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PART ONE

NADEEKA




Chapter 1

The lights change from green to amber. Nadeeka hesitates for a heartbeat before pressing her foot flat against the accelerator. It’s a pedestrian crossing but the pavement is empty, and ordinarily she would mutter to herself about people who press the button then don’t wait for the green man, but she doesn’t have the time, doesn’t have the head-space to think about anything other than where she’s going and what she will find when she gets there.

Ahead of her, a car edges through the lights at the precise second they switch to red, and now it’s too late for her to stop even if she wanted to. She grips the steering wheel as though it’s a life ring and she’s drowning, then she flies through the crossing, ten miles over the speed limit.

Three seconds later there’s a burst of siren; a flash of blue in her rear-view mirror.

‘No, no, no, no!’ Nadeeka is horrified by the prospect of being pulled over, but more so by the delay this will cause. She has to get home. It’s been a whole hour since she spoke to Jamie; fifteen minutes since she finally put her finger on what had been wrong with their conversation; ten since she grabbed her car keys and left the office. Anything could have happened in that time.

The police car overtakes her and for a moment she entertains the idea that it has simply been trying to pass her, but then it slows down, forcing her to slow too, and she gives in to the inevitable and pulls over.

‘Do you know why we’ve stopped you?’ The policeman is tall and broad, his upper body filling her open window as he rests one forearm on the roof of her car. His breath mists in the cold December air. Nadeeka doesn’t want to feel intimidated, but she finds herself leaning to the left, making space in front of his too-close face. Even though the policeman is in uniform – even though an actual police car is in front of her, even though his female colleague is standing next to it – Nadeeka has read too many news articles to trust what she sees.

‘Could I see some ID, please?’ She feels foolish asking. Rude, even. But that’s what kills women, isn’t it? Politeness. 

The policeman gives an amused smile, but he pulls a lanyard out from beneath his ballistic vest and dangles the laminated card in front of her. She reads his name – Police Constable Dan Harrington – and nods, although she has no idea what a real police ID card looks like. Nadeeka has been lucky; in almost forty years, she has never needed the police.

PC Harrington tucks away his badge. ‘Well, do you?’

It takes Nadeeka a moment to remember the question; another moment to decide what to say. Maybe PC Harrington saw her speeding but didn’t see her run a red light. Is one offence worse than the other? She shakes her head mutely.

‘You were doing forty in a thirty.’

‘Was I? I’m so sorry.’ Nadeeka glances at the clock, imagines what’s happening right now at home. Her hands twitch on the steering wheel.

‘And you drove through a pedestrian crossing when the light was red.’

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

‘In a hurry, are you?’

‘Yes,’ Nadeeka says. ‘But that’s no excuse, I realize that.’ She knows instinctively that she’s expected to be meek. Partly because she is in the wrong, but also because she is a woman and he is a man, and because her skin is brown and his is white.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Nadeeka Prasanna.’

In front of the car, the female police officer is reciting ­Nadeeka’s licence plate into her radio, frowning in a way that makes Nadeeka nervous.

‘Address?’

She gives it to him, complete with her postcode.

‘And the car’s registered there?’

She nods. A trickle of sweat makes its way down her spine. This is absurd. Nadeeka owns her car outright, it has tax and MOT and there’s no contraband in the boot, yet she feels as though she’s been caught with stolen goods. PC Harrington is waiting – for someone on the other end of the radio to confirm her address, Nadeeka assumes – and when he eventually gives a curt nod, she lets out her relief in a long breath.

‘Where were you off to in such a rush, then?’

Nadeeka notes the past tense and feels a clutch of fear that she might not be allowed to continue on her way. ‘To my house,’ she says. ‘I—’ And then her voice breaks, tears springing to her eyes.

‘Are you okay?’ It’s the first time the female officer has spoken. She comes towards the car window and PC Harrington moves to one side, so now they are both looking in at her, an exhibit in a car-shaped cage.

‘Not really. My partner—’ She breaks off again, unable to finish.

‘Is there a problem at home?’ the female officer says, and Nadeeka knows what sort of problem she means, and so she shakes her head. Jamie isn’t like that, thank God.

‘I’m probably just overthinking it,’ Nadeeka says, ‘because of what’s happened in the past. But I needed to see it for myself, to prove that—’

‘See what for yourself?’ PC Harrington has less patience than his female colleague.

Nadeeka bites the inside of her cheek. Beneath her cream blouse and navy blazer, her armpits are clammy.

‘Alternatively,’ PC Harrington says, ‘we can just write you a ticket and—’

‘See that my partner isn’t cheating on me.’ It comes out in a rush, the first time she’s acknowledged it head-on.

There’s a pause.

‘Do you think he is?’ The policewoman sounds genuinely interested. Close up, she doesn’t look as intimidating, her downturned mouth the result of genetics or age, rather than grumpiness.

Tears spill over Nadeeka’s lower lashes. ‘I don’t know.’ 

Her heart aches. She’s been here before, and she knows it has made her untrusting. Jamie has the patience of a saint to put up with her questions and suspicions. ‘I’m not your ex-husband,’ he’d said gently, when he had found her looking through the jacket he’d left hanging in the hall. ‘I would never, ever cheat on you.’ He had turned out his own pockets for her then, in spite of her protestations, and insisted she have the passcode for his phone. ‘I’ve got nothing to hide,’ he had said. ‘You can look any time you want.’ 

Jamie’s expression had been open, and Nadeeka had detected no resentment in his voice. She’d found it impossible not to draw comparisons with Scott, who had once punched a hole through the wall when he’d found her looking at his phone. ‘I was just looking up the menu for the Chinese takeaway,’ Nadeeka had tried to explain. ‘My phone’s upstairs.’ Scott hadn’t listened, and the hole had stayed until earlier this year, when Jamie had quietly filled it in and repainted the wall.

‘My daughters’ dad was seeing other women the whole time we were married,’ Nadeeka tells the police officers now. ‘He listed all his affairs when he walked out, because, apparently, hurting me once wasn’t enough.’

‘What a shit,’ the policewoman says. ‘I had one of those once. He got T-boned by a ten-tonne artic, and it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy, to be honest.’ Her blonde hair is escaping the confines of its scrunchie. ‘Your bloke, though: I’m sure it’s not what you think. Has he ever given you any reason to suspect he’s seeing someone else?’

PC Harrington looks pointedly at his watch.

Nadeeka shakes her head and then shrugs helplessly. She’s come to realize her instincts aren’t reliable. ‘I called Jamie from work this morning,’ she explains. ‘I heard a woman’s voice and him telling her he’d just be a minute, then he told me it was the HR director who had popped into his office.’

‘Maybe it was,’ the policewoman says. ‘It sounds to me as though you’re carrying a lot of emotional baggage from your previous relationship which might be colouring how you’re viewing this one.’

‘Are we therapists now?’ PC Harrington says under his breath. He takes a small pad of printed tickets from a pocket on the side of his trousers and flips to a new page. He has slim fingers, with neatly filed nails.

‘But when I put down the phone,’ Nadeeka says, because now she can’t stop, ‘I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Then it hit me.’

‘What?’ The policewoman’s eyes are round. PC Harrington balances his pad on Nadeeka’s open window and begins filling out a form with small, careful block capitals.

‘I heard a train in the background.’ Nadeeka replays it now, in her head: the distinctive rumble that had seemed to be such a huge compromise when she and Scott had bought the house, but which now was simply background noise. ‘But Jamie’s office isn’t anywhere near the train line,’ she explains. ‘Our house is. The train runs right past the end of the garden. Jamie was at home when I spoke to him, I’m sure of it.’

The policewoman’s mouth drops open in vicarious outrage. ‘The bastard!’ She turns to PC Harrington. ‘Put that away.’

‘She ran a red light.’

‘So would I, if my scumbag boyfriend lied to me.’ She snatches the booklet from her colleague’s grasp and nods to Nadeeka. ‘Go on, love. Give him what for.’

Nadeeka doesn’t want to give Jamie what for. She wants to be wrong. She wants to get home to an empty house. She wants to discover that the train line in the town she’s lived in for twenty years does, in fact, pass close enough to Jamie’s office for her to have heard it.

She sticks to the speed limit and doesn’t run any more red lights, and precisely forty-five minutes after leaving work she pulls into the cul-de-sac where she and Jamie and her daughters live.

She frowns. There’s a police car outside her house.

Nadeeka and Scott had been renting when Maya was born, but by the time Nish came along they had bought 10, Cedar Walk, a three-bedroomed semi with space in the garden for a trampoline and a veg patch. Technically, Scott still owns half. The financial agreement thrashed out in the divorce stipulates that the house can’t be sold until both children are in secondary school, which gives Nadeeka another five years to save enough to buy Scott out. The money Jamie gives her each month to cover his share of the bills goes straight into what Nadeeka calls her ‘freedom fund’.

She parks behind the police car. Bloody PC Harrington. Presumably he overruled his female colleague – because how dare a police officer show some compassion towards a woman in distress? – and broke some speed limits of his own to get here before her. Fine. Let him give her a bloody ticket for running a red light. She’s got more important things to worry about.

But the uniformed officer standing by the car isn’t PC ­Harrington, and now she sees there is blue and white tape across her open front door and her feet slow of their own accord, as though they already know what’s behind it. Blood thrums in her ears, her pulse loud and insistent, and, as the police officer is telling her she can’t go inside, Nadeeka shakes her head to clear the confusion. This is her house. Of course she can go inside. She lives here.

‘You live here?’ The officer blinks rapidly. He’s young, Nadeeka realizes, barely into his twenties, with peach-fuzz cheeks and the remnants of teenage acne. She realizes, too, that he doesn’t know how to deal with this turn of events, which suggests that whatever has brought the police to her door is very bad indeed.

She rips at the tape.

‘Wait! You can’t—’

But Nadeeka is already in the little hall where her daughters’ coats will hang when their father drops them home, and where Jamie’s coat is now, and even in the grip of her panic she feels the bittersweet stab of vindication. She was right. Jamie hadn’t been at work when she phoned. But she can’t process what this means, because there’s a man in a suit standing in the doorway to the lounge, and beyond him … beyond him is—

‘Oh, my God.’ Her voice cracks.

The dating apps had been the hell Nadeeka’s single friends had warned her about. A lawless wasteland of incels and perverts; of older men looking for younger models; of men with kids who wanted women ‘without baggage’. Nadeeka had terrible dates with men who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and she had dates where she thought she’d felt a spark, only to be ghosted the next day. For eighteen months she had diligently shaved her legs every other Saturday afternoon and curled some life into her hair, before pasting on a smile to go halves on another expensive dinner.

‘Are you Ms Prasanna?’ the man in the suit is saying. He’s well-built, several inches taller than her, with grey flecks in his brown hair and the hint of a belly.

Nadeeka’s eyes are fixed on the lounge carpet.

On her first date with Jamie, she’d laughed so hard she got a stitch. He had seemed quiet – even a little awkward – when she’d arrived at the bar, but, as the date had unfurled, so had Jamie. He had made up stories about the people around them. See that woman with the notebook? She’s a taxidermist, trying to figure out the best way to stuff a canary. That couple? He’s just told her he’s having an affair with their tennis coach, but she’s not sad about it because – plot twist – she is, too. He had shared these absurdities deadpan, and Nadeeka had noticed how he’d watched her to see how they landed, sensitive to whether she was having as good a time as he was. She had noticed, too, the little things. The way he’d asked the barman how his day had been, and actually listened to the answer. The way he’d moved their wine glasses to make it easier for the waitress to set down the many dishes of tapas they’d ordered. The way he hadn’t once looked at his phone.

Afterwards, Jamie had walked her home and kissed her goodbye, and she had almost broken her no-sex-on-a-first-date rule. It hadn’t only been the spark when their lips had touched, but the warmth spreading through her as he held her, new and yet wholly familiar. Like coming home. Nadeeka had braced herself for disappointment – Jamie had been too good to be true – but when she woke up the next day he’d already messaged her. Is it uncool to ask if we can do that again soon?





‘Jamie?’ she whispers now.

‘You’re James Golding’s partner?’ The man in the suit takes a step towards her.

‘Jamie …’ she says, and this time it’s barely a moan, barely even a breath.

They had deleted the dating apps together – the twenty-first-­century equivalent of declaring they were ‘going steady’.

‘We’re so lucky,’ Nadeeka had said, thinking of friends still on the dating merry-go-round.

‘No, not lucky.’ Jamie had opened her hand; traced a finger along her heart line. ‘We were always meant to be together; it just took a while to find each other.’

‘Ms Prasanna.’ The man in the suit has wire-framed glasses and a thick moustache which covers his top lip. ‘My name is Detective Inspector Burton. We were called to a disturbance and, when we arrived, we found your partner—’

‘Is he …’ She can’t finish.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Detective Inspector Burton says.

She can’t hear what he says next, but she doesn’t need to, because the answer is on the silvery grey carpet, now flooded with crimson. The answer is in the eyes staring blindly towards her.

Jamie is dead.




Chapter 2

Nadeeka tries to speak, but the words won’t come. This can’t be possible. She’s hallucinating. Having a nightmare. Jamie can’t be – he can’t be dead.

‘I’m so sorry.’ DI Burton puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘You shouldn’t be seeing this.’ He’s steering her towards the front door, gently but firmly, and Nadeeka twists around, because surely if she looks a second time she’ll see an empty room, a spotless carpet?

But he’s still there. Jamie. One arm flung against the wall, blood blurring the outline of his body so it’s impossible to say where his sweater finishes and the carpet begins. A sob erupts from within her and her legs buckle. The detective inspector puts one arm around her, gripping both her elbows, marching her forward. Out of the house.

‘There should have been someone on the cordon,’ he says, as they step on to the drive. He looks meaningfully at the uniformed police officer.

‘Sorry.’ The lad flushes a deep red. ‘Sir,’ he adds hurriedly.

There’s a bench by the front door. Nadeeka put it there so she could watch the girls when they were playing on their scooters. Cedar Walk is a cul-de-sac, the residents mostly families or downsized retirees, but Nadeeka only knows the neighbours to nod to, and she likes to keep an eye on her daughters. You never know what could happen, even in a nice neighbourhood like this one. She half-sits, half-falls on to the hard wooden seat. The front of the house doesn’t get the sun, and the bench is still frosted with cold. Damp seeps into her trousers.

DI Burton sits next to her, his body turned to face her. ‘I’m so sorry, both for your loss and for how you learned of it – neither of those things should have happened. I know this is a terrible shock, but I need to ask you some questions. Is that okay?’

Nadeeka nods mutely.

‘When did you last see your partner alive?’

‘This morning.’ Nadeeka takes a gulp of air. Her body isn’t behaving normally; her breathing is ragged and lumpy, and there’s a buzzing in her ears like a fly against a window. ‘Before I left for work. But I just spoke to him. I called him, you see, then I came home because …’ Nadeeka stops. She doesn’t want to tell the detective she thought Jamie was with another woman. She doesn’t want him to think badly of Jamie, not when Jamie … She blinks rapidly, trying to force away the sudden, violent image of his body. The outstretched arm, the blood-soaked sweater, the smell.

‘Deep breaths, now,’ DI Burton says. ‘Nice and slow.’

Like rust, she thinks. Like dirty pennies. Like the butcher’s shop when the cleaver hits the block. She’s hyperventilating. The buzzing in her ears is so loud now it’s all she can hear, and she feels a hand on her back, pushing her forward so her head is on her knees. The uniformed officer says, She needs an ambulance, but DI Burton says, She’ll be fine, and he tells Nadeeka to breathe in then out, in then out – that’s right, you’re doing great, until eventually she’s doing it on her own.

She straightens. Slowly, cautiously. ‘I – I’m sorry. I suddenly felt faint.’

‘You’re in shock,’ DI Burton says. ‘This is a terrible thing to happen.’

‘I heard someone in the background when I was on the phone to Jamie,’ Nadeeka says, now that she’s able to speak again. ‘Someone was in the house. A woman.’ She mustn’t hold anything back, even if it makes the police think badly of Jamie. ‘Whoever it was would have been the last person to see Jamie alive. They might have seen who—’ Nadeeka breaks off. She feels suddenly stupid. The last person to see Jamie alive wasn’t a witness, was she? She was a killer.

‘The voice you heard was very likely the person who attacked your partner,’ DI Burton says, confirming her thoughts. ‘It’s very important you tell us everything you can remember about that call.’

Nadeeka heard the voice of a murderer. A chill runs through her at the thought. She should have called Jamie back after he hung up on her, rather than driving home, trying to catch him out. Maybe if she’d rung back she’d have distracted his attacker, or—

‘You said the voice was female. Are you certain of that?’

‘Completely certain.’

‘Any discernible accent?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Nadeeka feels panicky. Why hadn’t she taken more notice? Identifying the woman she heard is critical, and Nadeeka has nothing useful to offer the police.

‘Were there any other voices?’

‘No. At least, I don’t think so. I only heard the woman.’ Only wanted to hear the woman, Nadeeka thinks, remembering how quickly her mind jumped to conclusions. She wonders now if there had been a second voice; if the woman had been talking to someone other than Jamie. She presses her palms into the sockets of her eyes, trying to remember, but already it seems like a fever dream. How is it possible that two hours ago she was talking to Jamie, and now he’s dead?

‘What did the woman say?’

‘I don’t remember. I mean, I didn’t hear. You know the way you’re aware the television is on in the next room but you can’t make out what programme’s on?’

DI Burton nods.

A thought strikes Nadeeka. ‘Who called the police?’

‘Control room had an anonymous call in on the nines. We’re working on tracing it. The caller gave your address, but unfortunately by the time we arrived …’

A movement from inside the house catches Nadeeka’s eye. She jumps up, her heart thumping at twice the speed, because there was only Jamie in the house, and if he’s moving, then he can’t be dead … 

‘Forensics.’ DI Burton must have seen the hope on Nadeeka’s face, because he breaks the news gently. ‘They’ll be there for some time, I’m afraid.’

A broad-shouldered man with a shaved head comes out of the house with Jamie’s laptop and mobile phone in clear plastic bags. He’s wearing a paper suit with a hood, and a mask covering the lower half of his face. His feet are encased in blue plastic shoe coverings.

Nadeeka watches as Jamie’s belongings are loaded into the back of a van. ‘Why are they taking his computer?’ At the back of her mind, something starts to grow. An ugly, painful what if. She searches DI Burton’s face for answers. ‘Do you think there’s something on it? Something bad? Is that why someone killed him?’ She sinks back down on to the bench.

‘At this stage, we simply don’t know.’

Nadeeka is reassured by the way DI Burton doesn’t break eye contact. She’s glad he’s being straight with her, not pulling any punches; that he’s honest about not having all the answers.

‘But this is the only opportunity we have to secure all the evidence,’ he adds. ‘If we were to realize further down the line that we needed Jamie’s phone, or fingerprints from a specific part of the house, it would be too late. We have to do a thorough job now. For Jamie’s sake.’ DI Burton gives a brief nod to the forensics officer, who is on his way back into the house. ‘We want to find the person who did this and bring them to justice.’

Tears spill over Nadeeka’s eyelashes. ‘I just don’t understand who would do something like this.’

‘Did Jamie have any enemies?’

‘Enemies? He’s a health and safety inspector, not a gangster.’ 

Nadeeka’s teeth are chattering, and her words bump into each other. DI Burton takes off his jacket and drapes it around her shoulders. ‘Come and sit in my car. I’ll put the heating on.’

They walk towards a blue Vauxhall Corsa.

‘Had Jamie fallen out with anyone recently?’ There’s a beep as the car unlocks. ‘When police arrived on scene – ’ DI Burton opens the passenger door for her ‘ – they found the front door ajar and your partner’s body in the living room. The front door latches automatically, but there was no sign of forced entry, which suggests Jamie opened the door to his attacker. It’s possible he knew them – maybe even expected their visit.’

Nadeeka shakes her head. ‘Jamie’s from Sheffield. He relocated to be with me six months ago and hasn’t really got to know anyone locally yet. To be honest, he was struggling to settle. The only people he knew apart from his colleagues were ones I introduced him to, so …’ 

Her sentence tails away as it hits her. She looks around the quiet cul-de-sac in which she has always felt so safe.

If Jamie knew his killer, what if she knows them too?




Chapter 3

The efficient heater in DI Burton’s car is drowning out the ­buzzing in Nadeeka’s head. Her shoes crinkle a piece of paper; the sort left by mechanics after your car’s been serviced. Nadeeka’s own car is a Petri dish of reusable shopping bags and hair bands; snack wrappers discarded between school pick-up and gymnastics. Craft projects carried between class and home shed glitter and flakes of paint on the back seats.

DI Burton’s car is spotless. There is nothing inside, not even an empty water bottle or a packet of chewing gum. He doesn’t have children, Nadeeka thinks, before she remembers that he is a police officer, and so this is a police car, and the reason she’s in a police car is because her boyfriend is … 

She screws up her face, trying to block out the image of Jamie lying in a pool of blood. ‘Was he stabbed?’ she says, and it comes out abrupt, and too loud for the distance between them.

DI Burton isn’t thrown. ‘There will need to be a post-mortem to establish the precise cause of death, but yes, he was stabbed.’

Nadeeka takes a sharp inward breath but then it’s trapped, pressure in her chest building along with the buzzing in her head. She forces it out and it escapes with a sob.

‘I’m so sorry,’ DI Burton says again. The spine on his black notebook cracks when he opens it. It will fill up with other ­people’s tragedies, Nadeeka thinks, but Jamie’s death will always be on the first page. She imagines how the notebook will end up, scuffed and bulging with words, filed in a cabinet with dozens of others.

‘How long had you been in a relationship with Jamie Golding?’

‘Since February.’ Nadeeka does the maths for him. ‘Ten months. I know what you’re thinking.’

‘No judgement here.’

‘My ex said it was too fast. But when you know, you know.’ It’s what Jamie always used to say, and Nadeeka’s voice cracks on the last word. She can’t tear her eyes away from her house, from the paper-suited officer carrying exhibits to his van. Two grave-faced men in black suits are walking towards the house, and the uniformed officer with the peach-fuzz cheeks lifts the blue and white tape as the men duck under it. More detectives, Nadeeka supposes. She pictures them swarming over her house, picking up her things, and she can’t imagine how it will ever feel like home again.

‘We’ll give you a receipt for everything we need to take.’ DI Burton follows her gaze. ‘You’ll get it all back.’

‘I don’t care,’ she says dully.

‘So you met in February,’ DI Burton prompts.

‘Right. Jamie was at a conference locally, and we matched.’

‘Matched?’

‘On a dating app.’

‘I see.’ DI Burton’s phone is vibrating. He cancels the call without looking at it. ‘And he moved in with you …’

‘At the start of June.’ Across the street, the man at No. 17 is winding Christmas lights around the tree in his front garden, and Nadeeka wonders if he’s doing it simply so he can gawp at her house. ‘Jamie was still in Sheffield when we met. It was a 150-mile round trip, and with me having the girls it was really hard. Jamie always came here, to save me the drive, but then in the middle of April he was made redundant.’

‘He was a health and safety inspector, you said?’

‘Yes, that’s right. A job came up in a construction company on the edge of town about two weeks afterwards. It seemed like fate, you know?’ 

Nadeeka can still hear the trepidation in Jamie’s voice when he’d told her. Trying but failing to be casual; the unspoken suggestion like a baton in an outstretched hand. Their offices are about twenty minutes from you. I could get there by bus. Jamie didn’t have a car.

Nadeeka had taken the baton and run with it. You could move in with me and the girls.

Is it too soon?

I don’t know. Is it?

It was – of course it was – but it didn’t feel too soon. They missed each other so much during the week. They’d taken to video-calling each evening while they cooked tea, and, when Nadeeka had gone to answer the front door one time, she had come back to find Jamie testing Maya on her times tables. Nadeeka had hovered in the doorway for a minute, revelling in the easy relationship Jamie already had with her elder daughter.

Jamie had applied for the job. He didn’t have to take it, they reasoned, but he should at least try for it.

He got it. And Nadeeka had sat down with the girls and said, ‘You know how Jamie stays at weekends? How would you feel if he stayed in the week, too?’ 

There had been lots of questions.

‘Will we have pizza every night?’ Nish had said, with great excitement. Jamie always ordered pizza on Fridays.

Nadeeka had laughed. ‘Not every night, no.’

Maya had been quieter. ‘Are we supposed to call him Dad?’

‘Definitely not. You have a dad already. Jamie is just Jamie.’

Maya had nodded slowly, absorbing the answer.

‘And look, if you don’t want him living here, that’s totally fine. This is your house as well as mine.’

‘No, I think it’s okay,’ Maya said. ‘I like him.’

‘Me too,’ Nish said.

Nadeeka had grinned. ‘Me three.’

A month later, Jamie had arrived with his clothes stuffed into laundry bags, like a student returning home at the end of term.

‘I did have a suitcase,’ he said, ‘but the zip broke.’

They had stood on the drive, Nadeeka feeling suddenly awkward. ‘Come in,’ she said, and then screwed up her face. ‘I don’t need to say that – it’s your home too now. I don’t want you to feel like a guest.’

‘Hey.’ Jamie had put his hands either side of her face. ‘Breathe. It’s going to be fine. Better than fine.’

‘Better than fine,’ Nadeeka had echoed. She was worried about Maya and Nish, who had spent the morning closeted in Maya’s room, refusing to let Nadeeka come in. Were they having second thoughts? But as Nadeeka and Jamie had turned to go inside, both laden with laundry bags, Maya and Nish had appeared at the door holding a banner. Maya’s signature bubble letters, enthusiastically filled in with felt-tip pen, spelled out Welcome home Jamie!

Jamie had been too overwhelmed to speak. He had dropped his laundry bags and wrapped Maya and Nish in a bear hug, careful not to crush the banner.

‘Did you bring pizza?’ Nish had said, and they’d all laughed.

‘How were things between you?’ DI Burton says. ‘In general, I mean? Did you have a good relationship?’ Another plastic exhibit bag is leaving her house to be placed in the van, and Nadeeka wonders if the contents arrived in a laundry bag, six short months ago.

‘The best.’ Nadeeka answers so quickly it sounds defensive, and she tempers it with something more truthful. ‘We had a few … teething troubles, I suppose you’d call them.’

‘Such as?’

‘Jamie found the relocation hard. He had good friends in Sheffield; he played cricket there in the summer; he’d been at his company for a long time … Here, he only knew me.’ The windows of the police car are steaming up and Nadeeka can’t see her house properly, only misty shapes as people come and go through the open front door. ‘How long will forensics take?’

‘Quite a while, I’m afraid. Do you have somewhere you could stay tonight?’

A part of Nadeeka is relieved she will have to go somewhere else. She doesn’t want to go back, doesn’t know if she’ll ever be able to walk into her living room without seeing Jamie lying there. ‘I’ll call my ex-mother-in-law. She won’t mind, and the girls love staying there.’

‘How long have you been divorced?’

‘Three years. Scott has the girls every other weekend, and sometimes after school. If it suits him,’ she adds, under her breath.

‘Sounds like you get on better with your ex’s mother-in-law than your ex,’ DI Burton says.

‘She didn’t cheat on me.’

‘I see. And how did your ex – ’ DI Burton checks his notebook ‘ – Scott, was it?’

‘Scott Hadley.’

‘Thank you. How did Scott get on with Jamie?’

Nadeeka pulls her coat sleeve over her hand and wipes the condensation from the window. ‘They didn’t spend any time together,’ she says, ‘so they didn’t really need to get on.’ 

The man at No. 17 has laid out an inflatable Santa on the lawn and is slowly pumping air into it. Nadeeka and Jamie had planned to get a tree this weekend, to decorate with the girls. They have already made the cake, Nadeeka showing Jamie how she adds puhul dosi and chow chow; how the cinnamon and cardamom gives the fruit mixture an earthy aroma she remembers so vividly from her childhood.

DI Burton seems satisfied with Nadeeka’s answer, even though it didn’t really answer his question at all. Scott and Jamie hadn’t spent time together because both men had made their feelings about the other absolutely clear from the outset. Putting them together would have been akin to pulling the pin on a grenade and dropping it into a box of fireworks, and so Nadeeka had worked hard to ensure the two men had as little contact with each other as possible. Of course, that hadn’t stopped them sharing their respective opinions with Nadeeka. You’re far too good to have been with a cheating bastard like him, Jamie would tell her, and his eyes would darken, as though it physically pained him to think of Nadeeka treated badly. Scott had pulled even fewer punches. Who the fuck does the bloke think he is? Muscling his way into my girls’ home? I’m telling you, Nads, if he puts a foot out of line I’ll fucking kill him.

Nadeeka watches the blurry shapes move inside her house.

How did Scott get on with Jamie?

He absolutely hated him.




Chapter 4

‘I’ll need to take a full statement from you,’ DI Burton says, ‘but for now, maybe it’s best if you go to your mother-in-law’s—’

‘Ex-mother-in-law.’

‘Ex-mother-in-law’s house. Try to get some rest. What’s your mobile number?’ He wakes up his phone and clears a backlog of notifications.

Nadeeka recites her number, and he taps it in. A second later, her own phone rings.

‘Now you have mine,’ DI Burton says. ‘Call me any time. As often as you need. I’ll be what we call your family liaison officer. A single point of contact so you don’t have to deal with lots of different people. Okay?’

Nadeeka nods, even though she’s far from okay.

‘Would you like me to call anyone for you? Your mother—’ DI Burton stops. ‘Ex-mother-in-law?’

‘It’s fine.’ There she goes again. Fine. Totally fine. Nothing to see here. Only my partner murdered on my living room floor. ‘I’ll call her now.’ 

Nadeeka is too hot now, claustrophobically so, and she opens the car door and spills into the frosty air as though she’s bursting through the surface of a lake. She takes out her phone and stares for a second at the missed call from an unknown number, before remembering it was DI Burton who called her. She saves it, then brings up the number for her ex-mother-in-law, one of the few people Nadeeka knows who still favours a landline.

Only then there’s more movement by the front door of ­Nadeeka’s house, and, when she looks, her hand drops to her side and the phone clatters on to the pavement. The buzzing in her ears is a thrum, is a drumbeat, is a hundred-decibel drill. She sees the grave-faced men in the black suits emerge from the house, one backwards, and she knows before she sees it what they’re carrying, but even so, when she does see it … 

‘Careful now.’ DI Burton’s with her in an instant, his firm grip back on her elbows, one shoulder behind her, keeping her upright.

The cry that erupts from Nadeeka’s open mouth doesn’t sound like her. Doesn’t even sound human. She moans as though she’s in physical pain, as though she’s the one with a knife through her stomach, the one zipped into that black bag making its way from the house to the waiting van. Not a van, she realizes now. A private ambulance; the euphemism for a vehicle reserved for the dead, not the dying.

‘Keep breathing,’ DI Burton says. ‘You’re doing so well, you’re being so brave.’ He’s talking to her as though she’s a child.

‘Where are they taking him?’ It’s hard to get the words out.

‘To the mortuary. You’ll have an opportunity to see him there, if you want to.’

Nadeeka nods vigorously, then shakes her head just as forcefully. If she sees Jamie’s body, is that how she’ll always remember him? She imagines him staring at her with glassy eyes. Or will they close his eyelids? Will they put make-up on him? A sweep of blusher so he looks as though he’s simply asleep? She thinks of Jamie’s face, his beautiful, handsome face, and a wave of despair crashes over her at the realization that she’ll never see it again. The secret smile as he shared a private joke with her above the kids’ heads; the glint in his eyes when she emerged from the bathroom and dropped her towel. How lucky she’d been to have had a second chance at love; how cruel to now have it stolen from her.

‘You don’t have to decide now.’ DI Burton stoops and picks up her phone. ‘It doesn’t look as though the screen’s cracked.’ He hands it to her and in a fleeting but intense rush of anger Nadeeka almost hurls it back at him. What does it matter if the screen is cracked? What does anything matter any more?

The door to the black van slams shut. Nadeeka flinches. She and DI Burton watch in silence as the van reverses into next door’s driveway, then pulls away, turning right out of Cedar Walk. Nadeeka’s face is wet with tears. He’s gone. Jamie’s gone.

‘Could you let me have any next-of-kin details?’ DI Burton says, after a moment.

Nadeeka tries to focus. ‘His parents live in Sheffield. I have an address – I was going to send them a Christmas card. I’ll message you their details.’

‘Thank you. It can wait until you’re at your mother-in-law’s,’ DI Burton says.

Nadeeka doesn’t bother correcting him.

Kath Hadley has always answered the phone as though she’s about to be scammed, a note of suspicion in her no-nonsense voice. ‘Hello?’

‘It’s me …’ Nadeeka’s voice wobbles.

‘What’s happened?’

Nadeeka hears a familiar sound in the background. A laugh, high-pitched and overexcited, pumped on sugar and attention. ‘Oh! Are the girls there?’

‘Scott dropped them off for a couple of hours while he went for a run. It’s only a few weeks till his race.’

Nadeeka bites back her frustration. Heaven forbid the man should look after his own kids on one of the few days he actually has them. Scott, Nadeeka came to realize during their nine-year-marriage, is an excellent father when he wants to be, but he is fundamentally selfish and will always put his own needs first.

‘You know I’m always happy to spend time with the girls,’ Kath says.

‘Actually, that’s why I’m calling.’ Nadeeka swallows. ‘Could we stop the night with you?’

There’s a pause. ‘You too? Is everything okay?’

‘I’ll explain later.’ In half an hour, Nadeeka will be in Kath’s warm kitchen. Kath will cluck over Nadeeka the same way she clucks over the girls, and Nadeeka can cry as much as she wants. For now, she needs to keep it together. ‘Can I come, though?’

‘Of course you can.’

Kath will assume Nadeeka and Jamie have had a row. Right now, Kath will be wondering how she can say I told you so without saying I told you so, because Kath is forthright but not unpleasant, and although she thought Nadeeka had been rushing things with Jamie, she only wants good things for the mother of her grandchildren. It’s unusual, Nadeeka knows, to still hang out with your mother-in-law once you’re divorced, but, as a woman once married to a serial cheater herself, Kath takes a firm line on infidelity. Bloody fool, Kath said, when Nadeeka told her what Scott had done. He’ll realize one day that the grass isn’t always greener in someone else’s bed.

Later, when Scott had come to the same conclusion himself, Kath had tried to persuade Nadeeka to take him back, but Nadeeka had been firm, and Kath had eventually given up. Scott is now living with a Spanish woman he met in the queue for a concert, although this hasn’t stopped him occasionally drunk-texting Nadeeka with declarations of love she deletes without acknowledging them.

She calls him now. His mobile rings and rings, and, just as Nadeeka is preparing to leave a terse voicemail message, a familiar voice answers.

‘Hello?’

‘Kath?’

‘Oh, it’s you, love. Scott left his phone here – he’d forget his head if it wasn’t screwed on.’

‘Right. I’ll see you in a bit, then.’

‘Bye, love.’

Nadeeka hangs up. Something is tugging at the corner of her mind, but it slides away before she can grab hold of it.

‘Is everything all right?’ DI Burton says.

‘Yes. We can stay at Scott’s mum’s tonight.’

‘Would you like me to drop you off?’

‘Thank you, but I’ll be fine.’ Nadeeka needs to be on her own. 

She feels the weight of DI Burton’s scrutiny as she takes a final glance back at her house. The peach-fuzz police officer has stepped away, and perhaps, Nadeeka thinks, if she avoids looking at the blue and white tape across the door she can convince herself that everything is the same as it was this morning. But it’s no good: the image of Jamie lying in his own blood is seared into her brain.

Nothing is the same.

Nothing will ever be the same again.




Chapter 5

Kath’s house smells of baking and fresh laundry. When Maya and Nish had been toddlers and Nadeeka would pick them up from Kath’s house, she would sniff their clothes and get the heady scent of lilac and lavender.

‘She’s washed their clothes again,’ Nadeeka said to Scott one time.

‘So?’

‘They were only with her for a couple of hours.’ Nadeeka had felt judged. Did Kath think her granddaughters were grubby? Had Nadeeka not used the right washing powder?

Scott had shrugged. ‘Maybe they got muddy.’

‘Did the girls make a mess?’ Nadeeka had asked Kath, the next time she picked them up.

‘Oh, goodness, no, love, they’ve been good as gold.’

‘Only, their clothes were clean on this morning.’ Nadeeka had lost the battle to keep her tone light. ‘But maybe you don’t think I’m looking after them—’

‘Oh, love!’ Kath had clasped her hands either side of Nadeeka’s face. ‘You’re a brilliant mum. I just like helping you out, and I enjoy taking care of them. I used to have three boys and a husband to keep me busy, and now it’s just me.’ She had moved away, busying herself at the sink. ‘But if you’d rather I didn’t …’

‘No, it’s lovely.’ Nadeeka had felt like a bitch. ‘You’re lovely. Thank you for looking after us all.’ Her own parents had gone back to Sri Lanka to care for her dad’s parents, and Nadeeka envied her friends whose mums were on hand to support them. She was lucky to have Kath nearby.

Now, Nadeeka watches as her former mother-in-law takes a load of washing from the tumble-dryer and starts folding it. ‘Can I help?’

‘You just sit quietly. You’re terribly pale.’

It’s only the start of December but Kath’s house is Christmas-­ready, with tinsel draped over the clock on the wall, and a wooden nativity scene on the kitchen windowsill. On the dresser behind Kath is a large snowman with a head on springs that nods as she moves about the kitchen.

Nadeeka’s phone beeps and she looks at the screen, hoping she’ll see Jamie’s name there; that she’ll discover it’s all been a terrible mistake. But it’s DI Burton, thanking her for the contact details for Jamie’s parents. The parents Nadeeka hasn’t even met. She’ll see them for the first time at his funeral, she supposes, and the thought squeezes her chest tight, because a funeral makes all this seem real. Jamie in a coffin. Jamie being carried into church, being lowered into the ground. She lets out a sob.

‘Oh, love.’ Kath drops her washing and puts an arm around her former daughter-in-law. The vertical lines between her brows deepen.

‘I was thinking about the funeral,’ Nadeeka says in a small voice.

‘When do you think it will be?’

‘The detective inspector said we’ll have to wait for the post-mortem.’

‘Of course. They can tell all sorts from the angle and depth of the knife wound, you know.’ Kath watches a lot of crime dramas. ‘Is the DI your FLO? Family liaison officer,’ she adds, seeing Nadeeka’s blank expression.

‘I suppose so. I can call him any time, he said. Day or night.’

‘That’s right.’ Kath nods sagely. ‘They’re on duty 24/7, are FLOs. Even sleep in the family’s house sometimes.’

Nadeeka wonders if DI Burton will offer to do that. The thought of taking the girls back to a murder scene is horrific, but what other choice does she have? They can’t just walk away from their home. She pictures DI Burton making himself ­comfortable on the sofa, and tries to imagine if it would make her feel safer. 

‘He said the forensics team will be finished by tomorrow,’ she says, feeling as though she’s reading lines from a script. How is this her life now?

‘They’ll be using luminol, I expect. It detects even a tiny trace of—’ Kath stops abruptly. ‘Sorry, love, I was forgetting myself. You know you and the girls can stay here as long as you need to.’

‘Thank you. I want to keep the girls in their routine as far as possible, otherwise they’ll know something’s wrong, but I’m so scared of going back there.’ Nadeeka picks at the skin on her bottom lip. She drops her voice to a whisper. ‘I’m scared they’re going to come back, Kath.’

‘Maybe Scott could move back in. Just till the police have caught the perps.’

‘Oh, no, I don’t think—’ 

Nadeeka breaks off mid-protestation as Maya runs into the kitchen, skidding to an excited stop in front of the table. ‘­Daddy’s here! I just saw his car!’ She looks at Nadeeka curiously. ‘Have you been crying?’

‘Only a tiny bit. I’m okay.’ Nadeeka forces a smile to prove it and, satisfied, Maya dashes off again.

They haven’t told Maya and Nish that Jamie is dead. There was an accident, was all Nadeeka had said when she arrived at Kath’s. Jamie’s at the hospital. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth; but then how can you tell a nine-year-old and a six-year-old that their mother’s boyfriend has been brutally murdered a few feet from the sofa on which they curl up to watch TV?

Nadeeka listens to the commotion in the hall as Maya and Nish greet their dad as though he’s been gone for weeks instead of a couple of hours. They adore Scott, and Nadeeka had harboured hopes that, one day, the girls would love Jamie too. They had been starting to, she thought, although the process hadn’t been helped by whatever Scott was saying or doing on his weekends with the girls. There was always a little more backchat for a few days after they came home; a little less enthusiasm for Jamie’s suggestions. Jamie had found that hard, Nadeeka knew, although he had been stoic about it. Just give her space, he had said one time after Maya had shouted at him and stormed upstairs to her room. My being here is a big change for her. Soon afterwards, Maya had snuck back down to give Jamie a picture she’d drawn of him, before running back to her room, suddenly shy. She needs to apologize, Nadeeka had said, but Jamie was putting the drawing on the fridge. This is an apology, he’d said.

Tears prick the back of Nadeeka’s eyes at the memory, and when Scott comes into the kitchen, Nish hanging off him and Maya chattering non-stop about her day, she’s crying again.

‘What’s up with you?’ Scott’s wearing a pair of black Lycra leggings, an Under Armour hoodie zipped up over his running vest. ‘Dickhead not the Mr Perfect you thought he was?’

Nadeeka lets the tears fall, her face slack and her eyes unseeing as she blinks at her ex-husband. Jamie was never Mr Perfect, but then Nadeeka never claimed to be Mrs Perfect either. And maybe she and Jamie wouldn’t have been forever, but shouldn’t they at least have been given the chance to find out? 

She drops her head, not wanting the girls to see her tears, but Kath’s already on the case. ‘Girls, I think I left my glasses in my bedroom. Would you see if you can find them?’

‘I’ll find them!’

‘No, I will, I’m the best at hide-and-seek!’

Their socked feet pound up the stairs. The buzzing in ­Nadeeka’s ears is back, making Kath’s voice sound muffled, as though she’s speaking through a pillow.

‘The house was broken into,’ she’s telling Scott. ‘Jamie was attacked with a knife and he died. Nadeeka and the girls are staying here until the crime scene investigators have finished gathering evidence.’ 

So concise, Nadeeka thinks. She wouldn’t have known where to start. She can’t seem to order her thoughts; everything is swirling around as though she’s in a snow globe. Was Jamie’s killer the woman he was having an affair with? Was he even having an affair? It’s disorientating to think she may never have the answers.

The kitchen falls silent. Thumps and bangs come through the ceiling as Maya and Nish rampage through Kath’s room.

‘Fucking hell, Nads.’ There’s no banter in Scott’s voice now. ‘I’m so sorry. That’s … I don’t know what to say.’

‘It’s awful,’ Kath says.

‘I’m really sorry.’ Scott pulls out a chair and sits opposite Nadeeka. ‘I know how much you liked him.’ 

He’s trying to sound sincere, Nadeeka knows, but there’s an edge to his voice. Like Kath’s unspoken I warned you about moving so fast, Scott is holding back on what he really thinks.

She gives a tight nod. Maybe Scott’s glad Jamie’s dead. Maybe he considers it karma for her throwing Scott out; for moving another man into what used to be their home. He unzips his hoodie and it falls open to reveal a bright orange singlet with a perfect crease across the chest. Nadeeka wonders whether the Spanish girlfriend does his ironing, or whether he still drops his laundry round to Kath’s.

‘Good run?’ she says.

He shrugs. Looks away. ‘It was all right. I pushed out a 15k, so I’m happy with that.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘The nature reserve at Castledean. There’s a trail there.’

And Nadeeka pins it down, that whisper of a thought she’d had when she’d called Scott’s mobile and Kath had answered. Scott always takes his phone when he runs. He uses an app with a motivational coach who talks him through each session and shoots him verbal high fives every few minutes. Nadeeka had given it a go once, such was Scott’s enthusiasm for it, but had found it so unbearable – You go, girl! You’ve got this! Way to go! – that she had switched back to her audiobook after barely a kilometre.

‘How come you didn’t take your phone?’ she asks him now.

Scott shrugs. ‘I guess I forgot it.’

‘I thought you couldn’t run without the motivational coach.’

‘The race rules say no headphones, because the route crosses a couple of roads, so I figured I’d better practise without it.’

‘So did you forget it, or did you decide not to take it?’

‘What’s with the interrogation?’ He’s speaking loudly now – defensively – and what had begun in Nadeeka as mild curiosity is now outright suspicion.

‘Or did you actually go somewhere else?’ she says. ‘Somewhere you shouldn’t have been?’

‘Now, now …’ Kath raises her eyebrows at Nadeeka. ‘You’ve had a terrible shock, love, but that’s no reason to—’

‘It doesn’t matter, Mum.’ Scott shakes his head, letting out a short, sharp breath as he does. He looks Nadeeka in the eyes. ‘You’ve had a shitter of a day, Nads, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and put all this – ’ he circles the air around her ‘ – down to that.’ He pushes back his chair, scraping it against the floor tiles. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Mum.’

He shouts a goodbye to Maya and Nish, who race down the stairs to catch him before he leaves. Kath walks out to the car with them, but Nadeeka sits motionless at the kitchen table, her mind in overdrive.

So Scott forgot his phone. Or he decided to try running without it. Either excuse is plausible, she supposes. But who runs a fifteen-kilometre trail without breaking a sweat, and comes home with a spotless running vest still bearing knife-sharp folds?

A liar, she thinks. That’s who.
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