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Dedication

For Lizzie. En.




Epigraph

It is the wretchedness of being rich that you have to live with rich people.

Logan Pearsall Smith
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ANTHONY

Looking back on it now, I wouldn’t change much about the night I died. If you ignore the ending, and obviously I can’t, it was a pretty fantastic evening. Given advance warning that you were about to breathe your last, you might run around screaming, pleading with whatever god you think is most likely to hear you, ‘I want to live,’ thereby wasting your final precious moments. I’m glad I wasn’t, it meant I spent the evening drinking Champagne like water and being so fulsomely praised to high heaven you’d have thought I was the dictator of a small but prosperous country. If I had one tiny quibble, it would be that eight precious minutes of my last night on earth were given over to Mary Chambers and her insistence I hear all about her new charitable endeavour. 

Of course, she wasn’t supposed to be allowed to get anywhere near me. At most, I thought I’d briefly say hello and then allow myself to be pulled away by somebody more important, and nearly everyone was more important than Mary Chambers. The insufferable woman called the office several times a week, without success. I never once returned the calls, not that she took the asteroid-sized hint. She’d been left a devastatingly large fortune by her husband when he died last year. Fell off his yacht in the middle of the night near Portofino – that made the collective eyebrows raise, I can tell you. Especially those of his daughter from a previous marriage, who was incensed to find that her name wasn’t in the will, and unsuccessfully sued Mary for her share. I knew how desperate she was to invest with me, and the sheer bulk of her fortune tempted me a few times, but I always ended up resolving to say no. The woman was too nosy, too enquiring. I needed investors who didn’t prod and pry – and that was Mary’s entire raison d’être. If Mary Chambers had anything to do with her husband’s death, as his daughter kept loudly insisting, I would’ve found her much more interesting, but she didn’t have the foresight. Truthfully, John Chambers was a bad drunk, who staggered under the weight of his enormous girth and fell overboard. 

Boring, but hardly sinister. No, she didn’t have the capacity for it. The woman only excelled in one thing: wittering. But she made the cut, somehow my wife thought it was important she be there. ‘She’s on the board of the Lamcusi Foundation!’ I was informed, as if that made all the difference.

My big mistake was to take drugs before the dinner. After was expected, even encouraged. But before? It made me sloppy. In my defence, I’d been as stressed as a person could ever be and I’d felt a burning desire to let loose. I’d looked around at the gardens, glittering and impossibly beautiful, and I’d finally felt a rush. Olivia had gone all out, and as much as I’d been annoyed by the months of preparation, the place looked fantastic. We’d begun down by the lake, decked out to look like a midsummer night’s fairytale. Hundreds of big glowing orbs were woven throughout the branches of the trees which surrounded the water. ‘A soft light’, just as my wife had hissed at an organiser earlier who’d made the mistake of adjusting the bulbs too brightly. Similarly, the jetty, rewaxed just that morning, was festooned with smaller orbs. Even more stood on spikes around the banks of the lake. The crowning glory though, was an enormous glowing orb which had been dropped into the bottom of the lake by ten strong lads that morning. My wife had had a vision you see, ‘of water lit up from above and below’, and given how much we were paying the planner, there was no way to tell her it wouldn’t work. The orb was handmade in Italy, and nearly smashed twice as it was unboxed and rolled down the hill to its destination. But it was worth it, the gasps of our guests as they walked through the enormous arches and saw the final result was enough to tell me that my birthday party would be one for the ages. And I was right, though perhaps not in the way I’d imagined. 

After the drinks, we were ushered to the marquees by smiling young women in appealingly tight black dresses. As my friends moved from the first beautiful room Olivia had hired an army of minions to decorate and into the second, where dinner was to be held, I’d started to feel almost carefree for the first time in months. You think your troubles are insurmountable and then a waiter hands you a glass of really good wine. You’re handed several more, and then all of a sudden you’re in the bathroom with George doing a line or two of his best powder and you find yourself briefly untethered from the woes which have been sitting on your chest like a bloody bull elephant. Sometimes a little recreational relief can be a great idea; I can’t bear the puritanical society we seem to have become, where the importance of health and longevity have surpassed any notion of fun. But then, I was dead by sixty, so I will concede it’s perhaps not wise to follow my advice too closely. 

As I walked to the table, men intercepted me to pump my hand and slap my back, women kissed my cheeks and let their fingers linger in mine just a second too long. They all wanted a chance with Wistern; I could have taken my pick in that moment. What a boost for a man on the brink! Maybe it would be ok, some part of my brain began to think. There were hundreds of people here, and that was just the strictly selected A-list. Olivia had fielded calls for weeks from those who didn’t make the cut, begging to come and kiss the ring. Surely some of them would stick by me. A man can’t lose all of this in one fell swoop. Such confidence was the gift of the drugs, I see that now. I might be self-assured to a fault but I’m not usually devoid of all reality. Still, I’m glad I spent a little of my last night on earth with a small semblance of hope. I sorely needed it. But it meant I wasn’t focused on who was where, and as I wandered through the room, I saw Mary Chambers standing in front of me, waving wildly as if I was a cab she wished to flag down. 

I was never a man who flew into rages. I paid thousands of pounds to a range of martial arts experts to fight with me in a variety of gyms around the world in order to get any aggression out. A guy who trains top MMA athletes once told me my right hook was equal to that of anyone he’d ever met, but must be reined in. So many guys get into finance and think the way to succeed is to ooze raw testosterone. There’s a fine line between smoothly intimidating and actually frightening, and I’ve always been careful to stay on the right side. But upon seeing Mary Chambers eagerly waiting to pounce, I found myself impulsively wanting to punch the waiter to my right. I frantically swivelled, hoping to find someone, anyone, to help me. But it was too late. She’d grabbed my arm, and centred herself so close to me that I could smell her breath. And then a funny thing happened. The despair I’d been holding at bay for weeks if not months suddenly collapsed like a burst balloon right on top of my head. It wasn’t going to be ok. Mary Chambers started talking earnestly at me about cats in war zones and I nodded, suddenly feeling like one of them. There wasn’t anything else I could do; I realised it at that moment, staring into this dull woman’s face as she mouthed the words ‘living in their own filth’ at me. I’d probably go to jail, I thought, and tried to imagine what that would be like. Would I have to live in my own filth? Certainly Mary Chambers wouldn’t advocate for me as earnestly as she was for these bloody animals. Like everyone else, she’d gossip about my wrongdoings, and shun my wife at parties, sanctimonious to the last, just like every other guest here. Barely a soul in this marquee had any real moral backbone – I could reel off the list of sins for every person I saw. Rohan, tax fraud. Jeremy, a slum landlord on a gigantic scale. Chuck, beat up someone outside a private members club for brushing past him. And there was Alice Begby walking past. A woman with a lineage going all the way back to the Tudors but who had at one point been so hopelessly addicted to shoplifting that she’d actually been barred from Harrods. None of them hurt their own though, they transgressed against people they’d never actually have to fraternise with. That’s where I’d fucked up. 

Mary Chambers was looking at me with concern, and I realised sweat was pouring down my neck and causing my collar to stick to my skin. I grabbed another glass of Champagne from a waiter and waved away her offer to get me a seat. After another impassioned treaty about the plight of child slaves, I finally felt my wife’s hand on my arm, telling me it was time for dinner. As she steered me towards the head of the table, she whispered, ‘God, what a bore, I didn’t see her until it was too late.’ I felt sick and irritable, and irrationally furious with Olivia for not doing her job better. 

‘For fuck’s sake Liv, it’s intolerable to have to deal with these people. I told you this was a huge mistake.’ She pursed her lips and looked like she was about to berate me, but I wouldn’t give her the opportunity. ‘Just spare me. I’m not in the mood for one of your interminable lectures.’ I shook her off and reached my seat just as the ridiculous announcer in white tie Olivia had insisted on having declared the dinner was served. I’d successfully avoided a tiresome fight with my wife, but an hour later I was dead. Life is a funny succession of swings and roundabouts. 




OLIVIA 

The night had gone in a flash. Drinks at seven, dinner at nine and speeches in between. The children gave an appropriately gushy one about what a fabulous father he was. It certainly sounded authentic, but that’s what a top-class speechwriter can do if you pay them enough. His mother gave a mercifully short tribute, where she quite clearly confused him with his older brother and kept referring to him as Andrew. It wouldn’t have mattered so much if Andrew hadn’t died at eight, traumatising Anthony for years, and I couldn’t deny it briefly soured the mood. Every other part of the evening went off perfectly, and I felt myself visibly relax once the guests were ushered through into the second marquee. 

When the role of charming hostess overwhelmed me, I’d slip out for a cigarette, and at one point before dinner I went down to the lake to show Allegra the lights, since she’d arrived appallingly late and missed the whole show. I saw my husband smoking a cigar on the other side of the banks, in close conversation with Giles, and we nodded at each other, but that was really the extent of our interaction that evening. No doubt a large part of why I enjoyed the night so much.

It was well past midnight when I was made aware of what was happening down at the lake, just as the band was in full swing and most people were on the dance floor. I myself never dance. I have a horror of the drunk and unselfconscious, and find myself cringing whenever I see people I normally respect flinging themselves around a dance floor. Instead, I’d held court at the seating area by the grand piano, trying not to shudder every time Alex Lawson shimmied past me. The woman was one of London’s most celebrated QCs and there she was, trying to entice Roger Simons, who just happens to be a high court judge, to do the limbo. I hissed ‘dignity’ at her as she stumbled by, but she was too far gone to pay me any heed. 

I was talking to my dear friend Lou Molton about how well the night had gone. A very talented interior designer, but she’s terrible with keeping both money and husbands, and though she hides it better than most, I know she’s appropriately jealous of me. She was saying how beautiful the marquee looked when Lyra pushed her way through the crowd and stumbled up to me. I hadn’t seen any of my children since we finished dinner. None of them had been particularly excited about attending, but it was a three-line whip. I’d been firm they make an effort until the speeches were done, all with the promise that after that, they could do as they liked. 

As usual with Lyra, my first emotion upon seeing my third child was one of annoyance. Despite my pleas, she’d opted to wear a black mini dress with trainers, and enough eye make-up as to render her faintly pandaesque. Clothes are a matter of respect and Lyra always dresses as if she’s mocking you. Or perhaps she’s merely mocking me. 

‘Something’s wrong – Fred and Giles are down by the lake, Dad’s hurt.’ She said it loudly, breaking through the sound of the music, causing several people around us to turn round. I made a low shushing noise to show that she was making a scene, but as usual, she ignored my wishes, tugging me by the arm until I had no choice but to follow her out. Lou was close behind, keen to be on hand for any potential drama, and by the time we found ourselves walking down the path to the lake, several others had joined us. I glanced round and saw Hamish McWhirter, and several women I knew by sight not name – the younger second wives and girlfriends club – were eagerly trotting behind. The journey only took a few minutes, but it felt much longer because my heels kept sinking into the damn gravel path Fred had insisted on laying. I’d wanted sandstone but he’d frowned and told me it was too violent a material for a garden, whatever that meant. Nobody was supposed to be down by the lake now. I’d organised a beautiful fireworks display on the formal lawns at the front of the house to signal the end of the evening, and I didn’t want people splitting off and ruining my carefully curated plan like this. They would light up the folly in a truly breathtaking way. There may be more beautiful houses in the Cotswolds, but everyone covets my folly.

I always knew Anthony was going to spoil it somehow, he never could take anything seriously. I’d thrown the party for him, a celebration of our family and our success, and he’d gone off to play silly buggers down by the lake. I tried to tamp down my annoyance at seeing so many people hotfooting it to see what he’d done now, but the irritation had crept up on me and I couldn’t remove the scowl that had taken hold. So ageing, a scowl. 

Someone behind me gasped. ‘He’s in the lake!’ The bloody lake. The children had wanted a swimming pool, had begged and pleaded for one, but I find them too ugly to bear. Swimming pools are for villas in the South of France, not the Cotswolds where it rains a lot and doesn’t get really hot until July. Instead, I’d had the lake dug, stocked it with fresh water and maintained weekly by the groundsman. If they wanted to swim so badly, I’d told them, they could swim in that. My son, to his credit, rose to the challenge, taking a dip every morning, but the rest of them sullenly refused to go near it. Anthony especially was a wuss when it came to cold water, and only went in twice in his life. I wished I’d gone with my original idea and had a maze put in. I’d always thought a maze would be so chic, but Anthony had muttered that if he wanted to spend a weekend getting lost, he’d do it in Ibiza, and that was the end of that. 

The scene looked almost like something out of a Renaissance painting. Giles and Freddy were both standing in the water, hands hovering as if conducting an invisible orchestra. In between them was my husband. He was positioned in an impossible way, almost suspended over the water. His face was submerged, his arms dangling like a child being stripped of his clothes. But his legs, his legs were in the air. ‘He’s been impaled!’ wailed a woman wearing a rather revealing red dress. Hamish hushed her, but she was right. My husband had been lanced by one of the spikes used to hold up the beautiful orbs dotting the lake. Speared, just like a fish. 

I stepped closer, noticing the watch on my husband’s wrist, the one I’d presented to him just the day before. The salesman had gone on at great lengths about how you could dive to 100 feet wearing it, but a Cotswold lake was nothing like the clear blue waters of the Med. Typical Anthony to treat it so carelessly. Several people were now screaming, and I whipped round and glared them into silence.

‘He’s dead,’ Fred said, as if the bloody spike hadn’t tipped everyone off. He’s always one to state the obvious. A very literal brain, not quite what I’d hoped for in my only son but then the rest of them aren’t exactly Mensa members either. I couldn’t take my eyes off the orb, shimmering under the water, illuminating the blood. That was the worst part of it actually. You’d think it was the sight of Anthony suspended like a haunted doll on a metal pole, but the dark red water was somehow much more disturbing. A soft light, I’d insisted to the planners, this was anything but. 

Hamish had stepped up to comfort the gaggle of second wives, rather too keenly I thought. Lyra ran towards her brother but stumbled to her knees as she reached the bank. Always the pragmatist, Giles had been doing his best to keep everyone away from the body, but he was quite safe there. Nobody was in any hurry to rush towards this horror. Those bloody orbs had done a marvellous job of illuminating the scene, almost like it was planned. 

Lou turned on her heels and headed back towards the marquee, yelling over her shoulder that she’d get help. Coward. And me? I didn’t move. Not an inch. I’d wished my husband dead many times in my most angry of moments. I’d even thought about ways it might happen, carefully constructing scenarios where he was dragged into the sea by an angry wave, or burned to a crisp in a gruesome helicopter accident. But they were just the normal fantasies we women have during the many crisis moments of long marriages. After one too many martinis, my mother’s great friend Jessica De Palmer once told me she consoled herself that her husband would probably die from a violent heart attack like every other man in his family. She’d joked that she took great pains to make sure the housekeeper cooked the most unhealthy options to hurry the process along. As it happened, William De Palmer outlived his wife, and is now married to a much younger woman who put him on a health kick and doesn’t allow him to drink alcohol. I suspect he’d rather be dead. 

I am very practical when I have to be. Some might call it cold, more than one newspaper has referred to me as ‘icy’, but it’s useful to be able to shut down unnecessary emotions if they threaten to get in the way of action. Two things went through my mind. The first was a vow not to cry or wail in front of these caterwauling women. I knew all too well how the second wives liked to gossip about those who’d come before them, they’d enjoy going over my unspooling devastation if I showed an ounce of feeling. And at the same time, my maternal instinct kicked in. It might be somewhat slower than some women’s, I’ve never been one to obsess over my children like other women – your offspring don’t constitute a personality after all – but it’s in me somewhere. 

Come here, I barked at Lyra and Freddy, so sternly that despite their shock, they immediately stood up and walked towards me. Back to the house, we’re going back to the house, I said, grabbing them by their hands. We pushed through the second wives and girlfriends, many of whom were actually crying now, presumably mourning an opportunity lost, and headed back down the gravel path. I remember seeing the twinkling lights of the marquees and hearing the band start playing ‘Oh, What a Night’ as we neared. How grimly appropriate. 

‘Don’t go this way,’ Lyra pleaded. I understood the urge, the thought of having to go and face hundreds of people, most of whom were drunk, felt almost impossible. But I wouldn’t let Clara and Jemima find out from some minor acquaintance, or worse, from one of the wait staff. The therapy bills I’d shelled out for my children were already extortionate, why exacerbate it? 

We powered across the dance floor, knocking over revellers as we went. Freddy was still caked in mud, and much of it had transferred onto Lyra, which made her look even more like a vagrant than usual. I was trying to smile as we walked, as though this might assuage my guests in some way. Anthony’s PA was dancing with a man I didn’t recognise, shimmying her hips in a vaguely obscene way. She caught my eye as I walked, and I saw her expression change from one of seduction to one of surprise. My smile dropped in response. I disliked Lainey intensely and the last thing I wanted was for her to follow us, offering help in that slightly breathless voice which always made my blood pressure rocket. I shook my head at her quickly, and her attention returned to the man in front of her. He was certainly fixated on the woman, staring at her cleavage with the kind of dedication that might leave him with a migraine if he wasn’t careful. 

Eventually we found Clara. Being the youngest, she was sitting at the bar with her friend Willa, clearly over the party and using the opportunity to try to get drunk as quickly as possible. We’ve got to go, I told her, yanking her off the stool and ignoring the immediate angry protestations. Finally, Lyra, who’d disappeared as we’d marched, reappeared beside me. She’d brought Will, who was looking unusually flustered. I suppressed annoyance. He was Jemima’s husband and as such would have to be included as close family, but I’d never fully accepted it. The man was a drip, and I resented that people saw him as a Wistern, something I’m sure he encouraged. 

He didn’t know where his wife was, he babbled, and I shot him a look of such annoyance that I actually saw him flinch. At another time, I’d have felt a jolt of satisfaction but it was sadly wasted that night. 

I knew we couldn’t tarry much longer in the tent. From the corner of my eye, I saw Richard Price stalking towards me, clearly deciding that whatever was going on should involve him in some way. I held my arm up to him and pushed my family out of the marquee. We almost ran the last yards back to the house, Fred with his arms around his sisters, Will offering me a hand and quickly rescinding it when I ignored him. As we reached the French windows to the living room, Jemima entered, wearing a robe, her hair wrapped in a towel. As she looked up at us in surprise, I heard police sirens coming down the driveway. 




THE SLEUTH 

@thesleuth

197 subscribers

The night it all happened, I was just three miles and an entire world away in my childhood bedroom. When I’d left for uni, I’d been so insistent I wasn’t coming home that I’d thrown most of my stuff away. What need would I have for it, as an adult living an exciting life in London? I bitterly regretted it now, especially since my mother made my bedroom into her knitting room and plastered the walls in gaudy wallpaper. Small shells which looked undeniably like penises, impossible not to focus on. I’d been sitting at the desk late into the night, watching a documentary on my laptop about a murderer in Crawley who killed people by putting balloons over their heads. It was imaginatively called Balloon Beast and if I’m honest, it wasn’t particularly gripping. I’m not sure a balloon is the most effective way of killing someone, he messed it up three times and had to use a knife to finish the job. He should’ve just been called the Knife Murderer, but where’s the USP in that?

The laptop still had a crack running down the screen from when I’d thrown it on the floor six months ago. I’d thrown it in rage, seeing red when the power-hungry moderator of Sleuth Seekers banned me for making too many posts. When I say I saw red, I mean it literally. A bright ball of fire flares in front of my face when I get angry. How do you tell someone they’re asking too many questions? Aren’t we there to dig deeper than everyone else? Isn’t that the whole point? The moderator said it was spam, that I was posting too often and not giving other people a chance. Apparently even on a true crime forum there’s a self-appointed leader determined to silence the masses if they go against the grain. Even their most active user, someone other people literally rely on for news of a new case.

After a proper night’s sleep, I’d reached the conclusion that the place had got boring recently anyway, too much focus on the same old American serial killers. Everyone followed the trend for gore, the more gruesome the better. Mostly they just wanted entertainment, they weren’t really interested in injustice, but in filling their lunch break with something that made them feel better about their own lives. If they didn’t value my work, I’d take it elsewhere. 

I should’ve started a podcast; I still kick myself that I didn’t do it before they exploded and everyone and their nan decided to do one. Fucking Crime Kittens has millions of listeners and makes a ton of money and all they do is rehash Wikipedia articles about murderers from decades ago. 

Instead, I’d started a YouTube channel, and taught myself how to use TikTok. My numbers weren’t promising to start, but I’d slowly built up a small following – people who actually wanted to help solve crimes rather than just sit on their arses watching badly put together documentaries to scare themselves. But I wasn’t happy simply to follow the cases that everyone else did. I wanted to have my voice heard properly. For that, I needed my own story. One, it turned out, that was happening right that very moment, just down the road, to a man I knew all too well. 




ANTHONY 

It really is the oddest thing to be alive one minute and dead the next. They don’t give you enough time here to get your head around it and believe me, when you find yourself at the intake centre, you will need a moment. I like to think of myself as a man who can deal with any situation thrown at me, but without any explanation as to what was happening, I thought I must be going mad. That, or one of the chaps had given me some dodgy powder. How had I been at a glorious party thrown in my honour one minute, then in a beige and windowless room the next?

Initially, I actually didn’t know I’d died. That took several hours. At first I thought I must be in prison, the bleak interiors rather reminded me of some low-budget drama set in a jail, and I braced myself for the inevitable accusations which would follow. But there were no guards, and my hands were uncuffed. Sitting in a waiting room, I noticed large, laminated signs which said things like ‘You are safe. Please keep calm and wait for a member of staff to explain things.’ And ‘Do not harass our volunteers, they are very busy and will call your number when ready.’ I looked down at my hands, and lo and behold, I was holding a ticket with the number 69 on it. My favourite number, I joked, though nobody laughed. The lady next to me was crying loudly, which irritated me no end, while a chap in a raincoat lay slumped on the floor as if he was drunk. Perhaps the drugs really had done a number on me, maybe this was all just an odd hallucination which I had to ride out. Every time I went to reception to ask what was happening, a young girl with stringy hair merely shook her head and told me to wait my turn. 

When my number was finally called, I was ushered into another windowless room by a woman wearing a twinset, and where oddly, I could hear the faint sounds of ‘Come on Eileen’ playing somewhere. The deputy intake manager (for that was what her little laminated badge read) rolled her eyes when she heard it, and told the receptionist to play something more appropriate (‘They need calming down, Cathy, it’s not a party’), before shutting the door. 

A shuffle of some papers, a pointed lack of a smile. Her speech was brief and vague. ‘Welcome to the processing centre, I’m Susan. I’m very sorry you’re with us and I imagine it will be a shock for you to hear what I’m about to say, but everything will be explained to you as and when needed.’ She then waited precisely three seconds before telling me I was dead and currently in the delicate realm between life and the afterlife. I had a lot of questions, as you might imagine. Damn shame for a hallucination to involve this dull woman repeatedly telling me I was dead and refusing to give me details. You’d think there’d be pink elephants and at the very least, some sort of orgy not achievable when sober. But even as I clutched at this, something in me knew it was no dream. It felt bleakly real, from the cheap lino floor to the curling edges of the poster on the wall, which showed a sunrise over an unspecified ocean and the words ‘Where you go after death is determined by where you went in life.’ In my case, that could be anywhere. Capri, St Tropez, the island next door to Richard Branson’s Necker which everyone secretly admits is much nicer than his stubby little rock. Not here. Not a place where they play Dexys Midnight Runners. 

After a tetchy back and forth where she told me I had to remember how I’d died before moving on to the ‘next stage’, and I repeatedly told her to cut out the nonsense, she got rather impatient and said it would be better for me if I accepted my death sooner rather than later, I got up and went over to the desk, searching for a phone. My lawyers would sort this out, I don’t pay thousands of pounds an hour for a firm nicknamed ‘the hyenas’ just to spend time in a middle manager’s office with a woman like this. No phone. The woman sighed again and stood up. 

‘I can see I’ll have to show you, Mr Wistern,’ she said, and plunged her hand into my stomach. I felt a cold sensation, as if she’d poured water into my abdomen and I looked down in confusion. Her hand was inside my stomach, and all I could see was her wrist going right through my belly button. 

‘Assault,’ I yelled, backing away from her. ‘That’s assault, right there. I’m not having this. Whatever kind of scam you’re running, it won’t wash with me. I want to speak to the person in charge.’ Instead of apologising or looking scared at my outburst, this stupid woman merely smirked. 

‘I rather thought that might convince you. I put my hand through your stomach, Mr Wistern. Because our corporeal bodies no longer exist, there has been no damage to you, that surely must make you see that you’re no longer alive?’ 

‘The manager,’ I said firmly, which made her sigh again. 

‘The manager is unavailable, but I’ll be sure to let them know you wish to speak to them as soon as possible. Now I’m afraid I have to admit the next person, we’re oddly busy today. A porter will show you to your room.’ 

I was ushered out, still swearing at her as I went, and shuttled to my new dormitory by a woman in a boiler suit. ‘Hopefully you’re only here for a short while,’ she said, handing me a plastic bag with new clothes and shoes in it. ‘Once your death details have been sorted out, you get to go to the next place. Just got to figure it out.’ When I asked what she meant by that, she merely winked and walked off. 

Sitting on a remarkably uncomfortable single bed, I looked down at my stomach. Not a mark on it. The realisation hit, and it hit bloody hard. So this was death. Not, as I’d imagined, a black hole of nothingness, but instead something akin to a rundown hostel. If heaven was going to turn out to be run by some hippy collective, I wanted no part of it. 

I picked up the pamphlet I’d been given by the orderly. ‘Processing your passing.’ The front page had a rough illustration of a person shaking their fist at the sky, with the words ‘Why it’s so important to accept how you died.’ The thing was written in language better suited to an eight-year-old. ‘You will be sad to find out you are dead and that’s ok! The mind shuts down in the last moments of life, this is to protect you – death can often be very painful. Good job brain! As a result, there’s normally a gap of about thirty minutes in your memory, and you’ve got to play detective and figure out how to get it back. Most people die of illness, maybe that’s a route to go down first? Or perhaps you were killed in a traffic accident. Ouch! The meditation sessions provided will be vital in unlocking these moments, they are optional but very important.’ Why did I have to figure out how I’d died? ‘We appreciate it might seem like a silly thing to have to remember, but thousands of years of practice have shown us that people who proceed to the next stage of the afterlife without this knowledge are often very troubled and angry without it, which causes problems for the whole community! To know how you died is in some way, to know how you lived. We hope you understand that this knowledge, however painful, will help you live your best death.’ There was a much blunter list of conditions on the back. ‘The memory must be full and complete, a vague guess or half memory will not be accepted. You may submit your answer as many times as you like, but only an accurate and detailed description will be accepted. If your death was traumatic, counselling will be provided but please be warned that the waiting list is currently very long. Do not ask other people for help.’ 

I threw it on the floor in disgust. 

My competitive streak kicked in. Even if this was just about the stupidest thing I’d ever heard, I’d be the winner – it was my nature to succeed. I cast my mind back to the party. A party to celebrate my sixtieth birthday, designed to show off my status, my success and my power. What a night to kick the bucket. Still, if the status, success and power were about to be ripped away, perhaps it was another streak of luck for me. Or, knowing how many people in attendance vehemently hated my guts, maybe I was murdered. Now that would be exciting. 




ANTHONY 

I was shown the viewing room by Vince, a fellow ‘inmate’ as he called himself, and from the looks of him, someone who’d almost certainly done time and knew of what he spoke. Cubicles with thin partition walls, and spartan desks with just monitors and mousepads. ‘You can watch them all from here,’ Vince explained. ‘See how they’re coping now you’re brown bread.’ I looked at him blankly and he grinned. ‘Brown bread, dead. Just a little joke to lift the mood, mate. Be careful though – sometimes you catch them doing things you’ll wish you hadn’t seen. Married thirty years, didn’t have a clue my wife farted so much until yesterday.’ He gave a mock shudder and walked off. 

There was already a video playing on the monitor. My family. It was very odd to see them all sitting in the living room, my stunned wife and muddy children, knowing that 300 of our closest friends were still just metres away in the marquees, throwing back wine and dancing. Knowing that my body was somewhere nearby. An image of the lake flashed into my mind; had I drowned? At the very least I wanted a little bit of weeping, perhaps even some rending of garments. They all looked far too comfortable with the situation for my liking. I could hear the faint strains of music, and focused on identifying the song to avert my annoyance. ‘What a way to make a living …’ Dolly Parton! The DJ had gone expressly against my wishes, veering away from the playlist I’d had my wonderful mate Johnny put together. A musician who sold out theatres all over the world, he’d never have chosen something so tacky. This was a sixtieth birthday for a successful man, not a hen night in Southend.

My children were sitting in various chairs dotted about the room. Lyra, all the colour drained from her face, had her feet up on a table, almost as if she wanted her mother to remark on it. She’s always been my favourite, in part because she’s made winding Liv up into an art form. There was Clara with her head bent over sobbing far too loudly, Fred standing by the French windows as if he wanted to get far away from the rest of them and Jemima on the sofa, a towel next to her – its moisture seeping into the cushion. Olivia was staring daggers at our eldest daughter, who either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Will, who had been liaising with an officer in the hallway, came back in just as the music finally went off. ‘Ah, they’re just explaining what’s happened now,’ he said, wiping his forehead as if he’d been doing manual labour. ‘Well, they won’t say exactly, but obviously the guests have to know something’s a bit off.’ 

Clara looked up then, incensed. ‘Off? Dad’s dead, Will. Can you not make out like it’s a fucking minor inconvenience?’ He went bright red and apologised immediately. My son-in-law has never been able to stand up for himself, but capitulating to a hysterical teenager seemed to me to be a new low. Jemima clearly thought so too, making a face as her husband spoke. 

‘And Lainey’s outside, she’s very upset. Should I ask her to come in? I don’t think she’s got a car or anything …’ He trailed off when he saw his wife’s face. Jemima really had her mother’s talent for looks that could make a man crumble to dust on the spot. 

‘Christ, Will, why don’t you invite the caterers in too?’ 

Olivia didn’t even deign to respond, and my son-in-law took the hint. 

‘What the hell happened?’ Lyra now, swinging her legs off the chair and leaning forward. I noticed her hands were shaking. ‘How did Dad end up impaled on a pole? It’s … insane. Like, comically mental. Anthony fucking Wistern, harpooned.’ She shook her head and I began to retch. Oh God, I’d been impaled. I remembered falling, seeing the lake rise up to meet me, and then a sharp stab just underneath my ribs. The memory faded but the horror remained. How the fuck had that happened? How does someone in modern times get impaled? 

‘Really?’ That was Will again, speaking in an oddly high pitch. ‘To me it feels rather like something Anthony would do. Go out with the maximum attention. Dying in his own bed as an old man would be rather too boring for him I’d imagine.’ 

You wouldn’t think it was possible to stop thinking about being impaled once you’d been reminded, but suddenly another thought popped into the foreground. Will sidling up to me in the garden as I was smoking a fine Montecristo with Rufus Lowe, smiling apologetically. Knowing what he wanted, I’d reluctantly excused myself, missing out on the end of a great story my friend was telling me about how he’d just bought a cash-strapped school on the promise to save it. ‘Those kids are sitting on prime W1 real estate, the assembly hall alone will make a three-bed flat!’ 

As I ushered Will a little way down the lawn, my son-in-law had spoken in a low tone. ‘Can we have a quick chat about me cashing out, I know you’ve been very busy lately but it’s pretty urgent I’m afraid.’ I should’ve patronised him, made him feel stupid for asking. But I couldn’t always hide how irritating I found him, and I couldn’t mask my own annoyance at letting him invest. A moment of weakness after a long Easter lunch when, lulled by a nice bottle of Chateau Ausone and a nap in the sunshine, I’d eventually succumbed to his begging. He’d been squirmingly grateful that day, but hearing him now, I realised just how bitter he sounded. My brain, satisfied at remembering the moment successfully, went back to dwelling on the memory of being stuck on a spike. I felt vaguely sick again. 

‘You think I spent months organising this party so that my husband could die in an exciting way? He was drunk, he clearly fell off the jetty, William.’ Olivia fixed him with a look of cold fury and he bridled and stuttered something about still being in shock. ‘There was nothing wrong with him at all, apart from the enormous amount of booze he’d knocked back.’ 

‘Yeah, William,’ Lyra said, eager to join in the pile-on. ‘For you to insinuate he was in any way suicidal is appalling. He was as happy as ever.’ Olivia nodded at this, but she knew it wasn’t true. We’d fought more in the month before I died than in our entire marriage. She’d been very cold with me, I’d assumed she thought there was another woman and told her she was being irrational. It hadn’t stopped her from snooping. I’d found her in my study one night when she thought I was asleep, scrolling through my laptop, the glow from the computer lighting up her features. She’d never find any evidence there. I wasn’t so foolish as to save extra-marital communications on my laptop. A second phone, that’s what a smart man has. Sometimes even a third, if you’re really on top of it all. 

‘What the fuck though, what the fuck?’ Jemima now, rocking back and forth slightly. ‘Fred, were you there?’ she asked, almost too quickly. ‘You still haven’t told us what you saw.’ All eyes swivelled to the figure at the window, but he didn’t turn round. There was a pause before he spoke. 

‘I heard Giles shouting, so I ran down from the woods to see what was going on. He’d waded out into the lake; I didn’t know why to begin with and then I saw him grab onto a shape. An arm …’ My son trailed off and exhaled loudly, as if he might combust. Then he yanked the door handle and stepped out into the garden before any of them could stop him. 

‘Back to his arboreal friends,’ remarked Lyra before adding, ‘his only friends really.’ Will went after him, always keen to show how helpful he could be. 

Clara was typing something out on her phone, and I craned my head to see. ‘RIP Dad’, she’d written, over a selfie of tears running down her face. Our youngest was a complete attention-seeker, she once got a ski lift shut down after she tried to climb out of her seat to take a photo hanging off of it, but using my death as content was a new low. ‘Maybe he was was murdered,’ she offered, not bothering to look up. Murdered. Of course, of course that’s what happened! Clara might be an egomaniac, but she was no fool. Who the hell thought they could murder me? I felt thoroughly indignant, aware that the heartburn which plagued me was rising in my chest. Heartburn when you’re dead felt like a particularly cruel joke. It’s not on to kill a man at his own birthday party. A fair fight is all I ask. 

‘How absurd you all are.’ Left with just the girls, my wife had closed her eyes as she spoke, as if to block them out. It made the atmosphere feel even more poisonous. There’s nothing like having three daughters to make you long for sons, even those as odd as Fred. ‘He wasn’t murdered, this isn’t a movie.’ Why was Olivia so keen to shut down the obvious? The woman’s obsession with not causing a scene was affecting her logic. Impaled, Livvy. 

‘Errr, are you joking? You think he just tripped and fell on a spike? Have you ever seen a true crime documentary?’ Clara was paying attention now, staring at her mother as if she were an idiot. 

‘Oh, stop with your weird true crime obsession. This isn’t some hitchhiker in bumfuck nowhere Nebraska. It easily could’ve happened by mistake,’ Jemima shot back. ‘The news is always talking about freak accidents, people crushed to death or caught in machinery.’ 

‘Yes, but those people aren’t Dad, Jem.’ Lyra was pouring herself a glass of wine, and I felt desperately jealous. ‘Those people do actual jobs in unsafe conditions. Dad works from a mobile phone. Sometimes even two.’ Ever eager to stir that one, Lyra looked pointedly at her mother. 

‘Well, his job must’ve made him enemies,’ said Clara, who was now reapplying her eyeliner in great winged swoops. ‘Like, he made a lot of money, that’s the number one reason people get killed. And doing it at a birthday party is so classic. Psychos love to show off, everyone knows that. That lady who killed her husband last year in Bristol, she poisoned him at his own birthday too. Rat poison in an espresso martini.’ Lyra shook her head in distaste. ‘Espresso martinis are so tacky. Imagine going out like that.’

My wife let out a cry of exasperation I knew well. ‘Enough! It was an accident, that’s all. A horrible, inconvenient accident.’ She paused, looking at our children as if for the first time. And then she said something so ridiculous I almost fell off my chair. ‘Who knows? Maybe Will is right for the first time in his mediocre life. He wasn’t happy about turning sixty, getting older for a man is sometimes harder than for women. We’re irrelevant long before we get there, they fall off the cliff at rapid speed.’

From my wife’s expression, I could tell she didn’t really believe what she was saying; sixty is when men hit their prime after all, so why was she spouting such nonsense? 

‘He definitely was angrier than usual,’ replied Lyra, her wine glass almost empty. ‘When I was over last month I dropped by his office and Judy let me go straight in. He was on the phone hissing at someone in a weird way. Like he wanted to shout but couldn’t, and when he saw me, he hung up and properly yelled at me for not knocking first.’ 

I remembered that. She’d wanted money of course, she never came to my office just to catch up. I’d sent her away in a fury, unable to calm myself down and feeling put-upon by all sides. Judy had left early that day, another woman whose feelings I apparently had to factor in when I made any decision at all. But none of that would make your father launch himself onto a metal pole, I yelled, to no avail. My family lapsed into silence for a minute, all of them entirely alone with their own thoughts. It was broken by the sound of an explosion, and then from the French windows, the sky lit up in angry red flames. Clara and Lyra screamed like banshees while Jemima rolled onto the floor and crawled under the table. Only my wife remained unperturbed as shots reverberated around the house. 

‘It’s a Catherine wheel. Nobody told the fireworks team to hold off,’ she said, almost without interest. Another loud bang, and the numbers 6 and 0 lit up the sky in bright red, before wobbling and disappearing. ‘There’s another ten minutes of this, we might as well watch the show.’ 

Jemima emerged from under the table and sat back down on the sofa, looking calmer now. She picked up the towel and started drying off her hair again. It was strange, I suddenly realised, for her to have been at the house having a shower while the party was in full swing, and I willed Olivia to snap out of whatever trance she was in and ask what she’d been doing when the door opened, and two policemen came in. 




THE SLEUTH
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I thought about my life as the sun came up this morning, while I was cleaning up Mum’s breakfast and stripping her sheets for the third time this week. I’d got three short years away at uni before being forced back to help Mum. I imagined life would open up and offer me everything, but the most exciting thing to happen to me recently was when a cyclist fell off his bike and flew into our front garden, clipping one of Mum’s ornamental fairy’s wings off. I’d actually asked him in for a cup of tea, realising afterwards he was the only person other than Mum that I’d spoken to in three days. He’d politely turned the offer down. Maybe he thought I was flirting, but even in my desperate state, a man dressed head-to-toe in lycra wasn’t going to do it for me. Still, it was the talk of our house for two days afterwards, that shows you how dull life in Chipping Marston can get.

It doesn’t help, spending so much time online, but there’s nothing else to do. All my mates post photos showing them living the life I thought I’d have and it guts me, but I can’t look away. Tomorrow will be different, that’s the mantra I’m always clinging on to so desperately. Something will happen, one of these days. I’d muttered it that morning, as I was doing the bins, desperately holding on to my stupid affirmation for dear life. And then, just an hour later, it did. 

I first heard about it on a group chat at 9 a.m., when someone called Openeye822 posted that a person had been killed at a house party in Oxfordshire. The group is entirely anonymous, there’s over 1,500 people in it, which can get overwhelming sometimes. The kooks post constantly, usually obsessing over cases which aren’t interesting. Lady gets killed by her partner – sad, but common. The police deal with those pretty quickly, and we can’t look at every murder, can we? Sometimes I mute the chat, but that morning Mum had gone back to sleep and I was so bored by the day already, I’d got back into bed and started scrolling through it. Of course the post got my attention, it was round the corner from me. It felt a bit like winning the lottery. Just four months ago, a user calling themselves InspectorMadshit found out a woman had been discovered in the canal right by their house and got interviewed on the news after he saw a set of keys under a bridge that the police had missed. He’d taken his mate’s kayak out when it got dark and live-streamed it all. As a result, InspectorMadshit (or Darren English as the news called him) had become a bit of a hero on the chat, but I couldn’t stand how he acted like he was a bigshot now. No longer needing his anonymity, he’d taken to sending the group photos of himself on ‘stakeouts’, and once posted a picture of the feature the local paper did about him, framed and hung right above his fireplace.

I’d asked for more details. They’d fired back minutes later, saying it was a big house a few miles away from me, and police were on the scene. ‘That’s confidential, I can’t say more right now.’ Annoying, but understandable if they were involved with the case. Twenty minutes later, someone else posted that it was all over Twitter, and Openeye didn’t reply again. So much for inside knowledge. Someone had posted a photo of the road ablaze with police cars and I was able to match it up almost immediately to the place everybody called ‘millionaire’s row’. All the beautiful old houses outside of town, originally built for mill owners and landed gentry, have been snapped up by Londoners who add glass extensions and tennis courts and enormous gates so you can’t see anything from the road at all. I could easily get there on my bike. 

It might be nothing, but it was too close to me to ignore; a rich heiress pushed off a balcony or a teenager snapping and killing their mum after a row. It happens. Watch enough crime documentaries and you’ll see how thin the veil is between civilisation and savagery. 

I checked on Mum, who was still fast asleep, and cycled down to the address. I knew the road well; I’d driven down it a million times on the way to my dad’s favourite garden centre. When we started passing the gates, he would shake his head and make the same boring remark about how local people were being priced out.

He’d been right though, he just hadn’t known just how bad it would get. When I was a kid, it was middle-class types, writers, artists, doctors coming in. Now it’s the mega wealthy, the kind who have homes in several places and only descend for a few days at a time before fucking off to the Seychelles or something. It started with a rise in farm shops, and it’s ended with the old tea shop in town now slated as a ‘curated gallery’ where you can buy candles for fifty quid or quilts for eight hundred and nothing in between.

From Google Earth, you can see that behind the large gates and twelve-foot-high hedges, driveways take you past swimming pools, tennis courts and manicured lawns long before you arrive at the actual house. One even had golf carts to take residents around the grounds, that’s how big it was. 

I didn’t have to work hard to find the exact spot, there were police outside the gates, three media trucks and a few other people loitering on the verge. For a second, I felt foolish just pitching up on my bike, and I considered speeding past. But then I saw Mike Grenson and drew up sharply just beyond the trucks. Mike fucking Grenson, a guy I’ve only met once but can’t escape online. He pitches up at seemingly every murder England ever has, hanging around live-streaming for the ‘grenlins’ as he calls his subscribers. The police are constantly moving him on, even arresting him once, when he overstepped and tried to get on site. That only makes him more popular with people, they think he’s a rebel with a cause – though the only cause is his ego. He was holding up his phone and pointing it directly at the officer guarding the main gate. Live-streaming already, at the one crime scene that should rightfully be mine. As far as I knew, he didn’t even live round here. There’s a code you’re meant to follow, and Mike Grenson flouting it was just another reason to hate the guy. 

When he finally stopped talking, he turned to me and grinned. ‘Not like you to be boots on the ground, you’re more of an online warrior, aren’t you? Got any information?’ 

I hesitated, not wanting to give this man anything at all but afraid of looking like I had nothing. ‘It was some rich guy, I’ve heard,’ I said reluctantly, hedging my bets. He rolled his eyes and forced an artificial-sounding laugh. 

‘Yeah, we all know that, darling. Even your nan probably knows that by now. Jesus. I meant info, not the most basic starting fact. There’s not much to this one I reckon, low-stakes boozy accident. Good for you to get your L plates, eh?’ He smiled and walked off, back towards the policeman at the gate. 

I moved away, and hovered next to a journalist getting ready to do a piece to camera. Busy applying powder to his already overly tanned face, he didn’t notice me, so I listened to him complain to the camerawoman about being called up on a Sunday. ‘Sarah only rang me because she knows we’ve got a weekend place nearby. My wife was furious, we’re supposed to be having lunch with her parents. Given the choice, I suppose I’ve got the better end of the deal here.’ Finished with the make-up, which made him look a strange colour, he turned to the story he’d shortly be covering. ‘They’re still not saying who, right? I mean, we all know, my boss said she got the confirmation from the DG who was at the party. Surprised she was there, always banging on about how much she hates the super-rich. It’s a real fucker we can’t say who it is. No doubt it’s already online, so we’ll look slow as usual. What a farce.’ The press in cahoots with the police, holding back information from the public? What a surprise. 

‘To die at your own birthday party, what a shocker,’ the presenter was saying just as the camerawoman finally noticed me and urgently shooed me out of shot. ‘My wife’s uncle choked on a bit of lamb at his 90th, died in front of everyone. They Heimliched him, but it was too late. The bit of lamb flew out and hit his wife on the forehead just as he took his final breath. Not been a fan of birthdays since. Or lamb, come to think of it.’ He adjusted his tie and addressed the camera, his face now a mask of blank professionalism. 

I wandered away, back towards Mike, who was now harassing a policewoman. ‘Just tell me if it was murder. You lot always say it’s not suspicious and then it turns out the guy’s been coshed over the head by a brick or stabbed in the stomach with a machete.’ The woman was doing a great job of ignoring him, and after a few minutes he gave up and told his phone he’d be back with more news later, ‘if the powers that be decide to bother updating citizen journalists’. He shot her a look, which she didn’t see, and let out a sigh of disgust.

‘Jobsworth,’ he said to me as if we were in cahoots and not rivals. ‘It’s Wistern,’ he said, misreading the look on my face. ‘Christ, you really don’t know anything do you? Have at it, darling, I’m off to the pub, dead old men don’t interest me.’ The leer he gave me as he walked off made that clear. Apart from a sudden desire to kick him in the back as he walked away, I felt pretty energised. If Mike Grenson didn’t think there was anything to go on here, he was as stupid as I always thought. A powerful man dropping dead at his sixtieth birthday party was ringing all my bells. There was something more to this, I’d bet everything on it. And if Mike and his grenlins weren’t interested, then I’d finally have my own case, all to myself.

Anthony Wistern, CEO of Wismere Holdings, some kind of financial mega company. One of the Evening Standard’s ‘most influential Londoners’. If you look him up, you’ll find photo after photo of him and his wife at parties, him looking tanned and relaxed, her sort of pinched and distant. There will invariably be a shot of them with their kids, four perfectly dressed children with slightly blank yet confident expressions. The kind of kids who went past our house on their school coach every day on the way to the private school in North Marston. The kind of kids who grow up to treat people like they mean nothing, because I guess they do if you live like that. 

I couldn’t believe he’d been the one to die. I’d known he lived on this road of
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