haven’t got leads for the dogs.’ He pulled a lead out of his pocket, pushed it under Bouncer’s collar, looped it round and then clipped it to Tubbs’ collar. ‘Plato’s very good off the lead. He’ll stay with me if I tell him to.’

‘Thank you so much. I’m sorry about this. It’s the first time I’ve been in these woods and I’m actually not very good with this whole countryside thing. I’m from London.’

‘Me too. Finchley.’

‘I’m from Hackney.’

‘Well it’s nice to meet another Londoner, Yasmin. Welcome!’ He handed her the lead. ‘It’s quicker for you to follow the path ahead,’ he gestured behind him, ‘and that will bring you out onto the road. Turn left and you’ll reach yours before long.’

‘Daniel’s house, you mean?’ It felt strange hearing Woodley Grange described as her own property.

‘How am I going to get this lead back to you?’

‘I’ll call round for it tomorrow. When’s a good time?’

‘Any time, I’ll be around. I’ll just be doing some work. No plans to go anywhere and I probably won’t be back in the woods for a while!’




★★★




They said goodbye and Yasmin continued along the path Richard had shown her. She reached the road within a few minutes. There was no footpath, but it was safe to walk on the roadside as very few cars passed by. Sparrows chattered in the hedgerow and a pheasant ran across the road, causing the dogs to pull on the lead. 

She passed another dog walker, a man in a wax jacket and wellies, who was out walking with two collies. By comparison, she felt underdressed and chilly in her jeans, T-shirt and trainers. It was obvious she wasn’t from the village. No wonder Richard had known who she was straight away; she had ‘city girl’ and ‘outsider’ written all over her. If she wanted things to work out here, perhaps she needed to start creating a green and tweed country look for herself.

She eventually reached the sign tacked to the post at the end of Daniel’s driveway, announcing her arrival at Woodley Grange. Yasmin hadn’t realised how long the driveway was. She had nothing with her, not even her phone. She was cold and, despite the packet of biscuits she had eaten that morning, she was getting hungry. 

The house was tucked away behind fields and woodland, and it revealed itself as she rounded a bend and the driveway opened up in front of her. It broadened out into a wide road, which swept up to the front of the house. 

The house itself was red-brick, three storeys high and mock Georgian in style, with rows of white sash windows. A columned white portico framed the front door, and two symmetrical wings of the house stood either side of the entrance. The wings were topped with corniced gables and a white balustrade ran between them across the top storey. To its right stood an outbuilding built in the same style.

She stopped walking and looked up at the house. It was beautiful. It was almost impossible for Yasmin to believe she was staying there. A wisteria grew up one side of the doorway and trailed over the porch: its elegant lilac flowers hung down in long bunches, like grapes on a vine. Either side of the entrance porch stood two yew shrubs trimmed into spheres. 

She took the dogs to the gate at the side of the house and walked through it into the kitchen, where she had left the doors wide open.


Chapter 17

A Google search




Yasmin stepped through the open doors and looked for signs that burglars had been in while she was out chasing after the dogs in the woods. Fortunately, the television and expensive coffeemaker were still in place and her phone was where she had left it on the glass table. 

She closed the door, took off her muddy trainers, put them on the mat and told the dogs to go to their beds in the utility room. To her surprise, they obeyed. 

There was a text message on her phone from Jessica.




OMG just googled Daniel Ward. He’s quite famous! All that stuff about his wife. Really sad :(  




Why hadn’t she thought about googling him? It was obvious there would be articles about Daniel online. She felt annoyed that Jessica had thought of it before her. Concerned that her best friend had found out something she didn’t know, she strode across the stone-flagged hallway to the study, where the spare laptop was kept. 

The study contained two desks: one facing the wall and the other next to the window, overlooking the garden. A leather chair was in position at each of the desks and the room was also home to two bookshelves. One was filled with books about business models, economics, successful business habits, and setting goals and sticking to them. The other contained books about art, architecture, fashion and Buddhism. 

Two desks for two people to work together: Daniel and Lisa.

Trying not to think about Daniel’s wife, Yasmin placed the laptop on his desk by the window. As it powered up she sat in the leather chair and looked at the print of a mandala on the wall in front of her: a beautifully patterned square within a circle. A mandala was a representation of the universe, Daniel had told her. The mandala in front of her was filled with intricate floral shapes of gold, red and green. At its centre was a small green triangle with a red circle inside it. 

Daniel had explained that mandalas could be used as a focus for meditation. Apparently, Lisa had meditated daily. She had also done yoga every day - Yasmin envisaged her annoyingly toned thighs and stomach - and had been fascinated by Eastern mysticism. It was Lisa who had chosen the name Mandala Life for the company. 

It seemed deceitful to carry out an internet search on Daniel, but Yasmin told herself that if there was information in the public domain about him she had as much right to know it as anyone else. As she typed his name into the search box, she prayed there wouldn’t be any nasty surprises awaiting her. 

Daniel’s LinkedIn profile came up, along with several images of him from the company website and conference presentations. He looked professional and very unlike the Daniel she knew. Scrolling through the search results, there were several boring-looking articles about Mandala Life’s turnover, profit and results. Daniel had been nominated for various business awards and had won a few. She clicked on some of the interviews he had given.




...Ward grew up in Lyme Regis, Dorset, where his early experience of business involved helping his parents run their guest house. ‘They had me cleaning the toilets,’ says Ward. 

An underachiever at school, Ward was described as ‘stubborn’ and ‘strong-willed’ by one teacher in his school report, qualities that would later prove invaluable for a successful business career... 




...A period of homelessness on the streets of London has helped Ward keep success in perspective: ‘I’m only too aware of how life can suddenly change. It’s easy to assume you can take things for granted and enjoy the comforts life offers you, and in a short space of time, bam! Everything changes. You have to go with your instincts to fight your way out of it.’ 

Ward talks a lot about instinct: ‘If it doesn’t feel right, it probably isn’t right. If there’s one thing life has taught me, it’s to trust your own feelings. It’s easy to be swayed by others...’




Among the news articles were the reports of Lisa’s death. Yasmin was drawn to one that was only a month old:




A verdict of accidental death has been recorded at the inquest into the death of a millionaire businesswoman. Lisa Ward, 36, fell from a roof terrace during a New Year’s Eve party held at the £7 million Buckinghamshire home she shared with her husband and business partner Daniel Ward.

The inquest heard that Lisa Ward had been drinking before she died. Toxicology tests revealed her blood had a level of 70 milligrams of alcohol per 100 millilitres. Although this is below the legal drink-drive limit, the coroner said alcohol could have impaired Lisa Ward’s judgement and caused her to accidentally fall. 

Lisa was alone in an upstairs bedroom shortly before she fell from the roof terrace, which was seven metres from the ground. Party guests found her at midnight lying on the garden terrace, unresponsive. An ambulance was called and a doctor, who was a guest at the party, attempted resuscitation. 

The air ambulance arrived ten minutes later and flew Lisa to Stoke Mandeville hospital, where she was pronounced dead shortly after arrival.

Lisa Ward’s death was a ‘tragic accident’ according to the coroner. Her parents said the accident had deprived them of their only child; ‘a loving, intelligent daughter’.

Lisa’s husband Daniel, 29, who is CEO of Mandala Life - the company he cofounded with his wife - issued a statement saying: ‘A light went out the moment I lost my amazing, beautiful wife. She was caring, supportive and very talented. 

‘Not only was she my wife, but she was my business partner too. She had a brilliant future ahead of her, which has been cruelly taken away. She will be forever missed.’




Reading Daniel’s words about his wife made Yasmin feel uncomfortable. She felt envious, which felt wrong when Lisa was no longer around. Was he still in love with her? Perhaps he was. You didn’t just fall out of love with someone when they died. How often did he think about her? Did he compare her with Lisa? Yasmin knew thinking this way was unhelpful. 

She sat back in the chair, took a deep breath and thought about Daniel’s words in a different way. Family members always gave statements like this after an inquest into a loved one’s death. Yasmin had a degree in journalism, and she knew that this was a default article written in response to a coroner’s verdict. Yes, Daniel must have loved his wife; it would be stupid to think he hadn’t. But his home was hardly a shrine to her memory. There was very little evidence that Lisa had lived there apart from the second desk in the study. Daniel was moving on and Yasmin was happy to be with him while he did that. She knew their relationship was fairly casual for the time being and she was nowhere close to being his wife. She wasn’t sure she even wanted to get married. 

It’s early days, so we’re taking it slowly. Her words to Jessica played over in her head. Of course he loved his wife and of course he’d said those things after the inquest. How could it be any different? It didn’t change anything now.

Scrolling on, she found another news story, published on New Year’s Day:




The body of a 36-year-old woman has been found at an address in Buckinghamshire. The woman has not been officially named, but local reports suggest she is Lisa Ward, a businesswoman and the wife of Daniel Ward. It is believed she was found dead at their home in the early hours of the morning during a New Year’s Eve party. 

Police say it is too early to comment on the cause of death and are currently keeping an open mind while investigations continue.




It had taken her a while, but that was when she realised. Lisa had fallen from the roof terrace of the house Yasmin was sitting in at that moment. Did that mean she had died there? An icy chill ran down her spine. 

Clicking on one of the articles again, she was relieved to be reminded that Lisa had died in hospital. Somehow that made it slightly easier to cope with. But did it? Surely a fatal fall was just as bad? Whether she had died here or an hour later in the hospital, it was just as tragic. 

How had Daniel managed to carry on living here? The house must be filled with difficult memories for him. Had he ever been a suspect? The police must have questioned him. She pictured him having to answer questions, shocked with grief. Possibly in the police station. It must have been traumatic. No wonder he didn’t talk about her very much.

Yasmin felt uneasy in the house now. But if Daniel was happy to live there, maybe she should be.


Chapter 18

The roof terrace




Yasmin spent most of the afternoon brainstorming feature ideas: ‘Twenty Things for Twenty-Somethings to do in New York’; ‘New York: Off the Beaten Track’; ‘Up and Coming in Detroit’. 

When she read over what she had written, she didn’t like most of it. Motivation was hard to find. She gazed out of the window at the red tulips on the other side of the terrace and thought back on the articles she had read about Lisa’s death. All she had to do was go and have a look at the roof terrace Lisa had fallen from. No, it was wrong. It was macabre. 

She tried writing an opening paragraph for the Detroit article using her notes from her stay there:




Motor City. Detroit. The place the world once wrote off is now being hailed as America’s comeback city. Having had the dubious honour of hosting slum tours at the height of its downfall, there are now countless hip places to hang out...




Yasmin stopped typing. It was taking her ages to get just a few words on the page, and what she had written was rubbish. 

The biscuit tin was summoning her from the kitchen. She figured a mid-afternoon blood sugar dip was probably the reason for her creative slump. Returning from the kitchen with a handful of custard creams, she reached the staircase that curved its way upstairs. It wouldn’t hurt to see what the top floor is like, she thought. 

Yasmin started climbing the stairs with one hand on the shiny black balustrade, each step lit by a tiny spotlight built into the side. The landing carpet felt thick and soft through her socks. The handrail continued around a void in the middle of the landing and Yasmin looked down onto the hallway below. 

There were several doors along the landing, leading to the master bedroom and the various guest rooms. Another curved staircase led to the floor above. Daniel hadn’t shown her the top floor yet. She crept up the second curved staircase as if she were an intruder. When she reached the top, two doors led off the landing. 

Yasmin finished her biscuits and wiped her crumby hands on her jeans as she thought about snooping further. She tried the handles of the doors, both of which opened into bedrooms. The rooms looked alike, with their large double beds, cream bedspreads, white built-in wardrobes and a simple dressing table and mirror. With plain white walls and no personal furnishings or belongings in them, they could have been hotel rooms. 

Both bedrooms had double doors that led out onto a terrace. She walked up to one set of doors and looked out. There was a steel table on the terrace with four chairs around it. Potted shrubs and plants lined the cream stone balustrade that ran around the perimeter. Beyond it was a view across the woodland. 

The doors were locked, which made her more determined to get out onto the terrace. She tried the doors in the other room, but they were also locked. Perhaps this was a sign that she should return downstairs and get on with her writing. But maybe there was a key in one of the rooms. 

She checked the surfaces to see if a key just happened to be lying around. When she couldn’t find one, she started opening drawers. They were all empty apart from a drawer in one of the bedside tables. There she found a key.

Yasmin’s hands shook slightly as she tried the key in the lock. She felt as though she was doing something wrong. Surely Daniel would be angry if he found her prying about up here? But her curiosity was too strong for her to worry about that. This was only going to be a quick look on the terrace; he didn’t need to know about that. 

The lock clicked and she pushed the handle down to make the door swing open. A breeze met her as she stepped outside. The terrace was exposed to the wind and she realised she still hadn’t put a top on over her T-shirt. In just her socks, the paving slabs were cold and hard under her feet. 

She tiptoed the length of the terrace and peered through the doors of the neighbouring room. There was no sound apart from the wind, which made a ghostly moaning sound through a gap somewhere in the guttering. The terrace ended in a corner, tucked around the side of the second bedroom. She looked over at the balustrade. Was she brave enough to walk to the edge?

Already wary about heights, Yasmin crept carefully to the edge of the terrace. The balustrade was as high as her chest; high enough for her to feel that she wouldn’t accidentally fall. Her hair kept blowing into her face, so she held it back with her hands. 

The view was breathtaking: treetops and rolling fields that merged into various shades of green. There was a smudge of grey on the horizon alongside faint outlines of tall buildings. As she looked from left to right she realised the grey smudge was a reasonable size. In fact, it was huge. 

With a twinge of warmth in her chest, she realised she was looking at London. Home wasn’t far away after all. What would her mum make of her now? From a council flat in East London to the rooftop of a mansion in the home counties. Her mum would have found it funny. But it was hardly a rags to riches story. This outcome felt as random as the roll of a die. Yasmin felt like a fraud. This wasn’t her home; she hadn’t earned any of this. She had just happened to bump into a millionaire in New York who had taken a shine to her.

She made the mistake of looking down. Several metres below her, the garden and the terrace spun slightly, making her feel nauseous. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled and she took a sharp breath. She imagined a body plummeting down there, arms and legs flailing; hopelessly trying to grab onto something before the inevitable crushing fall onto the hard stone below. 

Yasmin yelped and reeled backwards. She remembered why she had stepped out onto the terrace. She had been driven by morbid curiosity and now she felt ashamed. This was the last place Lisa had been; the place she had been shortly before she died. Which room had she accessed the roof terrace from that night? Which part of the balustrade had she fallen from? And how? There was a heavy, sick feeling in Yasmin’s stomach. She shouldn’t have come here. 

She shivered as she retraced her steps, hurriedly locking the door and returning the key to the drawer. Had it been satisfying coming here? No, it hadn’t. She now felt worse and the spinning nausea remained with her. 

She descended the stairs back to the comfort of biscuits and dogs. She had brought herself closer to something she didn’t want to encounter. It felt like a veil of blackness had brushed lightly across her face. She wanted to phone Jessica again. But what could she say? This is too much for me. I’ve got myself into something I can’t handle.


Chapter 19

The wildlife hospital




‘So how was your day?’ Daniel reached for Yasmin’s hand as they walked along a narrow pathway between the high hedges, which were blooming with spring growth. Hawthorn needles and brambles snagged at their clothes. 

Daniel had returned from work earlier that evening, quickly changed into a T-shirt and cargo trousers, and told Yasmin he would show her the wildlife hospital. The wind had died down and the sky was overcast but still light.

‘Fine,’ she said. Actually, I googled you and then went snooping about on the roof terrace your wife fell off. ‘I worked on the features I want to pitch. They’re coming on okay. Could be better, though. And I walked the dogs in the woods.’

‘You found your way through the woods already?’ he asked, ducking under a low-hanging branch.

‘Well... not intentionally. I was in the garden with the dogs and they ran off across the field into the woods. I ended up following them to make sure I could bring them back again.’

‘Hmm, they’re not used to you calling them, are they? I expect they ignored whatever you said. We need to make sure that gate stays shut.’

‘Luckily, I met a man in the woods who the dogs knew. Richard, is it?’

‘Oh yeah. You came across him, then.’

‘Somehow he knew who I was. He lent me a lead to walk them home with. He seems nice.’

‘Yeah,’ Daniel’s reply was curt. ‘Actually, you could do with meeting a few people around here. I’ll arrange a dinner party.’

‘I’d like that.’ 

It was flattering that he wanted her to meet his friends. The idea was exciting and nerve-wracking at the same time. What would they think of her?

The path started snaking down a hill and a white farmhouse came into view.

‘That’s the wildlife hospital ahead of us,’ said Daniel, ‘The word “hospital” makes it seem bigger than it is; it’s really someone’s house with treatment rooms and space out the back for the animals.’

‘Who runs it?’

‘Debbie. Her family used to have a farm here but they couldn’t afford to run it any more. Debbie’s mum had always taken in injured wild animals and nursed them back to health. Debbie helped her out, and before long they had too many animals to look after and not enough time or money to care for them. 

Then her dad fell ill and her mum had to look after him, so Lisa and I said we’d give Debbie a hand. I’ve been doing it for three years now. I don’t find much time to do the hands-on stuff, but I make sure they can afford to pay people to care for the animals. I’d like to help out in person more. I always wanted to be a vet,’ he smiled, ‘but my grades weren’t good enough.’

They reached a gate that led into the yard of the farmhouse. A hen led her fluffy chicks across it, watched by a lazy-looking cat by the stable door. Daniel walked round to the rear of the house and opened the back door.

‘Hello!’ he called in.

‘Hi!’ came a friendly voice from inside. They stepped into a large, warm kitchen with pale yellow, fifties-style cupboard doors, a big oak table and an assortment of old chairs covered with shabby patchwork cushions and colourful knitted blankets. 

Kneeling on the floor, feeding a lamb with a bottle, was a young woman with glasses and a scarf over her long dreadlocks.

‘Debbie, this is Yasmin.’

‘Hi Yasmin.’

‘Hello Debbie, nice to meet you.’

A thin black cat started entwining itself around Yasmin’s legs. She noticed it was missing an eye. Leaning down to stroke the cat, she instantly felt at home.

‘How many lambs have you got now?’ asked Daniel, patting an old golden retriever on the head.

‘Seven at the moment. I think there’ll be a few more next week.’

‘What happened to its mother?’ Yasmin asked, concerned.

‘This one was a bonus lamb. Its mum’s fine but she already has two to look after. Ewes can’t usually raise more than two, so if they have three we take in the extra ones here. Do you want to have a go at feeding her?’

‘Yes please.’ Yasmin bent down and held the bottle out for the lamb, which sucked at the milk hungrily. She was surprised how strong such a little animal could be.

‘You’re a natural,’ said Debbie.

‘Yasmin is a city girl,’ said Daniel. ‘Not used to farm animals, are you?’

‘You’re forgetting about Hackney City Farm,’ she retorted. ‘I’ve fed lambs there. We were always going there on school trips.’

‘A farm in the middle of Hackney?’ said Debbie. ‘Cool.’

‘It was, I love animals,’ Yasmin paused from the feeding to wipe her milky hands on her trousers. ‘We just didn’t have the space for them where I grew up. I had a hamster, though.’

‘Better than nothing,’ Debbie smiled.

‘Yes, but she used to keep me awake at night chewing the bars of her cage. She was nocturnal really. Are hamsters naturally nocturnal?’

‘I don’t know,’ Debbie shrugged.

‘She slept all day and kept me awake at night. I think I prefer dogs and cats. And lambs.’

‘In the wild, hamsters dig burrows, which they sleep in during the day,’ announced Daniel. 

Yasmin looked up from the lamb to see him reading from his phone. 

‘I googled it,’ he added.

‘Hamsters live in the wild?’ asked Yasmin.

‘I guess some must do,’ said Debbie.

‘But where?’

‘Hold on a sec and I’ll tell you,’ replied Daniel, frantically typing into his phone.




★★★




After they had finished feeding the lambs, Debbie showed Yasmin the animal enclosures in the garden while Daniel fixed the door of one of the rabbit hutches.

‘I do one last check on them before bedtime,’ said Debbie. 

The enclosures were home to badgers, hedgehogs, squirrels and a young fox cub. Some smaller cages housed birds as well as guinea pigs. ‘We get homeless pets, too,’ explained Debbie. ‘Sometimes their owners don’t have time for them any more, or they move away and don’t want to take them with them. This section over here is just for rabbits.’ 

She showed Yasmin a grassy area encircled by hutches. ‘We had twenty-six recently. They came from a home where they’d been neglected.’

‘Do you rehome them?’

‘We try to. But if they’re old or have health problems no one’s interested and we keep them here. The vet visits once a week; more if we need her to. She helps us take care of the ones with health issues.’

‘It must upset you doing this job at times?’

‘Sometimes. It’s a mix. It can be really rewarding, too. It’s sad when you get animals who are in a bad way, but it’s lovely when you can help them return to a normal life; either in the wild or in a caring home. 

‘I’ll show you the field out the back before it gets dark. We’ve got two donkeys and a pony there. Daniel’s looking after two of the horses at the moment. At this time of year they’re all living out, but it’s harder in the winter when they need more shelter.’




★★★




It was too dark to walk back to Daniel’s house along the path, so Debbie gave them a lift back.

‘I’d like to come and help you out,’ said Yasmin before she got out of the car. ‘I’ll be working soon, but I have some free time at the moment. Let me know.’

‘Thank you, Yasmin!’ said Debbie, turning round to look at her from the driver’s seat. ‘Just come round any time you like. There’s always something that needs doing.’

The visit to the wildlife hospital had distracted Yasmin for a few hours. But after dinner - a stir-fry quickly rustled up by Daniel - she sat on the sofa in the living room and thought about the roof terrace and the news articles she had read earlier that day. A light went out the moment I lost my amazing, beautiful wife. 

Daniel was checking his emails in the study. What was Lisa like? Do you miss her? How often do you think about her? Her questions for him hung in the air, waiting to be asked. But when she thought about the anguish Daniel must have gone through when his wife died, it seemed wrong to ask them. It didn’t seem right to rake up memories that must be painful for him. 

But did she have the right to know the answers to her questions? What level of seriousness did their relationship have to reach before she was entitled to know these things? The plummet from the roof terrace played over in her mind again.

‘Are you okay?’ Daniel asked. He was standing in the doorway watching her.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. I was just erm, wondering, actually... I’m just thinking that I’m looking forward to meeting your friends.’

‘Good. I know they’re looking forward to meeting you, too. Bella keeps badgering me with text messages about you.’

‘Who’s Bella?’

‘You’ll find out soon enough.’ Daniel sat next to her on the sofa and pulled her legs across his lap. 

Three large pillar candles flickered on the hearth and there was an easy silence between them as Daniel leafed through a dull-looking book about achieving better business results by doing less. 

Yasmin had her phone in her hand and was wondering how to reply to Jessica’s text about the Google search. She felt the need to reassure her friend that she had made the right choice and that she knew what she was doing. But it was difficult to formulate the words. 

Daniel closed his book and tossed it onto the glossy black coffee table dismissively. He stroked her right leg with his hand. ‘Tell me about your mum.’

‘Erm, okay.’ She put her phone down. ‘Why?’ 

‘I would have liked to meet her. Knowing you as I do now, she feels like a gap.’

‘She is. She was the best. I would say that, of course. But she always put me first, even when she had no money. And I mean it, she had literally nothing. That’s why she had to do two jobs. But I don’t ever remember her complaining. She enjoyed her work. She worked with young people and went singing in the evenings. I know she found it hard leaving me with my grandparents while she went off to work, but they were brilliant, too. Always there for me, so caring. I felt very loved. That’s important, isn’t it?’

‘Yes it is.’

‘They all gave me a good start in life. And perhaps I took that for granted. I don’t think I ever fully appreciated them until they were gone. While I was at uni, I lost my grandparents and my mum in just a few years. I had no idea life could feel so lonely.’ 

She took a deep breath and continued. ‘But they were there at the right time, you know? The time when I really needed them. And now, well I’m old enough to look after myself. I miss them every day. I chat to mum every day. I hope she hears.’ 

Yasmin stared at the large mandala above the white fireplace. At its centre sat a gold Buddha, framed by a square with a gate at each side. Next to each gate was a smaller image of Buddha. It was a combination of beautiful jade green and midnight blue, with highlights of fiery red and yellow. 

The calming image was just what she needed at that moment. ‘I keep some photos of her on my phone.’ She scrolled to the first one and handed her phone to Daniel.

‘She looks so young.’

‘She was, I suppose. She had me when she was twenty. She was only forty-one when she died. She had breast cancer.’

‘Forty-one? That’s awful. Why’s it always the good ones who are gone too soon?’ Daniel handed Yasmin back her phone. ‘You should print these out and put them up somewhere.’

‘In your house?’

‘Of course! It’s important to keep her close.’

‘I have one photo of her in a frame. I took it with me everywhere on my travels with Marie. It’s a picture of us together. I’m about six, I think. We were at Legoland; it had only recently opened. My grandparents paid for us to go as a treat. I remember riding in a Lego car and getting upset that I couldn’t steer it properly.’ 

Daniel laughed.

‘Tell me about Lisa.’ She had said it. Relief was coupled with nervousness as the words left her mouth. But it had seemed the right time to say it, given that the conversation was about deceased loved ones. She felt anxious about the silence that hung in the air while he put his thoughts together.

‘Well... she had lots of energy, lots of ideas. The only time she was quiet or rested was when she was mediating. She was opinionated, stubborn. She wasn’t an easy person to argue with because she always had to be right. Mind you,’ he nodded to himself, ‘most of the time she was right. She had good instinct. That’s why she was a good business partner.’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen a picture of her.’

‘Blonde hair... quite petite...’ he was staring at a distant point over the other side of the room. ‘She trained as an artist at the Slade School of Fine Art and started a career in design. She had a good eye for things, but a head for business, too, which was invaluable. She was seven years older than me, did you know that? She looked younger than that because she kept herself in shape. 

‘I think she saw me as someone she could mould. And, in fairness to her, she managed that. She was very ambitious. Always on the go. Nonstop really. She could be exhausting.’ 

He turned to her and smiled. ‘I miss her energy, I really do.’ 

Yasmin became aware of how lazily she was draped across the sofa. Lisa didn’t sound like someone who sat down very often. She had probably spent her evenings pacing up and down the room, loudly formulating business plans. 

Daniel continued: ‘I feel the same as you really; you don’t realise what you have until someone’s gone.’

‘And it wasn’t long ago.’

‘No, it wasn’t.’ He lifted her legs from his lap and got up from the sofa. ‘But it feels like a long time ago. It feels like a different lifetime, really. Time’s strange like that. And now, having met you...’ He scratched the back of his neck.

‘What?’

‘Well, you’re so completely different from anyone I’ve ever known.’

‘Oh.’ She felt a flush of embarrassment.

‘You are. I find you a refreshing change from the people I know. You’re not connected to my past or my work and I like that. There was a time, not so long ago, when I felt I could never get away from what my life had become. But I met you, and, I don’t know... as I’ve said, I’m not very good at talking about stuff like this. But you’re special.’ 

He took Yasmin’s hand and pulled her up from the sofa. She felt a flutter in her chest. 

‘Thank you. I feel special when I’m with you. I...’ 

He put a finger on her lips. ‘Don’t worry about trying to find nice things to say to me in reply. Accept the compliment.’ He put his arms around her and kissed her.




★★★




Yasmin woke later that night. Beside her, Daniel’s breathing was deep and regular. He slept on his side with his arm tucked around her naked waist. A shaft of grey moonlight found its way between the curtains and dimly highlighted the furniture. It was her first night in this room. Daniel’s presence next to her was warm and comforting, but her thoughts were whirling. 

She became aware of another person. A woman.

Her heart started to thump.

A petite blonde woman was standing in the doorway. Still, silent and staring at her. 

A cold sweat prickled Yasmin’s forehead. If the woman spoke she would probably say, ‘What are you doing with my husband?’ 

Yasmin sat up, causing Daniel to stir next to her. He rolled onto his other side and carried on sleeping. Shivering, she pulled the bed covers up to her neck. She wanted to shout but her throat was dry.

For a few terrible seconds she was paralysed, staring at the woman who stood watching her.

But then, as the moonlight brightened, she realised with a flood of relief that the figure was a bathrobe hanging on the back of the door. There hadn’t been a woman there at all.

And why would there be?

She lay down and tried to calm herself back to sleep, but the dizzy drop from the roof terrace to the paving slabs below kept spinning in her mind.


Chapter 20

Another visit to the roof terrace




Richard woke up to find his book next to him on the pillow. He had fallen asleep the previous evening reading the latest Inspector Rebus novel. There was a message from Katya on his phone that had been sent last night:

 

Where r u? Can we chat on FB? Xx




 There were two further messages asking what he was doing. Katya was demanding. She wanted to chat and exchange pictures every evening.




Sorry, Katya, missed your messages. Forgot to take phone off silent last night. Hope you slept well :) x




He got ready to take Plato for his walk and then remembered he needed to collect the lead from Yasmin. She had looked frightened, flustered and out of place in the woods the previous day. And completely unlike Lisa. 

What did Yasmin know about Lisa? Hopefully Daniel had explained everything to her; it would be unfair if he hadn’t. Richard could see why Daniel liked Yasmin. She was polite, pretty and seemed genuine. 

His phone pinged:




I’m v sad about last nite :( Naughty boy. Make it up 2 me 2nite? Xx




He replied to her with an OK before leaving the pub. Perhaps he could get a quick look at the roof terrace when he visited Yasmin, he thought. It would help to put himself physically where Lisa had fallen. It would be difficult, but it had to be done.




★★★




...Having had the dubious honour of hosting slum tours at the height of its downfall, Detroit now offers a whole host of hip places to hang out. Bag yourself a deep leather sofa with the artsy crowd in trendy Liquor Lou’s on Park Avenue and sample Lou’s signature cocktail, Top Shelf Margarita...




The knock at the door came as a welcome interruption to Yasmin’s painful writing process. She had been wrangling with herself over the amount of writing she needed to do before she pitched her work to editors. Did the idea matter more than a full written article? Surely someone would want to read her work before accepting anything? It was time-consuming doing the writing before it had even been commissioned. She felt as though she had already forgotten most of her journalism studies. 

She walked across the large, echoey hall, pulling off the old hairband she wore when writing so her hair didn’t fall into her eyes. She scrunched it up and put it into the pocket of her jeans as she opened the door.

‘Richard.’ Once again she tried to shrug off the embarrassment she felt at having screamed so loudly the first time they met.

‘Hello, Yasmin. I’ve come to collect the lead.’

‘Yes, of course. Come in.’ He looked down at the large, muddy boots on his feet.

‘Are you sure? I’ll need to take these off.’

‘That’s fine. You can bring them through to the utility room. Would you like a coffee?’ Yasmin had decided to be as friendly as possible to everyone she met so that Daniel’s friends would hear good reports about her; including Bella, whoever she was.

‘No thanks,’ he said as he pulled off his boots, ‘I’ve got to walk Plato and then get to a gardening job after that.’

‘You’re a gardener?’ 

Richard closed the door and followed Yasmin through to the kitchen with his boots in his hand. ‘Yes.’ 

Once again she felt a bit stupid. With his outdoor clothing and muddy boots, what else could he be? He spoke too well to be a builder. She realised this was a snobby generalisation, but felt it was probably true.

‘Daniel needs a gardener. There’s an overgrown flowerbed that needs sorting, apparently. Shall I show you?’

‘Okay.’ He didn’t look as enthusiastic about the gardening work as she had expected. 

She picked up her pink cardigan from the kitchen table and put it on over her white shirt. It was meant to be a work shirt but it was easy to dress down when she wore it with jeans. Richard followed her towards the kitchen door. She pulled on her sorry-looking Converse and opened it. Richard put his boots back on and they walked out into the garden.

‘What does he want doing?’

‘Over this way.’ She led him past the pond and down to the large border, which ran for a length of ten metres. The sun was warm and a yellow butterfly weaved in the air in front of them. Yasmin could hear bees buzzing among the flowers. 

She felt good. Spending that first night with Daniel had been a milestone in their relationship. It felt like a proper relationship now. They were girlfriend and boyfriend, even though that sounded juvenile. What would be more appropriate? Partners. That’s what they were. Meet Daniel, he’s my partner. 

She had only met him ten days previously, but time didn’t matter, did it? What mattered was being together. And here she was, in his beautiful garden - could she call it her garden soon? - discussing gardening work. It was all so grown up. She had an urge to phone Jessica and tell her how wonderful everything was.

‘I love alliums,’ said Richard as they reached the flowerbed.

‘Which ones are they?’

‘The ones with the purple globe heads. I often think they look like exploding fireworks. They’re a member of the onion family, can you believe?’

‘Really?’

‘If you leave an onion to flower it would look similar. Although it would have a white flower instead, I think. And these tulips are incredible; they look so good this year. Probably because the winter was cold.’ 

Yasmin remembered her grandmother talking in a similar way about her garden. Although it had been little more than a small backyard, it was filled with plants all year round. She craved this knowledge about flowers and shrubs: knowing the weather conditions they preferred, when they flowered and what tips and tricks were needed to keep them looking their best.

‘So this is the border he says is overcrowded?’ Richard took off his waterproof jacket and held it under one arm.

‘Yeah, that’s the problem with it, apparently. He says he wants it cleared out a bit.’ 

They walked along the flowerbed and another yellow butterfly fluttered past.

‘There’s a lot in here, but a lot of it will be coming into flower soon,’ said Richard. ‘It seems a shame to be digging around among all this fresh growth. Ideally, you thin out a flowerbed in late winter or very early spring before it all starts growing quickly. It’s easier to move things and divide them then. 

‘I wouldn’t want to take out all these geraniums. You’ve got several varieties here with some blue and pink ones flowering. And look at that Philadelphus.’ He pointed at a large shrub covered in tiny white flowers. ‘You definitely don’t want to be cutting that back until after it’s flowered. 

‘And look at all the bees on it! I love bees.’ He watched them for a short while and then continued, ‘I could cut back the Philadelphus fairly soon. But I’d prefer to leave the border until the end of the flowering season and thin things during an autumn clear-up. Also, this growth is keeping all the weeds at bay. If I take a load of plants out all the weeds come up in the summer months and that’s just extra work. I could try and put down some mulch or weed cover, but that’s best done when the perennials have died back later in the year. How does that sound?’

Yasmin hesitated. ‘Erm, okay I guess. I have very little idea what you’re talking about exactly, but I’m sure it’s fine. I’ll check with Daniel.’

‘I’ve done gardening work before for him and... Lisa.’

‘Great! Well that’s perfect, then,’ she replied briskly.

They started walking back across the lawn towards the house. Yasmin thought it looked beautiful in the sunshine; its warm red bricks contrasting with the white of the window surrounds and balustrades. 

It seemed funny to think this was Daniel’s house. Daniel the wealthy, well-known chief executive, who bit his nails, failed to notice holes in his socks and was addicted to a game called Boson X on his iPad. She couldn’t help smiling to herself as she thought about the quirks in his personality that few other people knew about. 

He was probably in some important meeting in the boardroom right that moment, and the attendees were unaware that he liked to take his iPad with him on toilet breaks so he could play at being a quantum-leaping scientist. Despite everything he had done and achieved, there was a childlike nature to Daniel that Yasmin loved. 

Richard stopped walking and stared up at the house. ‘Do you mind if I take a photograph?’ he asked. 

It seemed an odd request to Yasmin. ‘A photo? Why?’

‘I find the house interesting.’ He was still staring at it, and his eyes looked sombre behind his spectacles. 

Of course. Lisa’s accident. Everyone knows about that. 

She had been trying her hardest to push the reality of Lisa’s death to the back of her mind. She had worked so hard to be as sunny as the weather today. But even though the sky was clear and blue, she felt a cloud pass over her. 

‘I’m sure a photo would be okay. Go ahead.’ 

Richard took his phone out of his pocket and took a picture. They walked closer to the house and he paused to take a few more.

‘So where do you normally walk your dog?’ she asked cheerfully, desperate to distract him from the house.

‘Round the woods, round the village.’ He stopped again and took another photo. 

That’s enough for now, she wanted to say to him.

‘And how old is he? Or is it a she?’ Surely Richard needed to leave soon and walk the thing?

‘How old is who?’

‘Your dog.’

‘Oh, erm. He’s four.’

‘Great, that’s a good age for a dog.’ She knew she was talking rubbish, but she didn’t know what else to say.

They reached the house and she made her way to the open kitchen door. Richard took a detour away from her across the terrace. 

Oh crap. Yasmin felt uneasy now. Should she order him to come back as if he were a wayward toddler? Or should she ignore him and go and raid the biscuit tin in the kitchen? 

She did neither. She simply stood by the kitchen door watching the short, wide figure as he stood on the terrace and looked up at the house. He walked a few paces to his left, continuing to look up. Then he stopped and bent down. He appeared to be looking at the paving slabs. Yasmin felt sick.

‘I have to get on with some work now!’ she called to him. 

He stood up and walked over to her. ‘I’m sorry. That’s fine. I’ll get going.’

‘What were you looking at?’

‘Nothing much. Well, just something actually, but don’t worry. You get back to your work and I’ll see myself out.’

‘It’s Lisa, isn’t it?’ 

He looked at her with a slightly wary, slightly startled expression. 

‘I know about Lisa. Daniel’s told me everything.’ He hadn’t completely explained it all, but she wanted Richard to know that she and Daniel were in a proper relationship with no secrets. They were partners.

‘I’m sorry. I got a bit carried away with myself. It’s just that... looking at these paving stones now, you would never gave guessed what happened here, would you?’ 

‘No.’ Yasmin shivered.

‘Can I make a request? Tell me if it’s bit cheeky. I’d love to look at the roof terrace. Just once. I’ll take a few photos, but it’ll take no longer than five minutes.’

‘Why?’ Yasmin was puzzled.

‘I knew Lisa well. I want to make sure that her death really was an accident.’ 

Yasmin felt her stomach sink down to her feet. ‘You mean it might not have been?’

‘I’m sure it was. I’m just double-checking. Maybe it’s just me; I’m sure it is. I don’t see how she accidentally fell from the roof. I’m sorry, I’m upsetting you now. I don’t want to drag you into this and if I’m being unreasonable tell me and I’ll go now.’

‘Does Daniel suspect that it wasn’t an accident?’

‘No, not at all. No one does. In fact, it seems to be only me. Maybe I ask more questions than the average person. Daniel knows I’m looking into it, by the way. I can’t imagine he’s enormously happy about it, but he does know, so I’m not trying to go behind anyone’s back here.’ 

Yasmin didn’t like what Richard was saying, but at the same time she also felt curious.

‘So what do you think happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ Richard shrugged, ‘that’s just it. I have no idea.’ 

Her insides churned uncomfortably. Richard was watching her, waiting for a reply. She wanted to say, ‘No, I’m sorry you can’t.’ It would sound churlish after she had tried to be friendly and offered him coffee. It would only be for five minutes.

‘Okay,’ she said reluctantly.

Yasmin led Richard over to the staircase. There was no chance she was going back up to the roof terrace again.

She found herself speaking in a low, conspiratorial voice. ‘It’s on the top floor. The bedroom on the left has the key for the doors. It’s in the right-hand bedside table as you look at the bed. You’ll leave everything as it is, won’t you?’

‘I will. Thank you, Yasmin. You don’t want to come up?’

‘No thanks.’




★★★




Yasmin fiddled with the coffeemaker in the kitchen and repeatedly checked her watch. He had been gone three minutes. What was Richard thinking of? Was he suggesting suicide? Or even murder? He had to be living in a fantasy world. He did seem a bit strange. 

She went to fetch Richard’s dog lead and let the dogs out of the utility room. They sniffed Richard’s boots by the door and ran out into the garden. Luckily, she had remembered to keep the gate to the field shut.

Five minutes had passed.

The coffee machine started to splutter. She sat on a bar stool.

Seven minutes.

What was he doing up there? She had no idea what Daniel would think if he knew, but she had a strong suspicion he would be unhappy about Richard being on the roof terrace.

Eight minutes.

Should she go and get him?

Nine minutes.

She was relieved to hear his footsteps on the stairs. Her heart was pounding faster than usual.

Richard appeared in the doorway looking pale and sweaty. ‘Thank you, Yasmin. I have all I need now.’ He wiped his brow with the back of his hand.

‘Okay.’ She forced a smile. 

Richard walked over to the double doors to pick up his boots. He didn’t look happy. Visiting the roof terrace had clearly bothered him in the same way it had affected her the day before.

‘If, and it’s probably a very big if, but if you’re interested at all in the information I’ve put together, just let me know.’ He walked out of the kitchen towards the front door with his boots in his hand. 

Yasmin got off the bar stool and followed. 

‘I’d be happy to show you what I’ve done so far,’ he added.

‘What about the police? Presumably they did all this?’

‘Yes, they did,’ He crouched on the doormat and laced up his boots. ‘But just because they didn’t find anything suspicious, it doesn’t mean there wasn’t anything. To be honest, look at this village. Suspicious deaths don’t happen in places like this, do they?’ 

‘They do on telly,’ Yasmin shrugged.

‘Maybe. But in real life, it’s very unusual.’ He stood up and put his hand on the door handle, ready to leave. Yasmin handed him the dog lead. ‘The police concentrate their efforts on the dodgier places. It’s impossible to believe someone could have wanted to cause Lisa any harm. So no one believes it and everyone’s decided it was an accident.’

‘Well it probably was.’

‘I hope so.’ Some of the colour was returning to Richard’s round face. ‘But like I say, if you’re interested give me a shout. I live above The King’s Head in the village.’ 

He opened the door. ‘Thank you, Yasmin. Let me know what Daniel says about the gardening work. I wouldn’t be surprised if he says no.’ 

He stepped outside and Yasmin closed the door behind him. Was she interested in his detective work? She didn’t want to be, but another chat with Richard might satisfy her curiosity.


Chapter 21

A pub meal




‘Fancy eating out tonight?’ Daniel kissed Yasmin and put his laptop bag on the spare desk. 

She had spent all afternoon in the study trying to write her features and to forget about Richard’s visit.

‘I’d like that. Where do you fancy going?’

‘The food at The King’s Head isn’t bad.’ Wasn’t that the place where Richard lived? She couldn’t face bumping into him again that day. 

‘But let’s try The Crooked Billet,’ he continued. ‘It’s about eight miles away.’ 

Relief.

‘Good! I’ll go and get changed.’ She skipped up the stairs to her room and looked through her clothes in the wardrobe. She was hiding something from Daniel and it felt awkward. Picturing them sitting at a pub table together, she was sure he would be able to tell she was holding something back. 

She pulled a pair of black trousers off a hanger and a white top with lace and sequins that looked vaguely suitable for an evening out. It would probably be best if she told Daniel about Richard’s visit. She sensed he wouldn’t be happy, but she had to be honest with him.




★★★




‘So Richard came to collect the dog lead today.’ 

They were driving in Daniel’s Audi along a narrow, picturesque lane lined with hedgerows and the frothy heads of cow parsley. The sun had just dipped behind the woodland on their left.

‘Good.’ He slowed the car as they reached a blind corner and beeped the horn to check there was nothing coming in the opposite direction.

‘I told him you needed a gardener for that overgrown flowerbed, so he had a look at it.’

‘No. Really?’

‘I thought you said you needed a gardener?’

‘I do. But not him.’ He sounded agitated.

‘Oh. Why?’ Yasmin did her best to sound as ignorant as possible.

‘Because he’s weird, that’s why. Did he talk to you about anything?’ She felt her cheeks grow hot as she fumbled to find the words that would least upset him.

‘He, erm, he told me that he,’ she developed a sudden itch behind her right ear, which she scratched at, ‘that he was doing some, well I suppose you’d call it investigative work, into...’

‘Tosser!’ Daniel hit the steering wheel with the palm of his left hand.

‘Don’t get cross with me, I’m just telling you what he told me.’

‘I think I can guess.’

‘He doesn’t think it was an accident.’

‘I know. The man’s an idiot. He needs to get a life.’ 

It seemed the wrong time to tell him that Richard had taken photos and visited the roof terrace.




★★★




‘I’m sorry,’ said Daniel, placing a glass of wine in front of her. ‘I shouldn’t have got that angry. And I’m sorry I shouted at you.’ 

He sat down opposite her with a glass of Coke. The Crooked Billet had a horse racing theme. Hundreds of members’ enclosure badges hung from the ceiling above them, and there were framed drawings and photos of horses and jockey silks on the walls.

‘Richard winds me up. He had a thing for Lisa. That’s why I stopped employing him as a gardener.’

‘I didn’t realise, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay, don’t apologise. You weren’t to know. I’m just angry at him getting access to the house under false pretences.’ Daniel’s brow was furrowed, shadowing his dark eyes. He looked slightly scary when he was angry.

‘It’s my fault, I invited him. I mentioned the flowerbed. I guess he was just being polite.’

‘Okay, well don’t invite him in again. I’m finding his behaviour a bit bizarre. Everyone knows it was an accident. The police said it and the coroner. For him to not only think otherwise but to embark on some amateur Midsomer Murders investigation is just weird. And he has a complete disregard for everyone who’s still mourning her. That includes me and Lisa’s friends. It shows a total lack of respect.’

‘Maybe he thinks he’s onto something?’

‘He’s a gardener! Why does he think he can “solve” something that’s eluded everyone, including the professionals?’

‘Perhaps he’ll realise there’s nothing to it and give up.’

‘I hope so.’ Daniel sipped his Coke. ‘I wish this was something stronger. Cheers,’ he said, raising his glass in an attempt to lighten up. ‘How did your writing go today?’

‘Okay. But I don’t feel like I’m getting on well with the travel articles. I’m thinking I could do home decor ones and you could share some tips with me.’ 

An image of a glossy spread in Elle Decoration with the byline ‘Yasmin Clark’ flashed into her mind.

‘I’d be happy to.’

‘Brilliant. I could do something based on the Mandala Life philosophy; about choosing colours to match your lifestyle.’

‘That’s very Mandala Life.’

‘And how to create a feature wall; the ten best fabrics for a sofa; six ideas for a family kitchen; how to create a luxury bathroom in a small space; five alternatives to a conservatory.’

‘What would you have instead of a conservatory?’

‘I’m not entirely sure... I’ll come up with some ideas. Seven garden pods reviewed and tested. Maybe you could help test some?’ 

He nodded and smiled. 

‘Eight alternatives to curtains,’ she continued.

‘Well, I can think of blinds. What else?’

‘Exactly. That’s what makes people read. They can’t think what the eight alternatives to curtains might be.’

‘And what are they?’

‘You’ll have to read the feature and find out.’ 




★★★




Setting up the laptop in his room that evening, Richard thought about Yasmin. She seemed so young and trusting. Why had Daniel brought her back here? The physical attraction was obvious and Daniel was clearly operating on a superficial level without thinking things through. 

It wasn’t fair on Yasmin. If Daniel really cared about her, he would have kept her away. It was wrong to expect a woman - a girl - of her age to cope with the dead wife and the hostile friends. Had she met Bella yet? Bella would sink her teeth into Yasmin and toss her around like a dog with a toy. 

He felt worried for Yasmin. Should he warn her about what she was getting herself into? He couldn’t. It wasn’t his business. People thought he was meddling enough as it was. 

He plugged a lead into the side of his laptop, connecting it to his phone. The photos he had taken that day at Daniel’s house started to transfer from his phone to the computer. He had taken advantage of Yasmin’s friendly nature and he didn’t feel good about that. He knew she had felt pressured into letting him onto the roof terrace and she hadn’t been happy about it. But it was the only time he would ever ask her to do something like that and it had been an opportune chance to visit the terrace. By now she would have told Daniel about his visit and Daniel probably would have told her not to let Richard in the house again.

It had been difficult standing on the roof terrace knowing that Lisa had spent her last moments there. While leaning against the balustrade, he had tried to recreate the night of the party as Lisa would have seen it: the dark sky, a cold wind blowing from across the woodland; a pool of light spilling out onto the terrace from one, or both, of the bedrooms up there; voices and laughter rising from the house and garden, while lights from the ice rink, outdoor bar and lanterns along the terrace twinkled in the garden beneath her. 

Beyond the ice rink, Lisa might have seen Lee Ridgeway’s torchlight in the field as he helped with the fireworks. Had she been on the terrace alone? Or had someone joined her? He felt certain someone else must have been there. How else could she have fallen? And who was the other person?

The height of the balustrade had been a question in his mind for some time. Now he had stood next to it, he estimated that it was about a hundred and twenty centimetres high. It almost reached his armpit. 

Lisa had been a similar height to him. With her slight build, he figured she had probably weighed about sixty kilos. He struggled to see how someone of her height and weight could accidentally fall over a barrier that was a hundred and twenty centimetres high. Being small and light would have made it easier for someone else to tip her over, however. 

Could she have sat on the balustrade to watch the fireworks and accidentally slipped? It was possible but unlikely. It was Lisa’s home and she knew there was a six or seven-metre drop. She couldn’t have been foolhardy enough to sit up there, even after a drink or two. 

Suicide? Richard regularly asked himself this. There had been no note. No one who knew her had suggested she could have been suicidal before her death. She had been upset, however, and it seemed strange that only Richard had noticed this. At the inquest her sadness had never been mentioned. 

Daniel and her friends Bella and Harriet had all maintained that she had been her usual happy self. Had they not noticed the change in her mood, or was someone lying? Even though she had been upset, Richard was sure Lisa would not have taken her own life. It just wasn’t something she would have done.

His phone beeped. Katya.




U going to make it up 2 me now? ;) x




She was a pretty girl and he couldn’t deny he liked the attention, but her command of English wound him up at times. However, if he said the right things, she might send him more pictures. And he did like the pictures. He closed the laptop, happy to be distracted by some flirting.




What do you want me to do?




Send me a photo x <3




You send one first




A few moments later a photo of Katya in her lacy black bra arrived on his phone. He could tell from the background that she was in her bedroom. Was this how relationships were conducted these days? When he was twenty, Facebook and smartphones hadn’t existed. This new way of doing things left him baffled, but he still liked it. It was great. 

Another photo came through. This time the bra was off and Katya had strategically covered her bare breasts with her arm and hand. Wow! He had to ring her. 

Richard tried calling her number, but there was no answer. She was such a tease. What was she doing to him? Their texts didn’t always revolve around photos. He knew Katya was in her early twenties and worked at a call centre. Every spare penny, she told him, was spent on looking good and going out. Oh, how he would like to go somewhere with her. 

He was aware he would look a bit sad at her side: wide, chubby, bespectacled and greying. But that was the nice thing about online dating; you liked each other because of personality. Looks seemed to matter far less than in real life. 

Richard was spending less time wondering why she was interested in him and more time thinking about how he could get to see her. She was playing hard to get. Was that what all women did? He didn’t know. He had no one to compare her to.


Chapter 22

A walk in the woods




It was the day before the dinner party. After threatening to introduce Yasmin to his friends, Daniel was actually going ahead with it. Yasmin was excited about meeting them and it was good to think that she would finally be properly accepted by everyone. 

The house was being cleaned in preparation, so she took the dogs into the woods. It felt awkward sitting about while the cleaners were working around her; she felt she should be helping them. 

Walking in the woods was the perfect escape and it was enjoyable now that she was used to it. She even owned walking boots and a sensible waterproof coat these days. She took a selfie of herself in her outdoor clothing and sent it to Jessica. 




Lol, love it Lady of the Manor ;) xx




Oh shut up :p Yasmin texted back.




It had been raining and the path was muddy, but the sun was emerging from behind the clouds and had warmed everything by several degrees. Yasmin was wearing a short, floaty dress. She took off her coat and carried it over one arm, deciding that her heavy boots and light dress were quite festival chic. She flattered herself, imagining Fearne Cotton wearing a similar outfit at Glastonbury.

She had bought the ingredients for dinner - enough for eight - and had asked Daniel to drive her to a northern suburb of London the previous weekend so she could find a shop that sold plantain and scotch bonnet chillies. There were very few Caribbean shops and markets in rural Buckinghamshire. 

‘I could try and cook something for the dinner party,’ she had said to Daniel.

‘What’s your cooking like?’

‘Quite good,’ she had lied. ‘I could do a Jamaican meal.’ She was keen to impress.

‘I like that idea. I’ve cooked a few West Indian dishes before. Jerk chicken, salt cod fritters, fried plantain, spiced ribs, that kind of thing. I’m sure you’ve got a wider repertoire what with you actually being Jamaican.’

‘Half-Jamaican,’ she corrected him, keen to prepare him for the fact that she hardly knew any Caribbean recipes at all.

The meal she was planning was one that her mum had cooked. They would be eating chicken fricassee and plantain sautéed with cinnamon as a starter. 

What would Daniel’s friends think of her? He had met most of them through Lisa. She would finally be meeting Bella, who Daniel mentioned the most. She hoped they would like each other. Perhaps they could become friends. Although Yasmin had her friends in London, it would be nice to make some new friends where she lived.

The birds were singing noisily. Water dripped from the leaves and the smell of wet foliage was misty in the air. The path was lined with powder-blue forget-me-nots and white cow parsley. Bright baby green leaves adorned the beech trees and ferns, while brambles, nettles, arums and docks competed for space across the woodland floor. 

The dogs ran ahead on the path and blackbirds dipped from tree to tree, sounding their alarm call. Blue tits hopped on and off the lower branches around her and a robin sat on the path ahead, daring her to walk closer to it. A scrabbling noise drew her attention to a squirrel running up a nearby tree trunk. 

Ahead there was noise in the undergrowth; probably a pheasant the dogs would soon flush out. The sunlight flickered on her face as it reached down between the branches. She had grown to love the damp, dank smell of the woods: earthy and fragrant at the same time. It felt refreshing to breathe it in; deep breaths that she would never have dared herself to take on the Hackney Road.

Through the trees on her left she could just make out the shape of the wildlife hospital. She had been there first thing that morning helping Debbie feed the lambs. Then she had chopped endless vegetables and salad for the other animals and measured out cups of dried feed from the large bags stacked up in the barn. She had also dug up fresh worms in the garden for the badgers, hedgehogs and fox cub to eat. 

Helping with the animals was more satisfying than tapping away at a keyboard. The reward was immediate. Doing something helpful felt good.

What was Marie doing now? For a woman who had once been so important in Yasmin’s life, she hadn’t given her much thought at all. An imaginary conversation with her ran through Yasmin’s mind. 




Yes, I’m very happy, thank you. Daniel’s wonderful. I know we haven’t known each other long, but it’s not the quantity of time that’s important, it’s the quality. I’m busy with my feature writing career and life’s great. Thank you very much for asking. 




The park forked ahead and Yasmin took the path to the left, calling the dogs to follow her. They obeyed, taking up a scent with their noses to the ground. Daniel’s wonderful, she repeated in her imaginary conversation with Marie. He looked after her, bought her chocolates, ran her baths with heavenly smelling oils, cooked for her and asked her opinion on all sorts of things, from which tie went best with which shirt to her opinion on new advertising copy. No one had ever treated her like that before. 

John the maths student had once made her a Pot Noodle, a deed she had considered generous at the time. She liked the fact that Daniel didn’t treat her like a naive young girl. For the first time in her life she was starting to feel mature. These were things she would tell Marie if she ever called and asked. Not that she would.




★★★




Yasmin felt more at ease now that she knew what Lisa had looked like. It meant she could picture her better and have more of an insight into the type of person she had been. She had asked Daniel why there were no photos of Lisa in the house. That was when he had taken her to the master bedroom, a room that was far superior to the others with a wide bed facing a floor-to-ceiling bay window. Two armchairs sat in the bay window with a table between them, and the glass door led to a balcony overlooking the garden.

‘I don’t like to use this room any more,’ he had said. The bed wasn’t made and everything felt empty. Was there anything in the wardrobe or chest of drawers? Yasmin hadn’t wanted to pry with Daniel looking on. 

She had noticed the photo on an occasional table underneath a mirror. Walking over to it, she had picked up the silver frame and looked at the smiling woman with cropped blonde hair and a pretty, slightly pixie-like face. She was standing on a stone balcony in bright sunshine, sunglasses in one hand and exotic foliage behind her. She wore a white muslin shirt, which was undone to the waist, with a bright striped bikini top underneath.

‘This is Lisa?’ 

He had nodded, with a frown that could have been either sadness or irritation. Then he had stood still in the centre of the room with his hands in his pockets. 

Lisa was squinting slightly in the sun, so it was difficult to see the colour of her eyes, but Yasmin could see she had perfect cheekbones and a heart-shaped face. She looked more delicate than Yasmin had imagined. She had expected her to be more formidable and bossy-looking.

‘She looks nice.’ What else could she have said? Other than ‘She’s completely different from me.’

‘That was taken in Thailand on one of her yoga retreat thingies.’ 

Yasmin had placed the photograph back on the table.

‘So that’s the master bedroom,’ he had remarked, heading back to the door. ‘It’s a lovely room and I suppose it’s a shame not to use it. Guests can use it, of course. But, well, it holds memories for me. And it’s too big. I prefer the little room I have now.’ 

What memories did the room hold for him? she had wondered as they left. Happy ones? Sad ones? Both? Why couldn’t he tell her?




★★★




The path in the woods climbed higher and the land to Yasmin’s left started to dip away. She stopped to look at the small wooded valley carpeted in fresh green. The tall, straight tree trunks rose up to meet the canopy of green. She had an urge to run. 

She called the dogs, who appeared quickly out of the nearby undergrowth, and together they ran down the wooded slope. The soft ground was uneven beneath her boots: a carpet of dried brown leaves left over from autumn and recently sprouted nettles and brambles, which she had to jump over to avoid. The wind blew into her ears and her hair flew out behind her. Almost out of control, she twisted her ankle but kept running the slalom around the tree trunks with the dogs at her heels, barking. Leaves flew up into the air and twigs snapped underfoot. 

The hill steepened slightly and Yasmin shrieked as she almost fell forward. She steadied herself, jumping over two logs as if she were in a steeplechase. She reached the bottom of the dip and slumped to the ground, laughing as the dogs jumped on her and tried to lick her face. 

She pushed them off and leapt to her feet quickly, realising there was a large puddle under the blanket of leaves. She wiped the mud off her dress with her coat and tried to get her breath back. Her legs chafed where the tops of her wellies had rubbed them during the run.

The slopes of the wood rose steeply around her. She looked up at the tall tree trunks, their branches meeting high above her head like the vaulted ceiling of a cathedral. It was easy to feel small in this place. The air felt damp and soothing on her hot face. 

How different this was from Hackney, where the traffic rolled slowly and filled the air with fumes; where the whoosh of the air brakes on a bus and the squeak of taxi cabs braking were familiar sounds. In Hackney, the well-trodden, stained paving slabs were always busy, with people hanging around outside shops, waiting at bus stops and browsing the stalls of Dalston Market. There were people of all races and backgrounds; five different languages being spoken at any given time. There were minimarts, delis, halal butchers, chicken takeaways, pubs, betting shops, hairdressers, curry houses, wholesalers, and here and there a trendy cafe or restaurant. 

In the silence, the sounds of East London filled her ears for a moment. And with the memories came sadness. She could go back there again, but she could never recreate those times: when her mum was still alive; when her mum was dying. Those days had whisked past her. Yasmin closed her eyes and pictured her mum’s face. She didn’t want the passage of time to let her forget.

Feeling tired and less euphoric, Yasmin put on her coat and struggled up the steep slope back to the path. Ahead of her was a large, thickly twisted tree. Ivy had wrapped itself around the leafless branches and a green layer of lichen was growing on the twigs. Long dead, its gnarled body remained as if frozen in time. 

Yasmin felt chilly and hungry. She called the dogs and walked back to Daniel’s house. The dead tree had changed her mood; there was something she hadn’t liked about it. Perhaps it was just the fact that it was dead, but it was dead in a grotesque way with its thick, gnarly branches twisting like snakes. Why couldn’t someone do the honourable thing and chop it down? Surely someone was responsible for managing the woods? 

There was a rustle in the foliage behind her. She turned round and saw nothing. It was probably a squirrel. Quickening her pace, she heard something snap. Surely a squirrel wasn’t strong enough to break a twig? The sound had come from behind her and the dogs were up ahead. Who could be behind her? Was someone playing tricks?

‘Hello?’ She had meant for it to sound loud, authoritative and intimidating, but the word was quickly absorbed into the tree trunks around her. Her voice felt weak, quiet and ineffective. Everything was silent. A shiver ran up her legs, back and to the base of her neck. Was it instinct or just heightened anxiety? She didn’t know. But there was definitely adrenaline. 

She called the dogs and they bounded back along the path towards her. Their presence made her feel safer, but she ran all the same. Even though her wellies made her legs sore, she ran all the way to the field on the far side of the wildlife hospital.

Just above the sound of her panting breath, the rustle of her coat and the thud of her feet, Yasmin thought she heard a laugh. The faint laugh of a woman.


Chapter 23

The guests arrive




The dinner party guests were due at seven thirty. Yasmin had started cooking that morning, but she had burnt the onions and set a smoke alarm off. She hadn’t chopped the celery small enough and the pan she had put everything in wasn’t big enough. After several attempts at intervening, Daniel had finally succeeded. He finished off the meal while Yasmin got ready upstairs. 

It was seven pm and she was nervous to the point of being mildly terrified. There was a glass of white wine on the dressing table for courage and she kept dashing to the toilet thinking she needed to go, only to find that she couldn’t. Her insides cramped and churned. How would she be able to eat anything? 

She had bought herself a new dress for the evening and now she was worried that it looked too tarty. She had ordered it online because the nearest clothes shops were several miles away. It was a knee-length draped black dress with a halter-neck and a silver belt. She was convinced that the drapery of the dress made her look fat. She had also ordered some toe-punishing black shoes with heels that were far higher than she was used to. 

Painting a line of liquid eyeliner that kept going wrong, she wondered if she was trying too hard to make an impression. She certainly didn’t feel comfortable. She drained her wine glass and sprayed so much Frizz Ease over her hair it made her cough.




★★★




Although she had been expecting to hear the doorbell at seven thirty, Yasmin was still startled when it rang. Holding her stomach in, she wobbled out of the room in her heels, unsure whether she would make it down the stairs safely. 

What would Daniel’s friends make of her? She could imagine them saying she was wearing too much eyeliner, and that it was horribly wonky. Yasmin heard voices at the door and prepared to make the descent, ready to be judged.

A large, tanned blonde woman in a cream coat was air-kissing Daniel. She looked up the stairs and pushed a few highlighted strands of hair out of her eyes.

‘Oh, hello! You must be Jasmine.’

‘Yasmin.’

‘I’m Bella.’ She passed her coat to Daniel, who took it into the utility room, and held out her hand as Yasmin reached the bottom of the stairs. 

The famous Bella. Her features were regular and attractive, but slightly too large for her podgy face. Her whitened teeth were large too, giving her a horsey appearance. She had bright red lips and an exceptionally smooth forehead. Bella was also wearing black: a low cut, clinging dress with an expensive-looking pendant nestling in her cleavage. 

‘So nice to meet you at last!’ Her voice echoed around the hallway. ‘This is my husband Jeff.’ 

She gestured to the tall, balding man beside her with a hooked nose. He nodded at Yasmin. 

‘Something smells yummy, Dan!’ she said. 

Did people really call him that? It had never occurred to Yasmin to shorten his name. It seemed Bella was more familiar with him than she was.

‘Take a seat in the sitting room, I’ll be there in a minute,’ said Daniel as he walked into the kitchen. 

Yasmin followed him. 

‘No, you can’t hide in here,’ he whispered. ‘You look gorgeous, by the way. I love your dress.’ 

He kissed her, and as he did so she smelt a delicious woody spice. ‘Go and be sociable. Ask them what they’d like to drink.’ 

It had only taken Daniel ten minutes to get ready, but he looked good in an open-necked navy shirt and dark trousers. Yasmin wanted to spend the evening with him alone, not with his scary friends. She reluctantly followed Bella and Jeff into the living room. Bella had made herself comfortable on the cream sofa, while Jeff stood by the fireplace with his hands in his pockets.

‘You’re not what I imagined, Yasmin,’ said Bella, running her eyes over Yasmin’s figure. How was she meant to answer that?

‘Would you like a drink?’

‘Yes, a gin and tonic with lime. Will you have a beer, Jeff?’ 

Jeff nodded and looked distractedly around the room. ‘So you’re from New York, I hear?’ He did speak after all, albeit in a mumbling way that didn’t seem to address her directly.

‘I met Daniel there, but I’m from London.’ She fidgeted with the silver bracelet on her wrist as she spoke, silently estimating how long the evening would last. Four hours? Possibly five?

‘Lovely!’ said Bella.

From the hallway came the sound of more guests arriving. Yasmin teetered out to meet them. 

‘Poor girl, she can’t walk in those shoes,’ she overheard Bella muttering to Jeff.

A tall, graceful woman with long red hair and porcelain skin was handing a bottle of wine to Daniel. He kissed her on both cheeks and shook her partner’s hand.

‘Let me take your coats. Yasmin, meet Harriet and Andrew.’

‘Nice to meet you, Yasmin.’ Harriet was soft-spoken and wore a long green maxi dress, which was elegantly draped with a twist at the waist. Her eyes were also green, and her smile was demure. Whereas Bella was clearly loud and brash, Yasmin found Harriet enigmatic and interesting. She reminded her of the quiet, wallflower-type girls at school who were secretly very clever at something. 

Andrew’s red cheeks and wide smile suggested he had already been drinking. He was wearing a suit and tie, and was rocking up onto the balls of his feet as if he were trying to match his wife’s height. 

‘Hello, Yasmin!’ He leant forward to kiss her on the cheek. ‘So you’re the mysterious girl we’ve all been hearing about!’ 

She glanced nervously at Daniel, who smiled and took the guests’ coats away.

‘Come into the sitting room. Would you like a drink?’ Yasmin was learning the routine. She felt awkward in her vertiginous heels as Harriet glided effortlessly across the room in colourful sequinned ballerina pumps.

‘Thank you, Yasmin. I’ll have a glass of white wine please.’

‘Me too!’ chipped in her husband.

Harriet and Andrew greeted Bella and Jeff. The guests were all good friends, Daniel had told her, which relieved some of the pressure on her as a hostess. 

The doorbell rang for the final time and this time Yasmin answered it. On the doorstep was a short woman with hair that was wilder than hers, alongside a balding man with glasses.

‘You must be Yasmin. How lovely to meet you!’

‘That’s right, come in.’

‘I’m Liz and this is David.’ They both shook her hand. 

Daniel arrived in the hallway.

‘Dan!’ Liz gave him a hug, enveloping him in the fringes of her purple shawl. ‘Lovely to see you looking so well.’ Liz stood back and looked him up and down. ‘This young lady is clearly doing you good.’ 

All three of them smiled at Yasmin and she felt genuine warmth from them. Smiling back, she felt the evening might turn out okay after all. She would chat to Liz, David and possibly Harriet, staying as far away as possible from Bella.

‘She is,’ said Daniel, giving Yasmin a pleasant tingle down her spine.

‘Oh, I nearly forgot.’ Liz looked down at the basket she had in her hand. ‘I made a cheesecake, although I think it got a bit battered in the taxi.’ 

She lifted up the tea towel that was covering the basket. ‘Oh dear, that doesn’t look so good now. Hopefully it’ll still taste nice.’ She handed the basket to Daniel. ‘You deal with that. I’m assuming you’re cooking?’

‘Actually, Yasmin is.’ 

Was she?

‘How lovely!’ Liz looked at Yasmin. ‘What are we eating?’

‘It’s a Jamaican meal, one my mum used to cook. I haven’t done all of it myself, Daniel’s helped a bit. Quite a lot, in fact.’ 

‘Well don’t tell me any more. I’m looking forward to it. Now, I can hear the others being noisy in the sitting room.’

‘Would you like a drink?’

‘I’d love one, Yasmin. A gin and tonic please.’

‘Lager please!’ David piped up. Yasmin wobbled into the kitchen, realising she could only remember two of the guests’ drinks orders.


Chapter 24

The dinner party




‘Did you enjoy the States?’ asked Harriet, leaning forward as if aware that she had a quiet voice. She was sitting opposite Yasmin, with Jeff on her left and Andrew on her right. Yasmin sat between David and Bella. Liz was at one end of the table and Daniel at the other. 

The dining room had a curved floor-to-ceiling bay window like the master bedroom above it. The sky was growing dark outside and the table and its guests were reflected in the large windows. Against one wall was an art deco table with a vase of lilies on it, which sat below another mandala picture. The mandala kept catching Yasmin’s eye as Harriet moved her head. It opened like a lotus flower in orange, red, violet and green.

‘Yeah. I didn’t get to see it properly, though. Most of my time was spent in motels and meeting rooms. I’d like to go back and visit as a tourist.’

‘You must, you must,’ interjected Andrew. ‘I rode the length of Route 66 on a motorbike with some mates once. Years ago it was. We had a whale of a time. It was like Easy Rider all over again. Ha ha!’

‘I’ve done New York, San Fran and LA, but I’ve haven’t been anywhere in between,’ said Bella.

‘I’ve been to Las Vegas,’ said Jeff.

‘We know,’ replied Bella, glaring at her husband as if he had got up to something there that he shouldn’t have.

‘This plantain is lovely,’ said Liz with her mouth full. ‘Is that cinnamon I can taste?’

‘Yes it is,’ said Yasmin, taking a sip from her third glass of wine. How was it possible to not continuously drink at events like this? Whenever she spoke or thought nervously about the intimidating bulk of Bella between her and Daniel, she took a gulp of wine.

‘And you were a PA in New York, is that right?’ Although she was sitting next to Yasmin, Bella looked directly at her as she spoke. 

Yasmin glanced back at her but looked at the tablecloth to the right of her plate as she replied. ‘Pretty much. I was an assistant to my mum’s cousin.’

‘You were more than that, though, weren’t you Yasmin?’ said Daniel. ‘She was a successful businesswoman and you were her right-hand woman. You kept everything ticking over. She relied on you to do everything for her; I could tell that by her reaction when I asked you to come back to the UK with me. You should have seen her face. Ouch.’ 

He turned to Jeff with a mock pained expression. ‘There’s someone I won’t be doing business with now, that’s for sure. She’s an impressive person, though. And it was some opportunity you had there, wasn’t it Yasmin?’

‘And I gave it up for you!’

‘Oh dear, Yasmin, bad move. The man’s not worth it!’ said Liz. There was laughter around the table. 

Yasmin noticed that Bella remained silent and rested her hand on Daniel’s arm. This gesture of affection felt like a jab in Yasmin’s ribs. What was Bella doing? She pictured her as a schoolgirl; educated somewhere posh that looked like Hogwarts and had long, cloistered walks that she probably marched along in a blazer and long scarf, books clasped to her chest and minions at her side. She had probably been captain of the hockey team and an expert at inflicting injury on love rivals with her hockey stick.

‘But you’re working on something else now, aren’t you Yasmin?’ said Daniel. To her relief, he moved his arm and Bella’s hand returned to her wine glass.

‘Yeah, I want to become a features writer.’ 

There was a general interested murmur in reply.

‘Well, I think you need to speak to my friend,’ said Harriet. Her green eyes were enchanting and Yasmin found herself being drawn into them. ‘He’s a journalist for the Daily News and I’m sure your features would be suitable for their weekend magazine supplement.’ 

Harriet stroked her long fingers together as she talked. Her hands were beautiful. They looked as though they would play a musical instrument impeccably. ‘I could give you his details if you like? My sister’s also a journalist and I know a lot of writing opportunities come from knowing the right people.’

‘Is that Jonathan Holmes, Harry?’ It had taken Yasmin a while to realise that ‘Harry’ was Bella’s name for Harriet. Initially, she had found herself looking around for an additional dinner party guest she had missed.

‘Yes, that’s him. I forgot you know him too, Bella. In fact, you’re friendlier with him than I am.’

‘Yes, he would be a useful contact. Spent three years at The Mirror, did a spell at The Daily Express. Interesting guy. I’m sure he could help you, Yasmin.’

‘Thank you.’ Harriet was right, a contact was what she needed. Yasmin’s stomach bubbled with excitement as she took another sip of wine.

‘I’ll email his details over to Dan,’ said Bella. ‘On a completely different topic, what are you planning for your thirtieth, Dan?’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘You’ve got to have a party.’

‘When’s your birthday?’ asked Jeff.

‘July,’ replied Daniel.

‘Party! Party! Party!’ Bella slapped the table with each repetition of the word.

‘I said I’ll think about it!’ said Daniel, agitated. ‘Now eat your dinner!’ 

Bella laughed.




★★★




After dinner, everyone moved into the living room while Yasmin made coffee in the kitchen. She tried not to think about the fact that they had all known Lisa and would undoubtedly be comparing her to Daniel’s late wife. Who wouldn’t? 

As soon as she was out of earshot she could imagine them saying ‘So unlike Lisa’ to one another. Lisa with her blonde hair and perfectly toned body; with her bright blue eyes and sparky creativity; always full of ideas and full of the self-assuredness that life in your thirties brings. She wasn’t a naive young twenty-two-year-old who was new to adult life. 

Yasmin was crossing the hallway with a tray of coffee cups from the kitchen when she heard Bella talking. ‘I take it everyone’s received a visit from our resident Hercule Poirot?’ 

There was laughter. Yasmin stopped in the hallway, pretending to count the cups on the tray.

‘Poor Rich,’ said Andrew. ‘He’s a bit simple really.’

‘He’s not simple. He has a degree from Imperial College,’ said Daniel.

‘He’s naive really,’ said Harriet. ‘He doesn’t live in the real world.’

‘Yeah, I know what you mean,’ said Bella. ‘He lives in a dream world. You can see his frustration, can’t you? Academic yet no common sense or social skills, and probably bitter because the only job he can hold down is gardening. So he tries to prove himself by becoming some kind of super sleuth,’ she laughed. ‘It’s a bit desperate really, isn’t it? Poor Rich. He had a crush on Lisa, didn’t he?’

‘Sinister,’ said Daniel. ‘I can’t say I’ve ever warmed to him. He was round here a few weeks ago trying to persuade Yasmin he could do some gardening for us.’

‘He knows his stuff about gardening, though,’ said Liz, ‘and that Lisa business was all very innocent.’ 

Yasmin held her breath and strained her ears to listen further. 

‘He would never have gone near her,’ Liz continued. ‘He barely knew what to say to her. It was like a schoolboy crush on a teacher.’

‘And the man’s what? Late thirties? It’s about time he found a girlfriend,’ replied Daniel.

‘I can’t see that ever happening with his looks!’ laughed Bella.

Yasmin didn’t want to hear any more. It felt awkward when Richard wasn’t there to defend himself. She felt her grip on the tray tighten as she walked into the living room.

‘Who’d like coffee?’ 

Everyone replied yes, and as Jeff started talking to Andrew about golf Yasmin noticed her arrival had forced a change in the conversation. Would Lisa’s name have been mentioned in her presence?




★★★




Yasmin took her shoes off as soon as they closed the front door behind their guests.

‘Ow-ee. My feet.’ They walked into the kitchen and started loading the dishwasher.

That’s finally over,’ said Daniel, rearranging the plates so they could fit more in. ‘It was a good evening, though. Did you enjoy it? It’s not easy when you’re a stranger to everyone.’

‘I did.’ It would have been better if Bella and Jeff hadn’t been there, she thought. Why was Daniel friends with those people? ‘It went well, didn’t it?’

‘Yeah, they’re a good crowd. It’s been a long time since we all got together. I think the last time was,’ Daniel paused with a serving spoon in his hand, ‘actually it was the party.’ He put the spoon in the dishwasher and looked at a soggy blancmange-like mess that resembled a dead jellyfish on one of the plates. 

‘I think we’ll have to throw away the rest of Liz’s cheesecake. It wasn’t the best, was it?’

‘Poor Liz. No it wasn’t. Nice thought, though.’ 

She scraped the cheesecake remains into the bin and Daniel yawned. ‘That’s enough tidying for now. We can do the rest in the morning. Let’s go to bed.’




★★★




‘I don’t think Bella likes me,’ said Yasmin as they walked up the stairs. She felt she could be straight with Daniel and she was keen to find out how he felt about Bella.

‘Of course she likes you. She’s fine; she’s got a decent heart.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. She has a boisterous manner, but she’s not malicious. She’ll be better when you get to know her.’ 

Yasmin had no urge to acquaint herself any further with Bella. She scrubbed at her heavy eyeliner with a cleansing wipe and thought about the only mention there had been of Lisa all evening, when she was out of the room. Had everyone been avoiding the subject for Yasmin’s benefit? Or did they avoid discussing Lisa most of the time because it was too upsetting?

Whatever the reason, she had felt Lisa’s presence strongly that evening, looming and unacknowledged. If she had believed in ghosts, there would have been moments that evening when she might have felt Lisa watching her husband and friends enjoying themselves without her.


Chapter 25

A journey to the north




The little Fiat stuck to the inside lane of the M1. Its dashboard made an irritating rattle whenever the car reached sixty-five, so Richard kept the speed low and tried to remain patient during the long journey. The wipers squeaked on the windscreen and left a rubbery mark directly in front of his eyes. 

‘Pronto Packaging for all Your Packaging Needs’ said the back of the truck in front of him. Another lorry rumbled past and covered his car with spray. Its wheel arches were almost as tall as his car. One turn of the steering wheel and I’d be mashed, he thought. 

He tried to push all worries about his diminutive size out of his mind and to think about Katya instead. He hadn’t heard from her for a couple of days, which was unusual. They had exchanged a number of photos a few evenings previously and he had taken photos of parts of himself that he had never imagined he would. He didn’t feel comfortable doing it, but Katya had responded enthusiastically, which was reassuring. 

It seemed to be how relationships were conducted these days, if what he read in the media was to be believed. It would be unfortunate if he suddenly became famous and the photos were leaked as so often happened these days. But he was never going to be well-known, so it would always remain a bit of fun between himself and his new online girlfriend.

Richard was following signs to ‘The North’. He knew the name of the village he was heading for on the North York Moors. From there, he would have to rely on local people helping him. Northampton, Leicester, Derby and Nottingham passed by. He had never visited this part of the country before. After a quick stop at Woodall motorway services he journeyed on to Leeds and arrived at Pickering at six thirty. 

Having driven around the pleasant market town streets for a while, he eventually found a bed and breakfast with a vacancy. The owner was woman in her fifties, with bobbed brown hair. She was welcoming and jovial, but she was also nosy. Richard found himself concocting a story about being in the area on business for Pronto Packaging, which she didn’t look convinced by. How could he tell her he was visiting the parents of a woman he once knew and suspected had been murdered? The nosy B&B owner would never have stopped prying. 

As he sat in the small, peach-coloured bedroom eating the chicken sandwich he had bought at the motorway services, he thought about his plans for the following day. Lisa’s parents didn’t know he was visiting and he wasn’t exactly sure where they lived. He hoped they would talk to him. Surely he would be hard to ignore if he turned up on their doorstep?




★★★




The rain had stopped by the following morning. Fifteen minutes after leaving the B&B, Richard was driving out across the moors. Ahead of him, the sun shone down on bleak brown hills, and around him was rolling moorland, rough with heather and scrubby, yellow-flowered gorse. There were plenty of sheep to avoid in the road, their fleeces thick and shaggy after the long winter. Lambs scampered on rocky outcrops of granite. 

Richard wanted to live here. Forget gardening; perhaps he could learn how to build a dry stone wall and spend his days working on the moors. The road wound and dipped through the hills, past small stone houses from another time. Seemingly from nowhere, dark clouds swept in overhead and rain spotted on the windscreen. The sky became overcast and the tops of the hills disappeared into the cloud.

He eventually reached the village at the foot of the hillside with its small stone church and cluster of slate-roofed cottages. A dark stone pub loomed up on his left, and he braked sharply as he saw a small car park by its side. 

Pulling into the gravelled layby complete with water-filled potholes, Richard glanced along the sleepy high street. This was the village Lisa had grown up in. He recalled her telling him that she had grown up in the ‘back of nowhere’ and had spent her teenage years desperate to leave. Pouring himself a coffee from his Thermos, steaming up the windows in the process, he waited for The Kirkhouse Inn to open. It would hopefully be a helpful starting place for his quest.




★★★




A gust of cold wind greeted him as he climbed out of the car. He reached into the back seat and pulled out his overcoat. Putting it on, he climbed the stone steps of the pub, pushed open the door and stepped into the bar. It was dingy, with dark oak furniture and faded red flock wallpaper. The patterned carpet felt thin and worn under his boots. The only other person in the pub was a woman behind the bar with long dark hair and a large nose.

‘You all right, love?’

‘I’m looking for Mr and Mrs Collins. Do you know them?’

‘And you are?’ Her manner was guarded.

‘I’m Richard. I’m, I was, a friend of their daughter Lisa.’ 

The woman frowned. ‘I can pass on a message to them. I need to be wary about telling a complete stranger their address.’

‘I understand that. Can it be quite an urgent message? I live in Buckinghamshire, so I’m not here for long. I’m just... passing through.’ 

The woman looked him up and down and then pushed her lunch order pad and a pencil across the bar to him.

‘Put your details on there, chuck. I’ll see what I can do.’

He wrote his mobile number on the pad and handed it back.

‘Do you think you can get the message to them today?’

‘I’ll try, love.’

‘Thank you.’




★★★




He decided to take a walk around the village where Lisa had grown up. Holding his phone firmly in his hand so he could answer the moment her parents rang, he stepped out of the door. Zipping up his coat, he made his way up the steep road Lisa must have once walked. The small stone houses huddled together as if grouping themselves against the elements. He passed the village stores and the neighbouring tearoom. 

After a few minutes of walking, Richard found he had left the village and reached moorland again, so he turned around, crossed the road and walked back along the path on the other side. There was a man walking a small dog, but no one else. 

Most of the houses had net curtains up at the windows. Did one of them belong to Lisa’s parents? Having walked the length of the village and checking his phone a number of times, he went into the village store and bought himself a sandwich and a packet of crisps.

Opposite the shop was a sign for a public footpath pointing up the steep hillside. He followed the path between two houses and climbed up onto the side of the moor. The rocky path stretched way ahead of him and the wind blew in his ears. Either side of the path was close-cropped grass, groups of stones, woody heather and the occasional solitary tree blown into a permanent slant by the wind. Sheep grazed nearby and Richard carried on climbing up the path to find somewhere to eat his paltry lunch. The clouds rolled quickly across the sky; small white clouds followed by larger grey ones. 

He stopped to get his breath and turned to look at the village lying beneath him. He could see the slate roof of the pub, the church and the little houses clustered around them. A car or van occasionally made its way along the road. Had Lisa stood here and looked at this same view? It was difficult for him to imagine her in this bleak, rustic place.

The wind blew even stronger in his ears, now and again interrupted by the bleat of a sheep. Sunlight briefly splashed onto a hillside in the distance, its rays casting down from the clouds like a divine light. He found a nearby rock and perched on it to eat. It was a lonely yet beautiful place; ignored by outsiders until Lisa had died. He had a feeling that the village had folded in on itself as protection since then, its stubborn Yorkshire essence refusing to let prying eyes in.

Richard checked his phone again. It still had some signal, but no one had called yet. He couldn’t predict how Lisa’s parents would respond. They might be friendly, they might be hostile: it was impossible to know which way their conversation would go. The invigorating wind thundered in his ears, whipped at his coat and chilled his face. He screwed his finished crisp packet into a ball and put it in the empty sandwich pack before cramming both into the pocket of his coat. 

The sheep were closer to him now, reassured by the fact that he was sitting still. Behind him was an outcrop of larger stones. He climbed up to them and ran his fingers over the granite, smoothed by centuries of weathering. Little stirred in the village below him and, as the darker clouds pushed their way nearer, he decided to make his way back down to the pub.




★★★




There were more people in the pub than there had been earlier. A couple of elderly men sat at the bar with a muzzled Jack Russell sniffing around at the foot of their stools. 

When the woman behind the bar caught sight of Richard she called him over. ‘I gave them a call. They said they’d ring you. Have you heard from them?’ 

Richard checked the phone in his hand.

‘No.’

‘Tell you what. I’ll write down their address and I’m sure it’ll be fine if you go and see them. They seemed okay about it when I spoke to them. You were a friend of Lisa’s, you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s very tragic.’ The woman’s eyes were reddening. ‘She used to come in here when she was up seeing her mum and dad. Lovely girl, so much energy. They were a close family and she were the only child and all. It’s very difficult for them, but I expect you know that.’

‘I do.’ 

She ripped the piece of paper with the address on from her notebook and handed it to him. ‘You can walk there from here, love.’ She gave him directions to a road nearby.

‘Thank you.’




★★★




Richard left the pub and walked along the high street again. Halfway along, he turned right into a road that sloped steeply down the hill. A row of dark-stoned terraced houses clung to the left-hand side, and to his right was a field of sheep. 

He reached number fifteen and cautiously lifted and dropped the iron knocker on the white door. There was movement from within the house. He glanced around him at the modest houses in the windswept village and thought about the journey Lisa had taken from here to her multimillion-pound home in Buckinghamshire.


Chapter 26

Mr and Mrs Collins




Richard sat stiffly on the soft pink leather sofa in the small living room. Opposite him was an electric fire with a brick surround and a mantelpiece with a ticking clock on it. The clock was flanked by photos of Lisa. Seeing her face again made Richard’s breathing quicken to the point of light-headedness. He tried to keep calm as he spoke to her parents.

Mr and Mrs Collins had been happy to invite him in. They liked meeting their daughter’s friends and they recognised Richard from the inquest. While Mrs Collins prepared tea in the kitchen, Mr Collins sat on the other sofa asking him which route he had taken from Buckinghamshire. He looked gaunt and thin-lipped, and he wore a woollen burgundy cardigan, which Richard figured was probably essential to keep his thin frame warm. 

It was his eyes that distracted Richard as they had done after the inquest: Lisa’s eyes. The resemblance to his daughter and the photos of her in the room were off-putting; upsetting even. Was this the house she had grown up in? Had she sat on this same sofa and watched the same little television in the corner of the room?

Mrs Collins came in with a tray of teacups, a teapot and a plate of biscuits, which she placed on the coffee table in the centre of the room. She was petite and trim, like her daughter, and she wore a fuchsia-coloured cardigan over a neat blouse and trousers.

‘So tell me how you knew Lisa,’ she said.

‘I gardened for her and Daniel. And during that time I got to know her quite well. She was always friendly and chatty.’

‘And how’s Daniel?’ Mrs Collins began pouring the tea into cups.

‘He’s okay.’ Richard hardly saw him these days, and he was careful not to mention Yasmin. ‘He’s been busy with his work.’

‘I knew he’d throw himself into it. I suppose it’s a natural reaction for a workaholic. If you’re busy working you don’t have time to think about things, do you? Sugar?’

‘No thank you.’ She handed him the china cup and saucer, which looked fragile in his large, rough hands.

They chatted about Lisa for a while, the hardness in her father’s face softening a little as he talked about his daughter. There was a choke in his throat at times and he occasionally wiped his eyes with a handkerchief.

Richard waited for the right moment to mention his detective work, but it never came. Eventually, he blurted out an opening comment and hoped it would work. ‘I don’t believe Lisa’s death was an accident.’

‘Beg your pardon?’ said Mrs Collins, her mouth hanging open after she spoke.

‘What do you mean?’ asked her husband aggressively. His hands balled into fists in his lap. 

Richard gulped anxiously. ‘I just don’t think she would have been that drunk to fall off the roof terrace like that.’ 

The room fell quiet. 

Then Mrs Collins spoke: ‘You’re right, actually. She wasn’t like that at all. She never drank much and there was always something very sensible about her. She would never have taken any personal risks. But,’ she blew her nose on a lace-edged hankie, ‘it was an accident and that’s the thing about accidents. They happen for reasons you can’t understand.’

‘I think Lisa was quite unhappy before she died.’ 

They both glared at him.

‘What makes you say that?’ asked Mrs Collins.

‘She didn’t seem herself. She wasn’t as upbeat and happy as usual.’

‘She would never have jumped on purpose!’ Mr Collins said indignantly.

‘No, please don’t misunderstand me. I didn’t mean that. I know she wouldn’t have done such a thing.’

‘Jack, don’t get angry love.’

‘I don’t want this boy coming round here upsetting you, Theresa. We’ve been through enough as it is!’ He folded his arms and scowled at Richard.

‘Let’s hear him out,’ sniffed Mrs Collins. ‘Go on, Richard.’

‘I think someone pushed Lisa.’ 

She let out a small cry.

‘I think we should ask this lad to leave. He’s upsetting you.’

‘It’s okay, it’s okay.’ She dried her eyes with the hankie again. ‘I want to hear what he’s saying.’

Richard cleared his throat and chose his words carefully. ‘All I’m trying to say is, I think she was arguing with someone before she died. She didn’t seem her normal self.’

‘Despite what the inquest said,’ Mrs Collins interjected.

‘Yes indeed. I saw her a few times and I heard some arguments, too.’

‘Who with?’

‘Friends. And Daniel. It was unlike her to fall out with anyone, but I think she did shortly before she died. I think an argument got out of control.’ 

He felt uncomfortable in the awkward atmosphere of the room. He drained his cup of tea and placed it back on the tray.

‘So are we saying she argued with Daniel and he did it?’ asked Mr Collins impatiently. 

‘No, not at all. I don’t know who it could have been. It’s just a theory I’m gathering evidence on.’

‘But surely the police looked into all this?’ asked Mr Collins.

‘Yes, they did,’ said Mrs Collins, ‘and they know their job. They wouldn’t have got it wrong. If anyone was responsible they’d have found it out.’ 

Richard glanced at Lisa’s face in the photos on the mantelpiece, willing her to send a message from beyond the grave. Who had she spent her last moments with? 

‘I do know,’ continued Mrs Collins, pausing to subdue a sob, ‘that Lisa and Daniel hadn’t been getting on for a while.’

‘You didn’t tell me that!’ Mr Collins turned to look at his wife, his face red. 

She spoke timidly, taking care not to upset him. ‘It was one of those mother and daughter chats, you know. She asked me to keep it to myself. I certainly don’t think he hit her or anything like that. But things had been tricky for some time, which is why it annoyed me when Daniel sat in that inquest and told everyone their marriage was perfect.’

‘So he lied?’

‘Jack, there’s no need to shout like that. Yes, I suppose he did. I guess no one wants to wash their dirty linen in public, especially when they’re reasonably well-known and successful. And I suppose he was also still grieving and he probably thought the marriage problems had no bearing on Lisa’s death.’

‘Unless he did it, of course!’

‘He couldn’t have done.’ Mrs Collins shook her head and held her fist to her mouth, trying not to cry. Richard looked at her red-rimmed eyes and wondered whether his visit had been a big mistake.

‘The bastard! Do you think he did it?’ Mr Collins turned his accusatory gaze on Richard.

‘There’s no evidence he did. And he had an alibi for the time she fell.’

‘An alibi from someone who could be lying!’

‘Possibly. The police did suspect him initially because that’s routine. They obviously had enough evidence to decide he had nothing to do with it.’

‘Well who then?’ A blood vessel in Mr Collins’ temple was throbbing.

‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.’

‘I think we should call the police and ask them to look into this,’ he said to his wife.

‘There’s no need, Jack. It was an accident. I can see what you’re trying to do here, Richard, but nothing will bring Lisa back. And dredging through what happened and trying to come up with other theories won’t help at all.’

‘You’re one of these conspiracy theory people,’ said Mr Collins angrily, pointing his finger at Richard. ‘There was a load of this after Diana died, wasn’t there? People coming up with all these ideas that she was murdered. All nonsense, of course. I think it’s an obsession we have with blonde women dying young. We can’t accept it, can we? It’s hard to understand why life is so cruel. It’s the sort of thing you read about in the papers every day and then it happens to...’ he suppressed a sob, ‘your own daughter!’ He put his hands to his face and started to cry.

‘Richard, I think it’s best if you go now,’ said Mrs Collins, resting her hand on her husband’s back. ‘This is very upsetting for us.’ 

He stood up and picked up his coat. ‘I know, I’m sorry. Perhaps I shouldn’t have come.’

‘Perhaps not. But it was nice to meet one of Lisa’s friends and share some memories. Memories are all we have now.’

‘Thank you for agreeing to see me.’ Richard glanced quickly at Mr Collins, who still had his face in his hands. ‘Goodbye Mr Collins.’

‘I’ll show you out,’ said his wife. She walked him to the front door. ‘Ta-ra, love.’ 

The door was closed quickly behind him.

The wind thundered in Richard’s ears again as he put on his coat. In the field across the road the sheep grazed, oblivious to everything else happening in the world. The row of terraced houses ended further down the hill and the road became a narrow track. There was no one else around; it felt like the entire village had closed its doors on him. 

The wind brought raindrops with it, which splashed onto his glasses once again. He fastened his coat and started to walk up the hill back to his car in the pub car park. There was nothing else he could do. It was time to drive back home.

‘Richard!’ There was a voice behind him that was so faint it was almost carried away by the wind. He turned round to see Mrs Collins outside her front door, wrapping her pink cardigan firmly around her. He walked back towards her.

‘There’s one more thing you might need to know.’ The skin on her lined face was pale, almost translucent. ‘I don’t want Jack to know this because he’ll go spare. And Lisa told me it in the strictest confidence, which is why I’ve never breathed a word to anyone, not even my husband. I’d appreciate it if you kept this to yourself. I’m only mentioning it because, well... because Daniel lied at the inquest about their marriage. Lisa told me she’d found out he was having an affair. She confronted him and there was a big row. 

‘I suppose I should have mentioned it to the police,’ she pulled her cardigan tighter and shuddered, ‘but Lisa had asked me to keep it a secret and it would have felt like betrayal otherwise. I wanted to say something at the inquest too, but... you’ve seen how upset Jack got just then. It was easier not to say anything.’

What a rat, cheating on his wife, thought Richard. Bastard. He kept his manner calm. ‘Thank you, Mrs Collins. I appreciate you telling me that. I understand it can’t have been easy. Can you remember when Lisa told you about the affair?’

‘I think it was November time. November last year.’

‘And did she say how long the affair had been going on?’

‘She didn’t know when I spoke to her; she was going to find out. After she called, things went quiet for a bit and then Christmas came along and I think maybe she just wanted to get that out of the way before deciding what to do.’

‘And did she know who Daniel was having an affair with?’

‘Not when she spoke to me. She’d come across a second phone he had, and found out he’d been lying about where he’d been going. But I don’t know much more than that. I’m not sure whether she found out more. And maybe they did sort things out. I tried to ask her a few times, but she didn’t find it easy to talk about. I’m starting to wonder if this has anything to do with her death.’ 

The rain started to fall more heavily. ‘I really hope it was just an accident.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Collins.’

‘Call me Theresa.’

‘Thank you, Theresa. You should get back indoors, you’ll get wet.’ He pulled up his hood. ‘I’ll let you know when I find out more.’


Chapter 27

A walk with Daniel




‘There’s something about the woods, isn’t there?’ said Daniel. He put his arm around Yasmin and kissed her. It was the weekend and she had told him he wasn’t allowed to look at his Blackberry or laptop until Sunday evening. Instead, they were taking the dogs on a long walk to a pub in the neighbouring village, where they could sit outside and have a long leisurely lunch. Despite the summer warmth the path was muddy and Yasmin wore her wellies with shorts and a green peasant top.

‘It’s beautiful, but it still spooks me here at times.’

‘You’re not used to the outdoors, that’s why. If all you’ve known is a big city then the solitude can be unnerving. The irony is, you’re far safer walking in the woods on your own than in Hackney.’

‘It’s not that bad!’ 

Daniel called to the dogs and in a moment they were by his side. ‘The best thing about this place is the woods,’ he said. ‘The B&B I grew up in backed onto a forest and I would go out there with my friends first thing in the morning and Mum wouldn’t see me again until teatime. That’s why my home is so important to me. I can come back from work and walk in the woods again whenever I get a moment. It clears my head. There’s something about all this green that’s so soothing. I feel kind of... oxygenated. If that makes any sense at all.’

‘I can understand that.’

‘Listen!’ Daniel stopped and pointed up to his left. ‘A woodpecker. Hear that?’

‘Yeah.’ They stood in silence for a minute as the invisible rapid tapping continued. Then he took Yasmin’s hand and they continued along the path, tall pink spires of foxgloves rising out of the ferns and brambles around them.

‘I love the way everything grows unspoilt out here,’ said Daniel. ‘Nature has a way of organising itself, doesn’t it? These woods are as beautiful as any manicured garden.’

‘I bet you never imagined living in a place like this when you were growing up.’

‘You’re right, I didn’t. Life can be very unpredictable, can’t it?’

‘What was it like being homeless?’

‘Well I wasn’t very homeless. I only spent three nights sleeping rough before I got a room at the YMCA. I got a place quickly because I was only seventeen.’

‘That’s still technically homeless, though.’

‘I suppose.’ 

She suspected he had found it harder than he was letting on. 

‘For me, what worked was staying focused and resisting temptation. Drugs were everywhere. You didn’t always need money for them. I could have easily fallen into that trap. I just wanted to prove myself, that was all; to show that idiot who’d moved in with my mum just what I could do.’

‘And you showed him.’

‘Sort of, but unfortunately I don’t think he was ever interested. He was glad when I left; it was what he wanted.’

‘Is he still with your mum?’

‘Yeah. I see Mum occasionally. She tried to help when, well, you know, when Lisa died. She phoned and visited a few times. But she keeps her distance. She’s under his spell.’ 

The dogs chased a squirrel, which quickly escaped up the trunk of a tree. A slight breeze ruffled the leaves, making them sound like a slow wave breaking gently on the shore.

‘So we’re both only children. No siblings to worry about,’ Yasmin said. 

He swung her hand and smiled.

‘No brothers or sisters to battle with or share things with. Which can be hard when your family becomes fragmented, can’t it? There’s no one else to share that background with. Family’s important. I’d like a big family.’

‘Would you?’ She wondered why he and Lisa hadn’t had a family. ‘Didn’t you want children when you were married?’

‘Lisa did, but I wanted to wait a bit. She was older than me, so she felt time was running out for her. It’s okay for blokes, though, isn’t it? We can reproduce whenever we feel like it.’ He laughed. ‘I shouldn’t joke really. It was something we discussed a lot. In fact, we argued about it sometimes. I just wanted to wait a year or two more. I wanted to be at least thirty. Don’t ask me why. It just seemed logical at the time.’ 

It was hard for Yasmin to imagine a relationship so serious that you talked about having children. How did you reach that stage? How did you even get to the point of discussing marriage? For a time she had thought she was in love with John the maths student, but the closest they had got to serious commitment was a regular date at cocktail night in the students’ union.

‘I don’t think I realised how much of a big deal it was for Lisa,’ he continued. ‘It upset her, it really did. I often wonder if... no, don’t worry. Anyway, you don’t want to be hearing about all that.’ 

They hesitated by a large oak tree and he looked up at its thick branches. ‘How old do you think this tree is? Look at the width of that trunk. It must be over three hundred years old.’ 

She looked up at the branches that were stretched out over their heads.

‘You get old trees in London too, you know. I heard there’s one that’s about five hundred years old in the grounds of Fulham Palace.’

‘Just goes to show it’s not all concrete jungle there then. I prefer it here, though.’ 

Yasmin felt Daniel’s arms wrap around her waist. He kissed her on the neck and pushed her back against the trunk of the tree. Then his lips were on hers and his hand was in her hair. She felt joyously dizzy as they kissed, the sunlight flickering orange through her closed eyelids.

They were interrupted by loud barking. Daniel pulled away. ‘Bouncer, get down!’ he yelled. The spaniel was leaping up against his legs. ‘This dog gets so jealous.’




★★★




After a ploughman’s lunch at the pub, they took a quicker route home along a wooded lane.

‘I completely forgot,’ said Daniel.

‘What’s that?’

‘Bella emailed. She’s sent me the email address of that journalist at the Daily News. And she also asked if you’d like to join her and the others on their next girls’ night out. It’s something they do regularly... just at The King’s Head I think.’ 

Yasmin had been hoping she wouldn’t have to see Bella again. ‘Okay.’

‘Well don’t sound too enthusiastic!’

‘The email address is brilliant, I’ll get in touch with him straightaway. Good news. And the drinks... It’s nice of Bella to ask. It’s just that I don’t really know any of them.’

‘But you’ll get to know them.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. When is it?’ It would be a chore, but it would probably look rude if she didn’t go.

‘I’ll check the email for the date. Next Friday I think she said.’


Chapter 28

An unplanned interview




The following Friday morning Yasmin sat at her desk by the window, dreaming about the children she and Daniel would have together. She pictured a boy and a girl aged two and four running across the lawn towards her as fast as their little legs could carry them. 

‘Daddy!’ they would cry out, and Daniel would appear from the house and the children would fling themselves around his legs. He would pretend to fall to the ground and they would climb on top of him, shrieking with laughter. She laughed out loud to herself at the thought before checking herself and realising she would have appeared very strange to anyone watching. Luckily, the cleaners hadn’t arrived yet. She was planning to get out of the house before they appeared, but she was waiting for a phone call.

Was she too young to be thinking about children? A woman of her age was supposed to be concentrating on her career. None of her friends had the slightest interest in settling down or having children. Perhaps it was because they hadn’t met the right person. Had she met the right person? She was starting to think so.

She remembered she and Jessica were planning to meet up and sent her a message about dates.




How are you? Missing you. Can you meet up weekend of 19th and 20th? xx




Would love to but going to my parents then. Weekend after? x




Should be okay, will check what we’ve got on. xx




It had been too long since she had last seen her best friend. Perhaps she would make friends on the girls’ night out? She felt it was unlikely as she had little in common with Daniel’s friends. As the evening drew nearer she felt more and more reluctant. Maybe she could ask Daniel to text Bella and tell her she had flu? The thought was tempting. 

Yasmin watched dust motes floating in a shaft of sunlight as she waited for her phone to ring. Then she tied her hair up, trying to get all the curly strands out of her face. It took several attempts before every hair stayed in place. 

She was nervous. The journalist Bella had put her in touch with was about to call. She had sent a home decor feature idea to him earlier in the week and he had liked it. Perhaps this phone call would be a new start for her; the beginning of the career she had always wanted. Perhaps Marie would pick up a glossy magazine in six months’ time and notice a feature written by Yasmin Clark in it. Ha ha, Marie. In your face. 

Yasmin stood up and took off the cream cardigan she had been wearing over her striped dress. She felt hot and bothered. Picking up her phone, she went to the kitchen to get some biscuits. But when she reached the kitchen doorway she stopped.

Someone was in there.

A petite woman with short blonde hair was at the far end of the room. She had her back to Yasmin and seemed to be rearranging something on the table by the television. Yasmin watched her. Her mouth felt dry.

‘Lisa?’ It came out as a croak. Her heart pounded in her chest. She coughed as she tried to speak again, but the woman turned round before she could. Yasmin stood still with her mouth open. 

The young woman smiled at her. She wore jeans and a red top and had a cloth in her hand. How could she be here? Lisa was back in her own kitchen and she was cleaning? Was she still alive after all?

‘Hello.’ The woman gave a demure wave. Yasmin could tell from the way she spoke that she had an accent. Possibly Eastern European. Like the cleaners. They were from Poland or The Czech Republic or somewhere near there. 

The cleaners! This woman was one of the cleaners. The heavy thud in her chest began to subside.

‘Hello!’ She could have hugged the woman. ‘I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else. I didn’t hear you arrive this morning.’ As she spoke, she realised she could hear the sound of a vacuum cleaner upstairs. ‘I’ve just come in for some biscuits.’ 

The woman smiled and shrugged. The doorbell rang, startling Yasmin in her already jumpy state. She walked across the hallway and answered it, relieved to discover that it was Liz. She was wearing a multi-coloured, granny-square-crocheted cardigan and holding a basket.

‘Hello, Yasmin, I won’t stop. I thought I’d drop these biscuits round. I’ve been meaning to make you something ever since the cheesecake disaster at your dinner party. It’s taken me a few a weeks, but here you go.’ Liz handed her the basket. ‘Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I’m fine!’ Yasmin grinned more broadly than was necessary. ‘Thanks so much for these, Liz. You shouldn’t have. Would you like to come in?’

‘Thanks for the offer, but I’m running some errands this morning. I’ll see you this evening, though?’

‘Oh yeah.’ The reminder about the girls’ night gave her a sinking feeling. ‘I’ll see you then. Thanks again for the biscuits.’

Returning to the study, Yasmin placed the basket of biscuits on the desk. What state must her mind be in for her to think she had seen Lisa in the house? For a moment she had been convinced it was her, even though she had never met her. 

Yasmin’s heart was still racing slightly. She needed to sit down and recover.

Her phone rang in her hand. Fingers fumbling on the screen, she answered it.

‘Yasmin Clark?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jonathan Holmes from the Daily News.’ Her heart started thudding again as she sat down at her desk.

‘Let’s chat about your features.’ 

She talked him through her idea, which included home furnishing tips from Mandala Life.

‘What’s your relationship with Mandala Life?’

‘My partner is Daniel Ward, the chief executive.’

‘Business partner?’

‘The other. We’re in a relationship.’

‘I see. And your article discusses the Mandala Life range for autumn?’

‘Not specifically the Mandala Life range, no. It’s a more general piece on fashionable colours for this autumn with some insider tips from the Mandala Life designers. It’s not my intention for it to be an advertorial feature; the idea was just to feature some expertise. I can remove the Mandala Life reference if you prefer.’

‘It’s fine, don’t worry about that. I’m guessing your involvement with Mandala Life has been fairly recent?’

‘Yes, less than two months.’

‘Since you and Daniel Ward first met?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Where did you meet?’ It seemed an unnecessary question.

‘You don’t need me to include that in the feature, do you?’

‘Not really, no. It was more out of personal interest. Daniel Ward is such a busy man I was just wondering how you came across him.’

‘It was at a conference in New York. You’ve heard of Daniel, then?’

‘Of course. Mandala Life is a household name and he’s a charismatic figurehead for the company, isn’t he?’

‘I suppose he is. I’ve not really thought about him in that way.’ She liked the description of him.

‘Let’s go back to your journalistic background. You’ve written for a few student and news websites?’

‘Yes, that was while I was doing my journalism degree. I’ve only recently graduated.’

‘I see. How old are you, by the way?’

‘Twenty-two. Just starting out.’

‘I remember those days well myself.’

‘I can provide images for the feature if you need them.’

‘Thank you. Have you got one of yourself as well?’

‘Yes, I can do that.’

‘If you could send that through fairly quickly that would be good.’

‘That’s fine. The whole feature is pretty much ready, so I can send it through with that.’

‘Good.’ It all sounded very positive. She was about to land her first feature in a Sunday supplement! She couldn’t wait to tell Daniel and Jessica.

‘How’s Daniel doing these days?’

‘He’s fine.’

‘He’s had a tough time of it, hasn’t he? It was big news when he lost his wife.’

‘Yes it was. Obviously it was hard for him, but he’s moving on and the business is moving on and the future is looking bright again.’

‘Great to hear that. Does he talk about Lisa at all?’ Typical nosy journalist, thought Yasmin.

‘No. Well I mean, she was his wife, so yes, but... why are you asking me this?’

‘It can’t be easy for you filling her shoes.’

‘It’s never been my plan to fill her shoes. I’m not sure what this has to do with the feature I’ve written.’

‘Sorry, you know what us journos are like; never know when to stop asking questions! We did a lot of coverage on Lisa Ward, you see, and personally I always like to find out how people are getting on after the fuss has died down. It sounds like you and Daniel are very happy.’

‘We are, thanks, but I don’t think it’s appropriate to say any more than that. I’d rather just talk about the feature I’ve written.’

‘Sure. Well, nice talking to you, Yasmin. Just a quick question before you go. I was wondering how you’ve been received by Daniel’s family and friends? He has a close-knit group around him, I understand?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t feel comfortable talking about that now. I have to go.’

‘No problem.’

Yasmin hung up, aware that she might have blown her chance to have her feature published. She bit into one of Liz’s biscuits, but it crumbled in an instant: overbaked and tasteless. Her appetite had disappeared anyway. The phone conversation suggested that the journalist was more interested in her because of who she was with rather than what she had written. She was left with an unpleasant feeling in her stomach.

She emailed the feature to Jonathan along with a publicity photo taken of her while she was working for Marie, just in case there was still a chance it would be published.

She received a brief acknowledgement.


Chapter 29

The girls’ night out




Daniel drove Yasmin to The King’s Head that evening. ‘Have a good time, and don’t let those women lead you astray.’ He gave her a kiss.

‘Can’t I just come back with you? I’d rather watch telly in my onesie.’

‘Go on, you’ll be fine. I won’t wait up.’ She kissed him again and climbed out of the car, wishing she shared his enthusiasm about the evening. 

The pub was an old, crooked building with white walls, black beams and small, leaded windows. The red-tiled roof slumped slightly in the centre. Two hanging baskets, overflowing with red petunias, hung from the small, wonky porch. It looked as though there was a danger of them pulling the ancient structure down.

It was a warm evening in early June and several tables and chairs had been placed outside. Bella, Harriet and Liz were sitting at one of them with a bottle of wine. They were dressed up, so Yasmin was pleased she was wearing the black dress she had worn at the drinks reception in New York. That was the same night she had got stuck in the lift with Daniel. It seemed so long ago. It was tighter than it had ever been. Any more sweet stuff and the seams will start to give way, thought Yasmin.

Bella wore a low-cut red top over a black and white pencil skirt, and Harriet was wearing a navy sleeveless dress and a beautifully ornate bracelet shaped like a snake, which wound itself around her long white arm. Liz wore a pink silk shirt with dark trousers.

‘Yasmin!’ Liz greeted her with a big smile. ‘You look very smart. Love the dress!’

Bella and Harriet also said hello. Yasmin waved to Daniel as he drove away and she spotted Bella blowing him a kiss. What was she playing at? 

Bella handed her a glass and filled it with wine as Yasmin took a seat. The conversation was focused on Bella’s visit to the physiotherapist that morning.

‘He’s done a world of good with my back, Harry. You should see him about your shoulder.’ 

Harriet stroked her left shoulder with her long fingers and flinched slightly with pain.

‘Thanks, text me his number.’ 

The conversation moved on to schools in the area. Bella and Harriet both had children. Liz chatted to Yasmin about horses, which were her substitute children. The only dependents Yasmin could think of talking about were Daniel’s dogs. 

Harriet bought the next bottle of wine and Yasmin felt herself relaxing as the sun set and swallows dipped around them. Perhaps she just needed time to get used to Bella as Daniel had suggested.

‘Have you ever ridden, Yasmin?’ asked Liz.

‘Only once. In Hyde Park.’

‘You can ride in Hyde Park?’ 

‘Yeah, there are stables there. Mum took me one year for a birthday treat. I loved it; I wanted a pony of my own. But that was never going to happen. Horses are expensive.’

‘Well, you have the space now,’ smiled Liz. She was talking as if Yasmin were a permanent fixture in the village. She hoped she was. 

‘You’ve got room for one or two more alongside the ones Daniel looks after for the wildlife hospital. If you need a hand looking at horses I’d be happy to come and look at a few with you. Buying a horse is like buying a second-hand car. You have to know a bit about them.’

‘Thank you, Liz.’ Yasmin’s attention was drawn to the conversation between Bella and Harriet. They were talking about Lisa.

‘So it’s stayed in the living room, which has thwarted my plans for the colour scheme in there really. But I can hardly get rid of it, can I?’ said Bella.

‘No. I remember you saying you were going to put it in the guest bedroom and hope Lisa wouldn’t notice. But I can see what you’re saying. It seems disrespectful somehow.’ Harriet took a sip from her glass. Her long red hair flowed around her shoulders. 

How was it fair that someone could have hair that thick and beautiful? Yasmin put her hand up to her wild curls and tried to smooth them.

‘What’s disrespectful?’ asked Liz.

‘That painting Lisa gave me. The one she painted herself, remember?’ replied Bella.

‘Oh yeah, the one of the Thai boats moored up on the beach?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘It’s a lovely painting. Lisa was a very talented artist.’

‘She was.’ Bella ran her fingers through her blonde streaks. ‘And it’s well painted. It’s just that I don’t like it. And I’d been meaning to move it to another part of the house, but with Lisa gone...’ She trailed off and looked at Harriet. ‘Well we were just saying it doesn’t seem right to move it.’

‘What was Lisa like?’ The courage Yasmin had gained from the two glasses of wine and a general nosiness made her blurt out the question. They all looked at her.

‘I’d forgotten that you never met her,’ replied Bella, running her hand through her hair again and looking Yasmin in the eye. ‘Lovely. Really lovely. And I mean she really was, wasn’t she Harry?’ 

Harriet nodded. 

‘Always positive, wasn’t she?’ said Liz, ‘And so much energy. Very focused. Up early in the morning for gym or yoga, even if she had to be at the London office that day.’

‘I don’t know how she did it, really,’ said Harriet.

‘Well, she didn’t have kids,’ retorted Bella.

‘No. It’s easier to have those energy levels when you don’t have children,’ laughed Harriet. ‘But she wanted them, didn’t she?’

‘Yeah, she did,’ said Bella. ‘She desperately wanted a baby and Daniel wasn’t interested.’

‘Nope,’ said Harriet. 

Yasmin swallowed more of her wine. ‘It sounds like she was really nice. My turn to buy a bottle now,’ she slurred.




★★★




Nice. Lisa was nice. Yasmin repeated the words to herself as she made her way to the bar. Really lovely and nice. 

The landlord told her he needed to bring more wine bottles up from the cellar. While she was waiting, she went to the ladies’ behind a slatted oak door next to the bar.

Why did Lisa have to be so nice? Couldn’t she have had a few faults? Yasmin pondered this to herself as she bumped tipsily into the side of the toilet cubicle. Getting up at the crack of dawn for a yoga class? What was wrong with oversleeping and being late for work occasionally, like normal people? 

As she was just about to leave the cubicle, she heard two people come in. Pausing with her finger on the lock, she recognised the voices of Bella and Harriet. Should she open the door and say hello? She could, but she also wanted to eavesdrop. As they each occupied a cubicle and chatted through the wall, they talked about a school event that was coming up.

‘It’s the picnic next week, isn’t it?’

‘I’m glad you reminded me. I need to order a new picnic blanket.’

‘I’ve seen an amazing hamper.’

‘Where?’

‘Online. I’m trying to remember the name of it. Stainless steel cutlery, champagne glasses, china plates. It’s gorgeous.’

The toilets flushed and they were back out by the sinks again. Yasmin stayed quietly where she was, almost holding her breath in case they realised she was listening in. She listened to the unzipping of bags and the click of powder cases and lipstick lids.

‘Yasmin’s getting the next bottle of wine, isn’t she?’

‘She said she was.’

‘Funny girl,’ said Bella. ‘I don’t understand what Daniel sees in her. She’s young and... quite boring, really. What’s he got in common with her? He’s so obviously on the rebound.’

‘He probably is. I’m sure she keeps life interesting for him, though. He couldn’t cope with being alone.’

‘Interesting? Really? Maybe she has some hidden talent we don’t know about. I tell you what it’ll be. She probably puts out a lot. She’s doesn’t have kids or a job. She must have lots of energy.’ 

They both laughed and Yasmin heard the door open as they walked through it. The door closed behind them with a slam and there was silence again.

She stepped out of the cubicle and walked over to the sink. As she rinsed her hands, her actions felt automatic and robot-like. She wouldn’t cry. They couldn’t make her cry. As she dried her hands, the tears sprung from her eyes and down her cheeks. She wiped at them with a paper towel that had the softness of cardboard.

Stop crying, she told herself. They don’t know you properly. You don’t like Bella anyway. Who cares what they think? She felt like she was at school again, crying in the toilets after someone made a racist comment. She had thought those days were over. And yet here she was, living a life entirely different from the one she had led before, crying in secret again. She tried to dry her tears and compose herself, knowing that someone could walk in at any moment and see her crying. She was twenty-two and grown up. She had to sort herself out.

After splashing cold water on her cheeks and under her eyes, Yasmin dabbed her face with the rough paper towel again. She took a deep breath, opened the door and stepped back out into the pub. People around her were chatting and laughing. It was the type of pub that was filled with locals; lots of people who knew each other’s business. They had probably known each other for years and knew about the highs and lows of each other’s lives: the births, relationships, marriages, divorces, deaths, arguments, money problems, friendships and rivalry. All these elements of people’s lives were spun together in a web that was familiar to everyone here.

Except Yasmin.

What was Lisa like? That was all she could ask. The question was starting to consume her. What was she like? Yasmin had to ask because she was the only one who didn’t know.

‘Yasmin? Are you okay?’ She looked up and saw Richard standing next to her. The look of concern on his face made another tear roll down her cheek. It was impossible to lie.

‘No, I’m not.’ She wiped away the tear.

‘Where’s Daniel?’

‘At home. I’m here with Liz, Harriet and Bella. I should go and find them.’ She looked across the crowded pub to the doorway. ‘But I can’t. I can’t face them.’ Her voice broke and more tears came.

‘Hey.’ He put his hand on her shoulder.

‘I don’t want them to see me like this.’ She wiped her nose on the back of her hand.

‘You can take some time out upstairs if you like,’ he said, ‘and I don’t mean it like that. Honestly I don’t. I can make you a coffee and then you can go and find them when you’re ready.’ 

What was the alternative? Ringing Daniel in tears to come and fetch her? That was something a teenager would do.

‘Okay.’

He led the way up the narrow wooden staircase.


Chapter 30

Yasmin and Richard




‘I’ll leave the door open,’ said Richard, ‘just so you’re not worried about me trying anything.’

‘It’s fine, I trust you.’ Yasmin smiled at the concern on his face.

He gestured to the only seat in the room: an old spindle chair with a flat cushion on it. Plato was curled up in his bed. He raised his head to sniff the air, briefly stared at Yasmin, then settled back to sleep.

‘Coffee?’ asked Richard. He picked up the small kettle in his kitchenette.

‘Haven’t you got anything stronger?’ Yasmin sat down in the chair and made sure her dress was pulled down over her knees and the neckline covered as much cleavage as possible. She didn’t want Richard getting the wrong idea and thinking she was attracted to him because she was in his bedroom.

‘Do you need something stronger? I don’t think it would be a good idea.’ 

‘Okay, coffee then.’ 

He filled the kettle at the stainless steel sink and switched it on. 

‘They’re going to wonder where I am, aren’t they?’ She wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

‘Here.’ Richard handed her a tissue. His room was shabby but he kept it neat and it had a cosy feel to it, with the low eaves and the soft lighting from the fringed lamp. Yasmin felt a pang of pity for short, wide Richard with his thick glasses and his small, humble room. He clearly had pride in where he lived and she almost felt she should apologise for living in such an enormous house with Daniel.

She glanced across at the well-thumbed murder mysteries on Richard’s shelf: Agatha Christie, Elizabeth George, Colin Dexter, Ellis Peters and Ian Rankin.

‘You like reading?’

‘Yes.’ Richard walked over to the shelf. ‘This is my favourite.’ He carefully brought over an old red hardback written by Arthur Conan Doyle. It had a swirling gold design on the spine and a silhouette of a prowling black beast on the cover. ‘The Hound of the Baskervilles. One of my favourite Sherlock stories and this edition is very rare. My parents bought it for me for my twenty-first birthday. I’d wanted it for years. I love the smell of an old book.’ 

He opened it and held the book to his nose before handing it to her. The pages had a musty smell; appropriate for an old detective story. She closed the book and traced a finger over the scrolling design.

‘I love it,’ she said, ‘I had lots of books when I was in London, but I had to get rid of a lot of stuff before I went to the States.’ 

She handed the book back to Richard and noticed through the window that it was getting dark outside. Had Bella and the others moved inside the pub now?

‘I’ll put your coffee here.’ He rested the mug on a pile of hardbacks, which doubled up as a table, then sat opposite her on the end of his bed with his cup in his hand. 

Her head was still spinning from the wine she had drunk. Did coffee really sober you up or was it a myth? she wondered.

Richard was scrolling through something on his phone. ‘This is Katya.’ 

He handed the phone to her and she saw a Facebook profile of a young woman with black hair, lots of make-up and very few clothes. Katya Kurek she was called. She wasn’t the type of woman Yasmin could imagine Richard being with. Maybe she was his sister. She would have to be careful what she said about the tarty clothing.

‘Who’s Katya?’

‘A girlfriend. Sort of. It’s early days. We met online and we chat on Facebook and by text. We haven’t met in real life yet. It’s just online dating or something like that, but, well, I’m not sure why I’m telling you about her really. It’s just, I haven’t told many people. Only Jason, the pub landlord. She seems nice anyway.’

‘How lovely.’ Yasmin forced a smile. Was Katya foreign and looking for a green card? Or was Richard paying her? It was hard to see how the relationship could be genuine. She managed to keep these thoughts to herself, which wasn’t always easy when she was slightly drunk.

Her mind wandered back to Bella, Harriet and Liz. ‘The girls were telling me how nice Lisa was.’

‘Were they?’ Richard placed his phone on the bedside table.

‘Yeah, she was lovely apparently.’

‘She was.’

‘That’s the thing when someone dies, isn’t it? You can’t say bad things about them. My mum died eighteen months ago and I honestly can’t think of a bad thing to say about her. Even if she was still alive, I wouldn’t complain about her ever. She was the perfect mum.’

‘That’s good.’

‘How about your mum?’

‘She lives in Finchley. With my dad. They live there with one of my brothers.’

‘How many brothers do you have?’

‘Four.’

‘That’s a lot.’ She picked up her mug and some of the hot coffee sloshed onto her lap.

‘Ouch!’ 

Richard grabbed a tea towel from the kitchenette and handed it to her.

‘Maybe leave it until it’s cooled down a bit. You’re a bit too tipsy to hold it steady.’

‘I’m not tipsy!’ 

He raised one eyebrow and said nothing while she rubbed the towel over her lap, legs and the floor. She recalled Bella’s harsh words about Richard at the dinner party. That woman was a cow. No matter what Daniel said, Bella was a cow. Which was offensive to cows. Actually, she looked like a horse. A horse with a doughy face and Botoxed forehead, covered in Fake Bake.

‘How’s your detective work going?’ She knew she shouldn’t ask, but the urge was too strong. She wanted to hear more about Lisa. After thinking she had seen her in the kitchen earlier, her appetite for Lisa-related stories was growing. 

Were there things Daniel wasn’t telling her? Was he giving her a sanitised version of his marriage? She felt bad for suspecting that he was. But she also felt angry that he was friends with Bella the cow. No, not the cow, the... she couldn’t think of something horrible enough to compare her to.

‘It’s going okay.’ Richard’s face brightened at the question; he clearly wanted to talk about it. ‘I visited her parents last weekend.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘Just to let them know what I was doing.’

‘And how were they?’

‘Friendly. To start with. But then they got a bit upset, as you can imagine.’ He smoothed down a fraying piece of the quilted bedcover with his finger.

‘Did they have any useful information?’

‘No.’ He looked directly at her. ‘Nothing useful.’

‘So you have nothing at all to suggest it wasn’t an accident?’

‘Well, I have a few things. I’ll show you.’ He got up from the bed, bent down and pulled a file out from underneath it.

‘These are the notes from my laptop. I printed them out at the library earlier this week.’ 

Poor Richard didn’t even have a printer. Could she lend him one of Daniel’s? 

He sat back on the bed and leafed through them. ‘Do you want to hear what I’ve got?’ 

She checked her watch; it had just gone ten o’clock. She knew she should go back downstairs, but she was curious to hear more. ‘Go on then.’

‘Most of this is just observations I’ve made from conversations, news reports, the inquest and a few interviews. Not many people have let me interview them. Only one of Lisa’s friends, Liz, would talk about it in any detail. So I don’t have a lot from the people close to her but I do know some of the other gardeners, nannies, childminders, handymen, cleaners, dog-sitters and so on. The people who live in this village let people like us into their lives and forget we can see who’s visiting who and overhear conversations. A lot of information can be gleaned from pruning a shrub by an open window, you know.’ 

The thought of him creeping around listening to conversations unnerved Yasmin a little. 

He detected her unease. ‘And internet research as well.’

‘So Lisa fell from the roof terrace of their house at midnight during the New Year’s Eve party. Is that right?’

‘Yeah. From the inquest we know that the last time anyone saw Lisa was when she called out across the kitchen to Daniel that they needed to start the fireworks because it was midnight. And then she went upstairs to the roof terrace; no one knows exactly why. There are no witnesses to her doing that. The guess is that she went up there to get a good view of the fireworks. If that’s the case I’m surprised she didn’t ask any of her friends to join her. 

‘The next thing we know is that Lisa was found on the terrace, unresponsive. Once they got her to hospital, they found her injuries were consistent with falling from a height of six or seven metres, which is about the height of the roof terrace from the ground.’

‘So although no one saw her go up to the roof terrace, there’s no dispute that she fell from there?’

‘None. She could have fallen from the balcony of the master bedroom. But that’s about a three or four-metre drop and her injuries wouldn’t have been as bad. And she wasn’t found lying underneath that balcony anyway. The coroner decided she was probably leaning on the balustrade to get a good view of the fireworks and the alcohol impaired her judgement. She leant over too far and fell. 

‘Fibres from the dress she was wearing were found on the stonework of the balustrade. No one saw her go upstairs, so we can’t say for definite that there wasn’t someone with her. But the police say everyone else at the party has an alibi for midnight: they’ve all been accounted for.’

‘So the police have worked out where every single guest was at that time?’

‘I think so. I don’t know if there are a few they’ve missed. But they’ve accounted for everyone who was a person of interest, including all her friends and Daniel.’

‘What was Daniel doing at midnight?’

‘He asked for the fireworks to be started, as Lisa instructed, and there are several witnesses to that, including the people who fired the display. He stood for a bit with Jeff Bowes-Cartwright and then he says he went back into the house to find Lisa as he was wondering where she’d got to.’

‘She was on the roof terrace watching the fireworks but hadn’t told anyone she’d be up there?’

‘Apparently not. And I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I don’t think Daniel’s alibi is very strong. He was standing outside with Jeff for only a minute or two before he went back into the house to find Lisa. Jeff saw him go into the house, but no one saw which rooms he went into once he was in there. He was a suspect at the start, of course, as husbands and partners always are.’

Yasmin shuddered. There was no way Daniel would have pushed his wife off a balcony. No way at all. She felt her pulse racing. ‘Can I use your bathroom a minute?’

‘Sure.’

After splashing her cheeks with cold water for the second time that evening, she walked back into the room. She felt shaky, but she had certainly sobered up.

She was just worried about what Richard might say next.


Chapter 31

Richard’s research




‘So what made the police realise Daniel didn’t do it?’ Yasmin asked as calmly as possible.

‘I think it was decided that if he had pushed his wife from the balcony it would have happened after an argument. That’s the most commonplace chain of events. There simply wasn’t time for Daniel and Lisa to argue between the time Daniel left Jeff and the time Lisa was found.’ 

Phew, thought Yasmin. ‘It would be a very unusual set of circumstances if he’d been able to immediately find his wife, who happened to be standing next to a large drop, and suddenly push her over the edge without pausing to have a conversation with her,’ she agreed. ‘Even if it was a premeditated murder, the circumstances would be too contrived to be believable. And if he’d planned to push her off the roof terrace, why do it at a New Year’s Eve party? Surely you’d pick a quiet evening when no one else was around? I suppose if it was busy it would be easier to say it was someone else. But Daniel didn’t do it. He couldn’t have done. He’s not a murderer.’

‘I’d like to think he’s not. He was only briefly treated as a suspect and I think his distress after Lisa’s death convinced the police he was genuine.’

‘So this is just stuff from the media reports and the inquest. Have you found out anything to suggest Lisa’s fall was suspicious?’ Yasmin was fascinated by his detective work. She took a gulp of coffee, which was starting to grow cold.

‘The visit to the roof terrace was very useful. It’s very unlikely Lisa could have fallen over the balustrade by accident. It comes up to here on me,’ Richard stood up and gestured at his armpit. ‘Lisa was about my height, so there’s no way she could have accidentally stumbled over it.’ He sat back on the squeaky bed again.

‘Could she have jumped?’

‘She wouldn’t have.’

‘How do you know?’

‘There was no note and Lisa had no history of depression. By all accounts, she had a loving and secure upbringing. Her mental health had always been very stable. People often have a few failed suicide attempts before they succeed. She’d never done that.’

‘Jumping off the roof terrace could have been the first attempt.’

‘Well actually, some people do survive a seven-metre fall. Lisa was unlucky that her injuries from the fall meant she didn’t survive. Suicide is usually premeditated and planned, and I think if she had planned to kill herself with that jump she’d have looked into it before trying. A seven-metre drop can’t be guaranteed to get the job done.’

‘Unless it was meant to be a cry for help.’

‘Possibly. I think cries for help are more likely to be drug overdoses, aren’t they? Or superficial wrist-slitting.’

‘Oh yuck.’

‘I’ll be honest, Lisa wasn’t very happy before she died. I noticed a change in her mood.’

‘So that could be a link?’

‘I don’t know. I’m guessing she fell out with someone before she died.’

‘And that person could have been the one who pushed her?’

‘I can’t imagine the connection being as straightforward as that.’ 

Yasmin thought about Lisa’s desire for children. It would have created conflict in the marriage. Had that made her unhappy? Had she fallen out with Daniel? 

She checked her watch. It was quarter to eleven; nearly an hour since she had left the others. What would they be thinking? She pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw three missed calls from Daniel. She had accidentally left her phone on silent.

‘Oh shit.’ Bella must have told Daniel she had vanished. ‘I’ve got to go.’ 

She felt like a young girl who was in trouble with her parents for staying out too late. She stood up and walked over to the door.

‘Thank you for the coffee, Richard, and thanks for cheering me up. That sounds a bit strange given what we were talking about. It’s not a very cheery subject, is it? But... you know what I mean.’

‘No problem,’ said Richard, ‘Take care.’




★★★




Richard rinsed the empty coffee mugs under the tap. Poor girl, he thought. She couldn’t be much older than twenty and she had been plunged into a relationship with Daniel Ward. Not that there was anything essentially wrong with Daniel, but the death of his wife was some serious baggage to be carrying around. 

Richard felt Daniel should have waited a bit longer before finding someone else, but as he was young, rich and handsome it was perhaps inevitable that a replacement would be found sooner rather than later. 

Yasmin didn’t seem the type to throw herself at someone, thought Richard, and she didn’t appear to be a gold-digger either. Maybe it was genuine attraction between the two of them. That would explain why the other girls were being unkind; there was probably a bit of jealousy going on. He hadn’t wanted to ask what happened to upset her that evening, but he guessed Bella was behind it. Yasmin would be better off staying out of her way.

Richard had been repeatedly running names through his mind as he tried to think about the woman Daniel had been having an affair with. Who could it have been? He had always thought he knew what was going on in the village through his usual gossip channels. Marital problems and affairs were usually the worst-kept secrets, but this piece of information from Lisa’s mother had surprised him. 

Perhaps the affair had been with someone who didn’t live in the village? It could have been a work colleague or someone Daniel had met on a business trip. Richard had little way of knowing. He wondered how Lisa must have felt when she found out about the affair. He felt angry when he thought about Daniel speaking at the inquest and telling everyone his marriage had been a happy one. Why had he lied? 

Richard thought back to the glimpse he had caught of Lisa’s red eyes as she had briefly said hello to him shortly before Christmas. He wondered how she had managed to be cheerful at the New Year’s Eve party when her marriage was in trouble.

He had chosen not to mention Daniel’s affair to Yasmin. She already had enough to deal with. Richard had no idea whether the affair was over or ongoing. There would be nothing to gain by telling Yasmin about it. Possibly she could help him as his investigation continued, but he had to tread carefully; for her sake as well as his.

His phone beeped. Katya! He hadn’t heard from her in days. 

But the text was just an offer from Domino’s Pizza.

Where had Katya got to?




★★★




‘I was chatting to Richard,’ said Yasmin sulkily as Daniel drove her home.

‘Why? What’s he after?’ asked Daniel angrily.

‘Nothing. He was just being friendly. He saw I was upset. I overheard Bella talking about me. She didn’t know I was in the next toilet cubicle at the time. They were laughing about me.’

‘Who was?’

‘Her and Harriet.’

‘I’m sure they wouldn’t do that.’

‘Well they did! So much for Bella getting nicer the better you know her. I told you she doesn’t like me. I sensed it at the dinner party and now I know she hates me.’ 

She turned her head to look out of the window. It was too dark outside to see anything other than the thin crescent moon.

‘Well, she seemed worried about you when she called me because she couldn’t find you. I don’t know what you were playing at, deserting them like that. It wasn’t very polite.’

‘She was rude about me! What do you expect? She said she doesn’t know what you see in me and that I’m boring.’

‘Let me speak to her,’ Daniel sighed, calmly turning the car into the driveway.

‘No, don’t! There’s no need. Nothing you say will make any difference. She just doesn’t like me, probably because I’m with you. I think she feels protective of you for some reason. I know what women can be like. I don’t care for her much either. She’s always trying to look younger than she is with all that fake tan and those horrible clothes that only a fifty-year-old would wear.’ 

Daniel laughed.

‘Stop laughing, it’s true! I don’t know why you like her. And that husband of hers is a boring git, too.’

‘Jeff’s all right.’

‘He isn’t. You need some new friends.’

‘We go back a long way, which counts for a lot as you get older. I can see why you might not warm to them immediately, but it takes time with some people.’ 

The car drew up outside the house.

‘I hate them. They’re shitheads.’

‘Yasmin, how old are you?’ He laughed. ‘Come on.’ He reached his hand out to touch her cheek. ‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out this evening. Bella really isn’t all bad, you know. Perhaps you’ll get to like her one day.’

‘I wish you could meet Jessica. She’s a proper friend. We should have a night out in London soon with my friends. They’re all normal, by the way.’

‘Good.’ 

The pair kissed and got out of the car. They walked over to the front door, feet crunching on the gravel.

‘Tell me what you and Richard were talking about. He’s not normal.’

‘Oh nothing much. His collection of detective novels, mainly.’


Chapter 32

The morning after




Yasmin sat on the sofa in the kitchen, wrapped in her grey fluffy dressing gown and sipping orange juice fresh from the juicer. Daniel had got up early that morning and was working in the study. He had told her he would be finished by lunchtime. 

It was Saturday morning, but he said he had lots of work to do. Was it really that urgent? Yasmin suspected he was angry with her for leaving his friends the previous evening to spend time with Richard. Working in the study was probably his excuse for hiding away from her until he calmed down. 

Bouncer jumped up next to her on the sofa and nuzzled the soft folds of her dressing gown before settling with his head in her lap. He wasn’t allowed on the sofa, but on this occasion she was in no hurry to tell him to get down. She needed the company. 

There was a half-written text to Jessica on her phone, but she wasn’t quite sure what to say. She wanted to be buoyant and jokey, but her mood was flat. Admitting that she wasn’t feeling overjoyed about life would only prompt a phone call from Jessica to find out why, and she didn’t feel like having to explain things to her.

What was there to explain about? Her thoughts were too muddled. Although she had been a bit drunk the previous evening, Richard had been convincing about his detective work. Was he really on to something or should she dismiss his ideas as everyone else had? Surely they were right and he was wrong? He hadn’t come up with any firm evidence that Lisa was murdered, but he couldn’t find anything to prove it had been an accident, either. 

Jeff Bowes-Cartwright was Daniel’s alibi for the evening. There must have been others, too. But what if Daniel had pushed Lisa and asked Jeff to lie for him? As soon as the thought arose in her mind, she pushed it out again. No, Daniel didn’t do it. He was gentle, loving, respectful and kind. He would never have harmed his wife.

Would he?

Bouncer leapt off the sofa, startling her. Daniel walked into the kitchen and the dog ran over to him.

‘Coffee break,’ he said. ‘Want one?’ 

Yasmin nodded. 

‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

‘And in female speak, that means you’re not. Am I right?’ He walked over and sat next to her on the sofa. ‘Listen, don’t worry about this Bella stuff. Maybe it’s my fault for assuming you’d get on with all my friends. I have to realise that doesn’t always happen. And the two of you are quite different, which sometimes works, but in this case maybe I just have to accept that it might not. But please don’t lose any sleep over it.’ 

He twisted round to face her, one knee propped up on the sofa, and put his arm around her.

‘I’m not really worried about Bella.’

‘Well that’s good, because you don’t need to be.’ 

Could she ask him about Lisa’s death? Would he get angry? Or clam up? She had to know what he thought; she needed his version of events.

‘Do you think Lisa’s death was an accident?’ Yasmin asked. She instantly felt his arm around her slacken.

‘I knew you shouldn’t have been spending time with Richard. He’s obsessed. He was obsessed with Lisa when she was alive and he’s still obsessed with her now that she’s dead!’ 

Daniel slapped the sofa armrest in annoyance. ‘When’s he going to let this rest?’

‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged and stared into the bottom of her orange juice glass. ‘Maybe he has a valid point.’

There was short silence.

‘Maybe...’ said Daniel slowly, deep in thought. ‘Maybe there’s a very slight chance someone else could have been involved. I mean, it’s difficult to completely rule it out, isn’t it? Like if someone dies in a car accident on a lonely road, who’s to say another car didn’t deliberately somehow cause the accident and then drive off? If there’s no evidence and no witnesses, you can’t prove anything, can you? The way I see it is that no one would ever, and I mean ever, have wanted to cause Lisa any harm. 

‘Now I’ll be honest with you here, our marriage wasn’t perfect. Her friendships weren’t perfect. But isn’t that the same for most people? Just because there are a few issues in your life, it doesn’t mean they can escalate into someone wanting to kill you or even to cause you serious harm. 

‘I have given Richard’s theory some thought. I would be silly not to. If I ever had the slightest suspicion that there was something untoward about Lisa’s death, the detectives I dealt with at the time are only a quick phone call away. I can speak to them whenever I need to. And if someone was able to produce some evidence that she was pushed off that terrace, I could call the police with the evidence, couldn’t I?’ 

Bouncer tried to jump onto the sofa with them. 

‘Down!’ ordered Daniel. 

Bouncer lay on the floor, his chin resting on his paws. 

‘But all this is purely hypothetical, Yasmin, because she wasn’t pushed. She didn’t jump. It was an accident. I don’t know how or why, but it was. Just like a freak car accident or a huge wave washing you into the sea on holiday. These things happen. It’s awful when they do; it’s devastating. 

‘And Richard’s very strange way of handling it is to channel his grief into some kind of detective work. It’s annoying a lot of people, I know that. Bella says she won’t have him garden for her any more. I don’t want to be too hard on him because I know his motivation comes from the same grief I feel, but I have to stay out of his way. I don’t want him at the house. I can’t order you to stay away from him, but it’s probably a good idea.’

‘He doesn’t mean any malice.’

‘Of course he doesn’t. He’s just a bit strange. And he always has been. I understand he’s had some mental health issues in the past. And I’m not mentioning that negatively, I feel for the guy. But I need you to understand that his mind and actions are quite different from yours and mine. He doesn’t need sympathy or help, he just needs... stronger medication and a good therapist.’

Daniel squeezed her closer and pushed her hair to one side so he could kiss her cheek. ‘I can’t tell you what the first few months of this year were like, Yasmin.’ He was almost whispering. ‘It was a living hell. I couldn’t see a way out.’ 

His dark brown eyes stared deeply into hers. ‘And then I got stuck in the elevator with this grumpy, pretty, frizzy-haired girl who couldn’t have cared less who I was or what I’d done. And for the first time in months, perhaps a year or so, a bit of the heaviness lifted. I can’t tell you why I had that reaction; it’s hard to rationalise it or even describe. But I knew at that moment that I wanted to see you again. And during our time in New York I just felt... normal again. I felt I was back in my early twenties, when everything was buzzing and life wasn’t so serious.’ 

There was a moistness around his eyes now. ‘It’s crazy. It makes no sense, but I believe that meeting you was a sign that it was time to move on. And I know bringing you back here with me has raised some eyebrows. But who cares? This is our life, not theirs. I was meant to meet you. Just when I needed someone you were there. And life won’t always be easy; things won’t always run smoothly. But as long as you’re here, I know I’ll feel complete.’

Yasmin’s eyes also felt watery. Did he love her? It sounded close to it. Did she love him? She wasn’t sure yet. She did know that, for now, she wanted to be here on this sofa with him. Her mum’s death had left an enormous hole within her, which didn’t feel as though it would ever close again. She knew it wouldn’t. But being with Daniel helped fill it a little bit. That warmth and affection was so precious in a world where things could very quickly be taken away.

Daniel leant forward and kissed her again. ‘I’ve got to get that work done.’ 

Yasmin groaned. 

‘I know, but I’ll get it done by lunchtime and maybe we can go down to the hospital this afternoon? Debbie needs a hand getting a fence fixed.’

The doorbell rang.

‘Oh, who’s that?’ grumbled Daniel. He left the kitchen to answer the door and returned a few moments later with Harriet.

Yasmin pulled her dressing gown tightly around her and tried to smooth her hair. There was little point trying to improve her appearance, she knew she looked a mess. By contrast, Harriet looked elegant in a long, grey, soft jersey skirt and a fitted dark turquoise top. Her hair was pulled back neatly from her face and there was a look of concern in her green eyes as she walked across the kitchen towards Yasmin.

Daniel remained in the doorway, standing with his hands in his pockets.

‘Are you okay, Yasmin?’ Harriet sat on the sofa opposite.

‘I’m fine thanks Harriet,’ she replied. She felt awkward wearing only her bath robe, and embarrassed that she had wandered off the previous evening.

‘That’s good then,’ Harriet smiled a little, ‘I was worried about where you’d got to. You just... disappeared.’ She flung open her long, delicate fingers to emphasise the point.

Yasmin thought back to the conversation between Bella and Harriet that she had overheard in the pub toilets. Harriet hadn’t actually said anything nasty, had she? It had all been Bella. Harriet had only been humouring her friend.

‘I know, I’m sorry,’ Yasmin said, fiddling with the belt of her dressing gown, ‘I bumped into Richard and got chatting to him, and... I realise it was a bit rude of me not to come back.’

‘Don’t worry, I understand. Perhaps he could have joined us?’ 

Daniel snorted from across the room and both Yasmin and Harriet looked over at him and smiled. 

‘Perhaps next time,’ said Harriet to Yasmin. ‘Anyway, I won’t stop. I just wanted to check you were okay.’ She got up from the sofa. ‘We’ll have another get-together soon.’

As long as Bella isn’t nasty about me, Yasmin wanted to say. But the words in her mind sounded immature. It was something a teenager would say. She had to learn to handle these awkward situations in an adult way.

Which usually meant faking it.

‘Thank you for coming to see me, Harriet.’

‘No problem. Take care and I’ll see you both soon.’ 

A pleasant scent lingered in the air after she had left. Lily of the valley? Yasmin wasn’t sure. But she knew Harriet smelt better than she did right now. It was time to stop sulking on the sofa and have a shower.


Chapter 33

The honey trap




Check FB xx




Richard hadn’t heard from Katya in days. He had finally received a message from her while he was trimming Harriet and Andrew’s hedge. He also saw that he had a new email. It was a notification: Katya Kurek tagged a photo of you on Facebook. 

What was she up to now? There was a link to the photo. Richard clicked and Facebook tried to open on his phone, but the screen remained blank. There wasn’t enough mobile signal. He went back to the email and tried again, but the page still wouldn’t load. If he went back to the pub he could look at the photo on his laptop, but he had another two hours of work to do that morning. 

Katya had never tagged him in a photo before. She didn’t even have any proper photos of him; only the ones he had sent her, and they certainly weren’t appropriate for Facebook. For some reason she was keen for him to take a look at the photo, but right now he couldn’t. He put his phone away, started up the trimmer again and got on with the job. The busier he was, the faster the time would go.




★★★




Thank you for sending me your feature idea. On this occasion I don’t feel it would be a suitable fit for our magazine.




At least Yasmin had received a reply. Her emails to magazines were usually ignored, and then she had to send follow-up emails, which were also ignored. It could be very dispiriting. She hadn’t heard from the Daily News since her conversation with Jonathan three days previously. 

She sat back in her chair in the study, adjusted her hairband and looked out across the garden. The trees were swaying in the brisk breeze, casting shadows on the lawn in the brief moments when the sun appeared. 

Beyond the garden lay the woods. She wanted to get out there with the dogs to clear her head, but she had told herself she had to work until midday with just a short break for dog walking and lunch. Working from home required discipline and she had to get into the habit of it. She wasn’t earning any money, but all she needed was a lucky break and then the feature writing could take off. Once that happened she would be busy tapping away at her keyboard, telling Daniel she also had deadlines.

He had left that morning for a three-day business trip to Frankfurt. It would be lonely without him, so she was planning to watch various box sets and get lots of sleep. The thought of trying to meet up with any of Daniel’s friends was unappealing. 

Disciplined working from home was a well-intentioned idea, but the biscuit tin wasn’t far away and Yasmin felt the need to move around. She got up, collected some biscuits from the kitchen and leant against the island unit to eat them. Her baggiest jeans felt tight now. I will have to start eating pumpkin and seed crackers instead, she told herself. It wasn’t an exciting thought, but it would be necessary if she was ever to be as svelte as Lisa was.

What had Daniel done with Lisa’s things? It was a question that had entered Yasmin’s mind a few times. Lisa was never far from her thoughts. At any time of the day or night, she would walk into Yasmin’s head like an unwelcome, and yet intriguing, guest. Initially, Yasmin had tried pushing her away or asking her to leave. But that hadn’t worked. 

Yasmin knew it was because she still wanted to know more about her. It was like an irritating celebrity doing all the chat shows: each time they appeared on the screen she wanted to switch off, but for some reason she found herself watching because they managed to make themselves just that little bit too interesting.

Where was Lisa’s stuff?

If this question could be answered, Yasmin might be closer to pushing Lisa out of her mind. Some of her things must have been given to family and friends, she reasoned, but Daniel probably hadn’t found the time and emotional strength to get rid of everything. There was one place she was sure he would store things: the master bedroom, which he didn’t use any more. 

She took one more biscuit and made her way quietly up the stairs. She would make this quick. And she was only doing it to satisfy her curiosity, which was distracting her mind too much to work. 

Daniel had never said to her, ‘Whatever you do, don’t go into the master bedroom and open the cupboards and drawers.’ She was being nosy, but she wasn’t technically doing anything wrong. Daniel wouldn’t be pleased about it, but he was away so he didn’t have to know.

Yasmin reached the door of the master bedroom and opened it. It was just as she had remembered. It had a closed-up scent about it; of warm, still air and the smell of wooden furniture. A collection of dead flies lay at the foot of the bay window. The drawers in the bedroom were empty, but there was a dressing room and a bathroom at the far side of the room. Yasmin felt it was a shame Daniel didn’t want to use the master bedroom, because the en suite looked like it was straight out of a chocolate advert with a bath in the centre of the room. 

Would he mind if Yasmin had a bath in here? Would she even want to? How often had Lisa lain in there among the bubbles? 

The dressing room was small with white cupboards on two walls and a mirror on the third. It felt private and intimate, and Yasmin felt she shouldn’t be there at all. But she just had to check. She had to see whether this was where Lisa’s things were. Then she could close the door on the room and not think about it any more. 

She carefully opened the door of the cupboard nearest her. It was packed full. A gold satin clutch handbag and a hairbrush fell out onto the floor. Stunned, she stared at them down by her feet. She felt afraid to touch them. It would be too weird. They belonged to someone she didn’t know.

Someone who was dead.

But they couldn’t stay on the floor. As she bent down to pick them up, a strange shudder ran from her fingertips to her spine. There were blonde hairs entangled among the bristles of the hairbrush. She stuffed the brush and bag back into the overcrowded cupboard. 

So this was Lisa’s stuff, but not as she had expected. Nothing was ordered or sorted; it was crammed into every possible space. There were shoeboxes, a pair of trainers, two or three make-up bags, several bottles of perfume, some sports clothing, a pair of socks, lots of odd shoes - some with heels and others flat - a baseball cap, a knitted scarf, a rolled-up yoga mat, some sketchpads and several boxes of pencils. 

Yasmin felt braver now and curiosity took over. She started taking things out of the cupboard: a few tatty paperbacks - The Art of Happiness by the Dalai Lama, The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying by Sogyal Rinpoche and The Secret History by Donna Tartt - interior design magazines, a half-used tube of hand cream, a pair of jeans, a jar of face cream, a sports bra, a large number of notebooks filled with looped, arty handwriting, and a light cotton dress that had been screwed into a ball to fit into a small gap.

As Yasmin took each item out and turned it over in her hands, something else crammed onto the shelf behind it would catch her eye: a box of green tea, a roll-on deodorant, a scented candle and an empty mini bottle of Dom Pérignon, which might have been consumed somewhere special and retained as a keepsake. A perfume bottle must have leaked slightly, as everything had an alluring, musky scent. A silver photo frame slid out onto the floor. It lay face down on the carpet. She picked it up and turned it over.

It was Lisa and Daniel on their wedding day. Yasmin felt a choke in her throat. He looked young: his face was plumper, smoother and happier-looking. They were both smiling. Lisa looked beautiful in a long, sleek, strapless wedding dress that reached her toes. It was a simple dress, but beautifully tailored. In her hand was a small bunch of white flowers and others were woven into her hair, which had been longer then and was loosely tied up, with curled strands falling over her tanned shoulders. Her skin was flawless and her natural smile revealed perfect teeth. 

Her eyes appeared to be blue, framed by perfectly shaped eyebrows. Her nose was a little upturned in a cutesy way. And she didn’t seem to be wearing much make-up; she was probably someone with a natural, radiant beauty. Hopefully Lisa hadn’t always looked that good. It was her wedding day, after all. People usually looked gorgeous in their wedding photos. Yasmin was keen to see photos of Lisa in her sweatpants eating pizza; just doing something normal. That would be reassuring.

Pushing the photo frame back into the cupboard face down, Yasmin came across a box of deluxe chocolate chip cookies, swatches of furnishing fabric, an iPhone, an iPad... these were things Lisa would have used daily. And there was a soft brown leather Burberry purse. Yasmin wasn’t sure if she should open it, but she couldn’t help herself. Inside were several credit cards with the name Mrs L Ward on them, along with a twenty pound note and some coins. 

She pictured Lisa in a shop, buying a gift for a friend. 

‘Would you like it gift-wrapped, madam?’ 

‘Yes please.’ 

Yasmin pictured thoughtful Lisa buying her friends perfect gifts: a personalised charm bracelet or a limited-edition shoulder bag. She would never have forgotten a birthday. Her stylish, looping handwriting would have filled cards and gift tags with touching messages and kisses.

She was lovely. Really lovely. 

Yasmin tipped the coins into the palm of her hand. Handled by countless anonymous people, Lisa had been the last person to touch them. Yasmin was now engulfed by a wave of guilt and shame. She was too close, much too close, to Lisa now. It was as if Lisa had shoved all her things into the cupboard and closed the door on them just an hour previously. 

Yasmin put the coins back and returned the purse to the cupboard. She was feeling light-headed and nauseous. All around her on the floor of the dressing room lay the dead woman’s belongings and she had been going through them all because she was nosy and wanted to satisfy her own selfish curiosity. It wasn’t respectful.

But Lisa’s things hadn’t been sorted; they had just been shoved into this cupboard by her grieving husband, who had clearly wanted them out of sight as quickly as possible without wanting to actually get rid of them. Did Daniel ever look in here? He was the only one who was allowed to. Not Yasmin. She was a trespasser. 

She scooped everything up quickly and pushed it back into the cupboard. The order didn’t matter; there had been no order. It seemed to take forever to pack Lisa away again, and small items kept falling out onto the floor. Eventually, Yasmin managed it. The cupboard door wouldn’t close to start with, but a little more shoving and cramming did the job. She sat on the floor of the dressing room, leaning against the cupboard to ensure that the door stayed shut.

She had closed the door on Lisa.




★★★




Richard’s fingers stumbled on his laptop keyboard. He finally managed to log on to Facebook to see the photo Katya had tagged him in.

Something cold rushed through his chest.

It was one of the photos he had sent her of himself.

Naked.

He slammed the lid of his laptop shut and tried to catch his breath. What was that photo doing there? Why had she done this? He had to remove it. How could he get the picture taken down? 

He opened the laptop again and waited for Facebook to reload. He could hardly bring himself to look at the picture. He remembered taking it a few weeks earlier, lying naked on his bed. It wasn’t something he had ever done before, but she had asked him to send it. And she had sent him lots of photos of herself. At the time it had seemed a relatively normal thing to do. She had made it seem normal. 

Now, as he reluctantly looked at it, he knew it was something he shouldn’t have done. But it was too late. This photo, and others he had taken, were in her hands. Was it her idea of a joke? Finally he found a way to untag himself from the photo and request that it be removed. But it wouldn’t be removed immediately. There would be a delay. He closed his laptop again, his heart thudding in his chest. Then a text came through on his phone. It was from a number he didn’t recognise.




Now you’ve got the message, you will stop this ridiculous investigation. Understand?


Chapter 34

The news article




That night, Yasmin dreamt about Lisa. She saw her in the woods on the path ahead of her: a small, slight figure with bright blonde hair. Yasmin ran to catch up with her, but her legs wouldn’t move properly. The harder she tried to run, the more her legs stalled. She called out Lisa’s name. 

Lisa turned round to look at her. Then she laughed and carried on walking. Daniel was by her side. They walked hand in hand ahead of Yasmin. 

She tried to follow as far as her cramped legs would take her, but it was like wading through treacle. The light became gloomier and the woods grew darker, and before long she couldn’t see Lisa and Daniel any more. She could hear their voices; they were laughing. Gradually their laughter trailed away and everything became dark. 

She tried to get out of the woods but the trees were in the way. Arms outstretched, she tried to feel her way through but her hands kept meeting rough bark. She was trapped.




★★★




A call on Yasmin’s phone woke her shortly after six. She glanced at the screen and saw that it was Daniel.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

‘No! Have you seen the fucking Daily News?’ 

She was startled by the anger in his voice. ‘No, I’ve just woken up.’ 

He had never spoken to her that sharply before. Something serious must have happened. Perhaps they had given Mandala Life bad coverage.

‘Get a copy. It’s probably online as well. Read it and phone me back.’

He hung up. Upset that he would speak to her in that way, Yasmin leapt out of bed and threw on some old jogging bottoms and a top. Where could she buy the Daily News? She would have to drive to the shop. It would be quicker to look on the website. 

She blearily grabbed her iPad and sat on the edge of the bed, starting to browse. What was Daniel talking about? And why was he so angry? She scrolled through the stories and the pictures of women in bikinis before seeing a headline that felt like a punch in the stomach.




Wife death fall millionaire welcomes new girlfriend to luxury home

By Jonathan Holmes

Business magnate Daniel Ward has moved his latest love interest, Yasmin Clark, 22, into his home just four months after the tragic death of his wife. 

The couple met in New York two months ago, and Mr Ward, 29, who is CEO of home furnishings company Mandala Life, has wasted no time installing the dusky Caribbean beauty into his palatial £7 million home in Buckinghamshire, where his wife, Lisa Ward, 36, fell to her death at a party on New Year’s Eve.

Speaking exclusively to the Daily News, Miss Clark said: ‘Obviously, things have been hard for Daniel recently, but we’re moving on and we’re very happy together.’ 

The relationship has come as a shock to those close to Mr Ward, who believe he needs more time to grieve the loss of his wife.

The parents of the late Mrs Ward, Jack and Theresa Collins, said: “We’re surprised to hear that Daniel already has a new partner living in his home with him. It was Lisa’s home, too, and it feels like she’s been replaced, which is, of course, impossible. He’s not mentioned anything to us about his new girlfriend.’

A recent journalism graduate, Miss Clark has landed on her feet. Enjoying long walks in the countryside with Daniel’s dogs and lunches at a pricey gastropub with her new beau, she has relaxed into the millionaire lifestyle quickly. 

Originally from a deprived area of Hackney, Ms Clark’s curves and glossy curls were bound to catch the eye of the grief-stricken businessman. 

When asked about Mr Ward’s late wife, Miss Clark replied: ‘It’s not easy filling her shoes, but the future is looking great for us now and that’s what I’m focusing on.’ 

Part of that focus will no doubt be on hiring a stylist so she can look the part while she is at Mr Ward’s side. Having recently been snapped pairing a shapeless summer dress with oversized wellington boots, she will need to sharpen up her style for the life she has chosen.

An inquest ruled Mrs Ward’s death accidental after she fell seven metres from a roof terrace during a party at her home. She had been drinking alcohol in the lead-up to her death and the coroner ruled that no one else could have been to blame. 

While photos show Miss Clark and Mr Ward walking hand in hand and sharing jokes, friends close to Daniel have cast some doubt on the relationship. 

‘He must be on the rebound,’ commented one friend, who asked not to be named. ‘He was devastated after Lisa died and now he’s got serious with the first pretty thing that’s come his way. I can’t see it lasting.’




As she scrolled up and down the article, rereading it, Yasmin wondered whether it was a joke. How could her relationship with Daniel be newsworthy? Several photos accompanied the article. One was the publicity shot she had sent to the journalist. Surely he needed her permission to use the picture in this way? The other photos had been taken on Saturday afternoon. They showed her and Daniel walking to the wildlife hospital with the dogs. 

She hadn’t seen anyone that afternoon looking remotely like a photographer. How could someone be allowed to take photos of them like that? Surely it had to be illegal. What had she ever done to justify it?

Her mind switched to Daniel and what he must be thinking. He didn’t read the Daily News, so someone in his PR team must have told him about it. Yasmin felt the urge to be sick. She ran to the toilet and retched, but her cramping stomach was empty. She sat down and slumped against the tiled wall, staring at the glass door of the shower cubicle. She couldn’t cry or scream or do anything. She had messed up so badly; it felt like nothing would ever be okay again. Daniel would ask her to move out. Perhaps she should start packing her things.

The cutting words from the article bounced around in her head: ‘He wasted no time installing her in his home’; she had ‘relaxed into the millionaire lifestyle quickly’; the terrible quotes from Lisa’s parents and the anonymous friend. 

The article was such a sickening distortion of the truth that anger wasn’t a strong enough emotion. It felt more like trauma. She wanted to ring Lisa’s parents and tell them it wasn’t a true representation of what had happened. 

The article had focused entirely on her appearance. Typical of that newspaper, she thought. And the word ‘dusky’ was offensive. The article also implied that she was a gold-digger. She felt crushed. 

Retching a few more times over the toilet, she splashed her face with water and crept back to bed, shivering. It wasn’t even seven am yet. How could she face the day? Her mind spun round and round, shivery sobs shaking her body. She felt lonely and unwelcome.

She pulled the corner of the duvet towards her and clung to it. It was over; it had to be over. Her relationship with Daniel couldn’t continue now that this article was out there. 

‘He’s got serious with the first pretty thing that’s come his way’ was what the ‘friend’ had said. Who was this friend? Was it Bella? Surely she wouldn’t have done this to Daniel? She may not have been Yasmin’s biggest fan, but she adored Daniel. 

And perhaps the friend was right. Perhaps Daniel was on the rebound. He probably was and Yasmin had been stupidly swept up by it. He would probably get bored and dump her in a month or two. He would probably dump her straight away after this.




★★★




Yasmin summoned the courage to call Daniel back. His phone started ringing. ‘Curves’, pondered Yasmin; tabloid speak for ‘fat’.

‘Yasmin, who have you been speaking to?’

‘I’m sorry, Daniel. This is all a huge mistake. I didn’t say those words to the guy. I was speaking to him about my feature idea and he’s twisted what I said. Once he found out I was with you, he just kept asking me all these questions. I tried not to answer them all; in fact, I didn’t.’

‘You’ve got a journalism degree, Yasmin. How could you not be wise to this kind of trick?’

‘I thought I was.’ A tear ran down her cheek as she spoke. ‘But I didn’t realise he would be that interested in you. I had no idea.’

‘You must have read some of the articles from around the time Lisa died?’

‘Only more recently.’ She had nothing to lose by admitting she had done an internet search on him. ‘But I was in the US when she died. I don’t remember it being reported.’ 

She heard him sigh. ‘This is a fuck-up, Yasmin, a complete fuck-up.’

‘I know!’

‘How do you think this looks for the business? Because that’s what I’ve got to think about. This isn’t just about me, it’s about the company: the staff, clients, shareholders, partners, competitors and the share price!’ 

Mandala Life. That’s all he was bothered about, not their relationship. 

‘The CEO becoming gossip column fodder because of his indiscreet girlfriend is not going to sit well. I’ve already got my PR team working on damage limitation here. And, as I understand it, they’ll be contacting the journalist directly.’

‘He’s the bloke Bella put me in touch with.’

‘We can hardly blame her, though, can we? Much as you’d like to, I’m sure. She couldn’t have foreseen this.’

‘I’m not blaming anyone.’ Her voice was lost in sobs as tears streamed down both cheeks. 

He started to speak to her more softly. ‘Okay, I have a meeting in ten minutes. It’s an important one, so I need to calm myself down and focus. Have you got anyone there you can talk to?’ 

She looked around the empty bedroom and then at the raindrops trickling down the window pane.

‘Like who?’

‘I don’t know. Someone. But not that gardener. I’ll call you later and we can discuss how to sort this mess out. In the meantime, I don’t want you talking to anyone you don’t know, okay? I don’t want any other journalists leaping on this, thinking they can find a story. If this Jonathan guy tries to call you again, don’t speak to him. In fact, don’t answer the phone unless you know it’s someone safe to talk to, okay?’

‘Okay.’

She placed her phone on the bedside table, lay down and pulled the duvet over her head. Her stomach was still churning and her head was spinning. She and Daniel would talk later and he would tell her it was over. It made sense. She was too much of a risk to him. She didn’t want to think about what the end of the relationship would mean for her yet. For now, she wanted to sleep again, even though it felt impossible. She wanted to switch her mind off and drift into a deep, dark, undisturbed sleep.

Either that, or wake from this nightmare.


Chapter 35

The aftermath




The rainy weather provided a welcome escape for Richard. He cancelled his gardening jobs for the day and got behind the wheel. Despite not having slept all night, he felt alert and composed; the adrenaline was keeping him going. 

Every ten minutes or so, a wave of shame engulfed him as he drove. Katya’s betrayal felt like a cold blade in his back. Who had seen the picture? Were other photos going to be posted online? Or maybe emailed to people who knew him? He couldn’t see a way out. Even if he stopped his research now, the damage had been already been done. The photos were out there and he had no control over them. Instead someone else could use them to manipulate him. 

There was a faint, but persistent, ringing in his ears and his peripheral vision was turning cloudy.

A sense of detachment.

It was a feeling he had had before; as if his body was trying to shut down and protect him from the trauma. Hide, lie down, sleep. He wanted to do those things but he had to finish his work first. Just one more day and he would be done. Just one more day and he could escape the trap and rest.

After forty-five minutes on the road he found himself in Oxford. It seemed the ideal place to hide in a cafe and work on his notes. Whoever had sent him the text the previous night wouldn’t be able to find him there.

The time it took the park and ride bus to reach the city centre gave him space to reflect. How could he have been so stupid? It was so obvious now that Katya wasn’t real. Why would she have ever been interested in him? It made sense now that she had never answered the phone or agreed to meet. She had only sent him photos because she wanted photos of him. How had he not seen through it? 

He had been flattered by the attention. And he had to reluctantly acknowledge that he had enjoyed himself. He had been misled and now all that was left was shame, embarrassment and anxiety: extreme anxiety that this person now had a number of photos of him to use however they liked.

Who could it be? It was someone who knew him and knew what he was doing. Was it someone he saw and spoke to often? Why were they telling him to stop? Was it because this person was unhappy about his detective work, or was it Lisa’s murderer? He could ring the number the text had come from, but there was unlikely to be an answer, just as there never had been when he had rung Katya’s number. 

Was there a way of finding out the name of the person the phones were registered to? Should he contact the police and report the person responsible? If the police got involved now, the rest of his detective work would be ruined. Everyone in the village would find out about the blackmail and the fuss would ruin any further possibilities he had to gather more evidence. 

He would contact the police when he was ready, but time was against him. The person blackmailing him would soon run out of patience. He would either have to stop or face the consequences.

Richard got off the bus in the centre of Oxford and found himself at the heart of the shopping centre. Walking away from the shops, he was drawn to the warm sandstone of the university buildings. Passing arched, leaded windows, he reached a large, ornate oak door. A smaller door within it opened into an inner courtyard with a green lawn at the centre. The air of academia made him think of the grandiose stone facade of Imperial College, where he had studied many years earlier. He hadn’t fitted in then, either. He had always been a nerdy geek who struggled with friendships; an outsider.

Finding a cafe adjacent to a nearby church, he took a seat at a simple wooden table with fourteenth-century vaults arching above him. It felt like the perfect place for him to finish off his notes. Placing his laptop on the table, he ran through the ideas in his mind. Richard felt he was close to working out what had happened to Lisa. His only worry was running out of time before he finished.

After he was done it would be time to leave. Could he go home to his parents in Finchley? His mum would want to know what was going on as he hadn’t visited his parents for nearly a year. He could hardly pretend everything was okay.




★★★




Yasmin stood under the shower, feeling the rivulets of water trickle down her chest, stomach and back. She watched as the water circled down the plughole and wished it could wash everything away; all the mistakes and stupid conversations. 

Was the Daily News article a sign that she had made a big mistake moving in with Daniel? Perhaps she would have been better staying with Marie. Marie had tested her patience, but maybe that was a lesson she was meant to have learnt. 

If she had stayed in the cab with Marie she would have been on the West Coast by now. The new office would be open and there would be new staff. Things would have changed; she wouldn’t always have had to suffer Marie on her own.

Instead, she was leading a new life in Buckinghamshire, but she was still suffering. Being bullied by Marie on a daily basis was preferable to public humiliation in a national tabloid. 

In her head, she drafted and redrafted an email to the journalist explaining that the situation had been misrepresented and that she felt duped after approaching them about the feature. But what would it change? It would probably require court action to get a newspaper to retract its story. There was nothing she could do. 

Daniel was right; she needed someone to talk to. If her mum had still been alive she would have phoned her straightaway. In fact, she would have got the first train to London and gone back to their little flat in the Hackney tower block. She longed to be back in her bedroom again, in her small cabin bed. 

As a girl, she had spent many hours looking out of her window from the top of her bed at the view across London, which would change with the colours of the sky. Right now she wanted a hug with her mum. It was still impossible to believe that could never happen again. 

Yasmin got out of the shower, dried herself and pulled on a pair of jeans and a dark top. She would go and help out at the wildlife hospital. Debbie didn’t look like someone who read the Daily News, so hopefully she could spend the day there and forget about everything. 

She went downstairs and put on her raincoat, wellies and a pair of sunglasses. It was raining, but she didn’t want anyone to see how much she had been crying. Taking the dogs with her, she stepped out of the kitchen door into the rain and walked across the garden to the path that led to Debbie’s. The rain spattered on the hood of her coat and her sunglasses and the dogs ran on ahead of her, raindrops glistening on their coats.

Daniel had shown his true colours when she had spoken to him that morning. The business; that was what he worried about more than anything else. It was unusual to have an evening or a weekend when he didn’t do work of some sort. 

‘I was meant to meet you.’ His words from Saturday morning resounded in her mind. That moment of tenderness belonged to a different world now. Had he meant what he had said? Or had it just been what he had wanted her to hear? 

To start talking about the company during their awful phone call that morning demonstrated what he really cared about. Yasmin hadn’t replaced his wife, his work had. Yasmin was just ‘curvy’ and ‘dusky’ and the ‘first pretty thing’ to have come his way. 

She lifted her sunglasses to wipe the fresh tears from her eyes. She had to stop crying. It didn’t solve anything. If Bella saw how devastated she was by the Daily News article she would laugh. 

If Yasmin had believed in any form of providence, she would have considered the article punishment for going through Lisa’s personal belongings the previous day. She wished now that she had left the cupboard alone; she knew it had been wrong to look through it. Lisa seemed more present than ever; Yasmin was even dreaming about her. How ridiculous it was to dream about a person she had never met.




★★★




Debbie was pleased to see her. Without asking, she made her guest a cup of coffee as soon as she arrived. Her friendly smile was just what Yasmin needed. She took off her raincoat, hung it on the back of a chair with a patchwork cushion on it and sat down. As she pushed her sunglasses up onto her head, Debbie must have noticed her red eyes.

‘Are you okay?’ Debbie asked.

‘Fine thanks, just a bit tired.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘No.’ Yasmin’s voice cracked and tears rolled down her cheeks again. She felt ashamed as she told Debbie about the article and how angry Daniel was.

‘How were you supposed to know?’ said Debbie soothingly, her hand on Yasmin’s back.

‘I’ve got a bloody journalism degree!’ croaked Yasmin through the tears. ‘I’m supposed to know all these tricks!’

‘Well I think he would have caught most people out. After all, the call was meant to be about your article. He was deceitful and I don’t think you could have anticipated that. I’ve not known you for long Yasmin, but I do know that you’re a caring, well-meaning person and you would never have intended anything like this to happen. Daniel will see that too when he’s calmed down.’ She handed Yasmin a tissue, ‘How would you like to help clean rabbit hutches today?’

‘I’d love to, Debbie, thank you. It would be the perfect way to take my mind off things.’

Fortunately, the rain had stopped. Yasmin and Debbie fenced off an area of grass with chicken wire. Then they took the rabbits out of their hutches and put them into the makeshift enclosure. Some were happy being handled, while others kicked out with their strong hind legs. Yasmin’s favourite was a pure white, lop-eared rabbit, which sat placidly in her arms for a hug and a stroke. Then they swept out the straw, hay, droppings and remains of food, cleaning the inside of each hutch with a stiff brush dipped in warm, soapy water. The work was pleasingly mundane. There was no cold calling as there had been working for Marie, and there was no battling with words on a page, which happened when Yasmin tried to write up her features ideas. 

Returning the rabbits to their hutches with fresh hay and food was one of the most rewarding things Yasmin had done in a long time.

Most importantly, it had helped her forget about the article for a few hours.


Chapter 36

Harriet and Liz




It was almost four pm by the time Yasmin made her way back to the house. Returning to it also meant a return to the Daily News article and the mess it had created. Helping Debbie had been the perfect escape, but now she was alone again with her thoughts. 

Her jeans were mucky with animal hair and mud, and her hair was tangled. What she needed was another shower, or perhaps even a soak in the bath. She only had one more night alone until Daniel was back. No doubt they would be having a serious talk: about the article, about Lisa, about Yasmin’s work, about his work, about everything. Nothing seemed settled and ordered, and she needed to make a decision about her next step; unless Daniel made the decision for her and kicked her out of the house.

As she walked across the garden towards the kitchen door, she heard a car pulling up at the front of the house. Surely it wasn’t Daniel returning early from his trip? Were things so bad he had jumped on the first flight home? 

She opened the side gate and walked out onto the driveway to find an old Fiat parked there. The driver’s door opened and a short, stocky man climbed out. It was Richard. He didn’t look like his usual self. He seemed frightened or worried. Had he read the article?

‘Hi Yasmin. Can I ask you a quick favour?’

‘Sure.’

‘I need you to look after something for me.’

‘What is it?’ 

He reached into his car and brought out a small black bag.

‘This. It’s my laptop.’

‘Your laptop? Why?’ 

He walked over and handed it to her. ‘Are you okay, Yasmin? You look tired.’

‘You’re not the first person to say that to me today.’

‘Get Daniel to cook you a good meal tonight. You look like you need it.’

‘That would be nice, but he’s away at the moment.’ She looked at the bag in her hand. ‘Why are you giving me this?’

‘I can’t keep it at mine any more. I’ve been burgled.’

‘Burgled?’

‘Yeah. I went out for the day and came back just now to find everything turned over in my room.’

‘Really?’

‘The only things missing were the papers with my notes on,’ he said quietly. ‘All my notes about Lisa. I think that tells you all you need to know.’

‘Shit!’ said Yasmin. ‘Someone’s upset about what you’re doing. Who?’ She thought back to the conversation she had overheard at the dinner party, when Richard was mockingly compared to Hercule Poirot. 

‘I don’t know who. I’m sorry to give this to you, but I think it will be safe with you and I really don’t know who else I can trust.’ 

How did he know he could trust her? The sentiment was flattering, but she wasn’t sure how she could keep the laptop hidden from Daniel.

‘Luckily, I haven’t lost any work because all my notes are on the laptop. It’s very important that whoever it is doesn’t get hold of it. I’ll let you know when I need it again.’ 

He started to walk back towards the car.

‘Are you sure?’ she called after him.

‘Yeah, I’m sure. And I know I’m close, Yasmin. I’m really close to getting this solved. Guard that laptop with your life. And thank you.’ 

He quickly got into the car and drove away.

Yasmin turned back towards the house. What was happening? Everything seemed to be going so horribly wrong. How could someone get into Richard’s room unseen at the pub in the middle of the day? 

She reached the house and made her way round to the back to let herself in. Her stomach felt knotted.




★★★




Richard picked up the lamp from the floor of his room and flicked the switch to turn it on. Nothing happened. He looked at the bulb and could see that the tiny wire filament had snapped. It had probably happened when the lamp was hurled to the floor and the lampshade was trodden on. The covers had been pulled off his bed, so he remade it and started picking up his clothes from the floor, folding them and returning them to the drawers. His books had been hurled across the room, either in anger or as a way of being needlessly destructive. Had there been more than one person in there? 

He hadn’t told Jason about the break-in and he didn’t want to report it as a crime. It was obvious what the person had been looking for, and he or she had found some of it. Now that he had safely deposited the laptop, Richard’s task was to tidy and clean everything and to pretend nothing had happened. He didn’t want anyone to know that he felt rocked by this. 

He knew it was partly his fault for not locking his bedroom door. In theory, anyone could come up the stairs from the bar. All they had to do was ignore the sign that said ‘Private’. He had never had to lock his door before. If only dogs could talk. Plato had clearly picked up the scent of the person who had been in the room and was busy sniffing around the kitchenette area. He didn’t normally behave like that. Even the dog knew something wasn’t right. 

As he tidied, he thought about the papers and notebooks that had been taken. They were fairly general notes and didn’t contain much information that hadn’t been reported in the media or at the inquest. His interview notes had been among them, but those had been typed up, so he hadn’t lost out. 

His phone beeped with a text message:




I need the laptop. Next time you go out for the day, have the courtesy to leave it in your room.




Richard’s hands shook as he held his phone. He was being forced to comply with this person, whoever it was. Filled with anger, he pressed the call button and listened as the phone rang. The person at the other end would see him calling. They were probably laughing at him.

But they weren’t picking up.

The phone rang and rang until he cancelled the call. What lengths were they prepared to go to? Should he warn Yasmin? No, it would only frighten her. He had to make sure she didn’t let anyone know she had his laptop. It was imperative. She couldn’t even mention it to Daniel.

He sat down on the bed. His mind had that familiar broken feeling, as if a switch had been flicked and everything had suddenly shattered. Disassociation had grasped him. He didn’t feel like he was in his own room any more. His breathing felt quick and shallow.

Anxiety.

He had to make sure it didn’t turn into panic. He needed to be in control of himself for as long as he possibly could.

He was sinking back into darkness again; his surroundings spiralling away from him. He was going to fall ill, he knew it. The blackmail and the burglary had triggered it. Another long period confined to his bed, possibly hospital again if they got too worried about him. More drugs, more treatment. And for what? He couldn’t be fixed. He could only be patched up slightly until the next collapse.

Perhaps this time it would be better to take control of the situation himself? He knew he had to finish his work that night.

For Lisa. 




★★★




Back-to-back episodes of CSI distracted Yasmin as she waited for Daniel to call. He had sent her a message to say that he would ring that evening, but he had been tied up negotiating a new contract with one of his German partners. 

She curled up in one corner of the sofa, watching the TV and hugging a cushion. A large glass of wine was on the coffee table in front of her and she was wearing her knitted cream cardigan and jogging trousers, the cosiest clothes she had. It was eight pm and the dogs were crashed out on their beds in the utility room. 

Every few minutes, a line from the article shot back into her head and she had to push it out. Then Daniel’s angry voice sounded in her mind. In between these thoughts, she repeatedly saw Lisa’s belongings strewn across the floor of the dressing room upstairs. She tried to bat away everything that was infiltrating her mind and attempted to identify the cause of death for each CSI episode before the pathologist announced it.

The doorbell rang. Yasmin’s instinct was not to answer. Then it rang again.

There were lights on in the house, so it would be stupid to pretend she wasn’t home. She reluctantly dragged herself up off the sofa and over to the front door. Opening it, she saw Liz and Harriet on the doorstep, raindrops glistening in their hair. She tried her best to smile, but she didn’t want to see them.

‘Daniel called and told us what happened,’ said Liz. ‘He asked me to come and check up on you, so I dragged Harriet over too. We normally do Pilates together on a Tuesday.’ 

Harriet stood behind Liz with a sympathetic smile on her face. Behind them, a small white car was parked on the driveway. Yasmin felt compelled to invite them in. 

‘I brought cookies,’ said Liz, holding up a tin. ‘The last lot were a bit overdone, I know, so hopefully these will be better.’

‘Thank you for coming round. You didn’t have to.’ Yasmin looked down at her scruffy, lying-on-the-sofa clothes as they stepped into the hallway. Liz was wearing a colourful knitted shawl and Harriet was looking sophisticated in a navy tea dress.

‘I should go and change, really. Look at the state of me,’ said Yasmin.

‘No, don’t worry about that. We don’t mind, do we Liz?’ said Harriet. ‘I brought some wine,’ she said, handing Yasmin a bottle of Chenin Blanc.

‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘I already have a glass on the go, so this is very welcome. Come through to the living room.’

‘I’ll get some extra glasses from the kitchen,’ said Harriet.




★★★




Yasmin didn’t want to dissect the Daily News article any more than she already had, but she had no choice. She would be forced to talk it through with Liz and Harriet.

‘It was a huge misunderstanding. I thought the guy was interested in my feature. I never thought he would make a news story about it.’

‘Mistakes happen,’ said Liz, arranging her soggy-looking cookies on a plate before placing them on the coffee table. ‘You weren’t to know. These journalists catch people out all the time. Even famous people and politicians who’ve had all this media training, they still get tripped up.’

‘And you know what they say about today’s news,’ said Harriet, who had arranged herself beautifully on the other sofa with her legs tucked up to one side of her. ‘It’s tomorrow’s chip paper.’

‘Very true,’ replied Liz.

‘But this article is online, too. It will come up on internet searches for years.’ Yasmin tentatively helped herself to one of Liz’s cookies.

‘Maybe,’ said Liz, ‘but people’s memories are short. Stories like this are soon forgotten when another bit of gossip comes along. Daniel had it when Lisa died. For some reason the papers took an interest. But it blew over very quickly.’

‘Have you spoken to Daniel about it?’ asked Harriet.

‘Briefly, but he was really angry when he first found out. He said he’d call later to talk about it some more. I don’t know what it means for us. He was really angry.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Harriet.

‘He’ll come round,’ said Liz, ‘they always do. He cares about you very deeply, I can tell. He was worried when he called me. It was only a quick conversation, but he was concerned about you needing some company. Anyway, I think we need a distraction. I seem to remember that Daniel keeps his Scrabble board in that delightful antique bureau over there. How about we have a game?’


Chapter 37

The work is finished




Richard drove up Daniel’s driveway for the second time that day. He had to warn Yasmin about the laptop. He had to make her swear not to tell a single person about it. His heart sank when he saw Liz’s white car parked outside. 

He couldn’t speak to Yasmin with other people around. And he didn’t want anyone else knowing he was here; it was too risky now. He turned the car around and drove back along the driveway. He would have to wait until Yasmin’s guest had gone.




★★★




After several glasses of wine and three games of Scrabble, Yasmin realised she was enjoying herself. It turned out some of Daniel’s friends were okay after all. Harriet was very good at Scrabble, as Yasmin had expected, but she had still managed to beat her and Liz at one game.

‘Scolon,’ announced Liz, arranging her letters on the board.

‘What?’ laughed Yasmin.

‘How many points do I get for that?’

‘Er, none?’ giggled Harriet.

‘It’s on the triple word square, remember.’ Liz’s face was stern. ‘Let me see... one, four, and another four, that’s eight. Triple that-’ 

‘Liz, scolon isn’t a word!’ said Yasmin.

‘Remove your letters from the board!’ ordered Harriet, laughing.

‘Of course it’s a word!’ scolded Liz, ‘It’s the... lower part of the colon.’ She cleared her throat and winked at Yasmin.

‘I thought that was the rectum?’ said Harriet.

‘Well you would! That’s the kind of mind you have,’ laughed Liz, ‘Okay,’ she said, picking up the letters from the board, ‘I admit defeat. I can’t do anything with two ‘O’s and an ’S’ at the moment. By the way, what’s wrong with my cookies?’ She glanced at the pile of her biscuits on the plate.

‘They’re good,’ Yasmin said, choosing her words carefully. ‘They’re nice and crispy around the edge, just a bit... softer in the middle.’

‘That’s how they’re meant to be,’ replied Liz.

‘When I say soft, I mean kind of uncooked soft.’

‘They’re practically raw,’ said Harriet.

‘You don’t get raw cookie dough,’ laughed Liz. ‘That only applies to food that isn’t cooked yet.’

‘Like the cookie dough.’

‘Yes, but it’s not raw, not like you get raw carrot. It’s kind of... what do you call it? Still in its native state. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?’

‘The inside of the cookies are still in their native state, Liz,’ said Yasmin, ‘but the outside bit is nice.’

‘Thank you, Yasmin,’ smiled Liz. ‘As soon as I had a bite of one earlier I realised I’d undercooked them. I just thought I’d string you both along for a while because you wouldn’t allow the word scolon.’

‘There are some rather nice cookies in Daniel’s biscuit tin,’ said Yasmin.

‘Well what are we waiting for? Bring them in!’ replied Harriet. The wine and laughter had brought some colour into her cheeks. Yasmin found it refreshing to see her looking relaxed for a change.




★★★




‘Look, it’s eleven o’clock,’ said Liz, checking her watch. ‘We need to get going. I’ve got a meeting at nine tomorrow. Look at you two! You’ve had two-and-a-half bottles of wine between you.’ 

Yasmin and Harriet looked at each other and giggled.

‘And I’m going to be woken up at six by the children jumping on my head,’ said Harriet. ‘Ideal when you have a hangover.’

Daniel had called briefly and had sounded pleased to hear that Yasmin was playing Scrabble with the other two. He had told Yasmin he would leave her to it for the evening and that he would ring again the next day. At least he doesn’t sound cross any more, thought Yasmin.




★★★




The three women tidied away, and Liz and Harriet both gave Yasmin a hug before heading off. No one had mentioned Bella all evening. Would she be annoyed at having been left out, or didn’t she care? Maybe the other two didn’t like her either. Yasmin felt happy that she had been able to enjoy herself and start to put the article into perspective. It was unlikely she and Daniel would split up over it, and improbable that Mandala Life’s share price would suffer. It was just a stupid article that was best ignored.

She listened to the crunch of gravel as Liz’s car pulled away outside. Then she opened the kitchen door and called the dogs to let them outside before shutting them up for the night.

It was then that she saw the face.

A pale white face in the gloom.

She shrieked as the person stepped forward.

‘It’s okay, it’s only me,’ said Richard. ‘Can I come in for a minute?’

‘You frightened me!’ she snapped. ‘Why didn’t you just knock at the door?’

‘I couldn’t let Liz and Harriet see me.’ His subterfuge seemed unnecessary to Yasmin.

‘Okay, but will it be quick? I’m really tired.’

‘Of course.’ 

He stepped into the kitchen and she closed the door behind him. There was no sign of the dogs coming out of the utility room; they were clearly too tired to need the toilet. Richard stood awkwardly by the kitchen table. 

‘You didn’t tell Liz or Harriet about the laptop, did you? Or the burglary?’ He was pale with a sheen of perspiration on his face.

‘No I didn’t,’ said Yasmin, slightly alarmed at his unwell appearance, ‘I didn’t even think of it.’

‘Phew. Can I use my laptop a moment, please?’

‘Erm, I guess. You’re not going to want to do this every night, are you?’

‘No, of course not. There’s just one last thing I need to type up.’ 

She fetched the laptop from the study and handed it to Richard. 

‘Is it well hidden in there?’ he asked.

‘I put it on my desk.’ It was her desk, not Lisa’s now.

‘Would you mind hiding it a bit more than that? I don’t want anyone to know you have it. Not even Daniel.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, please, it’s really important.’

‘Okay.’ Yasmin knew Daniel would be annoyed if he knew she had Richard’s laptop with the details of his detective work on it. 

Richard set himself up at the kitchen table and spent about ten minutes typing away at his keyboard. 

Yasmin finished tidying the kitchen, then sat on one of the sofas by the television and yawned. A text came through from Daniel.




Night night, beautiful xx




She smiled to herself and typed a reply.

‘There, finished,’ announced Richard. ‘Please hide this as safely as you can. I don’t need to use it for a few days now. I’ll let you know when I can take it back.’ He tucked the laptop into its bag and wound the lead around his hand before zipping it into a pocket at the front of the bag.

‘Okay.’

‘I’m very close now.’

‘Really?’ She looked up from her phone. 

Richard walked over to her and sat on the opposite sofa. He spoke quietly. ‘Yeah. There’s something funny about the fireworks going off before midnight. I think someone did it to cover their tracks.’ His face was a healthier colour now, but he still looked sweaty. 

‘But how? Daniel and Lisa were in charge of the fireworks.’

‘Yeah, it’s a bit strange.’ Yasmin noticed his hands fidgeting with each other. He seemed tense and uneasy. ‘Daniel says he asked for the fireworks to start because Lisa had called across the kitchen to tell him to get them started.’

‘So Lisa was still alive then? But somehow died during the fireworks?’

‘It appears that way. But I think if Daniel had been wearing his watch, he would have instinctively checked the time and seen that it was too early for the fireworks. In fact, he probably did but then discovered his watch wasn’t there.’

‘Where was it?’

‘I think he took it off when he was looking in the pond for that woman’s phone.’

‘Which woman?’

‘I don’t know, but apparently a woman dropped her phone into the pond and he rolled up his sleeves and had both hands in the water trying to fish it out again.’

‘I’m not sure I’m following this.’ Once again, Yasmin was a bit tipsy during a conversation with Richard and the logic wasn’t working for her. 

Richard was staring intently at a spot on the floor. ‘It’s an old trick.’

‘What is?’

‘Manipulating time so everyone thinks it’s earlier or later than it really is.’

‘What?’ She was baffled. ‘Who does that?’

‘Everyone says Lisa fell at midnight because that’s when the fireworks were going off. But she probably fell before midnight because the fireworks went off early.’

‘That still doesn’t explain what happened.’

‘No, but it does show that someone was trying to cover their tracks. Anyway, I have a theory and it just needs a bit more work.’

‘What’s your theory?’

‘It’s all on the laptop.’ He stood up and gestured towards it, leaning against the kitchen table leg. ‘I should get going now, it’s late. I’ll see myself out through the kitchen door. I had to park in a layby on the other side of the field. Can you please hide the laptop?’

‘I will!’ Yasmin got up. ‘Are you okay, Richard?’

‘I’m angry about the burglary. But anyway... I’ll be okay. I heard about the Daily News article from Jason. I’m sorry.’

‘Oh that.’ She had briefly forgotten about it.

‘Just ignore it. You didn’t deserve it; it’s just someone trying to get the boot in. You’ll look after yourself?’

‘Yes, Rich. Good night. See you soon.’

‘Perhaps.’

His reply seemed odd. Yasmin closed the kitchen door behind him.

Daniel was right, Richard’s mind worked very differently compared with other people’s.

But someone was taking him seriously because they had ransacked his room. 

With this thought chilling her spine a little, she took the laptop bag up to her room, took her battered case from the back of the wardrobe and hid the laptop inside it. Then she put the case back into the wardrobe and draped an old dress over it, as if that somehow hid it better.


Chapter 38

Daniel returns




‘I sometimes wonder if I’ve made a mistake,’ said Daniel as he stood at the open kitchen door and looked out at the garden. The sun was setting behind the house, casting a long shadow across the lawn.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Yasmin, standing by his side. ‘I thought we were okay. I thought we’d sorted this whole Daily News stuff out now. Didn’t we agree to forget about it?’

Daniel had been home for a couple of hours, and he was tired and grumpy after his trip to Frankfurt. They had hugged and kissed, and Yasmin had assumed they had made up. But he still seemed prickly.

‘I brought you here,’ said Daniel, turning to her, ‘and now I think about all the grief you’ve had. First the Bella stuff upset you and now the stupid article. I’m just wondering if I’ve been fair to you.’

‘Of course you have.’ She shrugged, unsure of what else to say. Perhaps he was right, but the situation wasn’t unsalvageable. 

Daniel looked out at the garden again. ‘I always thought Lisa’s death was something I had to deal with. Me alone. I was her husband. I was the closest to her and my grief was mine. I knew it would take a long time to get over her death, and I knew it would change me forever, but I didn’t expect her death to cause problems for you. You didn’t know her and you’re not grieving for her. And that’s one reason I like being with you; you’re not part of that world. But I was stupid to think you wouldn’t be affected. If anything, it’s probably harder for you being an outsider.’

‘I’m sure it’s not.’

‘Really?’ He looked at her again, and this time his gaze felt more probing. It felt as though he was analysing her face for signs that she wasn’t telling the truth.

‘Well I do wonder what Lisa was like, because I never met her. But it was all a tragic accident and it takes time to recover from that. I respect that and I understand how you feel. I’ll do what I can to support you.’ 

She put her arm through his and thought about Richard’s words the previous evening: ‘I’m very close now.’ If only he would stop what he was doing. Yasmin could understand why everyone wanted to get on with their lives rather than dredging up the pain of losing Lisa.

‘You’re young, Yasmin. You have your whole life ahead of you. There you were travelling across the States working for that dragon. And yes, she was a miserable woman, but I feel like I stopped you making something of your life. I shouldn’t have run up to that cab and made you get out. It was selfish of me.’

‘No it wasn’t!’

‘I was only thinking about myself. I didn’t think about the impact it would have on you. I messed up.’ 

She began to pull her arm away from his. ‘Does that mean you don’t want me here with you now?’

‘No!’ He grabbed her hand before she could move away. ‘Of course not. I love having you here. I want you to stay here with me. I’m just worried about the effect it’s having on you.’

‘I can cope with it.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah, it’ll all blow over soon. It was only recent, wasn’t it, Lisa’s death? Maybe it’ll take another year for things to calm down. I can do it. The important thing is that we stay together. We can be a team.’

Daniel let out a strange laugh.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Oh, nothing.’

‘Tell me.’ She squeezed his hand tightly.

‘Okay. It’s just that Lisa used to say that. She always said we were a team.’

‘Oh.’ Disappointment sank down into Yasmin’s stomach.

‘It doesn’t matter, though. It’s a positive thing. Of course we can be a team. We can get through this.’ He smiled.




★★★




Four more photos had been posted on Facebook. Richard had unfriended Katya, which meant the person posting them couldn’t tag him in the pictures any more. But the photos of him were still on Katya’s Facebook page. He had reported the images and her account to Facebook, but it was taking a while for anything to be done about it.




I know who your friends and clients are. I’ll be sending them the pictures next.




Was this true or was his blackmailer just calling his bluff? It was probably true, because if they knew where he lived they would know who he was friendly with and who his gardening clients were.

The net had closed in around him and there was nothing more he could do. His blackmailer had won. Unless Yasmin was able to do something once he was gone.

He trusted her to take care of his laptop. Once she read his work on there, she would know what needed to happen next. But would she do it?

All Richard wanted was justice for Lisa; the only woman he had ever loved. He had hoped her husband and friends would have wanted justice, but their reluctance to investigate things any further had been frustrating and baffling.

Now he was sure one of them had something to hide. They were so keen to hide it they were going to extraordinary lengths to protect themselves. Posing as a young woman who liked taking her clothes off for strangers was desperate, but it had worked. Richard was being humiliated, and it was his fault. If only he had the strength to deal with this. Instead it would take months of medication, appointments and solitude to avoid the awkward, sympathetic looks of others. He couldn’t face it again.

Richard closed his eyes and thought about standing in the perfect garden. A path bordered by low box hedges led away from him through an archway clipped into a hedge of yew. Either side of the box hedges, spires of purple lupins, blue irises and white lilies towered. 

Through the gap of the arch ahead he could see a fountain boasting a stone angel with its wings spread wide, standing on a pedestal. Water was flowing from a cup in its hand to the pond beneath. 

It was always summer in his garden and the trees were filled with birds. As the sun set, the heavy scent of honeysuckle hung in the air and a blackbird chattered its sing-song from a nearby tree.

A figure appeared on the path ahead of him: a petite form with a face that was familiar to him. She was smiling and beckoning. Her golden hair shone brightly in the sunlight. She held out a hand to him.

‘Hello, Richard. I knew you’d come.’


Chapter 39

The discovery




The path through the woods was wet and muddy from the rain that had fallen earlier in the week. But it was warm enough to wear a T-shirt. It was the naff one with the strawberry on the front that she had worn out for dinner with Daniel in Greenwich Village. She had teamed it with a scruffy denim skirt and wellies. The Daily News journalist would be horrified by her outfit choice. Now and again she called the dogs back to make sure they weren’t running too far away.

After the run-in with the Daily News, the main question in her mind was how to continue her career in journalism. Perhaps feature writing was aiming too high at this stage. Maybe she would need to start off at a local newspaper and work her way up? It was the traditional route, but she had always hoped she would be able to bypass it. 

Reporting news stories on house break-ins, car accidents and missing cats wasn’t inspiring, but maybe it was time to accept that she had to serve her apprenticeship before moving onto bigger things. Daniel had been right; as a journalism graduate she shouldn’t have been so easily tripped up by a tabloid newspaper. But she was determined to learn from the experience. 

She looked up at the branches arching overhead and at the sunlight shining between them. Every day she thought of her mum. Every day she missed her. But some days the pain hurt more intensely. Sometimes the loss felt suffocating. It seemed unbearable. Sometimes it felt impossible to carry on without her. 

The hospice had come as a welcome change to the hospital. Her mum had had her own quiet room and the sunlight had streamed in through a large bay window. She had looked so small, thin and pale on the large white pillow. Yasmin had seen her about four hours before she died. She had known that there were only days left, but she hadn’t expected her to go that night. 

The hospice had called her early the following morning. Cancer was a cruel illness, but her mum’s end had been dignified. More so than poor Lisa’s. What was worse? Watching the person closest to you gradually fade away? Or losing someone suddenly? Both scenarios were probably equally hard.

Yasmin’s thoughts were interrupted by barking in the distance. Looking around her, she realised she had let the dogs run off ahead of her again. She hoped they hadn’t got themselves into trouble. She called them, but they didn’t come. She started jogging along the path, calling their names. The barking continued. This scenario was familiar to her now; she was a hopeless dog owner.

The woods became denser with fewer beech and oak trees and more dense pine trees. Everything seemed darker than usual and the noise from the dogs suggested they weren’t on the path ahead, but had strayed somewhere into the deeper part of the woods. But where? 

She stopped and called them again. There was a brief bit of quiet and then more barking. Something was distracting them. She was reluctant to stray from the path. She knew it would be easy to get lost in this area of the woods because one group of conifers looked much like another. After calling some more and still being unable to get the dogs to respond, Yasmin reluctantly decided she would have to go and fetch them. The direction of the barking didn’t seem to have moved, which suggested they were stationary wherever they were. And barking at something. At what? She had no idea what could be exciting them so much.

She trudged between the trees, stepping over fallen branches with sticks that scratched her bare legs. Hardly anything grew here: just a small stray pine sapling or a fern. She caught a glimpse of Tubbs’ sleek grey coat through the tree trunks. And she was certain she could see Bouncer’s brown and white wagging tail. As she got nearer she could see the dogs running around something. They were encircling it, barking and jumping up. Was it a person? Or an animal? Maybe an injured animal?

As she got within a few metres of the dogs, she could see that they were trying to jump up and grab an object. And then she saw a steel stepladder lying on the ground. It was only a small one. Had someone climbed the tree and been unable to get back down again?

‘Hello!’ called Yasmin. The dogs stopped barking, looked at her, and then continued with their game.

She was close to the tree now and she looked up to see what the dogs were trying to bite.

It was a foot.

There were two feet.

Hanging down. Wearing a pair of muddy boots. 

Yasmin looked up and almost fell over as she staggered backwards. A man was hanging from the branch of the tree by an orange rope, his neck twisted at an impossible angle. The branch of the tree was half-broken, straining under his weight. The worst thing was his face, which was white and twisted on one side. His lips were blue and his eyes were wide and bulging, staring at nothing.

Richard.

The dogs were still barking excitedly. If they jumped high enough they could catch at the sole of Richard’s boots and nudge his feet, causing his body to swing and creak the branch. 

Yasmin turned and ran to a nearby tree. Her stomach lurched and she vomited at the base of its trunk. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

‘Richard!’ she called. ‘Richard!’ 

She didn’t want to walk any closer. She didn’t want to see that warped-looking face again. She wanted to scream, but there was no air in her chest. She slowly reversed back the way she had come. 

Was it definitely Richard or just someone who looked like him? She recognised the shabby olive work trousers and the checked lumberjack shirt. She wanted to get him down from the tree, but she couldn’t, and didn’t want to, do it herself. 

There was air in her chest again, creating a shallow panting noise. She had to get help. She pulled her phone out of her pocket but there was no signal. Trying not to look at Richard’s body again, she crept closer to the dogs and got them both on their leads, terribly aware of the feet swinging close to her shoulder. She would have to walk to where she had phone signal to get help. 

Part of her didn’t want to leave Richard hanging there, but she didn’t want to stay either. Her stomach cramped uncomfortably. What if someone else found him while she was gone?

She dragged the dogs away in the direction of the path. She kept an eye on the signal strength on her phone, pleading it to show enough bars for her to make a call. It rallied briefly, but then the frustrating words ‘no signal’ returned. 

As she walked towards the path, hundreds of thoughts ran through her head. Why had Richard done this? She assumed he had done it himself because the stepladder was lying on the ground. He must have stood on it and then kicked it away so that the weight of his body would strangle him or break his neck, or both. But when did he do it? She thought back to when she had seen him in the kitchen at Daniel’s house. It had only been two nights previously.

She was relieved to find the path again, and she started to run along it in the direction of the road. The dogs enjoyed the game as they bounced along beside her. After a minute or two she reached the lane and there was finally a signal on her phone. 

She dialled 999. ‘Which service please?’ 

She didn’t know. It looked as though it was too late for an ambulance. Should she ask for the police?

‘Someone’s just hung himself in the woods! I found him hanging from a tree. Come quick!’


Chapter 40

Reflection




Yasmin was instructed to wait where she was. She sat herself among the long grass on the verge and covered her face with her hands. She was feeling sick and dizzy. Leaning forward, she hung her head between her knees. The image of Richard’s body wouldn’t leave her mind. 

She didn’t want to stay there waiting. She wanted to run. She wanted to run off down the lane as fast as she could. More than ever, she needed her mum’s arms around her now. She wanted to bury her face into the side of her mother’s neck and cry; to cry until there was nothing left inside. 

She remembered the softness and scent of her mother’s skin, something she would never feel again. A sharp, painful sob rose in her chest. She sat up and leant back against the fence. 

And then she cried out loud, her eyes wide and staring at the blurred blue of the sky. Finally, her cry turned into a scream: the scream she had wanted to release when she found Richard but that had somehow become trapped. Tears flooded down her cheeks and the crying wouldn’t stop. It took over her, and it felt impossible to get air into her lungs. Gasping and light-headed, she felt a hand on her arm.




★★★




When Yasmin came round she found herself in an ambulance. It was at a standstill and the rear doors were open. There was a small window to her left, covered by a blind. On her right sat a female paramedic in a green chair.

‘You must be Yasmin.’

‘Yes.’

‘You made the call to the emergency services?’

‘That’s right.’ She tried to sit up, but she was still feeling light-headed. Through the door she could see the dogs tied to a fence. She was still by the roadside where she had been waiting. ‘What am I doing in here?’

‘You were very distressed. We brought you in here for some rest. You haven’t been in the ambulance long, just a few minutes.’

‘Is Richard still in the...’ She couldn’t bring herself to say it.

‘He is. My colleagues are with him now.’

‘Will they take him down?’ The moment she said it, she knew it was a stupid question. But she couldn’t stand the thought of him hanging from the tree any longer. She wanted him to be looked after.

‘Of course. There are two police officers there as well and they’ll want to speak to you when you’re ready.’ 

Yasmin lay down again. ‘Okay. Someone will need to tell his family. They won’t know yet. No one else knows. I haven’t had a chance to call...’

‘Don’t worry, the police will sort that out with you. Just try and get a bit more rest.’

Yasmin tried to calm herself, but she found it hard not to talk. ‘I’ve never seen anyone hanging before.’

‘Not many people have.’

‘And I’ve only ever seen one dead person. That was my mum.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It was okay. She just looked as if she was asleep. She was at peace and I was happy for her to be at peace because she had suffered and life had become unbearable. It’s a strange thing, really, because she was gone too soon. But when you think about what the cancer had done to her, she was ready to go. She couldn’t have carried on like that. I just wish she’d never become ill in the first place. There was too much for us still to do together. All I can be happy about is that she was peaceful when she died. But not like Richard. He wasn’t at peace when he died. Why did he do it?’ 

The paramedic gave a small shrug. 

‘I don’t know why he did it. Why Richard? Why? He must have been feeling so bad and I had no idea. Why didn’t he tell me?’

‘Sometimes people take their own lives because they don’t feel they can talk to anyone else.’

‘He must have been so lonely. So upset. But something must have caused it, mustn’t it?’

‘Possibly.’

‘I wish he’d told me more. I was wary, you see. Wary of getting too close. My partner didn’t like him so I had to keep my distance. But maybe if I’d been friendlier...’

‘It won’t be related to anything you did or didn’t do. Please don’t blame yourself. Suicidal people often spend a long time thinking about taking their own lives; often over a period of years. Many have suicidal episodes throughout their lives and sometimes they act on it. Sometimes they’re successful. I didn’t know Richard, but maybe that’s how he felt. He would have been grateful to have you as a friend.’ 

She handed Yasmin a plastic cup of water.

‘I hope so.’




★★★




Yasmin sat curled up on one of the sofas in the living room, hugging a blanket around her knees. Her body felt cold, shivery and achy. She thought about the note PC Fiona Hughes had shown her that afternoon. It had been found in Richard’s flat:




Dear Yasmin




I’m sorry. That’s all I can say. I didn’t have any choice. There was no way out. If I’d found a way I wouldn’t have done this. I know you can finish what I started. I wish you the best of luck with this, and in the rest of your life. You’re a good person.




Richard




PS, the password is Paliurus.




 The note had been retained by the police for evidence. PC Hughes told Yasmin she could have it back when they had finished their investigation. 

She asked Yasmin what Richard was referring to in his letter, but Yasmin knew if she told the police she had his laptop they would take it from her. They could have it, Yasmin decided, but only after she had seen what Richard had written. After all, that was what he wanted, wasn’t it? 

So Yasmin had been cagey about the note, saying she had been helping him with a work assignment. It was a weak excuse and she sensed that they didn’t quite believe her, but she would tell them the truth eventually. She would tell them everything. She just needed a few days.

Daniel came into the room and placed two cups of coffee on the low table. ‘It’s such a shock. I didn’t think he’d do something like that.’ He sat down next to her and rested his hand on her knee. 

Yasmin didn’t reply. 

‘Are you okay?’

‘Not really.’

‘You shouldn’t have been the one to discover him like that. It’s not fair. If you’re going to top yourself, at least do it somewhere private where you’re not going to traumatise someone who’s innocently out in the woods walking their dogs. You didn’t deserve that, Yasmin.’

‘Neither did he. And someone had to discover him, didn’t they?’

‘Well it shouldn’t have been you.’

‘I think he wanted it to be me. He knew I walked in the woods most days. He wanted someone he knew to find him.’

‘He shouldn’t have done it. He should have got help from someone. Professional help. You’re not equipped to deal with something like that. Me neither. Few of us are.’

‘I don’t think he was very well.

‘You’re right. He wasn’t.’

Yasmin couldn’t tell Daniel she had Richard’s laptop. He would be furious. But she had to take a look at what was on there when she got the chance. She had a feeling that was what Richard would have wanted. How had he been so close to finding out what had happened? What had he discovered? 

At the back of her mind there was a question that refused to go away: the ‘what if?’ question. What if Daniel had pushed Lisa from the roof terrace? 

She glanced at Daniel, frowning and deep in thought, and wondered how much he knew about Lisa’s death. Had he really told her everything he knew? He didn’t seem capable of harming anyone. But having found a friend of hers hanging in the woods that day, anything seemed possible. Yasmin shuddered and reached for her coffee.

‘You’re not okay, are you?’

‘No.’ 

He stroked her arm and, for the first time ever, she felt the need to pull away. She didn’t want him touching her at that moment.




★★★




Sleep was impossible that night. Every time Yasmin closed her eyes she saw Richard’s body swinging from the tree. Her head and stomach churned with thoughts and emotions she couldn’t calm.

‘Do you want to try one of my sleeping pills? I know you don’t want to, but you have to get some sleep, Yasmin. It’ll help you deal with things better tomorrow.’

Tomorrow? She felt as though she couldn’t face the turmoil the day would bring. The police wanted to interview her again. There had been talk of her seeing a counsellor, and no doubt everyone in the village would be asking questions about what had happened. 

‘Okay, I’ll have a pill,’ she murmured. 

Daniel got up and strolled towards the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. 

The image of Richard’s twisted face resurfaced in Yasmin’s mind. Then the barking of the excited dogs. And then his swinging feet. Macabre and sickening.


Chapter 41

Jessica




‘I hope you don’t mind me saying, Yasmin, but you look like shit.’ 

Jessica flung her arms around her friend and gave her a strong hug. Yasmin’s eyes welled with tears again; she couldn’t believe she had any left. She disentangled herself from Jessica and wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket. She had run out of tissues.

‘Yeah, well, I’ve just been to a funeral, haven’t I?’

 They were standing in the cobbled piazza of Covent Garden among the shoppers and tourists.

‘How did it go?’

‘It was tough.’

‘Let’s go and get a drink.’ 

It was nearly a year since Yasmin had last seen Jessica, and her friend hadn’t changed at all. Her brown hair hung down to her waist and she was wearing striped leggings and the red Doc Marten boots Yasmin remembered so well. 

The only suitable black clothing Yasmin had found to wear to the funeral was one of her old work suits. The contrast between her and her friend couldn’t have been starker, but being with Jessica helped her slip effortlessly back into old times. It felt good to be in her company again and reunited with a familiar figure from the past. 

Jessica still looked and lived like a student: sleep, socialising and work happened at any hour of the day or night she chose. Yasmin had been quick to embrace the routine of a working week, and living with a workaholic reinforced it. But there was an alternative: a laidback, easy-going way of doing things. Jessica didn’t earn much as a waitress and she clearly couldn’t afford to update her wardrobe, but she looked happy.

They walked into a pub, which was oak and gold inside and smelt of chips. Jessica ordered them a whiskey and coke each. As they waited at the bar, Yasmin thought of Daniel driving back to Buckinghamshire alone. She had told him she couldn’t go to London without seeing Jessica, so she had arranged to meet her friend for a few hours before Jessica started her shift at the restaurant. 

Richard’s funeral had been a short, simple service at the synagogue in Finchley, followed by the burial at a nearby cemetery. The funeral had been held as quickly as possible, although there had been a couple of days’ delay for the post-mortem. 

Yasmin was trying not to think about his distraught mother and brothers. She had introduced herself to them and shaken their hands, but they had been too consumed with grief to properly register who she was. And she hadn’t known Richard for long; the part she had played in his life had been fairly minor. The last thing she wanted to say to them was: ‘I’m the one who found him.’ 

What questions would they ask then? How would they handle speaking to the person who had discovered him swinging from the tree?

Daniel hadn’t wanted to go to the funeral, but he had felt obliged to go for Yasmin’s sake. She could tell Daniel had found it difficult to deal with the conflicting emotions he was feeling about Richard, but he had put on a professional act. Liz, David, Harriet and Andrew had also turned up, but there had been no sign of Bella and Jeff.

Liz and Harriet had both hugged Yasmin, knowing that she was the one who had found Richard.

‘I can’t imagine what it must have been like,’ said Harriet, tears welling in her eyes. Liz had also been emotional. After hugging Yasmin, she had grasped her hand tightly.

‘I think we need another Scrabble session to cheer ourselves up after this,’ she said through the tears.

Yasmin felt emotionally drained.

‘So you’re going to have to remind me what’s been going on for the past few months because I’ve lost track now,’ said Jessica as she handed Yasmin her drink. ‘First you go off to America and reckon you’re not going to be back for years, then before I know it you’re living with this guy Daniel, who just happens to be a millionaire. Then what happened this past week? I get a text message from you about the Daily News and then some friend of yours who topped himself in the middle of finding out whether someone murdered Daniel’s wife. What’s going on there?’

‘It’s a mess, isn’t it?’

‘So the guy whose funeral you went to this morning actually killed himself and you found him? Jeez, Yasmin.’

‘It was horrible. I saw him two days before he died. He’d been burgled that day and he gave me his laptop to look after. All the work he’d been doing on Lisa’s death was on it.’

‘What did the burglars take?’

‘Just the notes he’d made during his amateur detective work.’

‘Shit! So the burglary was linked to his investigation, if you can call it that? The person who burgled him was after the laptop, too?’

‘Probably. I’ve hidden it at Daniel’s.’

‘Does anyone know you’ve got it?’

‘No.’

‘Have you looked on it?’

‘Yeah, and there’s nothing on it!’ She sipped her drink, the whiskey feeling sharp in her throat. ‘I don’t understand it. I was expecting there to be a Word document on there, or several of them, with all the details, but there’s nothing. I’ve been through all the folders and they’re all empty.’

‘Do you think Richard wanted you to see the work he’d done?’

‘That’s what I assumed. His note said something about finishing what he’d started. Maybe he accidentally deleted it. There isn’t even anything in his recent documents in Word. Even if he’d deleted it, you’d think it would be there.’

‘Perhaps he put it all onto a USB or emailed it to himself? Maybe he saved everything to the cloud or something?’

‘If he did I’ve no idea how to get it back.’

‘I’ll tell you who could help.’

‘Who?’

‘John the maths student.’

‘Nooooo,’ Yasmin groaned, ‘not him.’

‘Seriously, he’s some techy bloke now. I bet he could find whatever’s hiding on there or has been deleted from it. Bring it down here and I’m sure he’d be only too happy to help you out.’

‘I bet he would.’

‘I don’t think you can afford to turn him down. Someone wants this laptop and as soon as they find out you’ve got it, what are they going to do?’

‘Daniel’s house is secure.’

‘Really? If it’s some massive mansion down a long driveway, surrounded by land and with numerous doors and windows to get in through, it might not be. What’s his security like?’

‘I don’t think there is any.’

‘You need to get that laptop out of there and have John look at it. Then you can find out what all the fuss is about. If someone was willing to burgle him, it sounds like he was onto something. Do you think it could be linked to his death?’

‘He committed suicide. No one else was involved.’

‘But why did he commit suicide? Was someone putting pressure on him?’

‘I don’t know. He didn’t mention anything.’

‘It seems strange that he would take his own life just because he was burgled. There must have been something else.’ Jessica drained her drink.

‘Maybe he fell out with his girlfriend. She wasn’t really a proper girlfriend; she was someone he met online, I think. I don’t know anything about her. But I saw a picture of her and I’m sure she wasn’t at the funeral.’

‘Perhaps they split up then and that’s what he was upset about.’

‘Maybe.’ 

They ordered another drink and a bowl of chips. 

‘Only you could get yourself into something like this, Yasmin.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’ve always had drama going on. If it wasn’t some boyfriend trouble or an argument with a lecturer, there was something else. Do you remember when that French girl Sandra passed out in your room after drinking too much and ended up getting taken to hospital?’

‘And everyone blamed me. It wasn’t my fault she had zero alcohol tolerance!’

‘I know. And there was that time you got caught trespassing in Bedford Square Gardens.’

‘That was because that annoying architecture student boyfriend you had threw my hat over the fence!’

‘A sign all along that he preferred you to me! Crap flirting.’ 

They both laughed.

‘I wish I could turn back the clock to those days, when mum was around and nothing much mattered.’

‘This is a dip, Yasmin.’

‘It feels like more than that.’

‘I know. But things will get better. They always do. Anyway, I have to get to work and you need to get back to your millionaire boyfriend.’

‘Oh, don’t.’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘I don’t really feel like going back.’

‘Listen, you’ll be back here in a few days with the laptop, right? And we’ve got to start meeting up more often. You’re not that far away.’ Jessica shoved a large ketchup-covered chip into her mouth.

‘That’s true.’

‘Why don’t you want to go back?’

‘I’m just worried.’

‘About what?’

‘What if I manage to read the work Richard’s been doing and it tells me something I don’t want to hear?’

‘Such as?’

‘That Daniel did it.’

‘What? Daniel murdered his wife? You honestly think he’d be capable of that?’

‘I always thought not. But recently, I don’t know. I’m not sure.’

‘Yasmin! If, for any reason, you have a hunch he killed her, you shouldn’t be going back to him.’

‘I know.’


Chapter 42

A lift with Bella 




The train rumbled out of Marylebone station and through the tunnels beneath Northwest London. As it picked up speed and passed the white steel arch of Wembley stadium, Yasmin watched the shadow of the carriage flicker against the embankment. Finchley was somewhere to her right. She thought again of the distraught faces and tears of Richard’s family at the harrowing funeral of a young man who had died too young. 

Why had he taken his own life? Surely nothing could ever be so bad he’d want to end it all? Had it been a moment of madness that would have passed if someone had been with him and been able to talk him out of it? The same could probably be said for most suicides. It seemed such a sad and lonely end to a life. 

The detective work he had been doing sounded shaky to Yasmin. She remembered him muttering about the fireworks going off early, convinced that this was suspicious. But she couldn’t see it herself. Had he been clutching at straws, desperate to prove Lisa had been wronged? Had his mind been sound, or had there been some delusional thinking and mental imbalance? The latter was possible. And it was hard to see how he had come up with anything of any value when she couldn’t find it on his computer. What had he been expecting her to do with it?

The hanging feet appeared in her mind again. She pushed them away and looked at the countryside through the window, the fields glowing green in the fading sunlight. Yasmin knew that the next few days and weeks were going to be tough. She felt sad about losing a friend and traumatised about discovering him dead. 

Daniel had disliked Richard but she knew he would try to be sympathetic and not say the wrong thing. It wouldn’t feel natural, but no matter how hard she tried to ignore it, she knew the question was still lurking. The one she hadn’t wanted to address but might finally have to. Did he do it? 

When she had been content that there was no question of it, she had found it easy to defend him. But life had taken a horrible turn since the publication of the Daily News article. Or had it started to go wrong before then? Perhaps after the evening in The King’s Head when she had overheard Bella being nasty about her. It was hard to pinpoint the exact turning point. 

Perhaps Daniel had been right to question whether he had made a mistake. Maybe she had also made a mistake. And right now she was travelling away from the place she had always called home, and back to him. It didn’t feel right.




★★★




‘Welcome to Princes Risborough’, said the sign as Yasmin stepped onto the platform at half-past eight. She had let Daniel know which train she would be on, but there was no sign of him in the car park beyond the blue railings. As she walked past the cars, a chatting couple in a shiny black Range Rover caught her eye. The woman had bright blonde hair. It was Bella. 

Sitting next to her in the car was Daniel. Yasmin felt her stomach flip.

They were looking at something on Bella’s phone and laughing. Yasmin stopped and stared at them. What was Daniel doing? Should she turn and walk away or should she confront them? 

She glanced back at the empty taxi rank. Maybe there was a train back to London she could get on. As she glared at them again, Daniel looked up and saw her. His face immediately composed itself into a sombre expression. 

Such an actor, thought Yasmin. 

He got out of the Range Rover and walked towards her. He had changed out of the dark suit he had worn at Richard’s funeral and was now in jeans and a T-shirt.

‘Hey Yasmin.’ He tried to hug her, but she shrugged him off. As she did so, she saw Bella look quickly back at her phone again, pretending not to notice the friction. 

‘What’s she doing here?’

‘Don’t be like that, Yasmin. She popped round to pick something up and said she’d give me a lift. We haven’t had a good catch-up in ages.’ 

He walked back towards the car, but Yasmin remained where she was.

‘Catch-up about what?’

‘Just everything, really,’ he shrugged impatiently. ‘We’re old friends, remember? I’m sure she didn’t mean what you heard her say. I’ve been bigging you up to her all evening. Come on, let’s get in the car.’ 

Bigging you up. Yasmin realised everything he said and did from now on would irritate her. She reluctantly followed him to the car and he opened the rear door for her.

‘Hi Yasmin,’ said Bella brightly as Yasmin climbed onto the black leather seat. ‘Did you have a good time with your friend?’ 

Yasmin felt like a twelve-year-old who had just been picked up from a party.

‘Yes thanks.’ She fastened her seatbelt and stared out of the window, determined not to make any further conversation.

The engine started up and Bella and Daniel started talking about a new planning application for three houses that were being built on a field in the village. Everyone was ‘up in arms’ about it, according to Bella. Every now and again Daniel turned his head to catch her eye, but she refused to look at him. It was immature and she knew it.

‘You’re quiet there in the back, Yasmin. Are you okay?’ 

She caught Bella looking at her in the rear-view mirror as she spoke, her eyelashes clogged with mascara.

‘Just tired. It’s been a difficult day.’

‘I hate funerals,’ said Bella, ‘I can’t cope with them. I try to avoid going unless I really have to. Lisa’s was just the worst, wasn’t it Dan?’ 

He murmured an acknowledgment and silence descended.




★★★




As soon as she got back to Daniel’s house, Yasmin went upstairs to her room, telling Daniel she wanted to change out of her black clothes. The first thing she did when she got there was check for Richard’s laptop. She pulled out her case from the back of the wardrobe and, with stumbling fingers, opened it.

The laptop was still there, in its bag.

What had Bella popped round for? Did she know about the laptop? Had she tried to look for it? 

Yasmin zipped up the case and put it back in the wardrobe. As she closed the door on it, a thought that had been bothering her for much of the day clarified itself.

She had to leave. It was time to pack her case again.


Chapter 43

London




Daniel stepped out of his hotel and into the evening warmth of Bloomsbury’s streets. If he turned to his left, he knew he would find the busy bars, clubs and restaurants of the West End. So instead he turned right and headed for the quiet squares and houses of the university streets. They were quiet because the students had disappeared for the summer. Just a few streets away from Tottenham Court Road, the roads were almost silent. The area’s four-storey Georgian townhouses were typically home to university offices and student accommodation. 

On reaching Gower Street, he passed the classical portico of University College London, its columns smothered in dim orange floodlight. He paused to look at the building through the iron gates, while to his right a security guard sat in his small gatehouse office watching the TV.

On graduation day, Daniel had stood in front of that grand facade in a black gown lined with purple silk while his proud parents took photos of him. As he looked through the gates eight years later, he felt like a completely different man. Even though he had already started a business with his friend Steven, it had felt like they were just mucking about at the time. They hadn’t expected anyone to take them seriously. But Steven’s dad had known a few people, one of whom was a venture capitalist. 

Daniel couldn’t remember the exact detail because Steven and his dad had sorted everything. All of a sudden they had been given money to invest in their idea and their plans somehow became a reality. The early days had consisted of a seven-day week of working hard in the daytime and partying hard at night. When had he found time for sleep? He couldn’t remember.

People described Daniel as successful, and he had always considered himself successful. But he felt his success was largely down to luck: coming across the right people and the right opportunities at the right time, like the winning line on a slot machine. He felt as though a different spin could have offered up a different fortune; possibly nothing at all. As he stared through the gloom at the spot where he had once celebrated his graduation, he wondered what success really meant.




★★★




‘I bought you three suits for the conference,’ Lisa had said, laying them out on the bed.

‘But I need to try them on.’

‘I know your measurements, silly.’ She had pinched his right cheek between her fingers. It had been playful but hard at the same time. 

‘I bought you these, too.’ She had pulled five silk ties in various vibrant hues from a designer shopping bag. ‘The shirts are being delivered on Thursday.’ 

He remembered Lisa wearing a pale pink cashmere jumper and a dark navy pencil skirt. She had always looked so immaculate. Heaven forbid he didn’t look smart enough next to her.

‘I am capable of dressing myself, you know.’

‘I know that.’ She had placed the ties on the bed next to the suits. ‘But you need to look smart. You’re doing the keynote speech after all. You need to create a good impression. There’ll be so many clients, and potential new clients, watching you. Don’t forget to go to the barbers this week. You’ll be in lots of photos. And videos.’ 

He had taken off the tie he had been wearing and had sat on the edge of the bed to unlace his shoes. 

‘Are you all right, Dan? You seem quiet.’

‘Just thinking about what I need to say for the speech.’

‘I knew it.’ She had patted his shoulder, just as his mother often had, and left the room.




★★★




Daniel had soon learnt that it was easier just to agree with Lisa. It was only worth disagreeing about something if it really mattered to him. He had learnt to let the small things pass. 

But he couldn’t agree to the baby. The arguments about having a child had grown increasingly frequent. Lisa had tried her hardest to persuade him. They were financially secure, they were in a position to delegate some of their workload, they were able to hire a nanny and time was running out as Lisa approached forty. 

The problem was that he hadn’t wanted to have a child with Lisa. He wasn’t sure why, but it just never felt right. But Lisa had kept on, and eventually the arguments became physical. She would beat him on his chest, punch his arm, kick his shins and throw things. He would hold her by the arms to calm her down. That was all he could do. A few times he had been close to hitting her, but instead he had left the room. He had allowed her to think she had won rather than fighting to the point where he lost self-control.

They had had to pretend that their marriage was successful because it was part of the Mandala Life brand. They were a husband and wife team. Every communication from the company came from Daniel and Lisa Ward. It was impossible to leave his wife; too much was at stake. 




★★★




It had been almost a week since Yasmin had left. He knew she was somewhere in East London staying with Jessica, but he didn’t know where. For the time being he was also staying in London, at one of his favourite hotels. He couldn’t face the large empty house in Buckinghamshire on his own. Near the top of Gower Street he turned right into another silent road lined with quiet university buildings.

He had begged Yasmin to stay. He had told her that one bad week - one very bad week - didn’t mean that their relationship had to come to an end. For some reason she had taken an intense dislike to Bella and the final straw had been Bella picking her up from the station after the funeral. 

Maybe Bella was slightly jealous of Yasmin, Daniel thought, but she was always saying things she didn’t really mean. Or things that wouldn’t upset her but upset other people. Bella’s skin was as thick as an elephant’s. In fact, she even slightly resembled one. And she had no tact. He had hoped Yasmin would get used to her, but he had been wrong.

‘What about the counselling?’ he had asked Yasmin when she announced she was leaving. 

She had replied that she would find a counsellor in London. That was what worried him the most. That idiot Richard had traumatised her. She needed stability and security, and someone professional to discuss all the upset with. She needed someone to help her recover from the past week, but instead she was sleeping on a friend’s floor. He wished now that he had met Jessica and had got her contact details so he could check Yasmin was being looked after. But for now, she was gone. 

Daniel texted her occasionally, but he didn’t want to put pressure on her or come across as too intense. She always replied to his texts succinctly and with little affection, but it was better than nothing. He felt there was still hope. 

Perhaps it wasn’t Richard’s fault for traumatising her. Perhaps the fault was all his. He had brought her to his home in the first place. He had often wondered if it had been a mistake, and now he knew it had been. But that didn’t change how he felt about her. Perhaps she hadn’t believed him when he told her how he felt. Perhaps it had all been too much for her to handle.

The house where Lisa had fallen sat silent and empty. A friend of Debbie’s was looking after the dogs and he had sent Debbie some money so she could hire another helper, as he doubted Yasmin would come back. Even if they managed to rekindle something, he couldn’t imagine her living in the house again or walking in the woods after she had discovered Richard’s body. The place would be full of bad memories. 

Bella kept nagging him to have a party for his thirtieth birthday. Perhaps he would do that and then leave for good. Maybe he could persuade Yasmin to come with him. Just one more time.

From a narrow side street came the lights and noise of a pub. He turned off the road and walked towards it.  

A text pinged through on his phone.




Are you away? Xx




He sighed. Now that she knew Yasmin was gone she was probably hoping they could pick up where they had left off when Lisa died. 


Chapter 44

Richard’s laptop




Jessica lived in a four-storey apartment block on a tree-lined street in Bethnal Green. More attractive than the flat Yasmin had grown up in, the Victorian buildings were stone with white sash windows. The flats to the rear overlooked a large expanse of green and a mile or so in the distance was the City of London with its familiar landmarks: the spire of Shoreditch Church, Tower 42, The Gherkin and the Barbican Centre. A railway line ran along one side of the park, taking commuters into Liverpool Street Station. 

Yasmin could sit for hours looking at the view from Jessica’s tiny table by the window. Not that she had hours to spare, as she was busy applying for jobs. She felt at home there; the only problem was the size of the flat. It only had one bedroom, so Yasmin had to sleep on the sofa bed in the living room. She kept all her clothes and belongings in her case behind the sofa. It was obvious that she couldn’t stay with Jessica for long. She knew she would have to come up with another plan, and soon.

It was a midweek evening and John the maths student was perched at the dining table looking at Richard’s laptop. Yasmin sat awkwardly on Jessica’s small sofa under the Jimi Hendrix poster feeling uncomfortable in his presence. 

Had she really once been in a relationship with this bloke? His pale face was chubbier than she remembered. He had scraggy stubble on his chin and kept pushing lank strands of hair out of his eyes. The sleeves of his black sweatshirt reached down over his hands, so only his fingers were visible in a fast typing blur. 

He had an irritating habit of clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth, and while he did so his right leg jigged up and down. Intense. Fidgety. She had asked if he wanted a coffee, but he already had a can of Red Bull on the go. Perhaps camomile tea would have been better, she thought.

‘So you’ve nicked your boyfriend’s laptop to see what he’s storing on it, right?’

‘No, he wasn’t my boyfriend. Sadly he died and he left me his laptop to carry on some work he was doing.’

‘Work colleague then?’

‘Something like that.’ She didn’t want to have to explain everything to John. The last time she had seen him was at their graduation ball more than a year ago, and he had ignored her because it hadn’t been long after she broke up with him. She had assumed that leaving university meant she wouldn’t have to face embarrassing exes again, but she had been wrong. 

Yasmin had been surprised when John had agreed to look at the laptop for her. Jessica said it was because he still fancied her, but Yasmin found that hard to believe. His tone was matter-of-fact and he was struggling to look her in the eye.

‘How long is this going to take?’ she asked.

‘Depends,’ he shrugged. ‘I don’t know what’s on here yet. Are we looking for deleted files or something he’s just hidden?’

‘I don’t know. He told me there was something on there and I saw him working on it.’

‘What programme was he using?’

‘I don’t know. I assumed it was Word, but I’m not sure.’ 

John leant forward to squint at the screen, typed something and then made the clicking noise with his tongue again. Yasmin wished Jessica hadn’t had to work that evening. She could have left John to it or asked him to take the laptop away with him, but it felt too precious to let it out of her sight. 

Resigning herself to a tedious evening, she sat back on the sofa and scrolled through Facebook on her phone. What had happened to the girlfriend Richard had talked about? What was she called again? Katie? No, it sounded more foreign. Katya. That was it. 

She started to type the name into the search, but without a surname it was fruitless. Had Richard mentioned her surname? Yasmin closed her eyes and tried to picture his phone as he had handed it over to show her Katya’s Facebook profile. Had it begun with an H? Even if it had, it could still be absolutely anything. She scrolled through the Katyas that had come up in the search results, but there were tens of thousands of them. It was futile.

‘Did this bloke give you a password at all?’

‘Yes, but his laptop doesn’t ask for a password when you turn it on, so I don’t know why.’

‘What was the password he gave you?’

‘Palurus, I think.’

‘How are you spelling that?’

‘P-a-l-u-r-u-s.’

‘Anything capitalised?’

‘Just the “P”, I think.’

‘It’s not working.’

‘Try it without the capital P.’

‘That doesn’t work either.’

Yasmin swore under her breath and tried to remember the password Richard had given her. It was frustrating that the police had kept his note. What had the word been? 

She googled the word ‘palurus’ on her phone, but it didn’t lead anywhere. 

‘Did you mean palinurus paliurus pelorus?’ asked the search engine.

‘Try palinurus.’ 

John tapped at the keyboard. ‘Nope.’

‘Paliurus? P-a-l-i-u-r-u-s.’

‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’

‘Really? Did it work?’ Yasmin’s stomach shifted with excitement. 

John’s leg jigged more rapidly.

‘What have you found?’ 

‘Nothing, but I’m making progress.’

Yasmin looked at Facebook again on her phone. Katya H something. Or had her surname begun with an L? In the absence of knowing, her brain was starting to make things up.

‘Paliurus,’ repeated John. ‘That’s a plant, isn’t it?’

‘I wouldn’t know. But Richard was a gardener, so that would make sense.’

‘I think it’s a type of thorn.’

‘How do you even know that?’

‘I wasn’t on the University Challenge team for nothing, you know.’ 

They exchanged a smile. Yasmin had gone to see the filming of the episode he had appeared in. Afterwards they had all gone for a curry, during which the team captain had had a fight with one of the other team members. He had been angry that his teammate had interrupted the question with a wrong answer on two occasions and had lost them valuable points.

‘You didn’t even make it to the second round.’

‘Thanks for that. Do you want me to do this job for you?’ More lank strands of hair fell into his eyes.

Yasmin looked at her phone again. What had Katya’s full name been? If only she had paid more attention. She had been too distracted by Katya’s skimpy clothing to look at her name properly. Hang on, it began with a K. She was sure of it. Kubrick? It had reminded her of a film director.

There was no Katya Kubrick on Facebook. Yasmin tried a few spelling variations and got nowhere. She couldn’t remember Katya’s surname, but she could look Richard up. She found him relatively quickly. His Facebook account was one of an ever-increasing number belonging to deceased people. Did anyone delete them eventually? They left behind them a social media trail with an abrupt end; updates and photos combining to form an online memorial. 

Richard had kept his account private, but she could still see his friends. Katya wasn’t one of them. So something had changed between them.

Katya Kurek. That was it.

It didn’t take long to find Richard’s Katya with her black kohled eyes and abundant cleavage. Excitedly, she tapped on Katya’s account and saw the same profile Richard had shown her. But something was wrong.

Very wrong.

‘Fuck me!’

‘What’s that?’ John looked up.

‘Oh, nothing. Sorry, nothing.’ She closed the app and dropped her phone onto her lap, trying to clear the image she had just seen from her mind.

‘That’s a shame. I thought you were making me an offer.’ Yasmin didn’t react. She was desperately trying to understand what she had just seen. 

It was an image of Richard. Naked.

Surely that shouldn’t be allowed on Facebook? Why was it there? Had Richard known about it? He must have done. Unless it had been posted after his death. 

She couldn’t face looking at it again to see the date it had been posted. The picture had been taken in his bedroom, probably by himself, she conjectured. It was the sort of picture that was intended to be sent to someone privately. Not the sort to be posted on Facebook. It could only be malicious. 

Why would Katya do that? Had he upset her? They had obviously fallen out. Perhaps that had driven him to do what he did, especially if his ex was posting photos like that. ‘Revenge porn’, she had heard it called. Wasn’t it a criminal offence now? Should she report Katya?

‘Okay, I think I’ve got something,’ said John. 

She leapt up and bounded across the small room, keen to be diverted from the picture she had just seen. A long list of files had appeared on the screen.

‘How did you find these?’

‘He’d hidden them. There’s some software you can use to encrypt and hide data. It’s not too hard to work out, but you need to know what you’re looking for and it’s lucky you had the password handy. That’s why he gave it to you, I guess. He obviously trusted you. What’s he been writing that he doesn’t want people seeing? Is he a whistle-blower or something?’

‘No, nothing like that. Thank you for finding them. How much do I owe you?’

‘No, no,’ John raised his hands. ‘I told Jess this was a favour. Although you can buy me a drink at the Salmon and Ball if you like? For old times’ sake?’ 

He had an annoying simpering smile and his greasy hair had fallen into his face again. The thought of having a drink with John wasn’t appealing, but Yasmin needed a distraction to erase the photo of Richard from her thoughts.

‘Okay.’


Chapter 45

A surprise




Yasmin stood on the Central Line train, crammed into the shoulders and armpits of her fellow morning commuters. Her head felt dull and heavy, and she had a hungry ache for sleep. The nights had been difficult since the discovery of Richard’s body. When rare moments of sleep came she would wake gasping for breath, the image of his swinging feet haunting her mind.

When she was able to push this picture out of her head, she thought about Daniel. She hadn’t been prepared for how much she would miss him. Each little thing that happened during the day she wanted to share with him. She missed their chats and she missed the affection. She found herself aching for the physical closeness of lying in Daniel’s arms. She could hug Jessica and she could speak to the counsellor she was due to see in a few weeks’ time, but she knew nothing could replace the intimacy she had enjoyed with Daniel.

If she had still been in Buckinghamshire, she would have been walking the dogs at this time in the morning, out in the woods and the fields. Or she would have been helping Debbie with the lambs. She felt bad about leaving Debbie so suddenly; she knew Debbie had got used to having her around to help. She had texted Debbie to explain that she had to go to London, but she couldn’t tell her when she would be back. An aching pang in her stomach reminded her how much she was missing the animals, Debbie and Daniel. She also missed Liz and Harriet, and even Richard.




★★★




‘I’ve decided this isn’t working.’ Yasmin would never forget Daniel’s face as she had said those words. He had looked lost, bereft; almost desperate. They had been in the kitchen the morning after the funeral making coffee at the time. He had frozen, staring at her with a cup in his hand.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean us. It’s not working. This Daily News stuff, Bella, Richard dying and...’

‘And what?’

‘Living in Lisa’s shadow.’ 

Daniel placed the cup down on the worktop. ‘You’re not in her shadow, Yasmin. You’re completely different from Lisa. Haven’t I told you how good you’ve made me feel after such a long time?’

‘Yes, but,’ she said with a sigh, ‘this is so hard right now.’

‘I know it is.’ He walked over to her and put his hand on her arm. His eyes looked directly into hers, silently imploring her to change her mind.

‘Maybe if we’d met at a different time things would have worked out. But not so soon after Lisa died. And... this place. I don’t feel comfortable living in this house. It’s big, it’s beautiful, but it’s full of memories. Not mine, but yours. This place will never feel like home to me. 

‘I’m at a stage now where I need to decide what I’m doing with my life. I’ve always had someone looking out for me: my Mum, Marie and then you. I just want to be able to stand on my own two feet and do something for myself.’ 

She paused and reflected on her words. Had she really been feeling like this? She had, and yet she had struggled to acknowledge it until now.

‘So it’s not just about the stuff that’s happened in the past few weeks? You want to be independent, is that right? Because you are independent. Just because you live in this house with me doesn’t mean you can’t pursue your dreams. I’ll support you in whatever you want to do, Yasmin. Did we rush into things? Maybe we did. I’m sure we could find you a house in the village and take things a bit slower if you like. Just don’t completely leave.’ 

His hand gripped her arm tightly and his dark eyes stared directly into hers. ‘I couldn’t bear it if I never saw you again.’

‘It’s not like we’d never see each other again.’ Yasmin didn’t like that thought either. ‘We would.’ 

‘When? I’m assuming you’d go back to London? What do we do? Meet there for a drink some evenings? I know it’s not far from here, but it might as well be. Why not stay nearby?’

‘And do what? Make friends with all the yummy mummies with their perfect houses and four-by-fours?’

‘That’s unfair, Yasmin.’ He let go of her arm and leant against the island unit. His forehead was crumpled and he looked tired.

‘I’m only twenty-two. There are lots of things I want to do.’

‘And I won’t stop you. I’m not much older. We can do this together. These bad things were sent to test us; we can get through them. It’s no use giving up at the first hurdle. You never get anywhere in life that way. Everything that’s important and rewarding requires hard work. It can be tough, but the rewards are limitless.’ 

He was more animated now, his arms and hands gesticulating. ‘Please reconsider, Yasmin. Don’t duck out just because things got hard. I know Richard’s death has really affected you, and I want to make sure you get proper counselling to deal with what you saw.’

‘I can manage that myself. I don’t need looking after, remember?’ 

His words had made sense. She knew that relationships required work and that they didn’t always run smoothly. But did she care about him enough to put in the work? Sometimes she felt she did and then she remembered seeing him and Bella laughing together in the Range Rover. He knew Bella had said those nasty things about her. Why didn’t he ever stick up for her? Leaving him would be punishment for that.

‘You’re right. You don’t need looking after. But no matter how independent we are, we all need companionship. We all need someone to look out for us, and it’s also nice to have someone to look out for. That’s why people get together. And there’s this thing called love. Maybe we have rushed things. Maybe we don’t know each other well enough. But I was starting to feel that perhaps... oh forget it. I don’t want to waste my breath if you don’t feel the same.’ 

Daniel walked back to the coffee machine and Yasmin stood watching him. Had he been about to tell her he loved her? There was a tightness in her chest that started to make its way into her throat. She turned around before he could see the tears and made her way back to her room to pack her things.




★★★




Reception work was tiring because Yasmin had to fake cheerfulness most of the day: greeting people in person and on the phone; being subservient and yet firm at the same time. It wasn’t the kind of job she liked doing, but it was temporary work and she was only doing it while she applied for permanent jobs. 

In the evenings she was sending off her CV for local reporter jobs. A recruitment agent had contacted her about a news role in a town she had never heard of and she was still trying to decide whether she was interested or not. But that night she was taking a night off the job hunting. She and Jessica were going to look at the files John had uncovered on Richard’s laptop. She would finally find out what he had discovered.




★★★




‘So you went for a drink with John last night?’ laughed Jessica. Still in her navy work suit, Yasmin sat at the little table in front of the laptop as she waited for it to start up. There was a bottle of wine on the table and two glasses. Jessica was folding up clothes as she took them out of the dryer.

‘Yeah, but it was nothing like that. I felt obliged because he’d spent so long doing this.’

‘Nothing like that? Are you sure?’

‘Yeah, positive,’ affirmed Yasmin. ‘He’s quite gross really with all that greasy hair. I don’t know what I saw in him. It’s embarrassing when you look back.’

‘Your standards have improved, clearly.’

‘They certainly have.’

‘I think John still holds a torch for you, though. Did he try anything?’

‘He went in for a kiss right at the end of the evening. He walked me back here and then lunged in. I turned my face away and he slobbered on my cheek.’ Yasmin rubbed the spot on her face again in disgust. ‘I think he got the message.’

‘Poor John, after everything he did for you!’

‘Shut up, Jess. I’ll start grilling you on your love life if you’re not careful.’

‘There’s nothing to tell,’ replied Jessica in a singsong voice, ‘I’m whiter than white.’

‘You forget that my room was next to yours in halls. And in that house we had in Wood Green. Whiter than white is not the description I’d use.’

‘Oi!’ Jessica threw a purple top she had just pulled out of the dryer at her friend. Yasmin ducked and it landed on the windowsill next to her.

‘Oh look, the laptop’s ready now,’ said Yasmin.

There were fifteen or twenty files, all created in Word. Yasmin opened the first in the list: Visit to Mr and Mrs Collins, Lisa Ward’s parents.

‘I remember him telling me about this trip,’ she told Jessica. ‘I’m not sure there’ll be anything useful, but I guess we’ll need to read it all.’ 

They were quiet for three or four minutes as they read the document. Yasmin scrolled down at regular intervals. Once they had finished reading there was silence.

‘The bastard,’ said Yasmin quietly. 

Jessica took a gulp of wine. 

‘He was having an affair?’ said Yasmin incredulously.

‘Sounds like it,’ said Jessica quickly, aware that her friend had a short fuse. Yasmin scrolled back up the page and reread it.

‘So Lisa tells her mum she’s unhappy because she’s found out he was having an affair. It turns out he had a second phone? What a shit.’

‘Did you ever find a second phone?’

‘No. I never looked for one, though. So when did this affair end? Or did it end? Perhaps he’s still having an affair.’ 

Yasmin stood up, almost knocking her chair over. ‘I bet it’s that bitch, Bella. That’s why he was sat laughing with her in the car, even after she said those things about me. And it’s probably why she said those things about me, because he was having an affair with her!’ 

She walked across the room and slumped onto the sofa, her hands grasping her hair. ‘How many people knew? In a place like that, everyone probably did! I’m just thinking back to that dinner party now, when Bella sat next to me as smug as anything. And next to him, I should add. She was sitting between us. And probably everyone else knew they were knocking each other off apart from me!’ 

There was a deep pain in her stomach, as if someone had kicked her. She could feel her heart pounding and her fists were itching to punch something.

‘Yasmin, be careful not to jump to conclusions. Richard doesn’t say who Daniel was having an affair with. I don’t know much about Bella, but you can’t assume anything.’

‘I’m going to phone that fucker right now.’ Yasmin found her bag and pulled out her phone.

‘Please don’t. Not while you’re angry.’ Jessica walked over to her. 

Yasmin scrolled through her recently dialled numbers. ‘And after all that stuff he said to me.’ The tears had started to flow. ‘I believed him. All this stuff about us needing to work at things and how I’d made such a difference to his life. All the nice stuff he did and said, and it turns out it was all just a load of crap!’

‘You don’t know that, Yasmin, please calm down. Don’t call him right now, you’ll regret it.’ 

Yasmin pressed ‘call’, but Jessica quickly grabbed the phone and cancelled it. She stood over Yasmin, her long hair hanging loose over one shoulder, a look of concern on her face. ‘Please calm down. I know what it looks like, but you need to think about this calmly and logically.’

‘Give me my phone!’

‘I will, just promise me you won’t call him this evening? You’ll regret it, I know you will.’

‘But he’s a bastard!’

‘Yasmin?’

‘Okay,’ she said reluctantly. 

Jessica handed her back the phone. ‘I think we should stop reading Richard’s notes for now. And I think we should have thought about it a bit more before we started reading them in the first place. Obviously there’s going to be some upsetting stuff in there, and you need to be able to handle it. There’s no use getting completely distraught over the first thing we’ve read.’

‘I’m not distraught.’

‘Well try not to get so upset. We don’t know if the affair continued while he was with you and we don’t know if it was with Bella. It could have been anyone.’

‘Okay.’

‘He’s coming across as a bit of a shit at the moment, but let’s stop this for now. We’ll carry on tomorrow.’

‘Okay, but I have to show you one thing just quickly.’ Yasmin got out her phone and opened Facebook, searching for Katya’s profile. She selected it and handed her phone to Jessica.

‘What?’

‘Scroll down.’

‘Ew.... Shit! Who’s that?’

‘Richard.’


Chapter 46

Richard’s evidence




Jessica was working the following evening, so Yasmin was sitting alone at Richard’s laptop. She had promised her friend she would remain calm and walk away from the computer screen if it all became too much. 

She hadn’t contacted Daniel since she had read about the affair, and she hadn’t heard from him either. Her anger had endured through another sleepless night and she was left with a bruised sensation all over her body. The longer she could go without speaking to him the better.

Working her way through the other files, Yasmin read some of Richard’s notes from the inquest:




Notes based on Daniel Ward’s testimony

The party began at seven thirty and approximately two hundred guests attended. Entertainment included an ice rink and bar in the garden, a pianist in the living room and a buffet was laid out in the kitchen. A fireworks display was planned for midnight. Approximately thirty people were employed on the evening to provide food and entertainment. 

Lisa seemed her usual self, although she and Daniel didn’t talk much during the evening because they were both socialising with guests. Lisa had been planning the party for about three months beforehand and was very excited about it. Traditionally, Daniel and Lisa had always held a New Year’s Eve party, but this was to be the biggest yet. 

Daniel remembers the evening passing by very quickly. He was in the kitchen, which was full of people, when he heard Lisa calling to him to start the fireworks. He asked everyone to go outside and then went out and asked Lee Ridgeway to start the fireworks display. He returned to the house briefly to look for Lisa but couldn’t find her, so he went back outside.

As the fireworks display came to an end, one of the guests, Marianne Cook, came running over to Daniel to tell him Lisa had been hurt. He followed Marianne to the terrace, where he found Lisa lying on the ground. She was unresponsive. There wasn’t an obvious injury, but one arm and one leg were twisted under her in an awkward position. 

Daniel called for someone to get Thomas Whelby, who was a doctor, and Thomas asked someone to call the emergency services. Thomas was with Lisa within a minute and Bella Bowes-Cartwright called the air ambulance.

Daniel reported that the marriage had mainly been happy. There were moments when he and Lisa fell out, but it was usually over trivial matters and they didn’t argue any more than the average married couple. The business had put a strain on their relationship at times and there had been a slight disagreement about when they should start a family, but Daniel considered these to be normal and insignificant hurdles in a relationship.




There were also notes from Thomas Whelby’s testimony detailing the condition Lisa had been in. He had suspected that she had spinal injuries and had cautiously carried out CPR until the air ambulance arrived. He explained that Lisa had died in hospital from cardiac arrest caused by a sternal fracture.

Yasmin read the details of Lisa’s last contact with her parents and reports of how normal she had seemed that evening. The last person she was known to have spoken to at the party was Daniel, when she had asked him to start the fireworks. She must have gone upstairs to the roof terrace to watch them. No one had witnessed Lisa going upstairs. Her broken champagne glass had been found in shards on the roof terrace. 

Then there was a note Richard had written in summary:




Family and friends say that Lisa would never have considered taking her own life. She seemed content and happy, and she was a very ambitious person who enjoyed her work and was looking forward to taking Mandala Life to the next level. It would have been out of character for her to commit suicide. 




If Lisa’s mother had known about Daniel’s affair, why had she said Lisa was happy before she died? Yasmin wondered. And why had Daniel said his marriage was happy when he was having an affair? Perhaps they had wanted to pretend everything was perfect. If Lisa had sworn her mum to secrecy, perhaps she felt it would have been a betrayal to mention it in public?




Reading through Richard’s notes left Yasmin feeling gloomy. She took a moment to make herself a hot chocolate, which she didn’t really want. The biscuit tin was empty, so she would have to go to the late night shop on the high street to get some more. She could see through the kitchen window that the sky was already dark. The lights of London twinkled and a train rumbled past. 

She thought of Richard’s family in some other part of this big city and wondered how they were coping. There had to be a link between his death and Katya. These recent incidents were now forming a tangled web: Daniel’s wife dying in mysterious circumstances, then a local gardener trying to find out how she died and committing suicide. These two dramatic events had happened within a few months of each other in a small, quiet village. Were they linked? They had to be.

Richard had typed up his interviews. There weren’t many, and there were only brief write-ups of his conversations with Bella, Liz and Harriet, but there were two that he had decided were significant because he had highlighted them in bold and put them at the top of the page:




Interview with Jane Easington, party guest:

The ice rink they’d put up in the garden was wonderful. I couldn’t skate as I’d hurt my leg at the gym, so I was watching Mike and a few of our friends... Some poor woman managed to drop her phone in the pond behind me. I turned round and there was Daniel lying on the ground with both hands in the water; up to his elbows, sleeves rolled up... I can’t imagine it worked after that.




Richard had added a note to say that Jane didn’t know who the phone had belonged to.




Interview with Lee Ridgeway, who assisted with the fireworks display:

I was helping with the fireworks. The main thing I remember... they let the fireworks off early... I reckon it was about five minutes. I didn’t check my watch when they went off, but after when I looked at my watch I saw it was just gone midnight. 

Daniel came out of the house telling the man doing the firing to set them off. The man couldn’t check his watch because he had all his fire retardant stuff on... I ducked out the way while he did the firing and it was only afterwards I looked at my watch.




Yasmin remembered Richard talking about these two facts. She recalled him saying that manipulating time was an ‘old trick’. It still didn’t make much sense to her. 

She opened the last file on Richard’s laptop and saw that it was titled The Theory. Perhaps this was the last bit of work he had been doing before he died. She needed a break from Lisa and the circumstances of her death. She decided to head out on a quest for biscuits.


Chapter 47

An emergency




Daniel stood on the roof terrace. He had returned from London earlier that day to meet an estate agent who was valuing his house. Leaning against the balustrade, he looked down at the garden and tried to remember the party he had hosted that cold, dark New Year’s Eve six months previously. 

Daniel didn’t visit the roof terrace very often. The rooms were closed up and occasionally cleaned, but no one had stayed in them since the night of the party. It was hard to picture everything as it had been back then as he stood on the roof on a warm, light summer’s evening. 

A trail of nightlights had lit up the pathways and the ice rink had been set up in the middle of the lawn, surrounded by traditional lanterns. The ornamental trees had been dressed with white fairy lights and an outdoor bar had served spiced champagne and hot buttered rum to guests as they watched the ice skaters. They had been served stuffed figs, baked quail’s eggs and salted caramel canapés. 

The party was meant to be a celebration, not just for their friends but for Daniel and Lisa. They were going to give things another go. Lisa had given him a second chance after finding out about the affair. He had only maintained one untruth: that the affair had been with someone she didn’t know.

He had felt lucky that Lisa hadn’t walked out on him, but he had suspected that her main reasons for staying were the business, the house and the money. Her relationship with him hadn’t been her priority. She had been desperate for material success, and if that meant pursuing a disintegrating marriage, then that was okay with her. 

What she hadn’t handled well was finding out she had a rival. That was understandable, but he realised now that her distress had never centred around her love for him. He didn’t believe she had ever loved him. She had loved the lifestyle she had with him, and if they could have had a child it would have perfected her successful family and business image. None of this justified his affair; he knew he had been stupid and he lived with the guilt of his betrayal every day.

The image of her crumpled on the ground would never leave him. Her body had looked so wrong all twisted up like that. He had instinctively wanted to move her into a normal position, but Thomas had shouted at him not to touch her. Her face had paled, her eyes had rolled up and blood had started to trickle from her mouth. 

He had shouted her name again and again, but she had stopped breathing. Despite everything Thomas had done to save her, Daniel knew he would lose her. For the first time in his life he had felt completely helpless. She was his wife and he should have been there to protect her. Whatever love they had shared had gone, but there had still been affection. His guilt about the affair had overwhelmed him from that moment onwards. It had been his duty to look out for her, to care for her, and he hadn’t.

An enormous meringue cake topped with sparklers was meant to have been eaten just after midnight. The moment to serve it never came and he had thrown it in the bin the following day. Clearing and tidying was all he had done on New Year’s Day. People had repeatedly told him to sit down and rest, to try and get some sleep, drink sugary tea or eat something, but he couldn’t. He had had to keep moving. Everything was eventually tidied and put away as if there hadn’t been a party; as if Christmas had never happened. It had become a sterile, spotless house.

Still, it was a house that was worth ten million pounds, according to the estate agent. Daniel had instructed her to put it on the market. He hoped it would sell quickly, but not many people had that kind of money. Who would buy it? A celebrity maybe, or a premiership footballer, or a Saudi investor? 

There was no emotional attachment to the house for Daniel. Lisa had been the one who had loved it, not him. An apartment in London was what he wanted now, and maybe another in New York. 

Perhaps he could persuade Yasmin to come back and share these new places with him. Thinking of her made him smile. He had never met anyone who was so unimpressed by his wealth. Where was she now? What was she doing? He wanted to text or phone her to ask. But he didn’t want to hassle; she needed some space. He would call her in a few days.

Daniel could smell something burning. Surely no one would be having a bonfire now, he thought. But it didn’t quite smell like a bonfire. There was something unpleasant about the odour; something acrid. 

The smell was becoming stronger. Worried, Daniel scanned the skyline for smoke and then he saw it. It looked like it was coming from the wildlife hospital. He ran back into the house, through the bedroom and down the stairs. As he ran, his phone rang in his pocket. It was Debbie.

‘There’s a fire! I’ve called the fire brigade, but the animals are trapped! I can’t get them, I need help!’

‘Are you safe, are you outside?’

‘Yes, but...’

‘Don’t go in any of the buildings, keep a safe distance! I’m on my way.’

Daniel ran into the kitchen and grabbed his trainers, which he had left by the door when he came in. It would be quicker to run along the narrow path than to drive round. He dashed out into the garden and onto the path. It was starting to get dark and he stumbled along the narrow pathway between the two hedgerows. As he reached the top of the slope he could see the orange flames up ahead.

Debbie was in the farmyard holding two lambs, her face frozen with panic. He could see the blaze was in the barn, where all the bedding and feed was kept. It was well alight, with flames shooting up two or three metres. He noticed Debbie’s car had also started to catch fire. It was parked next to the barn and the front right tyre was already ablaze. His thoughts turned to the fuel tank. If it all went up in flames, the fireball would ignite the house on the other side of the car. To his right, he heard a cacophony of screeches from the frightened animals who were trapped in their pens.

‘We need to get them out!’ yelled Debbie. Gusts of thick smoke were billowing across the yard. The flames hadn’t reached the animals, but the smoke certainly would. 

‘I’ll put them in the field,’ said Daniel. ‘Get out into the lane!’

‘No!’ she shouted. ‘I want to help!’ He saw that it was useless trying to persuade her to seek safety. Debbie would never leave the animals and time was short.

‘Okay, cover up your nose and mouth!’ He pulled off his T-shirt, dunked it into a nearby water trough and wrung it out before tying it around his nose and mouth. He wasn’t sure why he did this, but instinct - right or wrong - told him he would be protected from the smoke for a bit longer. Debbie tied her scarf around the lower part of her face.

As he ran towards the pens, Daniel could feel the heat of the flames on his bare arms and chest. He recoiled several times as the smoke stung his eyes. He reached the rabbits and opened their hutches, hoping they would run away from the fire and through the nearby hedge into the field. He did the same with the birds, although some were too injured to fly. He cradled these in his hands, wondering for a second what to do before Debbie came up behind him and took them away to the front of the house. 

The hedgehogs had curled up, and he ran with the spiky balls in his hands over to the field and placed them near the hedge. Without thinking, he tried to pick up the badgers, but a sharp bite on his hand made him realise he would have to chase them out of their enclosure and shepherd them over to the field. It took longer than he had hoped and he could already feel the smoke in his throat. The cowering fox cub allowed itself to be picked up. Daniel handed him to Debbie.

‘All the lambs are in the house,’ she shouted, ‘and the dogs too. Should we let them out?’ 

Daniel looked at her car, which was almost engulfed in flames. The barn had been reduced to a fragile timber structure and looked as though it was on the verge of collapse. They had to get as far away from the fire as possible.

‘I’m not sure it’s safe enough. I think we need to be in the field.’ 

Debbie looked at the house with a terrified expression. ‘But, what if it catches fire?’ 

A huge cloud of smoke engulfed them. Daniel couldn’t see and his lungs weren’t taking in any air. Reaching out for Debbie, he grabbed her sleeve and dragged her towards the field. Coughing and spluttering, he pulled the T-shirt from his face. The air cleared slightly. 

Daniel lost his grip on Debbie’s arm and moments later he saw her face down on the ground. He grabbed her under her arms, dragged her across the field to where the air was clearer. He was relieved to hear her coughing. 

He sat her at the far end of the field. ‘You okay?’ 

Debbie nodded, but she was coughing too much to speak. 

There was no sign of the animals. Daniel concluded that they must have all got away as far as they could. The welcome sound of sirens filled the air and blue lights flashed from the other side of the hedge.


Chapter 48

The theory




‘You’re up early,’ yawned Jessica as she shuffled into the living room in her dressing gown.

‘I didn’t really sleep,’ replied Yasmin. She was sitting at the table in her striped pyjamas, the laptop open in front of her.

‘You’re still reading the notes?’

‘I’ve finished now.’ She got up and went into the kitchen, picked up the kettle and began filling it under the tap. ‘I finished last night, actually. I read Richard’s theory.’

‘Theory of what?’

‘His theory on who killed Lisa.’ She plugged in the kettle and turned it on.

‘Who was it?’

‘Well, he’s come up with a suggestion.’

‘Suggesting who?’

‘It’ll make more sense if you read it yourself. It’s a suggestion that needs a final bit of work.’

‘Oh, so he hasn’t worked out who did it, then?’

‘He thinks he has. If the final bit of work goes as he predicted, that is. Basically, it means asking Daniel a few questions.’

‘He’s saying Daniel did it?’

‘No. You’ll have to read it.’ 

Jessica walked over to the table and sat down in front of the laptop. 

‘I’m not sure about it,’ Yasmin continued. ‘You have a read while I go and have a shower. The tea’s brewing in the cups.’

After showering and putting on a new pin-striped work suit she had picked up in the summer sales, Yasmin returned to the living room.

‘Wow,’ said Jessica through a mouthful of toast. ‘Either this guy’s got amazing powers of deduction or an incredibly active imagination. Are you going to call Daniel?’

‘This isn’t the sort of thing I can do over the phone. I think I’ll have to meet up with him.’

‘Today?’

‘I’m working! And so’s he. It’ll have to be this weekend.’

‘It’s a mad theory,’ said Jessica, picking at the crumbs on her plate, ‘that someone would plan something like that. They must be warped to have thought it all through in that way. If it’s true, that is. I’m doubtful about that.’

Perhaps it was the tiredness, but it was taking a while for Richard’s ideas to sink in. Yasmin put some bread in the toaster and thought about her time in Buckinghamshire. Had there been anything she could have picked up on? Did Daniel know what had actually happened? Was Richard’s version of events really to be believed?

‘More tea?’ asked Jessica.

‘No, I can’t. I’ve got to leave in five minutes.’

‘Just quickly then. During my break last night I came up with a little theory of my own.’ Jessica switched the kettle on again.

‘What’s that then?’

‘I was thinking about that girlfriend of Richard’s on Facebook. She’s not real, is she? Her profile doesn’t seem real. I had a look at it again and there are lots of photos and a few updates, but she doesn’t have many friends and there’s not a lot of interaction on her posts. You’d think if she was partying with her mates all the time, as her page suggests, the people in her photos would be tagged in them and she would be tagged in stuff. You know how it works. I think someone else set that page up.’

‘Why would they do that?’

‘Duh! Blackmail, of course! That’s the whole point of the naked photo, isn’t it? It’s not hard to do; it happens to Tory MPs all the time. You just pretend to be a sex mad nineteen-year-old who takes her clothes off a lot and gullible blokes can’t resist it. They get turned on sending their pictures to these women, only they’re not sending them to who they think they are. When will men learn? I don’t know.’

‘So Richard could have committed suicide because he was being blackmailed?’

‘It’s a possibility.’

‘And he was being blackmailed because someone didn’t want him investigating Lisa’s death?’

‘Exactly. Perhaps even the murderer.’

‘Why didn’t he just go to the police?’

‘Dunno,’ Jessica shrugged. She put a teabag in her cup and filled it with hot water. ‘Maybe he was ashamed.’

‘He would have been. There was something very proud about him. And private, too. He would have been mortified. Poor Richard. He should have said something. Presumably what this person did was illegal?’

‘Probably. It’s all a bit of a grey area, isn’t it? He probably wouldn’t have thought like that. He obviously just wanted to put an end to it.’

Yasmin walked over to the sofa and sat down. She was dazed by all the information in her head, but it felt as though it was fitting together properly now, like a jigsaw puzzle.

‘If Lisa’s murderer blackmailed Richard, that person could be considered responsible for two deaths.’

‘Yeah, it makes you wonder who’s next.’

‘I’m glad I left. It could have been me!’ Yasmin shivered. ‘I don’t think I can face work today. I might phone in sick. This all needs to be sorted out now, doesn’t it? We’ll need to tell the police.’

Jessica walked over with her tea in one hand and the other raised in a gesture that clearly meant ‘stop’. ‘Only if Richard’s so-called theory has any truth to it.’

Yasmin’s phone beeped.

‘Shit,’ she said, staring at the screen. Her face was still and serious. ‘It’s Debbie. There’s been a fire at the wildlife hospital.’




★★★




Two hours later, Yasmin and Jessica were in a taxi travelling from Princes Risborough station. During a phone call on the train, Debbie had told Yasmin that she and Daniel had been taken to hospital. She had been discharged early that morning, but Daniel was still being treated for the effects of mild smoke inhalation.

‘Let’s see what we can do to help first,’ said Yasmin to Jessica. ‘Then I’d like to get to the hospital.’

She looked out of the taxi window at the village that had been her home for two months. She spotted Jane Easington’s house, where a new gardener was mowing the lawn.




★★★




‘Bloody hell,’ said Yasmin.

The previously white farmhouse building was singed with grey and black from the smoke and soot. The burned-out carcass of Debbie’s car was next to it and the barn was a charred heap, with a few broken and blackened timbers leaning out at precarious angles. 

Debbie was sitting in the kitchen with a small tortoiseshell cat on her lap. She looked pale and exhausted. As Yasmin ran over and gave her a hug, Debbie wiped a few tears from her eyes. 

‘How are you?’ asked Yasmin. ‘And how are the animals? Are they all okay?’

‘I’m all right,’ replied Debbie, ‘and I think most of the animals are too. We haven’t found them all yet, though. Those bloody rabbits are really hard to catch.’ She started to cough.

‘You shouldn’t be trying to catch them. You need to rest.’

‘I just need to sort everything out.’

‘We can help,’ said Yasmin. ‘This is my friend Jessica. She’s come to help too.’

‘Thank you,’ said Debbie, ‘help yourselves to biscuits.’ She nodded at a basket on the kitchen table. It looked as though Liz had been baking again.

Out in the farmyard, Liz and David were sweeping up soot and pieces of charred debris. There was an unpleasant burnt smell in the air.

‘Yasmin!’ Liz hugged her, enveloping her in her colourful kaftan. ‘How are your rabbit-catching skills?’ She gestured towards the field.

‘We’ll give it a go, won’t we Jess?’




★★★




‘I’ll wait in the visitor’s room,’ said Jessica as they walked into the respiratory ward. The nurse at the desk had told Yasmin which bed Daniel was in. 

‘You must come and meet Daniel, though?’

‘I will, but you probably want to talk to him alone to start with. Don’t start banging on about Richard’s theory. He’s ill, so you need to keep the conversation light. Give me a shout when you’re ready.’

Yasmin walked towards the bay at the far end of the ward. There were six beds in it, all of them occupied. Daniel was in the middle bed on the right-hand side. Propped up on pillows, he wore a blue patterned hospital gown and had an oxygen mask over his mouth and nose. A drip was feeding into his arm. 

In a brief flashback, Yasmin was reminded of a visit to her mum on a ward very similar to this one. She did her best to smile as she approached him.

‘Yasmin!’ His voice was muffled by the mask and sounded hoarse. She stood at the side of the bed and took his hand in hers. Like Debbie, he looked tired and pale, but his eyes were bright and he looked surprisingly happy to see her. He squeezed her hand, then sat himself up and pulled the mask down from his face.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be wearing that?’

‘It’s only a precaution,’ he croaked. ‘You know what they’re like in these places, they make a fuss about things. I just want to get out of here. Have you been to see Debbie?’

‘Yeah. We spent three hours getting the animals back into their pens. Amazingly, almost all of them are accounted for. I think there’s one badger missing, but Debbie said he was almost ready to fend for himself anyway.’

‘That’s good. I don’t know what started it.’

A nurse came over to check the drip. ‘Put your mask back on please, Mr Ward.’ 

Daniel rolled his eyes and pulled it up over his mouth and nose again. ‘I hate this thing.’ His voice was muffled again.

‘It’s for your own good. I heard about your heroics when the fire broke out. You rescued all those animals!’

‘Not really. I just chased them out of their pens and got a lungful of smoke at the same time.’ 

Yasmin leant forward and kissed him on the temple. He still smelt smoky. 

‘It’s good to see you again. I’ve missed you.’

‘I’ve missed you too.’ For a moment Yasmin forgot about how he had betrayed his wife. Richard’s crazed theory also remained hidden at the back of her mind. Instead, she remembered their time in New York, the pub lunches they had shared out in the sunshine and their walks in the woods with the dogs.

‘I was thinking earlier about walking round the sculpture garden at MOMA with you,’ he said. ‘That seems so long ago, now, doesn’t it?’

‘It does. I loved that arch from the Paris Métro. That was my favourite, I think. And the Jackson Pollock painting.’ 

Why were they reminiscing? He wasn’t dying, was he? ‘When will you be out of here, do you think?’

‘Hopefully today. But you know what it’s like; you spend all your time waiting around for doctors. The consultant saw me this morning and said one of his doctors would be back at the end of the day to see how I was doing. They need to check my blood oxygen level is okay. Luckily my lungs aren’t damaged, there’s just some irritation,’ he coughed. ‘I suppose I could still be stuck in here tomorrow. Liz brought me in a bag of useful things earlier.’

‘That’s kind of her. Any of her baked goods?’

‘No.’

‘Well that’s even kinder of her.’ 

They laughed. 

‘Jessica’s here. Would you like to meet her?’




★★★




‘Daniel’s not what I expected,’ said Jessica on the train home that evening. ‘He seems nice.’

‘He is really.’

‘I thought with all the millionaire businessman stuff and cheating on his wife that he sounded like a bit of an arsehole.’

‘He’s that too.’

‘You weren’t tempted to stay?’

‘A little bit. I’m worried about him, but it sounds like he’ll be home tomorrow and he’s got lots of friends to look after him.’

‘I don’t think you should dwell too much on Richard’s theory.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I’m increasingly thinking that it’s probably a load of bollocks. It seems contrived and... Daniel seems like a nice bloke. I can’t imagine him having an affair. And Richard was in love with Daniel’s wife. You’ve got to admit that’s a bit weird?’

‘It’s not ideal.’

‘And he obviously had some mental health issues or depression or something like that to actually kill himself. I mean, that’s not something you do when your mind is functioning normally, is it?’

‘No, but...’

‘I think you could do with leaving it all alone. Whatever prying Richard was doing, it got him into trouble. And for what? Some strange story about someone planning to murder Lisa? It doesn’t seem very plausible. I think right now you need Daniel to get better and then you need to get back with him.’

‘What?’ 

You should. I can tell how you feel about each other. Why let this weird stuff get in the way of it? Do you think you’ll go to his birthday party?’ 

Daniel had invited her from his hospital bed.

‘I don’t know. I know who’ll be there.’

‘I think you should. And he wants you to go, I can tell. You should see the way he looks at you. He has these great big puppy eyes...’

‘Oh, shut up!’


Chapter 49

The birthday party




Yasmin borrowed a pair of Debbie’s boots to walk along the path to Daniel’s house. She carried the spike-heeled shoes, which she had last worn at the dinner party, in her hand. They were impossible to walk in but looked amazing when she was standing still. 

She was wearing a floaty red shift dress embellished with sequins and had spent a lot of time perfecting her make-up. Hopefully Daniel would think she was the most beautiful person at the party. She was determined to sparkle and be sociable, to laugh a lot and ignore the demons whirling within her. She was going to forget about them for the night.

‘Bugger, I’ve just laddered my tights!’ shouted Debbie from behind her.

‘Take them off,’ said Yasmin, turning round to see her friend caught in the brambles. She was wearing a black dress and black tights.

‘I don’t do flesh!’ replied Debbie, whose eyes were a noticeably striking green now that she had removed her glasses and put on some extra eyeliner.

‘It’s too hot for tights,’ said Yasmin. ‘Today’s been one of the hottest days of the year so far.’

‘I prefer winter,’ mumbled Debbie, disentangling her legs.

‘Are you going to wear laddered tights?’

‘Yeah, no one’ll notice. They’ll be too busy looking at you in your sexy red dress to look at me.’ 

Yasmin felt her cheeks heat up. ‘Does it look a bit slutty?’

‘No, I’m only kidding,’ said Debbie as she caught up. ‘Keep moving, I need a drink.’




★★★




‘Don’t ruin everything with Daniel by asking him about Richard’s research,’ Jessica had said before Yasmin left for Buckinghamshire. ‘Let him enjoy the evening, it’s his birthday. Just let sleeping dogs lie for now.’ 

She got a reminder text from Jessica as she walked into Daniel’s house:




Have a great night. DON’T put your foot in it x




A bar decorated with brightly coloured bunting had been set up on the terrace. A group of people mingled there with their drinks, and occasional peals of nervous and excited party laughter rang out. 

Other guests were arriving via the front door, but Yasmin and Debbie let themselves in through the kitchen and dumped their boots in the utility room. Bouncer and Tubbs greeted them, almost knocking Yasmin off her heels. 

Jeff Bowes-Cartwright was picking over the canapés on the kitchen table, but she pretended not to see him and made her way through to the hallway, where she knew Daniel would be greeting guests.

‘Yasmin! You look... incredible.’ Daniel stood back and gave her an admiring glance. 

The guests he had just been speaking to were also looking her up and down. Had she overdone it with the scarlet dress? She felt embarrassed.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

‘I’m fine now. The cough’s almost gone. I’m so glad you came.’ He held her arm and kissed her on the cheek, his stubble tickling her slightly. 

He had dressed up for his birthday and was wearing a dinner jacket and black bow tie. He looked slightly gaunt and Yasmin was surprised to see he hadn’t shaved, but she liked the way he looked: more rugged and less pampered. He smelt gorgeous.

She caught sight of Bella and Harriet chatting in the living room. Bella was dressed in a black mini skirt with a black silk blouse. Harriet looked as pale and elegant as ever in a long dark purple gown. She had an almost ethereal way of moving at times. A bitter taste entered Yasmin’s mouth as she looked at Bella, but she knew she had to make an effort to be friendly.

Grabbing a glass of champagne from a nearby tray, Yasmin wobbled over to speak to them. She felt bold and slightly stupid walking towards Bella, as though she were grasping a stinging nettle with her bare hands. 

‘Hello. Long time no see!’ Her exuberance left Bella looking slightly stunned, but she quickly recovered herself. 

Harriet gave Yasmin a hug. The evening light through the window gave her long hair a beautiful auburn glow. How Yasmin wished for hair like Harriet’s, even though she had to acknowledge it would look stupid on her.

‘Lovely to see you, Yasmin,’ said Harriet. ‘We’ve missed you.’

Bella leant over and air-kissed Yasmin on each cheek. ‘You look very well.’

‘Thank you, Bella, so do you.’ Stuck for anything else to say, she made an excuse to go and find Debbie.

The outdoor bar was the best place to be with the warmth rising from the paving stones, which had heated up during the day. Yasmin and Debbie sat on spotty-cushioned chairs, which Daniel must have hired for the event, drinking iced cider in oversized brandy glasses. 

Although she considered Debbie a friend, Yasmin hadn’t told her about Richard’s research and what she had read on his laptop. It felt like too much to explain and she wasn’t sure if there was any truth in it yet. She did tell her that the news article and Richard’s death had been too much for her and that was why she had gone away. Since the fire at the wildlife hospital, Yasmin had promised Debbie she would come up from London twice a month to help her with the animals. She might have cut most of her ties with Daniel, but she didn’t want to do that with Debbie.

‘So tonight might be the night?’ said Debbie. She smiled conspiratorially and raised her glass.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Yasmin, putting on a defensive face.

‘You and Daniel,’ replied Debbie. ‘A reconciliation, perhaps?’ She smiled and Yasmin felt the corners of her mouth turning up in response.

‘I’m not sure, well, er, no. I don’t think so. I think events were too tricky for us.’

‘Everyone would love to see you two together again,’ Debbie said, sipping her drink, ‘you make a lovely couple.’

‘Don’t! We don’t. Well I suppose we did for a while. But it didn’t work out.’ Yasmin took an enormous gulp of her cider, which fizzed up her nose.

‘If you wanted to come back I’m sure he wouldn’t say no.’

‘Well that may be.’ Yasmin didn’t know what else to add. She didn’t want to reply with a definite no, because she wasn’t sure herself if she wanted the relationship to end completely. A chat with Daniel about getting back together was more appealing than the conversation she was planning to have with him.

The rectangular pond shimmered in the evening light. It was the pond the mysterious phone had ended up in. According to Richard, it had been purposefully dropped into the water so Daniel would have to remove his watch to retrieve it. How could she not ask him about that evening? She needed to know who he had given his watch to. 

Despite Jessica’s warnings, Yasmin was determined to test out Richard’s theory. Otherwise, it seemed as though his death had been in vain. Even if his ideas were a bit ludicrous, she owed it to Richard to put them to Daniel. And if she ruined his birthday party ever so slightly, that was a risk worth taking.

‘Matthew Peel,’ said a tall man in a suit with an oversized head as he extended his hand to Yasmin and Debbie. Now they would have to make small talk.




★★★




Two hours into the party, Yasmin was feeling slightly tipsy and very frustrated. She should have known the host of the party would have to circulate and not be available for in-depth conversation. Every time she carried out a quick tour of the house to find him, he was chatting to someone she didn’t know. Glasses of champagne kept being offered to her, but she would have to try to keep herself sober from now on. She needed a clear head to speak to him.

A disco had started up in the dining room. All the furniture had been cleared out and a temporary dance floor laid down. The coloured lights flashed around the room and bounced off the mandala on the wall. It was ironic that a symbol of peace and meditation was being bombarded by a high-octane dance track. Most of the guests were either dancing or hanging around thinking about dancing, but there was no sign of Daniel. Was he outside? 

Yasmin teetered out onto the terrace and looked around. The sky was a beautiful colour. It was one of those sunsets with herringbone clouds, where the entire firmament glowed with the orangey red embers of the day. There was a small group of people by the bar, but Daniel wasn’t with them. Was he one of the two figures out on the lawn beyond the shadow of the house? She wasn’t sure. 

Looking up at the reddening sky, she thought she saw a figure on the roof terrace. Staring more intently, she realised it was Daniel. And he was alone.

Ditching her impossible shoes on the terrace, she ran into the house and up the stairs. She had to reach him before anyone else did. Her moment had arrived. 

As she ran up the second set of stairs, she felt her heart thudding in her chest. The fizzing champagne she had drunk felt like it was coursing through her veins. 

One of the bedroom doors was open. Shaking, she walked through it and across the bedroom towards the open doors. 

Reaching the doorway, she saw Daniel by the balustrade, his back to her and a large, fiery sky above him. Holding her breath, she walked barefoot across the stone flags towards him. The disco music thumped from downstairs.

‘Daniel?’ 

He spun round. ‘Yasmin!’ His intent expression broke into a wide smile. ‘I had to take a break from the party. It’s lovely to see people, but I just wanted to grab five minutes up here. You look beautiful, by the way.’

‘Thank you.’ She looked down at her dress and smoothed it with her hands as she mentally prepared herself.

‘Isn’t the sky incredible?’ He was looking up.

‘It’s amazing.’

‘Sunsets should always be shared.’ He looked at her again and smiled, but the corners of his mouth fell when he saw her expression.

‘Daniel, I need to talk to you.’ Her voice wobbled slightly. Did she really want to do this now? At his birthday party and at a moment when they had each other to themselves? Did she really want to do it at all? 

Jessica had told her not to and the urge to kiss him and forget about recent events was overwhelming. Right now his betrayal of Lisa didn’t bother her. Perhaps they could start afresh from this moment.

‘I read the notes on Richard’s laptop.’ She had said it and there was no taking it back.

‘Really?’ He sighed.

‘I’d like to move on from all this, but there are just a few things I need to clear up. He had an idea about who killed Lisa, and perhaps it’s just a load of made up nonsense, but if I speak to you about it maybe we can clear things up and just forget about it.’ 

He turned away from her and leant against the balustrade, staring out across the garden towards the distant skyline of London.

‘Okay, fire away. I’m doing this to help you with some closure.’ He glanced at her and then looked away again. ‘I think this whole Richard business got under your skin. It’s tragic and I know you must be struggling with it still. If this conversation helps, let’s do it.’ 

Yasmin took a deep breath. ‘The night she died. When did you last see her?’


Chapter 50

Yasmin and Daniel




‘Okay, I can see you’re talking specifics here,’ Daniel said, rubbing his forehead. ‘Erm, it was in the kitchen that she told me to start the fireworks.’

‘Did you see her?’

‘Yeah,’ Daniel paused. ‘Well, she was on the other side of the room from me.’

‘Did you actually see her?’ 

Daniel had a puzzled expression on his face. ‘I heard her, but I don’t remember seeing her. It was too crowded.’

‘And what exactly did she say?’

‘“Get the fireworks started”, or something like that.’

‘And it sounded just like her?’

‘Of course. I think her words were pretty much, “Dan, start the fireworks, darling.” Because that’s what she called me. No one else would call me “darling”, would they? Apart from my mother perhaps, and she wasn’t there.’

‘When did you last see Lisa before that moment in the kitchen?’

‘I honestly can’t remember. In the living room, maybe. We were both making an effort to chat to everyone. We went outside and had a go on the ice rink. I remember that bit. Then we came indoors and Lisa was chatting to guests in the kitchen. Then I went into the kitchen too. I didn’t know she went upstairs. I never knew that at all. I did look for her quickly but couldn’t find her. While the fireworks were going off I just expected her to appear in the crowd. And then as they were ending I heard all the commotion and I’ll never forget the look on Marianne’s face when she came to tell me they’d found her. I just couldn’t believe it, Yasmin. Honestly. I couldn’t believe it.’ Daniel leant on the balustrade and buried his face in his hands. 

Yasmin walked over and put her hand on his shoulder. He turned to her and wrapped his arms around her tightly as he sobbed into her shoulder. After a moment he stood up straight again and wiped his eyes.

‘You know what’s been the worst thing about all this? The guilt. The fucking guilt. I was a shit to her. I really was. We weren’t getting on. Things had been going wrong for about eighteen months. The only reason we were trying to hold it together was for the sake of the business. Our relationship was part of the brand. It was too risky for us to separate. 

‘And then she started going on about wanting a baby, hoping that would fix things. Can you imagine, Yasmin? A baby? That would have made things worse. I saw Bella go through postnatal depression. I know how tough having a baby can be. You need to be strong to cope with the demands of a family. We weren’t strong; our marriage had nothing to it. We weren’t even sleeping together any more. How could we even physically create a baby? 

‘She couldn’t see it. She became obsessed with becoming a mum. I can understand that. She just needed to find someone else to start a family with and that chance never came.’ 

He brushed a tear from his eye with his thumb and looked out over the garden again. ‘I was unfaithful to her.’

Yasmin stayed silent. She wanted to hear his version of events.

‘It ended when she died. I was never unfaithful to you, I promise.’ He looked at her, concerned about what she was thinking. 

‘It was a stupid thing to do. Our marriage wasn’t happy, but I shouldn’t have started seeing someone else behind her back. It was a cowardly way of dealing with things without actually dealing with them. 

‘I wanted to tell you this before and about how awful I felt, but it’s not an easy thing to bring up. And I was worried about what you’d think of me. Move on, just move on. That’s what I always told myself. And that’s why I was so happy to find you. As I said, you helped me forget about all the bad stuff.’ 

There were lots of things Yasmin wanted to talk to him about, but for now she had to focus. She didn’t want their conversation to be interrupted.

‘Daniel,’ she said softly, ‘is it possible someone else asked you to start the fireworks that night?’

‘I don’t think so,’ he snorted.

‘But if you didn’t see her, maybe it was someone pretending to be her?’

‘Why would anyone do that?’

‘Perhaps that person had already pushed her off the roof terrace.’

‘That would be weird behaviour.’

Yasmin nodded. ‘Richard had a theory that this person pushed Lisa off the roof terrace and then called for the fireworks to start as a way of distracting everyone. Also, the fireworks always start at midnight at a New Year’s Eve party, don’t they?’

‘True.’

‘But at your party they went off early.’

‘Did they? I didn’t check my watch.’

‘But you wanted to check it?’

‘Well it’s habit, isn’t it? But I didn’t have my watch with me, I remember that now. That confused me at the time. And do you know what? I’ve lost that watch now. It wasn’t my favourite one, but it was a decent watch and I never found it again.’

‘Were you wearing it earlier that evening?’

‘Yeah, I always wear a watch. You know me.’ 

It was getting darker. Yasmin watched the expression on his face change as he grappled with the realisation that he had lost his watch that night.

‘Where’s the birthday boy got to?’ They heard Bella’s shrill voice rise up from the garden.

‘You must have taken your watch off then?’ Yasmin continued.

‘I must have. I don’t remember when, though.’

‘Didn’t you have to get a phone out of the pond?’

‘That’s it!’ He seemed happy to be reminded. ‘How do you know all this stuff? It’s creepy how you know more about the evening than me.’

‘Just from Richard’s notes. He did a lot of asking around. So someone dropped their phone in the pond and you had to take your watch off to get it out?’

‘Yeah, it was Harriet. I don’t know how she managed that. Clumsy. I think she was going to show me a photo on her phone and then it slipped out of her hand and somehow into the water. She told me it was a brand new phone, so obviously I wanted to retrieve it for her. I had to take my watch off to delve down into the water. It was freezing!’ He paused. ‘But I still don’t understand what you’re getting at here.’ 

Yasmin felt a chill run down her back. Richard had been right. ‘You gave Harriet your watch?’

‘Yeah. She offered to hold it for me and obviously forgot to give it back. That’s not really like her.’

‘And it was Harriet you had the affair with?’ 

He stared at her and said nothing.

‘Am I right?’

‘Yeah,’ he said quietly, ‘you are. But no one knew. I never told Lisa it was her. In fact, I lied about that. I said it was someone at work. She found another phone I’d been using. She would have been devastated to find out it was one of her friends.’ 

He pressed his hands up to his face. ‘Oh God,’ he said, his voice muffled in his palms. He moved his hands away again. ‘So where’s this leading? What’s the final piece of Richard’s jigsaw?’

‘It was Harriet who pushed Lisa off the roof terrace.’

‘What?’ he exclaimed, his face twisted. He looked confused. And angry. ‘Harriet would never do something like that! You’ve met her enough times; she’s incapable of it!’

‘Well that’s Richard’s theory. Harriet planned Lisa’s death. Perhaps she didn’t intend to kill her. Maybe she just wanted to cause a serious injury. She wanted to create the accident around midnight when the fireworks were going off and people were distracted. By bringing the fireworks forward slightly, she hoped everyone would think it was midnight. They would then associate the fireworks with Lisa’s fall, by which time Harriet would have been present. That gave her a crucial alibi. In everyone’s minds, the fireworks went off at midnight and Harriet was there watching them. Lisa was found at midnight, so how could Harriet possibly have been in two places at once?’

‘And the phone and the pond and the watch? She took my watch off me so I couldn’t check the time, right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And hang on, you’re suggesting it was Harriet who called across the kitchen pretending to be Lisa?’

‘That’s what Richard suggests.’

‘So she pushes Lisa off the terrace, runs downstairs and asks for the fireworks to start? Everything’s so busy and everyone’s half-drunk, so it all just goes ahead. Surely other people would have checked their watches and realised it wasn’t midnight?’

‘They did... according to Richard, anyway. But his theory is that the distraction of the fireworks and then the discovery of Lisa’s fall pushed it out of people’s minds. No one would have thought to say to you afterwards that the fireworks went off early.’

Daniel held up his hands, as if to stay stop. ‘You know, I’m not sure about this. It’s a cleverly concocted theory, that’s for sure. But I can’t believe Harriet would have planned everything so meticulously. There was so much opportunity for the plan to go wrong. And how did she get Lisa up on the terrace in the first place? How come no one saw her go up there? Harriet just wouldn’t do something like that.’

Yasmin had hoped Daniel would immediately pick up the phone and call the police. But she could see why he wasn’t sure about the theory. Jessica hadn’t been either. The theory could have entirely been created in Richard’s head.

‘Why don’t we call the police and see what they say? I brought Richard’s laptop with me, it’s over at Debbie’s. We can just hand it over to them to investigate further.’

‘Not now, Yasmin. Not now.’ He rubbed his brow and started to walk away from her. ‘My head’s feeling done in at the moment. Listen, I’ve got to get back to the party. Are you coming?’

‘Give me a moment.’ She needed some time to gather her thoughts.

‘I’ll see you down there.’

She watched him walk through the open door, across the room and out the door on the other side. Her hands were shaking.

What should she do now? With Harriet here at the party, surely it made sense to call the police immediately? Yasmin didn’t want to give her any chance to escape now. A delay could give Harriet the opportunity to come up with a new plan. Was there any need to wait for Daniel to make up his mind? Surely she could call the police without his permission? 

A dance track was thudding away downstairs and outdoor lights twinkled in the garden. It was almost dark. A cool breeze had picked up and the evening was losing its balminess.


Chapter 51

A confrontation




Yasmin sighed and walked over to the open door to follow Daniel downstairs. She felt cold in her thin dress. And deflated. 

Had all of Richard’s work been for nothing? Were they all just going to get on with their lives and forget about how or why Lisa died? Someone had blackmailed Richard because they had considered him a threat. Surely he had been onto something? Why drive him to his death? Perhaps Daniel just needed time to think. Perhaps it would all be sorted soon.

‘Clever.’

Yasmin was startled at the sound of a woman’s voice close by. The flesh on the back of her neck tightened. Turning round, she saw a pale face in the dusk. Framed by long, flowing hair and a draped dress, the figure was almost ghostlike.

‘Harriet?’

‘I underestimated that gardener friend of yours. I realised he enjoyed snooping but I didn’t know he had the brains to work something like that out. After all, he was so easy to fool with the topless photos!’ She laughed humourlessly.

‘How did you get here?’ Yasmin asked, trying to stop her voice trembling. She didn’t like the way Harriet was walking between her and the open door. It was less of a walk and more of a glide. There was something witchlike, something supernatural about her.

‘I was here all the time,’ smiled Harriet, ‘just over there.’ She gestured towards a small hidden corner of the terrace. ‘But you lovebirds were too absorbed in each other to notice me. Your mistake really.’ 

Harriet started to walk towards her, but Yasmin stood her ground. She knew Harriet wouldn’t be a tricky opponent if things got physical. Her arms were thin and weak-looking, and she knew Harriet had a shoulder injury because she had talked about her physiotherapy sessions. 

But the glint of a knife in her hand changed things. What was she doing hanging around on the roof terrace with a knife?

Harriet walked up to Yasmin until she was less than a foot away. ‘I thought you’d gone for good. I was very disappointed to see you here.’

Yasmin decided not to physically defend herself unless Harriet made the first move, and hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. She kept her eye on the knife.

‘I thought Daniel would send you packing as soon as my journalist friend carried out his hatchet job.’ 

Yasmin thought back to the evening she had played Scrabble with Liz and Harriet. It had been the same day the article was printed, and Harriet had pretended to be her friend. For a short while Yasmin had believed she really was. 

‘Never mind, the problem’s almost sorted now. All I need is for you to walk over to the edge of the terrace and do the honourable thing.’

‘Jump off it, you mean? You’re mad. Don’t you think it would look suspicious if a second woman fell from there?’

‘Possibly. But I don’t really care. No one’s ever suspected me and they never will. Even your beloved Daniel doesn’t believe I would do such a thing.’

‘Well it’s all written up on Richard’s laptop. My friend’s read it, too.’ Perhaps it was a mistake to drag Jessica into it, Yasmin realised a moment too late. 

Harriet’s calm white face darkened. ‘Has she now?’ She slowly raised the knife as if she were about to hold it against Yasmin’s throat. 

In a flash, Yasmin blocked her arm with her forearm. Harriet slashed the knife at her in anger. Yasmin could tell she had no skill in wielding it. She blocked again. 

She knew that disarming her should be easy in theory, but she had a feeling Harriet was going to be unpredictable. Harriet plunged forward with the knife pointed at Yasmin’s stomach, but Yasmin skipped to one side and pushed Harriet’s arm away again. She needed to grab the skinny white arm and threaten Harriet with her own knife.

‘Help!’ Yasmin yelled out, hoping someone in the garden would hear her. The noise of the disco was too loud.

‘Panicking now, are you?’ 

The next slash was quicker than expected, and Yasmin jumped back as Harriet advanced towards her. The last thing she needed was to be backed up against the balustrade with the seven-metre drop on the other side. 

With a roar of rage, Harriet took a careless swipe. The blade flashed before Yasmin’s eyes and she managed to grab Harriet’s arm. Spinning round and pushing her back into Harriet’s stomach, Yasmin finally had Harriet behind her and held her hand with the knife in it out in front of her. Harriet struggled to pull away, but Yasmin was stronger. If she could hold her grip she would hopefully be able to get the knife out of Harriet’s hand.

‘Yasmin!’ Daniel’s voice cried out from behind them.

‘Careful, she’s got a knife!’

At that moment, Yasmin felt Harriet’s teeth sink sharply into the back of her neck. She screamed as Harriet pulled her arm out of Yasmin’s grip. 

Yasmin cursed herself for letting the bite distract her. It was already stinging badly. Harriet had spun round and, in the remaining light of the day, Yasmin could see that the blade was now being pointed at Daniel. 

He tried to reason with his palms held up in a gesture of surrender. ‘Put the knife down, Harriet. This is stupid,’ he said. ‘No one believes you hurt Lisa. It was just a theory the gardener came up with. I’m not pursuing this again with the police. You’ve nothing to worry about, just put the knife down.’

Harriet didn’t speak.

‘Drop the knife, Harriet,’ said Yasmin. 

Harriet looked at her and then pushed the knife forward into Daniel’s stomach. He crumpled forward and staggered to the ground. 

Yasmin saw the blood on the knife. ‘Daniel!’ she cried.

He was slumped forward over his knees and Yasmin knew she needed to get to him quickly. Meanwhile, Harriet turned to her, still wielding the knife. A strange smile was hovering on her lips.

In one swift move, Yasmin grabbed Harriet’s knife arm and pushed her to the ground. She heard a thud as Harriet’s head hit the paving slabs. Then she twisted her arm, pushing the knife up towards Harriet’s throat. There was a sickening crack and the knife slipped out of Harriet’s hand, clattering onto the ground.

Harriet was still and silent, her long red hair spread out around her motionless head.


Chapter 52

In hospital




Home furnishings magnate stabbed in attack at home

A well-known businessman has been injured in a knife attack at his home. Daniel Ward, CEO of home decor company Mandala Life, is understood to have been involved in an altercation during a party to celebrate his 30th birthday on Saturday evening. He is currently being treated in hospital for his injuries, which are not believed to be life-threatening.

The attack comes just seven months after Ward’s wife Lisa fell to her death during a New Year’s Eve party at the couple’s multimillion-pound home in Buckinghamshire. The coroner ruled her death as accidental. 

Police have arrested a 32-year-old woman in connection with yesterday’s incident. She is understood to have been injured in the assault and is receiving hospital treatment. A police spokesperson said it was too early to provide further details but confirmed that police are not looking for anyone else in connection with the incident.




‘I look forward to the day when the media stops finding every small event in my life newsworthy,’ groaned Daniel as he lay in his hospital bed listening to Yasmin read the news story on her phone. ‘Can you remember what time I had my last painkillers?’

‘Two hours ago,’ replied Yasmin. She put her phone back in her bag. ‘I think you can probably have ibuprofen now. You took co-codamol earlier, I think. I’ll find a nurse in a minute and ask.’

Daniel had a stab wound in his lower abdomen. Although it was fairly superficial it had required sutures and stitches. He kept trying to sit up, but each time he tried he winced with pain.

‘Just lie still!’ Yasmin kept repeating. ‘You won’t get better if you keep fidgeting about.’ She yawned, wishing the man in the bed opposite would turn his TV down so they didn’t all have to listen to the Dad’s Army episode he was watching.

‘You need to get some rest,’ said Daniel, lying back on the pillows and reaching his hand out to her. ‘You’ve been up all night. In fact, you’ve probably been awake for about thirty-six hours now.’

‘It feels like it.’ Yasmin was still wearing her red party dress, her killer heels lying on the floor under Daniel’s bed.

‘Why not go back home for a bit?’ 

Where is home these days? she wondered.

‘The police will be here again soon, though, won’t they?’ She held his hand and he smiled. His face was pale and lined, and dark stubble covered his chin.

‘Two hospital stays within a few weeks,’ he sighed. ‘This is what happens when you leave me.’ He laughed and squeezed her hand, but the laughter made him flinch with pain. 

A nurse arrived at the bedside with the next batch of painkillers. Yasmin poured a glass of water for Daniel.

‘Do you think Harriet will confess?’

‘I don’t know.’ He turned to look at the window, which had a peach-coloured curtain drawn halfway across it. 

‘I’ll give the police Richard’s laptop and they can decide what to do with it. I hope it comes to something because, well, because I think Lisa deserves it. And Richard, too.’

‘Do you believe his theory?’ Daniel asked, turning back to look at her.

‘Yeah, I do. Why else would Harriet start behaving like a mad woman on the roof terrace?’

‘I can’t believe she was waiting up there with a knife.’ He rested his hand on the bandaged wound to the right of his stomach. ‘Was she waiting for me? Or for you?’

‘Or both?’

‘I don’t get it, I just don’t get it. I thought I knew her, but obviously I didn’t.’ He washed the painkillers down with some water. ‘I think I believe Richard now, reluctant as I am to admit it. His theory explains everything, doesn’t it?’ 

Yasmin nodded. 

‘You have to understand why I didn’t like him, Yasmin. He was in love with my wife! That’s why he couldn’t garden for us any more. I had to ask him to leave. And when he started prying around like that after she died, I had to be dismissive. Rude almost. I didn’t like him chatting to you, because it took me back to when he did the same with Lisa.’

‘He wasn’t in love with me, though.’

‘Perhaps not. But now he’s dead I feel such mixed emotions. It’s tragic, it really is. He was different from everyone else. Perhaps I should have been more understanding.’

‘You acted in the way that felt right at the time. How could you have known he was actually good at detective work?’

Yasmin tried to stifle another yawn. As well as having been up all night, she had been suffering from sleep deprivation ever since Richard had died. She felt achy, shivery and detached from everything around her. She could hold Daniel’s hand and feel how much she cared for him and wanted him to get better, but all her other emotions felt numbed. Comprehending what had happened over the past few weeks seemed impossible.

‘Please go home and sleep, Yasmin. For me?’

‘Okay.’

‘Don’t worry about staying here waiting for the police. They can catch up with you when you’re ready.’ 

She stood up, leant forward and kissed him on his pale, cool forehead.

‘And Yasmin?’

‘What?’

‘While you’re resting, have a think about what you’d like to do.’

‘About what?’

‘About us getting back together.’

‘Erm...’

‘You know I’ve put the house on the market?’

‘No, I didn’t realise that.’ Yasmin sat back down in her chair to listen.

‘I want to sell it and live somewhere different. Perhaps in another city or even another country. I like the idea of New York. Wouldn’t it be good to go back there again, just you and me?’ 

His dark eyes looked up at her; his ‘puppy eyes’, as Jessica called them. The memory of her friend’s description made Yasmin smile. The expression on her face seemed to make Daniel hopeful.

‘You want to?’

Yasmin chose to ignore his question and tried to look serious. ‘Did I tell you I’ve been offered a job?’

‘No,’ Daniel said with a surprised tone. ‘Doing what?’

‘A news reporter.’

‘Congratulations! Well done. I would reach over and kiss you if it didn’t hurt my side so much.’

‘Come here then.’ Yasmin leant in to him and kissed him on the lips. Their mouths lingered together for longer than she had planned. She stepped away again, slightly embarrassed.

‘Didn’t you once say you weren’t cut out for news reporting?’ asked Daniel.

‘After the past few months, I’d say I’m cut out for anything.’

‘True,’ Daniel laughed. ‘Ouch my stitches.’ He winced again.

‘Have those painkillers not worked yet?’ She held his hand.

‘I only had them a few minutes ago. Anyway, you haven’t answered my question yet. Or even said you’ll think about it.’

‘Okay,’ she wasn’t sure how to start. She had already started planning a new life and it was hard to see how she could fit it around Daniel. ‘The thing is, I’ve got this job and it’s not near here and it’s nowhere as glamorous as New York either.’

‘Where then?’

‘Somerset.’ She had expected his face to fall, but it didn’t.

‘Somerset? Cool. We’ll move there, then.’

‘Really? But what about the business and your office in London?’

‘I’ll have to travel a bit I’m sure. But Somerset is hardly a million miles away, is it?’

‘No. It’s about a hundred and thirty miles. I looked it up.’

‘Hardly anything, then. And I don’t care where it is, I just want to be with you,’ he smiled. ‘So are you saying yes?’

‘I think I am. Yes.’
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Want some more?




Get a free copy of the short story Lisa’s Diary.




Lisa Ward kept a diary in a plain black notebook. No one knew she was writing it and it currently sits undiscovered among the rest of her belongings. This short story contains the entries Lisa wrote in the six weeks leading up to her death.




In her diary Lisa reveals a secret which will devastate her husband Daniel. 




Get your free copy from Emily Organ’s website: http://emilyorgan.co.uk/lisasdiary


Also by Emily Organ




The Last Day




"A fast-paced novel, that promises to be implausible, captivating, uplifting and thought-proving in equal measure." - Writers and Artists.co.uk 







He predicted when he would die. That day has now arrived. 




When George was eleven years old he dreamt the date of his death: September 12th 1985. Now he’s fifty three and that day has arrived. 




His wife is unhappy with their marriage and he’s fallen out with his daughter. His brother is bitter George got the family inheritance. 




There’s the jealous business rival who’s an underworld gangster. And there’s a spurned mistress too. 




The best hit man this side of London is on the case, but who has hired him?




Many people are out to get George on his last day. But will any of them succeed? 




A suspense-filled fast-paced thriller which will keep you turning the pages.




Read on for a sample of The Last Day.


Prologue

12th September 1985




Crouching in front of the little gravestone, George gave it a wipe with his handkerchief. His weekly polish kept the black marble as shiny as the day it had been placed there twenty one years previously. Pushing the corner of his handkerchief into the engraved gold lettering, George wiped out the specks of dirt in the words of the short inscription.

The grass on the grave was overgrown. George ripped up some of the longer blades and balled the grass into the palm of his hand. Now the plot looked smart with the fresh white carnations resting on it. It seemed disrespectful to drop the grass ball onto a neighbouring grave so he pushed it into his raincoat pocket.

This was the last time he would visit his son.

His last goodbye.

A tear rolled down George’s cheek as he tried to rub the green grass stains off his fingers with his handkerchief. He gave up on the stains and dabbed away his tears with the hankie instead, the heady smell of fresh grass from his hands filled his nostrils.

He stood up, wincing at the cracking noise in his left knee, and bent forward to smooth out his trousers.

An unexpected noise made him stand to his full height and he looked around him. Where had it come from?

The noise hadn’t been loud. It had been a shuffle: as if someone had scuffed their foot on the ground. But in the silence of the cemetery, it had sounded significant. George looked over at the chapel, a small dark stoned building, about fifteen metres to his right. Could the sound have come from there? The chapel’s mullioned windows were dark and dusty. It didn’t look used any more.

With his hearing and vision heightened by the unexpected noise, George continued to scan his surroundings. Rows of headstones radiated away from him in every direction. Each of them marking a silent sleeper.

The newer headstones glinted in the sunlight and a deep green yew tree cast its bushy shadow over the section of older burials.

The only sound George could hear was the chirruping of sparrows as they hopped about on the chapel rooftop. Even the road was out of earshot.

It was unnervingly quiet.




The hit man watched George from behind the corner of the chapel. He was managing to retain his composure after dislodging some mortar from the old wall with the shoulder of his jacket. The noise of it scattering onto the ground had seemed deafening in the stillness. His target had heard the sound and glanced in his direction. For a tense moment the hit man thought he had been spotted. But fortunately his target looked away again, searching elsewhere for the source of the noise.

A shot from the hit man’s position was straightforward. Keeping his eyes fixed on George, he reached inside his jacket for the gun. With his other hand he pulled the silencer from his pocket and attached it to the barrel of the pistol. Slowly and carefully, he pulled back the slide.

Now he was ready.




George still stood in front of the gravestone. The hit man understood the little grave meant something to his target. It was surrounded by other tiny plots: the section of the cemetery for children.

In a long career of contract killing, the hit man had never shot anyone in a graveyard. And certainly not by a kid’s grave. He had shot people at funerals because targets commonly emerged from their hiding places to pay their respects at those occasions. But mainly he dispatched them after the wake as the usually drunken target stumbled out of a pub or hotel.

But never in front of a gravestone. Was the ground in a cemetery holy? Was it sinful to kill someone in such a place?

The hit man became aware of the self-doubt in his mind, and quickly dispelled it with calming meditative thoughts. He was the most accurate hit man this side of London. He was also one of the best paid and that was because he never failed.

The hit man made the last few checks around him.

All clear.

If only the sparrows on the chapel roof would calm their noise for a second.

The target stepped back from the grave. He was about to walk away.

Now was the hit man’s moment.

He raised his gun, aimed it at George’s chest and fired.




The Last Day on Amazon UK

The Last Day on Amazon US


About the author




Emily Organ is a freelance writer. Her writing has featured on a range of lifestyle and parenting sites and she has also appeared on radio. Emily was born in Yorkshire and lives in West Berkshire, UK, with her husband, three children, two cats and an over-excitable dog.




The Outsider is Emily’s second novel. Her first novel, The Last Day, was highly commended in a book idea competition jointly run with Bloomsbury Publishing's Writers & Artists site and Mumsnet in 2012. Emily is currently working on her third book.




Keep up to date with Emily’s news at emilyorgan.co.uk. You can also find Emily on Twitter @emilysorgan.







If you’ve enjoyed reading The Outsider, please leave a review!




Emily’s author page on Amazon UK




Emily’s author page on Amazon US


Acknowledgements




A huge thank you to my editor, Joy Tibbs, for all her invaluable help and advice. Thank you also to my family and friends and blogging colleagues for their support and encouragement. Thanks to the #WhatImWriting group for their support, namely my fellow writers Maddy, Chrissie, Nicola, Aimee, Reneé, Sophie, Sara, Iona and Morgan.




I want to acknowledge one of my favourite books Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier which influenced the story for The Outsider. I’ve always wanted to write about a young woman being swept off her feet by a mysterious man with a dead wife! I can’t do it as well as Daphne du Maurier, but then few can.




And a thank you to my husband Gary for his unfaltering love, encouragement and advice and for making sure my chocolate supply never runs out.


Copyright © Emily Organ 2015




www.emilyorgan.co.uk 




Emily Organ has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.




All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




ISBN 978-0-9929093-2-1




This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publisher, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

cover.jpeg
She never knew Lisa::
Butishe is hauntes

—r

THE





