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For Maya, I love you.
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CHAPTER 1


Stalker

“Good morning, avid listeners. Today’s episode features murder, betrayal and two innocent lives left rotting in the back garden thanks to sibling rivalry gone wrong. As always, I’m CriminEl and this is Chasing a Killer.”

I’m not a bad person. But if you saw me now, in your garden, listening to your sickly podcast, my mud-caked fingers trembling against your dewy windowsill, I doubt you’d say I was good.

My heels dig into the sodden earth, my knees aching from the pressure of balancing my weight from teetering over. The prison smell still clings to my clothes. I should have changed before coming over here, but I needed to see you.

Raising myself, I bring you into view again. You stand in the centre of the living room now, wearing a simple pair of blue trousers and a cream top that makes the richness in your skin tone pop. I want to run my hands over your flesh or dig my fingers in so hard that it leaves little marks on your perfect skin. You move across the room, talking animatedly into your phone. As always, when I watch you, I can’t hear what you’re saying. But from this distance, I can gather the tone of it: happy. On the morning of your engagement party, you don’t even have the audacity to be stressed.

You turn, striding closer to where I’m hiding. I dip my head down, not letting you see me above your perfectly trimmed rose bushes. Like everything in your life, your garden is immaculate, expensive and untouched.

I wait a moment, and then another.

Pushing on the balls of my feet, I bring my face close to your window. You lounge on one of the chairs. That’s right, lounging. Feet up and head lolling back, while staff, literal staff, work around you. I move slowly, sidestepping through the bush to get closer. A window is cracked open, giving me some much-needed audio.

Your laughter travels out, echoing into the stillness of the late afternoon. My breath leaves little stagnant patches on your window, but I press my face closer, scanning yours. You smile. Have you had to try anything in your life?

“Oh no, everything is taken care of. I’m having a little rest before the makeup lady comes.” Your voice is faint, but now I hear every word. There’s a playful lightness in your tone.

A young man moves around you. His arms are ladened with a flower arrangement of peach, mauve and cream.

“Hold on one sec,” you say, a socked foot thudding to the floor as you lean forward. “Excuse me? Hi, yes, can you put those over there with the blue ones?” You wave a hand at the poor young man, who staggers in the direction that you point. He turns, placing them on a stand in the arch dividing your enormous living room from your unnecessarily big dining space.

“Here?” he croaks, young and nervous. I wonder if you shout at them and dock their pay if they don’t do as you ask.

“Yes, perfect. Try and match the peach with the navy across all displays, and then start working in the patio space, please.” You’re not even looking at him as you speak.

He nods, scuttling away, and you’re back on your phone again. You pick at the edge of your sleeve as you talk, moving your fingers methodically. Who are you talking to?

The decorations in your house are breathtaking and, I assume, expensive. Glass tower vases line the wall, a makeshift bar is being set up, white linen tablecloths are being ironed out across small circular tables and festoons are ready to be unpacked. And you sit in the middle of it all, feet up again and eyes glazed. It’s a stark contrast to the stifling, stuffy walls of the prison where the noise is both constant and suffocating.

My fingernails dig into the soft flesh of my palm.

I could stand up now, press a muddy hand into your immaculate window and move across the side of your house until we stand face to face at your front door. Look you in the eyes, ram a knife into the soft part between your collarbones, and wait, until the light leaves your eyes.

My fingers unclench, something burning sharp in the space between my lungs.

Would that be the justice you deserve? To die on the doorstep of your seven-bedroom house, on the day of your engagement to the richest man in the wealthiest little secluded village?

My body itches with a burning prickling heat.

No, that’s no way to go. You need to suffer.

You turn your head, just enough that I catch the side of your face, and your smile widens into a laugh.

“Oh, what a hoot,” you say.

The pads of my fingers press against the window, leaving naughty little marks that are clouded by my hot breath. My heart flutters. But what would I do if you caught me now? I like the idea that you’d be shocked, hurt, and a little scared. An electric buzz runs over my skin at the thought of what I’d do to you.

Another waiter, younger than the last, pushes open the doors that lead to your sweeping patio, dragging a circular table outside. Although I am at the side of your house, I know that’s my cue to leave. To slide away unnoticed.

Father said I was never the patient type, but I’ve waited long enough. What’s a few more weeks to make you suffer? He’d be proud. You drop the phone into your pocket, stretching theatrically. As you walk around, you touch everything: the flowers, the table, the sweeping chiffon that runs along the arch. There’s a moment when you might redeem yourself and help, but instead, you turn on your heels towards the exit.

I let go of the sill, landing on the soft earth. You’re as spoilt as your expensive house and your lazy life implies. The rose bush leaves telltale scratches on my forearm, the skin puckering red and raw, but I’ll cover it before tonight. My feet are fast as I crouch the entire way along the edge of your house, ducking into the trees until I hit the fence. I slip through the gap that I’ve carved out in the hedge and make my way back up the cobbled path. I work the dirt out of my nails.

I’m not a bad person, Ella.

But I think you are.

No grace, no kindness, no awareness of what you have. The sound of the guards shuffling through the grey prison doors echoes in my memory. You don’t know how good you have it, do you?

A passing dog walker catches my eye. The look on his face teeters between politeness and shock. I pull at the bottom of my stained shirt, lifting my head high. I smile back at him, nodding the way people do with strangers.

That’s the thing about strangers; they aren’t always the ones you should look out for.

Are they, Ella?





CHAPTER 2


Ella

Jude lifts her glass, a hush falling over our circle of friends. “Let’s raise a toast to the happy couple.”

My smile widens as the small pocket of friends turn away from the bustling house full of guests. A feeling bubbles somewhere below my tight burgundy dress that was tailored for tonight’s celebration. Everything is perfect.

“To the happy couple,” the group echoes back. The telltale sound of congratulatory clinking follows, and time stands still. I know if I blink, the moment will be gone. So, I devour it with wide eyes, drinking in the smiling faces of my friends and neighbours. Storing away this single, perfect moment to memory.

The festoons create a cascade of light along the length of our garden and set delicate patterns against our extended glasses. I release Rufus’s warm grip and raise my hand. My glass tremors. I steady my breath and let the excitement pull at my cheeks.

“And to my gorgeous bride-to-be.” Rufus’s arm is around my waist and a curl of hair sticks to my cheek as I turn to look up at him.

The warmth grows in the bottom of my chest. Rufus’s lips meet mine, just as they did the night we got engaged, a tender, perfect kiss to seal the deal. Not for the first time tonight, I wish Dad could celebrate with me. I could stand him on my patio and point at the sweeping trees that line my land. Show him the endless sea of my friends and introduce him to the man who loves me. Tell him that I’ve made it, just as I promised I would.

“Thank you all for coming out and celebrating with us,” I say, the pale liquid tasting sweet and tangy on my tongue. I take another sip.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Jude says, eyeing me from across the group, her shoulder pressed into the side of Marcus’s, who turns to carry on the conversation.

I scan the garden, hoping I can embed the moment more. Everything is perfect. Tonight has to be perfect.

The conversation moves on, Marcus and Rufus stepping back, talking between themselves. Jude moves in next to me, her yellow dress bright against her dark skin and her braids twisted up into a high bun that’s held by a single matching yellow ribbon.

“This is gorgeous, you’ve outdone yourself,” Jude says, squeezing my arm as we turn to look at the guests who scatter around the garden.

There are more people here than I anticipated; they fill our living space so easily. Conversation bouncing off each other as the violinists play out from the patio. The house is lit up, and white linen tablecloths cover the four circular tables, making the dark candles and table dressing stand out more. It is gorgeous, from the dark navy decor details to the live cooking display at the bottom of the patio, wafting delicious smoke across the garden.

“It was the catering company, not me.” I turn back to the house.

“Don’t do that. Sell yourself short.” Jude’s shoulder nudges into mine as she comes to stand next to me, taking in the view of the garden too.

“Have you seen Immi?” I ask. “Last I saw her, she was holding a tray of drinks!”

I’d seen Immi briefly, her smile fixed in place and her high cheekbones shimmering with powder, our eyes catching from across the room. But she was off before I could catch her, as always.

“I saw her slink off with Benji.” Jude swirls her glass, the bubbles rising to the surface with every rotation.

“Oh God, really?” I say.

“I know, but what can be done?” Jude scoffs.

“Don’t hold back, eh?” Marcus joins us, placing a kiss on her cheek. Marcus and Jude lean close, the naturalness of their relationship itching at the bottom of my throat. He places a delicate kiss on her shoulder and she smiles up at him. I pull Rufus closer.

“As long as she’s happy, we’re happy. Right, Ella?” Rufus says and I nod in agreement. Never speak ill in front of others, that’s important to Rufus.

“Exactly, and he’s a great man,” I say, eyes darting away from the micro arch in Jude’s brow. I finish off my champagne, the action filling up the silence that has fallen over us all.

“Another drink?” Jude asks, nodding at my now empty glass.

“Yes, please, I’ll come with,” I say, clocking that hers is still as full as when she received it. That means she’s not drinking, which means she and Marcus are trying for a baby again. I bite back the urge to ask about it. She’ll come to me when she’s ready. If she’s ready. We fall into step, walking up the length of the patio back to the house.

The dining area is quieter, with only a smattering of party guests standing in small groups as the candles flicker and servers move around with trays of food. Despite the worries of hosting, it’s not as hard as I thought to have fun. A burst of laughter comes from the garden as I grab another glass of champagne from the tray.

“Thank you,” I say to the waiter who materialises at my side. The same waiter who helped set up the floral arrangements earlier today. I make sure to catch his eye, so he knows I’m speaking to him before moving on. Jude makes her way to the bar, a makeshift situation that is set up against the far wall, its mahogany legs blending in with our dark walls. Martha from number four walks past, smiling and raising her glass, a symbol of congratulations. I follow suit. It was only two months ago that she was drunkenly shouting at Rufus, her words slurring as she swayed in the corner of the room. I smile. That’s Rufus’s issue, not mine, but I do find it odd that arguments and feuds are ignored for social etiquette. That’s how things are here.

“Are you having fun?” Jude says. I step in next to her, leaning against the bar to avoid the intensity of her stare. She has that way about her, perhaps it’s the journalist in her. But today I can’t face her seeing the worries that sit beneath. Today is perfect.

“Yes.” My voice hitches too high and I flinch at the sound of it.

“I am. It’s utterly perfect,” I say again after a moment, forcing a natural vibrato to my words.

Jude tilts her head towards mine, her perfume catching on the breeze as it does. Lemongrass and something with a spicy sweetness. My nails itch at the inside of my palm.

“Where’s Immi?” I say again.

“Oh, there she is.” I follow Jude’s line of sight to find a blonde woman waltzing around the room, a tray of coupe glasses filled with pink fizzing liquid in her hand. Immi kisses a guest’s cheek, her face a display of perfection, and offers the tray forward. She looks immaculate, confident and bright. Her cheeks are a warm pink against her cool white skin. A juxtaposition to the crying mess that sat in my lounge a few days ago, fingers scrubbing away her tears thanks to Benji’s mindless actions. I want to slide up to her and hug her, but instead, I wave, and she beams back at me. It’s good to see her so happy.

I step to approach her but she’s off.

“Do you think she ever stops?” I say, leaning into Jude, the bar pressing into the small of my back. A familiar calm unfolds between us.

“Immi? God no, her head would topple off her body if she stayed still,” Jude laughs.

“Oh, before I forget.” Jude strides towards the far table display, ducking underneath to retrieve something. “I got you this.”

She pushes an extravagant gold-and-navy bag towards me.

“Oh, thank you! What is it?”

“It’s called a present, Ella. People give them to people they love,” Jude says.

“Smart arse.” I peer into the bag, reaching in as Jude bats my hand away.

“Don’t open it yet, wait for when you’re alone.”

My eyes flick to the door, towards Rufus.

“Is this an… intimate gift?” I keep my voice low, a slight flush rising across my cheeks.

Jude blinks for a second before tipping her head back, her laughter loud and her eyes squeezed shut.

“No! God, I love you but no, it’s a normal non-sexual gift. I saw it and thought of you,” Jude says.

I beam, my hands working over the bag strap. What I wouldn’t have done for a friend like Jude when I was younger.

“Thank you,” I say, a swell of emotion hitching onto the last word.

“Ella, darling. Jude! Look at you both, stunning. Congratulations, Ella.” Immi and Benji make their way across the room, his arm slung over her shoulder, so they walk in gentle unison. It shouldn’t, but it jars me seeing Benji so intimate with Immi, when only last week he was the worst person in the world to her.

“Immi, you look amazing.” I wrap Immi up, giving her the squeeze I’ve been holding onto for a while.

“Ladies.” Benji follows suit, his eyes landing shy of my collarbone as he leans down to kiss my cheek.

“Awh, thank you, darling.” Immi twirls, offering a wispy giggle followed by an exaggerated bow. Despite being in her forties, Immi loves to give an air of cutesy to her behaviour. It’s what drew me to her; the balance between her confidence and naivety felt almost forced, but over time I learnt it wasn’t.

“You’ve done an amazing job setting this up, darling. It all looks brilliant, and the food is sublime.” Immi’s blue eyes shine as she squeezes my forearm.

“Are you ready to take the plunge of marriage, then?” Benji says.

My smile tightens but I turn to him, my eyes landing squarely on his bright blues. I can see why Immi could be infatuated by this man. On paper, he’s straight out of a teen-angst romance novel. His dark hair is swept off his face, perfecting out the Ken-doll shape of his chiselled features, sharp eyes, strong jaw and thick hands that he frequently runs through his locks. His smile is infectious, speckled with a schoolboy playfulness. He speaks three languages: his native Taiwanese tongue, English and self-taught French. He is a lawyer who loves water sports, adventures and vintage films. Perfect, but only on paper.

“I am, I can’t wait to finally become Mrs Rufus Kingley,” I say pointedly.

“It’s so exciting, I love a good wedding,” Immi giggles, rocking on her heels and beaming towards Benji.

“Hmmm,” Benji replies into his drink.

“Darling, are you having fun? I want you to have the best time.” Immi turns her attention to me.

“I am, oh, I am,” I say in a voice that moves like mine but isn’t quite right.

“Have you seen what Lianna from number seven brought? It looks like a dove made of fruit. Who even thinks of this sort of stuff?” Immi says, her voice bouncing. It’s hard to read if she’s being serious or mocking, so I stay quiet. Benji lets out a stiff laugh.

“Let me get you a refill.” Immi breaks through the silence that followed her comment. I smile up at her, aware that my glass is already empty. I’m only meant to have two drinks tonight. I have to keep myself on top form. But one more won’t hurt, and if I can shift Benji then us girls can finally relax.

Immi floats away as Benji speaks, reading my mind. “Where’s Rufus at?”

“Oh, he’s in the garden. He invited a lot of people from the firm, so he and Marcus are in full networking mode,” I say.

“Interesting. I should duck out early rather than be caught up with a rival firm’s networking event.” Benji scans the room.

“Yes, best you duck out early,” Jude says, her voice flat as she slides her hand into mine, squeezing it just enough.

Benji’s eyes land on mine. I keep my face emotionless. If he expected me to demand he keep us company then he is mistaken. He shifts his weight before smiling.

“I’ll find the guys.” Benji turns and leaves as Immi returns.

“Here you go, ladies, a bubbly for you both,” Immi says.

I replace my empty glass with the flute Immi offers and Jude takes hers, now standing with two glasses in her hands.

“Let me take that off your hands,” I say, a look passing between us. A heat spreads across my neck.

“You can handle two at once, catch up before we bring out the strong stuff,” Immi says, her shoulders wiggling as she takes a generous sip.

“Let me leave it here for now.” Jude places it on the bar.

“Good idea.” My body won’t stop moving, my fingers itch to squeeze her arm but instead I run my finger over the flute. I try to catch her eye, but Jude keeps her head turned so she doesn’t have to look at me.

“God, how very boring. You’re just like Martha when she got pregnant and became no fun,” Immi says.

The heat spreads, my finger catching on the glass and nearly knocking the whole thing out of my hand.

Jude’s jaw tightens, but her eyes scan around the room, not once landing on Immi. “That’s the plan, God willing.”

The words are low, but they slice through us. Immi’s eyes widen, her mouth remaining open, waiting for the drink she holds inches from her lips.

I step forward, talking fast. “I have that fizzy herbal drink we had at the Mungo’s launch, if you want that?”

Despite my effort, there’s a desperate pitying tone to my words that none of us want. I know I am trying to counteract Immi’s insensitivity, and the fact she’s spent the past few months confused by the idea that Marcus and Jude were trying to have a baby, as though Jude is the first person to choose to become pregnant.

“God, I’m sorry. Look at me being horribly insensitive. Let me get you something fruity and fizzy.” Immi turns on her heels, takes a few steps and twirls around.

“But alcohol-free,” she adds, her smile beaming.

A silence hangs between us that I can’t fill. Instead, I bump Jude’s shoulder with mine, and a moment later, she does the same. We stand there in silence until a telltale vibration in the hidden pocket of the dress breaks the comfort. I know it can’t be, but somehow, I expect to see Dad’s number pop up.

“Sorry.” I grab Jude’s arm. “I need to take this. Are you–”

“Go, I’m fine,” she says, and I know she will be. I’m the glue that holds those two women to each other; without me they’ll drift apart to save any more awkwardness.

I grab my phone, blinking at the withheld number.

“Hello?” I answer, keeping my voice light.

The phone is silent. I step towards the bifold doors, hoping the open air will clear the line. They can’t hear me. Impatience flickers. I glance down at the screen to find the call still connected. I listen again.

“Are you OK?” Jude’s voice carries from behind me. I nod, leaning down into my phone.

Silence.

“Hello?” I repeat, an edge to my voice. Something dips, a ripple of anxiety as the line offers nothing but silence.

No, not silence. I catch it as the music lulls, a small hum, a pulse that repeats if I listen hard enough. My fingers tense around the phone, my mind racing through all the angry men and women my short stint in criminal psychology has offered me. All the people I talk about in the podcast.

Someone is on the other end. I can hear it clearer now. The regularity of their breath makes my pulse quicken and I step further out of the room. I’m back there again, lying face down in the dirt with only my shaking breath as a companion while I wait to either die or survive.

“Hello?” I say, louder now. Angry.

Nothing.

Silence.

Breathing.

“Hello, Ella,” the voice says, and a shiver runs down my spine. It’s metallic, robotic and false.

“Who is this?” My voice struggles to remain steady, emotion thick in the back of my throat. Stumbling, I turn towards the hallway, but the voice on the line stops me short of the door.

“Isn’t it time your friends learnt how much of a liar you are?” The metallic voice is sharp in my ear.

My stomach flips and the phone drops from my fingers. There is no telling who is on the other end of the line, their voice is distorted, but there’s something familiar to it. Panic rises and my throat tightens. A clammy hand reaches for the doorway.

How much of a liar you are.

Desperation tightens my chest, and I drop to my knees, searching for the phone in the low light until my fingers clamber over it.

When I speak into the phone again, there is no mistaking the fear laced around my words: “Who is this?”

No response.

I scan the room, cold dredging through me. The faces of my friends and neighbours suffocate me.

The line goes dead.

Is he back?





CHAPTER 3


Stalker

God, it feels good to be in your house.

I want to move around your stuff and run my fingers through the same materials that you have touched. To be this close to you when you finally know I am watching you.

It’s different now, there’s a shift.

I stand on your landing, a large space that opens up wide against a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking your garden. Behind me, the stairs drop back down, and to my left, they sweep upwards to the second floor. The floor above me isn’t that interesting, there are only two rooms up there that hold no secrets. No, this floor is where the action is. The party carries on below, and people mill around the manicured garden. Do you know all these people, really? Little shrubs and rose bushes line your house while trees billow in the breeze at the end of the long garden. Festoon lights line the edge of your property, highlighting you as you stand alone. In a sea of movement and happiness, you’re a pillar of stillness and frustration. I can’t see it, but I imagine your brows dipping to create thick worry lines down the centre of your forehead, your bottom lip sucked between your teeth. My chest aches to watch your fingers worry at your hemline.

You look up at a tall Black woman, Jude, who strides towards you, and suddenly you’re a different version of yourself. Shoulders up, head high. She leans in and whispers something. You nod and then you’re putting on the mask, the worry of where I am slipping away.

Your head tilts back, a smile so bright it draws the attention of others. A group forms around you both, conversation flowing rapidly.

My fingers press against the window, the gloves connecting to the glass with a rubber squeak. I push my thumb down hard, blocking my view of your face. Leaning in until my knuckle aches and you disappear under my thumb.

I wipe the saliva that pools in the corner of my mouth.

“I’m coming for you,” I say, the words leaving a sticky residue on your perfectly clear windows.

Stepping into the shadows, I try a few doors until I find yours, the room opening up bigger than I imagined. It’s on the right side of the house, with a balcony that overlooks the west side of your garden. It’s decorated straight out of a magazine: cool, minimal and tediously expensive. I touch it all: your dresser where you line your perfume bottles, your pillow, soft and silk. Your mirror, where the material of my gloves creates a stress-inducing noise.

I’m here for a reason but the jolts of excitement distract me. I jump on your bed, my bare feet leaving crinkles in the covers. I try on your clothes and finger your lingerie. When you return, drunk and sloppy, you’ll know I’ve been in here and I hope it terrifies you.

The envelope is weighty in my hands as I sit on the edge of your bed. I run my tongue over the ridges in my teeth.

“How exciting.” I chose a thick cardstock and worked on my penmanship for a while to get the details right in this letter. Turning, I pop it under your pillow for you to find, placing a gentle kiss on the top of it before I do.

“And now to mingle,” I say, leaving the door open for dramatic effect.

It’s astonishing how little people pay attention to you if you look busy at a party. Keep a glass in your hand, that’s a must, it prevents any staff from addressing you. Next, you have to keep moving with a determined look in your eye. As though you’re in the process of going from A to B. Finally, smile; God, smile. Father taught me that early on: everyone is charmed by a smile, no matter how dead. I stick to the edges of the party. The call was nothing, the letter will be the real kicker but that will come soon.

See, I can wait.

It takes me a while to find you. You’ve moved away from your social group in the garden, and you now stand near the display marquee, your form partially covered by its shadow. If I was a betting man, I’d say you were hiding. I sit close enough to two young women; their conversation acts as a cover as I blend in. My thumb swipes methodically over the phone screen; a slouch-glazed look makes me appear distracted.

“I heard he proposed on a boat on the coast of Italy,” one of the women says, her voice jumping with a staccato energy. You’re the centre of attention here and I know you love it.

“God, she’s so lucky,” the other says and I turn my head away, keeping my eyes down. There it is: luck. Was it luck or careful planning?

“She is, isn’t she?” The words are out before I have a chance to stop them.

The women turn to me, their faces open and receptive rather than repulsed. I fix my expression to match theirs.

“Did you know she met him randomly while out, and it was love at first sight? God, I wish my Jonathon would have me as a kept lady,” the slimmer of the two says, her nose sharp and her eyes heavily lined.

“Would you enjoy that, not working?” I shouldn’t be talking, but it helps me blend in, I suppose.

The thin one nods but the woman with a mass of auburn curls speaks. “Of course, never to lift a finger, that would be a dream,” she says.

I move my eyes to you, standing alone at your party. Are you happy?

“It was the only time I ever felt sane, when I was off from work with Theo,” the thin one says.

You twist your glass so the contents swirl slightly. Who are you waiting for?

“The balance is too hard,” Curls chimes in. “At home, I’m managing the kids, and at work, the kids are my colleagues.”

You shift forward, dipping your head slightly. Are you nervous?

“Some people luck out. I think I’d get bored,” the thin one adds.

There’s that word again: luck.

Luck, luck, luck. Who controls who gets that and who takes it away?

“Do you think she deserves it?” My chest burns.

The two women turn to me. There’s a shift from jovial conversation to something darker. Thin widens her eyes, Curls diverts hers.

I rise from my seat before they can answer, moving down the patio steps.

When I look up, you’re no longer alone. A man with broad shoulders and an impeccable blue suit meanders down the cobble path towards you. You don’t smile, you simply raise your eyes in acknowledgement. Your mouth moves fast, your hand running over the rim of your glass. The bottom of your skirt shifts as you sway your hips slightly. He steps closer to you, his hand placed on your shoulder. Gentle.

Interesting. I move across the lawn, weaving through the people with eyes on you. You nod; he’s reassuring you, then.

Is there more to it? The excitement in my belly says there is. If you’re sleeping with him then that will be perfect. Your destruction would be too easy.

I stop as you wipe your face, just under your right eye. You’re crying. A pulsing presses out of my shoulder blades, the slow ripples of energy. This is something I can use. Against all my plans, I down the glass of champagne I’ve been nursing.

I can use this.

A sense crawls up the back of my neck, opposing the heat pushing through the bodies from the cooking display beneath the marquee. Someone’s watching. I turn, eyes landing on the two women I spoke to earlier, their bodies drawn together, watching me as they exchange words.

My cue to leave.

I place my glass on the floor, not bothering to find a suitable home for it. Lifting my head and offering a polite smile to the women, I head to your house, moving through it quickly. The night will come to an end soon, it’s getting late, so leaving early is best. But I’ve got more than I bargained for here, Ella. Thank you for letting me into your home.





CHAPTER 4


Ella

My nail pushes into the corner of the thick, luxurious white card, no bigger than a postcard. A threat. I run my finger over the carefully handwritten letters, the same chill rippling through me as it did last night. This was placed under my pillow. Bile rises as I remember taking a breather from the party, entering my room to process the creepy phone call, noticing a lingering familiar smell in the air as my eyes land on the corner of white in my bed. My name etched in cursive across the middle.

Someone placed a threat in my bedroom.

Someone was in my bedroom.

He was in my bedroom?

My vision blurs as I run through every moment of the party, from chatting to Immi and Jude to the hollow moment when someone called me. I swallow the remainder of the now room-temperature water in a desperate gulp, licking my dry lips when I am done.

The laptop whirs on the sofa next to me, but the podcast episode I’m due to work on for the rest of the weekend remains untouched. A familiar tremor spreads from my fingers and leaves me unable to move as my eyes read the letter. The delicate black words stark against the thick white cardstock.

Dear liar,

Are you ready to catch a killer, Elsabelle?

Because I am.

Signed, me.

I open a tab, typing in anything that might distract my mind. But nothing helps. The list of people who would want to hurt me is long. There are plenty of people I’ve helped through the podcast, but then again, there are plenty of people who claim I’ve gained from others’ trauma. I’m sure there are people on this street who would take pleasure in seeing my downfall. I work for a local law firm. My contributions to some of the cases have led to people in prison. And then there’s him. The thoughts of who it could be spiral as I worry circles on my forehead, to no avail.

“Hey.” Rufus pops his head through, a look on his face that I can’t place. I form mine into a smile and put the laptop on the cushion.

“Hi.” I sit up straight, drawing my knees away from my chest. My hair is wild, the curls tickling my ear, but I resist the urge to readjust myself more.

“I’m heading into the office today. What are you wearing to the Julian event?” Rufus says, still leaning through the doorway. Has it always been like this with us, or was there a time when he’d ask how I was?

“Oh, I haven’t quite decided,” I say.

There’s a beat, and then another. If I leave it any longer, it will look rude, but I can’t bring myself to draw out any more words.

“I’ll pick something out for you,” he says in the end, stepping into the room. He’s in his blue suit, the one we got in Italy that has yellow and gold stitching in the inner sleeves, collar and lapel. It’s one of my favourites. During the trip, he bought me a dress to match the deep, rich navy of his suit.

I don’t think I’ve ever put it on.

“Oh, thank you,” I say, distracted by the shadow he casts through the doorway. A thought itches at my spine. I shift in my seat. It’s the first time I’ve seen Rufus since the engagement party. He spent all of Sunday off playing golf, returning long after I fell into a fitful sleep.

“Did you see anyone go upstairs on Saturday night?” I say. In a house full of neighbours, someone was in my room. Leaving me threats in my personal space. It could have been any of them. Or, it could have been someone far worse.

“Um, no.” He reaches forward, plumping a cushion. “Why?”

My fingers work over the edge of my sleeve, running the material between my nails and skin. Two things happened on Saturday night that tilted everything off kilter, but if I tell Rufus too much, I could lose the one piece of protection that I have. Rufus walks the length of the living room.

“No reason, the room just seemed messy when I went up,” I say.

Rufus leans over, placing my cup on the coaster. “It was probably you getting ready and leaving the place a mess.”

“Yeah.” I watch as he wipes the residual water off the coffee table with his palm, his eyes looking down on me. Was I expecting Rufus to have the answer to who is watching me?

I already know who is watching me.

“What are your plans for the rest of the day?” he says, placing a finger under my chin and drawing my face up towards him. I rise to my feet, letting the kiss wash over me. A heat rises through my chest, pooling in my cheeks as he places a hand around my waist. I need him to pick me up and make me feel better.

Yesterday had both crawled past me in bursts of fear and rumination that taunted me with the looming isolation of Monday.

“The cleaners arrived an hour ago to straighten everything up. They have sent someone different, so I’ll wait for them to be done, and then I’ll go out. I have a few podcast edits to get finished.” I nod at my open laptop when Rufus finally steps back. He scans the room, and I see it from his perspective. Rufus is always one to keep moving, and my sedentary weekend is seeping into his routine. I lean over and fluff the pillow I was sitting on.

“Are you sure you’re OK?” he says.

For a moment, I want to tell him, but then I see it all unravelling, everything I worked so hard for. This house with its three floors and acres of immaculate garden, which I effortlessly keep. The job that pays just enough that the dreams of growing CriminEl into a national podcast aren’t impossible. And least of all, Rufus himself, the perfect husband-to-be who loves me. I open my mouth but nothing comes out except a hot rush of air. Rufus’s eyes soften, a small but familiar movement that shifts the tension between my shoulder blades.

“Fine, just tired.” I sit back down.

“OK, well, I got you something.” He smiles down at me, his eyes twinkling in that infectious way.

My body perks up.

“Really?”

“Just a little something, since your podcast is doing so well and you were nominated for that award thing.” He sinks into the sofa and reaches into his bag. The present is heavy and wrapped in peach-and-orange floral tissue paper. When I open it, I find myself staring at a pocket dial, gold with multiple hands that whirl and tick to a steady beat. There’s an engraving on the inside of the lid which makes me smile.

To the best podcaster, it reads.

“Do you like it? Poppy said it would be a bit of fun.” Nerves sit on Rufus’s brow, and I run my finger over his forehead.

“It’s gorgeous,” I say. Gorgeous but impractical, as is any gift from Rufus. “Tell Poppy she did well,” I tease, kissing him.

“Excuse me, I picked it out, she gave the seal of approval,” Rufus says, standing.

Poppy is Rufus’s assistant and an all-around brilliant person. She’s young, with a heart-shaped face and a smile which blossoms her cheeks. From the moment we met, at the firm’s Christmas party last year, we’ve fallen into a lovely kinship over our fondness for Rufus and true crime. Rufus has even talked about encouraging her to retrain into Law, and I secretly hope they do.

“She says your latest episode was awesome. Her words, not mine! I have to run, I’ll be home by seven.” He drops me another kiss and for a moment there’s no worry about threats or hidden memories from my past. Just the kiss on my cheek and the gentle ticking from my hand.

Once he leaves, I take my glass and place it in the kitchen, hearing the cleaners move around the other rooms. The thought that they will strip my bed and bleach the surfaces unwinds the twisted anxiety. I need a distraction.

I head into the studio, although the word studio is generous for what is essentially a small room at the front of the house. Never in a million years would I have thought my little hobby to be worth a full studio. Yet Rufus was impressed, he saw the happiness the podcast gave me. So, one spring afternoon, when I was out for drinks with Jude, he repurposed the old guest room downstairs into my recording space. The walls are padded, and the door has been fitted to run from ceiling to floor, stopping sound from coming in or exiting. The equipment, some of it still untouched, is top of the line and turns my small venture into something so much more.

I place my laptop in the holder and pull the headphones off the little hook. There are a few episodes that I need to edit, but the idea of filtering through sordid details of true crime turns my stomach, so I opt for giving feedback on some ad segments I’ve been asked to create. There’s something beautiful about this space, where time loses that edgy, jittery energy and falls back. I lose myself in writing notes, cutting voice recordings and doing a few voiceover snippets, becoming me again, being creative. By the time I’m finished, the sun is blaring directly through the closed blinds and heating the space. I could open the window to draw in the breeze and yet I can’t quite bring myself to. The day has moved on without me, the only indication is the gnawing hunger that grows. I need proper food. The soundproof studio door opens with a sigh. Helena popped in a few hours ago to say she was off to the market and so I’ll have to rely on my own makeshift cooking skills. As I step into the silent hallway, footsteps dash up the staircase overhead. On any other day, that noise would be nothing. There’s always a member of staff, Helena or otherwise, in the house. Yet today it paralyses me, my feet sinking into the plush carpet, hand on my chest for a moment. It’s the cleaners. I’m so used to our usual cleaner, Amy, whizzing through the house in a few hours, that I forget the size of it may be intimidating to someone new. I drag myself forward, craning over the banister to speak to the cleaner upstairs, but no one comes into view. The sound of someone moving across to the spare bedroom carries overhead. The calming warmth from earlier drops like a veil.

I’m watching you.

I sigh. “You don’t need to clean the spare room. Just redo the main and the ensuite, please,” I shout up the stairs. The footsteps pause. I should go up and talk her through what needs cleaning upstairs, but I hate to be that person. Having a cleaner is the one area I can’t get used to, an extravagance that I can’t get behind, and yet every house here has one, if not two. I pause, head tilted to catch where the footsteps move to. For a moment there’s nothing, but then I hear the gentle click as a door closes.

“Thank you!” I call up as the footsteps move off into our bedroom.

I head into the kitchen, and ideas form as I flick the kettle on. Perhaps I don’t need to worry about who is watching me if I keep moving forward. The wedding is due in less than a year. If we push forward the date, I’ll have a new name and will be completely erased from the world. My skin prickles. We could move to Europe, that would help. Rufus has work out there and I could pick up Italian easily enough. If I tried. I run my finger over the now pristine counters, the kitchen that I had redone when I moved in, designed and decorated to my taste and style. It would be a shame to lose all of this. The surfaces sparkle, and when I pull open the cabinets, I find the morning bowls and plates are back where they belong. Dropping in a herbal teabag, I pour in the water, enjoying the steam on my face. It’s then that I notice a piece of paper sticking out underneath the toaster. It’s folded in half and seems to be ripped along a serrated edge. It’s out of place. My eyes glance around, as though the answer to the question that flips through me is painted on the walls, the kettle missing its base as I do. Somewhere in the house a door closes. Footsteps descend the staircase. My fingers tremble as I reach for the note, the paper unfolding with a crinkling sound. Could it be another threatening letter? The paper is thin and the words are written in biro. My chest tightens. I hear the front door thud close but ignore it, trying to process the words in front of me.

My brows draw in confusion.

Tried to knock but I think you were working. Finished around 11 so will charge you for only two hours. We’ll invoice you as normal. Kind&Clean Cleaners.

My eyes flick to the clock: 12.54.

I step back, my pulse quickening. My saliva catches in the back of my throat. The note was here when I came into the kitchen, which means…

My feet move fast, and my skin is hot. The paper falls from my hands somewhere between where I found it and the staircase. By the time I reach the stairs, my thoughts catch up with me. The thud of the door came when I was reading. Someone was in the house.

He was in my house.

“It could have been the cleaners returning,” I whisper, my hand rubbing the side of my face. I turn to the front door. The wind hits me square in the face as I yank it open. My thoughts race. Someone could have been in the house with me. I think of myself locked in the recording studio, headphones on and door pushed tight. The walls are padded so no sound could get in. I was a sitting duck. I scan the street, my toes growing cold on the gravel. There’s nothing there but I’m also unsure what I’m looking for.

Upstairs.

Whoever was here had been upstairs. I push the door closed, sliding the lock through. It catches, my fingers missing its corresponding hole.

“Come on,” I grumble, a nervous energy leaving me off kilter. Finally, the chain slides into place. I turn the deadbolt too, grateful now that we had all this installed. I should check the gate camera but I can’t shake the idea of checking upstairs. I take them two at a time, my foot slipping on the top step so my body slams flat into the carpet.

A cold dread seizes me as I scramble onto all fours.

“Someone was here,” I whisper, the verbalisation hitting me like a tidal wave. I dart towards the spare room, my fingers stopping short of the handle. The memory of my voice carrying me up the stairs. I told them to leave. I whirl around, my gaze fixing on our bedroom door, slightly ajar. What if there’s someone on the other side? My heart lurches as I imagine him here now, still as young as the last time I saw him but sat on my bed, hand on my pillow and that smile on his face. There’s no way it could be him because he’s in prison, where I left him. I push the door open, the carpet dragging against my hesitant steps. It’s empty, but there’s an eerie chill in the air, a scent that lingers with no presence. There’s a sheet of paper on the pillow, a printed newspaper clipping.

It can’t be, but it is.

The room swirls. My feet drag as I step closer. My hand covers my mouth as my eyes fall on the single sheet. He’s standing there, captured in time, held in print. His crooked smile, his brown eyes, the gold necklace he always wore and our family house in the background.

I snatch the paper, rage boiling up as I crumple it into my trembling fist. I stumble into the bathroom, frantically digging in the back of the cabinet until my fingers fall on what I need. Dropping the scrunched paper in the sink, I take a single match. The Bourdoi Amore set that we got in Venice because I liked the way they burned blue. I strike it, placing the flame against the side of the paper. It catches instantly and fills the room with a pungent scent. As the last remnants of the haunting image vanish down the drain, the realisation washes over me: this is more than an idle threat.





CHAPTER 5


Ella

The living room stretches out before me, the soft track marks from a hoover still visible in the far left corner. A reminder that the cleaner was here on Sunday, and so was someone else. Yesterday was spent avoiding work and phone calls deep beneath my covers, the past whirling around my head as I tried to make sense of it. My options are in short supply. I can’t go to the police, not until I am certain that no one will find me. I can’t face Rufus, not while the past is creeping a cold hand over my shoulders.

“Are you okay?” Rufus had asked in the quiet of our bedroom last night.

“Yes, fine,” is all I managed, the space growing between us. I can’t tell him yet. Not until I know what I am dealing with.

A door closes somewhere in the house: Rufus. I never noticed how much time we spend apart, moving like shadows that never meet. My shoed feet tap a rhythmic pattern and the ticking clock above the dresser echoes into the silence. Jude is late. We had planned to meet for a quick coffee before I spent the afternoon with Immi.

It’s not Henry. It can’t be. He can’t find me.

I find myself pacing, the thoughts crashing as I make a repeated loop from the front window to the door and back again.

Finally, on my fourth trip, the bell rings.

“I’ll get it,” I say to no one, my voice shrill.

“Jude!” I swing the door open.

“Jesus!” Jude steps back, her hand still hovering in the air.

My chest rises and falls. “It’s a nice morning, should we do a quick walk instead of coffee?”

There’s a light laugh as she steps back, watching me yank the door closed before turning on my heel. I’m moving too fast, there’s too much energy.

“Um, sure. I have an hour before my next meeting. I’ll walk you to Immi’s,” Jude says, a smile forming.

I try to mimic her smile and keep things light as we move down the drive, but the name Elsabelle floats on the wind and taunts me. I shake my head.

“Did you enjoy the celebrations?” Jude says before I can speak. A small detector on my key fob registers that we’ve passed the gate at the end of the drive and so it begins to close behind us. We turn left, following the natural curve of the street through the village.

Shearwood Village is one of those quintessential false places. An area I would have turned my nose up at when I was young, purely to hide my jealousy. Behind the large entrance gates that sit on the bottom of the hill are four cul-de-sacs, each housing between four and six houses. Each house, if you can call it that, has a drive, and each drive has its gate. There are no shops, no communal areas. Two large, manicured roundabouts filled to the brim with plump bushes of yellow, burgundy and pink roses sit in the centre and ferry traffic to either side of the residential areas. Once, when I first moved in with Rufus, I called it an estate, and despite his instant fury at that term, that’s all it is. With a pretty penny attached.

I pull myself back to Jude as we pass the left roundabout that takes us out of the village. It’s not made for walkers, but Jude and I often do it.

“Yes, it was marvellous,” I say, answering her question just as I had practised. Happy but humble, grateful but pleased. A perfect balance. Jude has stopped in her tracks. I turn to her and she raises a single brow.

“Marvellous?” she says, waiting for a beat before she joins me.

I can’t help but smile, weaving my arm through hers.

“Too much?” I say.

“Laying it on a tad thick there, Mrs Marple. As long as you really did have a good time.”

We fall back into stride and I can’t help but laugh.

“You mean Miss Marple,” I offer back with a smile.

I love that about Jude. She has a gorgeous abrasive approach to things, a trait that makes her a powerhouse of a journalist and a fierce friend. It reminds me of when we first met. I sat making my way through a warm beer with another failed date in the books and my feet sticking to the floor of the dive bar. The music was too loud, and the people too drunk, but it was one of those days where that was perfect. The duffel bag strap was looped over my left ankle as I sat on the bar stool, an old habit that took months to kick, and I wanted nothing more than to go home. A home that I didn’t have. Jude had jumped onto the stool opposite me, mid-conversation, before I realised she was talking to me. Something about her, perhaps the shimmer in her eyes, or the way she bounced as she spoke, or the way she tilted her head back to laugh. It was that evening that I told her I had nowhere to go and she offered her room for the night, leading to a sequence of events that brought me happily here.

“Okay, yes, a lot of the guests were from Rufus’s firm and that’s not necessarily how I wanted to celebrate. And it was all a bit showy, a bit too Shearwood,” I say.

“Very Shearwood,” Jude chips in.

A gentle laugh falls between us.

“But it was also perfect. As an event that I have to run can be,” I say.

“Hosting is exhausting.” She nudges me with her hip. “As long as you’re happy, my sweet,” she says.

“Something happened…” I start, but find that we’ve reached the front gates to
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