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Then a letter shatters her world, and she returns home determined not to let fear rule her life any more.

But she’s unable to shake off the feeling that someone who knows her better than she knows herself may be following her.

Watching. Waiting.

Ready to step back into her life and take control all over again.
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Prologue

February 2014

It’s freezing. But I don’t care.

The frosty air wraps around my bare shoulders as I leave my house, touching me, loving me, caressing me with its icy burn. Waking me up, dragging me back from the terror of you.

For the first time in a year, I feel free.

It’s been a month since I saw you or heard from you, sensed you ten paces behind me as I walked to the shops, took Lilly to nursery. A month since you last watched me sleeping, or phoned me in the dead of night, and a month since I received the last gift in the post – a framed photograph of us in Cornwall when you took me away.

I still have everything, you know, even though all I want to do is burn it all. They told me to keep the stuff, make a log of everything that happened. I did, but of course you found it and destroyed it, threatening me next time I saw you. Even when I had the locks changed, you still found a way in.

I walk along the icy pavement, wobbling in my new silver heels, wriggling down my short skirt. I bought myself a new outfit as a treat – a celebration of my freedom. I’m off to meet my sister. Off to have fun. Let my hair down. Have a few drinks. All without you. I’ve finally got the message through. Leave me alone.

The thought makes my throat close up. Makes my heart forget how to beat right. You’d be so cross if you saw me looking like this.

I walk on, catching the bus just before it leaves. I feel confident. Happy. Alive. Lilly is with Mum, and I’m staying at my sister’s place tonight, so even if you go to mine, I won’t be there.

Like I said. I am free.

I get off the bus, and a couple of guys call out to me, make lewd comments and noises. I don’t mind, because it’s not you. I almost like it. I catch sight of myself in a shop window. I look good with my hair up. This top leaves little to the imagination, but that’s what I want – I want everyone to wonder about me, to admire me, to see freedom written all over my body.

Going up the steps to the club round the corner, I stumble sideways, hurt my ankle. I rub it, and when I see the tattoo, you’re back with me of course. But the appointment is booked to have it removed.

Inside, the club is loud, noisy, pulsing. It’s already stuffed full, even though it’s not quite midnight. The music thumps through me, the bass line shocking every cell of me alive. I can’t see Sally, but she’s always late. But then I feel my phone vibrating in my clutch bag. It’s a text from her.

So sorry, Alex. Cracking headache. Next week? Sal xx

Immediately I blame you, think you’ve got to her. Paid her off to spoil my night, even though I know my own sister would never do that.

After everything, I feel wretched. I was looking forward to letting my hair down. Forgetting about you.

I buy a double vodka and knock it back. I get hit on at the bar by a bloke, so go to the loos to escape. I lean against the basin, crying. Ten minutes later, when I leave the club, the doorman says something to me, but I don’t hear him. I stand on the top step, breathing in the cold night air again. I’ll be OK, I tell myself. I’ve had worse.

For ages, I try to flag down a taxi, but it’s so cold tonight, they’re all taken. One slows and I think he’s going to stop, but he just kerb-crawls past, looking me up and down. Probably wondering if I’m a hooker.

‘Sod you,’ I say under my breath, deciding to walk if there are no buses at the stop. I’m shivering, wishing I’d brought a coat. But at least I can feel, I think gratefully. At least I’m alive.

The bus pulls away just as I run up to it. It’s not been my night. I kick off my shoes and hook them on my fingers. The frosted pavement feels oddly good against my toes – as if it’s scorching hot, not cold. There’s a short cut to my place, and it’s all well lit apart from a passage cut through about two hundred metres long.

You can do it, I tell myself. There’s nothing to be scared of any more.

I head off the quick way home, kicking up a pace. Feeling sorry for myself, I’m going to make hot chocolate and watch a movie until I fall asleep. The luxury will be that you’re not there.

But suddenly I stop and turn round. I thought I heard someone. Someone close.

I sigh out a breath. There’s no one there – no one apart from a group of boys smoking outside a pub.

I walk on, feeling anxious. I take my phone from my clutch and switch the camera to face me, holding it so I can see behind. Of course, you’re not there. All I can see is a couple with a dog, another young woman walking by herself. The boys are in the distance now.

There – what was that? Who was that? I take a photograph, hoping to catch you out, but I don’t. You are not in my picture when I check.

But I swear I saw you – your square shoulders, your pointy features, your quick legs.

I hear my breath, short and rasping, as I leave the lit-up street, heading down the alleyway. I can smell my own fear.

Oh God, oh God, I say in little icy shots. Why the hell did I come this way? But if I turn back now, it’ll take me twice as long, and I just want to get home. I just want to see Lilly again.

My bare feet sting on the rough cobbles. Any light from the street has fallen away, and I’m closed in on either side by tumble-down garages, old cars, crooked fences and stretches of brick wall. There’s only one way out, and that’s straight on.

I stop suddenly and swing round.

‘Who’s there?’

I swear I saw a man’s figure – you! – duck into a dark corner. I swear I saw the plume of your breath.

I half run, half walk, stepping on something sharp, hopping in agony. I begin to cry.

I tried to tell them about you, told the police you were poison, and that you’d stop at nothing to get what you wanted. Me. But they said they couldn’t do anything, suggested I should get better locks and a personal alarm. ‘Until he actually strikes,’ they said, ‘we can’t prove he’s done anything wrong.’

It’s as I’m bending down to pick something from my foot that I feel the first blow. A bitter crack to the back of my head. At first, I don’t realise I’ve been hit.

Then I drop down, rolling over, twisting in agony. I scream out your name as the hands come down on my neck.

I can’t see straight. I try to scream again, but now there’s blood in my mouth and more pain.

Pain everywhere, lashing at me as I’m hit and hit and kicked and spat on.

I’m writhing and wriggling, thrashing out, but it’s useless. As my throat closes up, I try not to cry. Try not to give you the satisfaction of seeing me broken. Finally.

After what seems like for ever, I feel myself getting weaker, feel myself losing hold on life. Everything hurts as I’m choked to my last breath.

You never really left me at all, did you? Even when you weren’t there, you were still polluting my mind; still going to be my last thought.

At last, I stop struggling. I have no more fight or screams left in me. It’s all over. I stare up to the sky, ignoring the angry, silhouetted face between me and the stars. It’s as if I’m gazing right into heaven.

‘Jimmy!’ I yell out one more time, disgusted with myself that the last thing I say is your name.
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I step out into the heat and bustle of the ever-busy street, leaving the sanctuary and safety of the small hotel. I’ve been hiding for nearly six months now, but I still can’t help glancing over my shoulder to check I’m not being followed. Old habits are hard to break.

Nothing’s happened since I ran away, but I’ve had to be cautious. I can’t shake the feeling that he’s waiting for me on every street corner, logging each move I make, photographing whatever I do with a leer spread across his sallow face. My ears still ring with the sound of his footsteps clicking close behind me. My skin still prickles from the brush of his lips on my neck.

Satisfied I’m alone, I press on, drawing deep breaths of humid air as I reach the crowded market. I even allow myself a small smile: maybe today will be different. It’s as if something is finally shifting inside me. It’s time to move on, to let go of the fears that have strangled me for so long.

You’re safe, I repeat in my head, pushing through the crowds. He doesn’t know where you are.

It’s already hot, even though it’s still early. I burrow between the canopied stalls selling fresh green herbs, colourful ground spices, and seeds piled up in giant baskets. I glance around, breathing in the rainbow of smells, wondering if there’s a spice I haven’t yet cooked with in the dense heat of Raksha’s tiny kitchen, or if there’s a new type of incense to try on Bhanu’s tempting stall.

I stop, breathing in deeply again, scanning the colourful scene, hoping I’ll find an explanation for my more positive mood.

When I arrived in India, the markets were almost too vibrant to look at for more than a moment. I was alone and depressed, frightened, barely able to cope. Now, it’s as if my eyes have acclimatised to the hot-headed pinks, the bitter yellows and luscious oranges, as if my ears have become immune to the constant rattle and thrum of Delhi life.

But it doesn’t take much for the bad memories to flood back, forcing me to stop what I’m doing, work through the migraine-like pain of everything that happened.

Last night, it was triggered by something a customer said to Raksha. Instantly, I was back at the Sengar Gow restaurant on a drizzly Birmingham street – the chipped paint, the maroon flocked wallpaper, the wailing background music of a lone sitar, some men fetching curries after a session at the pub.

It was all so real, as if I was back there again. With him.

I felt the sting of his grip around my wrist, remembered the stoic expression I forced as I pretended everything was OK. The way he frog-marched me out to the car and locked me in it for the rest of the night. Later, he apologised, told me he loved me.

I rub my wrists, and an assortment of Indian bracelets jangle up and down my arms as I continue on my way again. Perhaps today’s not so different after all.

Suddenly I’m shoved sideways, stumbling and gasping as someone bumps into me. My heart bangs loudly as a woman’s apology rings out in Hindi. She glances back, smiling, the bright bandage of her cerise sari making her caramel skin appear almost edible.

The memory has put me on edge.

I press on along Chandni Chowk, weaving through the dense market, watching as the people go about their Monday morning business. My job is to buy spices, fruit and vegetables according to Raksha’s precise list.

Soon her little hotel will be tingling with the scent of green cardamom and fenugreek, tamarind chutney and aloo pakoras, chickpea and mango curry, along with a bubbling pot of spicy sambhar as she prepares the evening meal for the fourteen guests currently staying at the Bestluck Hotel, Chandni Chowk Road, Delhi – my home for the last few months.

My lips spread into a smile – the first in ages – as I pull the shopping list from my pocket.

That’s it, I think, suddenly realising what’s changed. This strange, colourful, sensory overload of a place almost feels like home.

‘Ee-zee,’ comes a voice in strained English. A skinny boy in his early teens thrashes past me on a rusty bicycle, frantically ringing his bell. The slightly bent front wheel clanks with every rotation.

‘Mees Ee-zee,’ he cries again, leaving a trail of dust behind him.

I laugh and call out to him, but my voice is soaked up by the crowds. I see him waving at me as if I’ve been a local all my life. It almost feels as if I have, I realise, relishing the new feeling.

The sun is slowly breaking over the top of the messy buildings that form the backdrop of Chandni Chowk. It warms my neck where I’ve scooped up and tamed my hair in a clip. What I’m experiencing, I realise gratefully, are the first shoots of normality.

‘Mees Eezee over here!’

The bicycle circles me again. Some feat within the constraints of the stalls, the myriad bodies jostling for food.

Javesh, the young bellboy from Bestluck, skids to a stop beside me. His hair is thick and black and plastered sideways across the wide expanse of his bony forehead.

A second later, I see a man approaching me with a purposeful stride. My heart inflames, suddenly switching from a steady beat to a frightened arrhythmia.

‘She here! Mees Eezee over here, meester!’ Javesh sings, his hand outstretched towards the stranger.

Without taking his eyes off me, the man pushes some coins into the boy’s palm.

I back away, inwardly cursing myself for being so foolish.

Why did I believe for one minute, for one second, I would ever be safe?

‘Wait,’ the man says in a deep English accent.

His eyes are piercing blue and his hair the darkest brown, making him a suspicious blend from first sight. His skin is pale with no trace of a tan.

‘I’m glad to have caught you,’ he says again with an extra breath between the words.

It could be a laugh, but my default settings tell me it’s because he’s been hunting me, chasing me through the busy market, and it’s his anticipation and exhilaration spilling out.

I’m unable to speak so I just look him up and down, the fear showing in my eyes. He’s about my age, tall and lean. I continue to back away.

‘Please, don’t look so worried,’ he says kindly. His face cracks into a smile and his hand comes out – perhaps an offer to shake, perhaps an attempt to grab me.

I turn and run, immediately stumbling and crashing into a stall. A second later, I’m lying in a basket of nutmeg, the woody nuggets spilling out around me. Again his hand is there, reaching out.

‘The boy helped me find you. He told me you’d be at the market.’

When I don’t take his hand, he steps back with a disappointed expression. The stall owner is yelling at me for ruining his display. I can’t understand everything he says, but offer him an apology as I haul myself out of the basket.

‘I’m staying at the hotel. I’ve seen you there,’ the Englishman says.

It’s then that a vague spark of recognition kicks in and I begin to relax.

‘Bestluck?’ I say, feeling a bit stupid. I brush myself down. My white trousers are streaked with ochre dust.

‘Yeah, Bestluck,’ he says with a laugh. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’

‘God, I’m sorry,’ I say, stepping away from the stall – partly to escape the owner’s wrath, and partly in case I have to make a run for it. In six months, no one has claimed to have ‘seen me’, and certainly no one’s made a point of seeking me out.

‘What do you want?’ It comes out harshly, but there’s a lot at stake.

‘To give you this.’ He holds out an envelope. ‘A courier delivered it to the hotel just after you’d left, saying it was urgent. He didn’t wait. Young Javesh said he could find anyone for a few rupees, especially an Eengleesh girl,’ he says with a laugh. ‘I was going for a walk, so I offered to help.’

The man’s face breaks into a grin. It’s the kind of smile that’s a hug, a therapy session and a promise, all in one.

I look away.

‘How did you know I’d gone to the market?’

He laughs gently. ‘Javesh said that Raksha sends you to buy vegetables at this time every day.’ The man looks down at me as if I am some rare species he’s just discovered.

I think highly of Raksha – she’s big and loud and colourful. She saved my life, and I love her.

‘Well, thank you for going to so much trouble,’ I say, eyeing the envelope warily. It’s only just occurred to me that a courier delivering something to Bestluck with my name on it is extremely worrying news. No one knows where I am.

I take the envelope. There is no address on it, just my name printed in a small black typeface.

‘My name is Owen Brandrick, by the way,’ he says, proffering his hand again.

Reluctantly, I shake it, though my eyes are still fixed on the envelope.

‘Mees Eezee, Mees Ee-zee!’ Javesh is back, circling us on his bike.

My mouth opens to say something, but nothing comes out. He’s making me dizzy, as if he and everything around me aren’t real, leaving me alone in a dark and unfamiliar place.

I shake my head, trying to be rational.

I’m being stupid. I’m perfectly safe and there’s no cause for alarm.

Letters begin to arrive when you’ve lived somewhere for a while. It’s probably junk mail, or perhaps something that Raksha signed me up for. I don’t want to dwell on why it was delivered by a courier.

Whatever’s going on, I mustn’t show him that I’m upset. He’s a guest at the hotel, after all. The back of my hand swipes across my top lip, dragging away the build-up of sweat. It must be thirty-five, thirty-six degrees and it’s not even eight a.m. yet. My mouth is dry.

‘I’m being rude,’ I say, even though it feels as if I’m about to pass out. ‘My name is Isabel – Izzy for short.’

‘Javesh made sure I knew that,’ he says with that same laugh, making me feel silly. ‘Mees Eezee,’ he mimics with a broad grin. I look away again, but for a different reason this time.

‘He’s a good boy,’ I manage to say in my most normal voice. ‘And besides, you’ve already seen me at the hotel,’ I add in a joking way, even though the words actually fill me with dread.

I’ve been watching you, Belle. Keeping you in clear sight.

‘Well, nice to meet you,’ Owen says casually. He turns to leave, and for some reason I suddenly feel disappointed.

‘Wait,’ I say. Javesh makes a whooping noise somewhere nearby, causing a flicker of a smile on my face. ‘Are you walking back to Bestluck?’

‘Not immediately,’ he says. ‘I’m having one last breakfast at Papa Raj’s. They serve the best tea and nashta. I’m heading home to England tomorrow.’

‘Oh.’

My disappointment is way bigger than the single syllable. Something inside me twinges as I slip my finger inside the flap of the envelope, staring at him as I break the crispy seal, gnawing through the paper at its crease.

‘Bye, then,’ he says with a flick of his hand.

I watch as he walks away.

‘If you fancy some company,’ I call out, ‘I could join you.’ I hold up my empty basket. ‘After I’ve delivered Raksha’s groceries I’ll have an hour spare.’

It’s a lie, but I’m sure Raksha will allow me a little grace before I have to clean the bedrooms. I worked extra hours yesterday and she’s a fair boss.

Owen stops and turns back to me again, squinting from the sun. His eyes flick between my face and the letter as I remove it from the envelope. ‘I’d like that,’ he says, again with that same grin.

He’s the first person I’ve approached or spoken to in ages, unless it’s to ask for their dinner order, or to see if they’d like a top-up of tea. As I unfold the letter and read, I force my best smile to bloom, showing him I’d also like that. But then, as I skim down the words, drinking in the news, my eyes stretch wide in disbelief and my hand covers my mouth.

Then the world goes completely black as I fall to the ground.
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The GP listens as I explain what’s wrong. Rain drives down the old pane of the sash window behind her, distracting me. The sky is an inky black now that we’ve put the clocks back. The doctor doesn’t write anything down, rather focuses on me as I weave my way around why I’m actually here.

‘How long has the insomnia been a problem, Lorraine?’ Dr Lewis asks. She pushes a loose clump of hair that’s fallen from her thick ponytail back behind her ear.

I tell her that as I haven’t slept properly in ages, I’m too tired to know precisely. But my mind is wandering again, second-guessing her exact age as a distraction from telling her why I’m here. I study the soft wrinkles beneath her eyes, mentally comparing them to my own.

Mine are deeper, I conclude. Hammered in, rather than having developed gracefully over time.

‘Anyway, it’s been long enough to make me feel like—’ I’d get away with it at work, surrounded mostly by male detectives, immersed in the gravity of a big case where language, however vile, gets swallowed up by things far worse.

But Kelly Lewis doesn’t deserve a foul mouth. She got me through both my difficult pregnancies and has looked after my family for nearly two decades. It’s not her fault I feel like shit.

‘Long enough to make me feel a bit rubbish, if I’m honest.’ I’m staring at my lap now, watching as the fingers of one hand dig into the skin of the other. Then I let out a big sigh. It’s instead of crying.

‘The thing is,’ she says, ‘lack of sleep affects all areas of your life and—’

‘My appetite’s shot to pieces,’ I cut in, again skirting the real issue. ‘And I’m …’

‘Go on, Lorraine. It’s fine.’

I lift my head, looking her in the eye. She’s a doctor. Just tell her. She can help you.

‘I’ve been getting heart palpitations,’ I say. It’s true, but not what I was building up to. ‘And I seem so …’

‘Anxious?’

I nod and shrug. ‘God, anyone would think you were a doctor or something.’ I laugh – what I always do when I’m emotionally backed into a corner.

Dr Lewis smiles, turning to her computer. She scans through my history. ‘Not allergic to anything, are you?’

‘Penicillin,’ I tell her flatly. Is that it? Is she just going to dish out a prescription and send me on my way?

‘OK,’ she says, clicking off the screen and standing up. ‘Let’s give you the once-over. Go behind the screen and take off your top. You can leave your bra on.’

I do as I’m told, while Dr Lewis, who has examined every part of me over the years, washes her hands and hunts for her stethoscope.

I make sure I’m lying down flat on my back before she sees me. That way the rubbish I’ve been scoffing when I do get a chance to eat – the takeaway food, the pastries on offer in the department, the snatched burgers at lunchtime – settles inwards at my waist rather than rolling over the top of my black work trousers.

I’m sure it’s nothing a few runs with Adam won’t sort out.

‘I’m just so tired all the time …’ I say out loud, though not meaning to. My head sinks gratefully into the pillow.

‘What’s that?’ she says, appearing round the screen, smiling. She’s holding the flat disc of the stethoscope between her hands to warm it up.

‘Oh, nothing,’ I say, feeling something of a failure. I’m sure most people manage to fit work and family into their lives, so why can’t I?

My heart gathers thrust again at the exact moment Dr Lewis puts the stethoscope to my chest.

‘Sit up, Lorraine,’ she says with a frown. Her hand is on my elbow, helping me up.

I should just tell her what’s happened, what’s been going on.

‘Lean forward,’ she continues, putting the instrument against my back. Then she’s in front of me again, staring at the ceiling as she listens. After this, she takes my blood pressure, frowning at the reading.

‘Will I live to the end of the week?’ I ask. ‘The super will kill me if I don’t get the reports to him.’ Another laugh and that’s it. My pathetic attempt at telling her.

‘You will,’ she says kindly, easing me down on to my back again. ‘Sorry if my hands are cold,’ she adds, gently palpating my tummy.

I feel a surge of something in my chest, making my heart race again, as she pauses over one particular area.

‘You’ll be fine,’ she says as if she’s read my mind, sitting me up again. ‘But I am going to send you to get a Holter monitor fitted to record what your heart gets up to over a longer period. You’ll have to wear it for twenty-four hours. It’s just a precaution.’

‘What, so I have to go to the hospital twice in two days?’ I feel my palms start to sweat.

‘Yes,’ she says again. ‘You can get dressed now.’

Dr Lewis goes round the other side of the screen.

‘But what about work?’ I say. ‘I can’t possibly take time off.’

I slide off the examination couch and swipe my white blouse off the chair. One of the sleeves has become tangled within itself and won’t come out. I suddenly feel like ripping it off.

‘I think that’s exactly what you need to do, if I’m honest,’ Dr Lewis says from across the room. ‘Take time off,’ she adds, as if I don’t understand.

‘Oh no … no …’ I say, shaking my head.

I emerge from behind the screen with my blouse half on and unbuttoned. My hair has fallen from its clip, and I can feel my cheeks burning. She simply doesn’t understand. I fumble with the buttons, forcing them through the holes with shaking fingers.

‘I think you’ve …’ Dr Lewis is looking at my blouse. ‘You’ve done them up the wrong …’

Annoyed, I turn to the mirror on the wall beside the door. ‘See?’ I say. ‘I can’t even do up a shirt right.’

‘Sit down again, Lorraine,’ she says gently.

I do as I’m told, preparing for a telling off.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s just that …’

‘Go on.’

‘Things are difficult at work.’

Keep quiet, I tell myself. My eyes fill with tears.

‘Because you’re not sleeping?’ she asks.

‘Like I said, I’m tired.’ I bite my lip.

‘I can give you a prescription,’ she says, turning back to her computer. A moment later, the printer is spewing out a small green form. She hands it to me. ‘Something to help you sleep.’

I stare at the paper. ‘Temazepam?’ I take the prescription, but then I fold my hands around it, crumpling it up. I shove it in my bag anyway. ‘I don’t need sleeping pills, Kelly,’ I say, leaning in. My shoulders are up around my ears and it feels as if I haven’t breathed properly in ages. ‘I need staying awake pills.’

It’s then that her hand comes out, pressing down upon mine as I grip the edge of the desk, closing around my white knuckles. That simple act of kindness, even after I’ve rejected her good intentions, is enough to send me over the edge. I hang my head as the hot tears drop on to my trousers.

‘God, sorry,’ I say, trying not to snivel.

Detective Inspector Lorraine Fisher does not bloody cry!

Dr Lewis passes me a box of tissues. I blow my nose and wipe beneath my eyes, anticipating mascara streaks. Not that I had time to put on much make-up this morning. The world was a dark and dismal place at six a.m., and glamour wasn’t top of my priorities.

I take a deep breath.

‘There were two murder cases earlier this year,’ I tell her, sniffing, hoping she’ll understand how frustrated I am. ‘The first was a young woman who’d complained of being stalked before she was killed. You probably saw it on the news.’ What the news didn’t report is how little evidence we have; how, ever since, we’ve been working pretty much on gut instinct alone.

‘Yes, yes I remember,’ she says.

My stomach clenches. Dr Lewis doesn’t need to know that I was involved with the complaint made by the dead woman, that Alexandra Stanford approached me for help, that we chatted about her situation. And she doesn’t need to know that I made some choices, some wrong choices, that likely led to her death.

Alexandra was discovered beaten to death and strangled in an alley a few weeks after I’d sent her away, telling her there was nothing we could do to help her.

It’s she who keeps me awake at night, I want to tell my doctor – Alexandra’s ghostly grey face, twisted from fear, re-animating from death, talking to me through sweat-soaked dreams, leering over my bed and torturing me into consciousness. For hours I lie there, shaking, sweating, thinking about her, how I should have helped her, listened to her. Waiting for morning, watching as the orange glow of the streetlights bleeds from behind the curtains, my eyes prickling and dry from tiredness.

But no, I don’t tell Dr Lewis any of that.

‘And another woman was murdered not long after,’ I say, almost matter-of-factly. Another dearth of evidence, I think – perhaps attributable to the low media profile we maintained, but no one wanted a panic. Eight months on, it’s still causing the department – me – problems.

I feel as if I’m being crushed by a weight – the weight of the cases, the pressure to make an arrest. I’m certain the two are linked; others in the department believe this too. We just can’t prove it.

‘That’s really tough, Lorraine,’ Dr Lewis replies, because there isn’t much else she can say.

‘No staying awake pills on offer then?’ I ask flippantly, standing up. I reach for my jacket, slinging it over my arm.

Dr Lewis shakes her head, pulling a pained expression. ‘No, but I really think you should—’

‘I understand,’ I say, holding up a hand and turning to leave.

‘You’ll get a letter about the heart monitor soon, Lorraine,’ she calls out before I close the door.

What I really want to say back is that I’m not certain my heart can be repaired.
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‘Isabel, can you hear me? Are you OK?’

There’s a hand on my head, stroking my hair. For a second, it’s comforting, but then I feel afraid – no, terrified. I don’t have the strength to push it away. Every nerve in my body is raw, every muscle weak – even the air on my face hurts. I’m lying on my back and I don’t know why.

‘You passed out,’ a man’s voice above me says.

There’s a pain in my head and I daren’t open my eyes.

‘What happened?’ someone else asks, then I realise it’s me.

‘Mees Eezee, you OK?’

That voice I know. I turn my head sideways and see the face of a young Indian boy.

‘Javesh.’

He’s squatting down beside me with a worried expression. It’s then I realise I’m on the ground. The smell of dirt, the rotting vegetables from yesterday’s market mashed up by ten thousand footsteps, the residue of spices, the stench of the gutter, it all wafts up around me.

‘Are you able to stand?’

And then I focus on him – the man with bright blue eyes and swathes of dark curly hair. My mind suddenly joins the dots between leaving Bestluck, walking through the market, a stranger approaching and, finally, reading the letter before blacking out.

‘Where is it?’ I ask, feeling around with my hand.

‘I have it safe,’ the man says kindly. He eases a hand under my shoulder and tries to sit me up. He is strong and his fresh cologne is a welcome relief to the stink around me. ‘Up you come.’

Suddenly I am sitting, and then, as if I’m levitating, I’m standing, leaning against him.

‘You fainted,’ he tells me.

I touch my head. ‘There must be some mistake … the letter …’ If I say the words out loud, it will make them real. ‘Sorry,’ I continue vaguely. ‘I’m not making sense, and I’ve forgotten your name.’

‘Owen,’ he reminds me, while keeping hold of me. The white linen of his short-sleeved shirt feels comforting against the bare skin of my shoulder. ‘Owen Brandrick.’

‘And you’re staying at Bestluck?’

‘Only for one more night,’ he tells me. ‘I’ll take you back to the hotel, if you like. You need to lie down. Raksha can call for the doctor.’

‘I don’t need a doctor,’ I say. ‘I have to get the groceries.’

I spot my basket lying on its side and pull away from him. As I reach for it, I stumble, but Owen catches me before I fall. There are people everywhere, pushing and shoving, the bright colours searing the backs of my eyes, the noises shooting pain through my head.

‘I need a glass of water,’ I say. ‘Can we go and sit somewhere?’

Owen instructs Javesh to return to Bestluck to get a message to Raksha, telling her that I will be late, but not to worry. The boy holds out his hand for a coin, then pedals away furiously on his bicycle, his bell ringing repeatedly to part the crowds.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I tell Owen. ‘I just need a moment.’

I’m certain there’s been a mistake. That letter can’t have been for me. I need to sit beneath a fan for ten minutes, compose myself. A glass of water, a rest, and I’ll be on my way. That good feeling will return and I will get on with my job, my life. My new life.

Papa Raj’s is dark and breezy and thick with the scent of incense and bubbling spices. Long bench seats stacked with colourful cushions line one side of the room, while jewelled mirrors of all sizes cover the walls.

In the middle of the popular tea house are low brass tables with floor mats, and it’s at one of these we sit, me with my knees drawn up to my chest, while Owen sits cross-legged, his sand-coloured shorts rising above his knees.

‘It’s my favourite place,’ he says, looking around as we sip chai. ‘I’ve been coming here nearly every day to work.’

He’s staring at me, waiting patiently in case I want to explain about the letter. But I just nod. I can’t get the words out of my mind, let alone tell him. As long as I’m the only one who knows, then maybe it won’t be true.

‘Here, take this in case I forget,’ he says, handing me back the envelope.

I stare at it.

‘Don’t you want it?’

My shaking hand slowly reaches out to take it as it dawns on me that my theory about it being a mistake is full of holes. Other people know the words in this letter too – the person who typed them for a start, plus several others in the British High Commission, and countless people back in England. In fact, it’s likely I’m the last of many to know the news.

‘They’re dead,’ I say suddenly. I feel light-headed when I think of the other name in the letter.

Owen frowns and pours more tea into our little glasses. ‘I’m so sorry if there’s been bad news.’

I take the letter out of the envelope, forcing myself to read it again. I take it slowly this time, walking my eyes over the words, noticing each punctuation mark in case I misread something, as if a comma could make all the difference – at least make him not have been a part of it.

But it’s still the same. They’re still dead, and his name is still there.

‘My parents,’ I say, placing the letter on the table. One corner of the paper wicks up a drop of spilled tea. ‘They were killed.’

Owen drags a hand down his chin. I don’t know this man, and he doesn’t know me, but for a few moments there’s a connection, as if he’s my husband, or a relative, or a lifelong friend, and we’re both sharing this tragedy. It’s actually a comfort to have him here.

‘I am deeply sorry,’ he says. His cheeks briefly tinge red, just above the light stubble grazing his jaw. ‘Does it say how it happened?’

‘A car crash,’ I say, trying to block the driver of the car from my mind.

Something is firing up inside me. I recognise it. The shutters have come down and, one by one, emotional barricades are ring-fencing me. It is a familiar process.

‘It happened a month ago. They’ve not been able to find me.’ I bow my head in a display of sheer regret. If I hadn’t run away, if I hadn’t disappeared so comprehensively, things would have been different and they wouldn’t be dead.

‘May I?’ Owen asks, reaching out for the letter.

‘Go ahead.’

Perhaps he’ll be able to pick up on something I missed, something that means it’s not actually Mr and Mrs John and Ingrid Moore who are dead, rather that they are still happy and healthy, living in their neat semi-detached house in Birmingham and going about their everyday business. But then, I’d have ruined their lives one way or another.

Owen places the letter on the table. He reaches over and dabs my cheeks with a tissue.

‘You’re crying,’ he says softly.

‘A car crash,’ I say incredulously. ‘This letter tells me nothing. I have so many questions and … and …’

But there’s only one thing I really want to know. Why were my parents in a car with him?

Owen points to the letterhead. ‘There’s a number you can call, look,’ he says. ‘Here in Delhi. I’m sure they’ll be able to help with more information.’

The thought of phoning anyone after six months in hiding feels as unnatural as breathing underwater. ‘Maybe,’ I lie, knowing I won’t be able to face it. Not yet, anyway.

‘Who is Felix Darwin?’ Owen asks, peering at the letter again.

It’s like lightning striking directly overhead. For a moment, I can’t speak; can’t answer. I’ve not heard that name spoken out loud in so long. My headache kicks up a gear, and I hate that it actually sounds softer than I’d remembered; almost attractive, as if everyone with a name like that must be decent.

It means lucky, he once told me.

‘Just someone I used to know.’

I fight the sick as it rises up my throat. I promised myself I would never have to talk about him again, never have to think about him or say his name as long as I lived. Never have to explain to anyone what he put me through, what he drove me to.

‘It says here that he was driving,’ Owen says, frowning. ‘But it doesn’t say if he survived or not.’

Raksha fusses around me like a clucky old hen, her sari slipping off her shoulder until she roughly pulls it round her wide waist, tucking it in. She settles me in a wicker chair on the back terrace of Bestluck with a jug of water and limes, saying things I don’t understand.

Javesh comes hurtling outside, exclaiming that he has bought the vegetables on my behalf.

‘I save the day, Raksha,’ he sings out. ‘Mees Eezee not well, so I buy the food and save everyone from starving. Thees is surely warranting a pay rise!’

Javesh’s bare feet scuff about on the dusty coral-coloured tiles until Raksha reaches out to clip him around the head. She narrowly misses as he darts away with a laugh.

‘Go and put the vegetables in the kitchen before they rot, stupid boy,’ she says in a thick Indian accent. With many guests from the UK and America, her English is good.

Javesh dashes off obediently.

‘I’m so sorry to cause all this trouble,’ I say.

I sip the water and the limes open up my constricted throat, soothing my head. I still feel numb, especially now the news has been baked in by the relentless sun. Even the little quadrangle at the back of the hotel is heavy with hot, wet air. It’s usually the place to go for a corner of shade, somewhere to escape with a fan and a cold drink when I’ve finished my work, but today it feels oppressive and dangerous.

‘Mr Brandrick told me your sad news,’ Raksha says, squatting in front of me. Her head rocks from side to side. ‘You must go home at once, Isabel,’ she continues. ‘You must go and pay your last respects to your parents.’

Owen is sitting in the chair beside me, a calm and unobtrusive presence. ‘Is there someone you can contact for help?’ he asks. ‘Do you have family or friends in Delhi to arrange flights for you?’

They don’t understand. They have no idea that, however much I want to go home, however much the desire to find out what happened to Mum and Dad rages inside me, I simply can’t.

‘I don’t know,’ is all I manage while staring at a terracotta urn containing a dried-up shrub.

My vagueness encourages Owen to press on. I know he’s only trying to help, but he doesn’t know the first thing about my life, has no idea of what going home means. And I can’t possibly tell him.

‘Why don’t you call the British High Commission? Raksha will let you use the phone, or you can borrow my mobile. They’ll be able to offer assistance and give you more information about …’

Owen’s voice fades to the buzz of a mosquito, the incessant rush of a waterfall, or the drone of an annoying moped speeding the streets. Raksha continues to fuss around me, bringing me the dirty telephone handset from Bestluck’s reception desk, along with a couple of dubious-looking pills that she says will help.

I don’t take either.

‘Or, if you tell me where you’ll be flying to, I could possibly sort arrangements,’ Owen finishes. ‘Isabel?’

I look across at him. I’d have thought him handsome once – the way his eyes slant slightly upwards, topping off high cheekbones and a strong jaw. If I hadn’t just learned that my parents had been killed, if I wasn’t still so nervous after everything that’s happened, I’d like to get to know him. Perhaps talk over coffee or share a meal. I’ve not had company for a long time – not even a quick chat with a half-familiar face at the market. I simply haven’t allowed it. It’s not been part of my agenda.

I shrug, making a pained face, which prompts Owen to slide the letter from my fingers and take his phone from his pocket. He goes down the wooden steps into the centre of the shady quadrangle.

‘Don’t you worry. Mr Brandrick a good man. He will help you,’ Raksha says, fanning me with a newspaper. She glances over at him, then back to me.

‘Thank you,’ I say meekly.

In the background, I am aware of Owen’s calm voice.

‘Will you put me through to someone who can help, then … yes, of course … no, she can’t come to the phone … the reference number on the letter is DH14-3784 … I’ll hold, thanks.’

I think of my parents – the gleam of my mother’s always-neat hair, the ever-increasing hunch of my father’s once-square shoulders as his sixties gave way to seventy. I wasn’t there to see his special birthday celebration in June. I wonder if he had a party, but quickly decide no, of course he didn’t. His only daughter had gone missing a month earlier. I should think he had the most wretched birthday ever. They had no idea where I was, and if they informed the police, they’ve not found me.

‘Are you certain?’ Owen says loudly. He’s coming back up the wooden veranda steps, looking at me expectantly. ‘That’s official, is it?’ He nods, scuffing his feet, and says goodbye.

He puts his phone back in his pocket and comes over to me. ‘There’s a glimmer of good news,’ he says, squatting down beside me. ‘The driver of the car survived.’

My heart shrinks within my chest, and my breathing slows. I nod resignedly, realising that he’d never die, never let go. The car could have exploded into a fireball or plunged a thousand feet into the ocean, and he’d still survive. Still be waiting for me.

‘Listen,’ says Owen. ‘You’re obviously in no fit state to make plans. I’m flying to Birmingham tomorrow and I’d be happy to escort you to the airport to catch whichever flight you need.’

Slowly, I look up at him. He thinks I’m going back. He doesn’t understand. No one does, and no one ever will.

‘Birmingham?’ I say with a tinge of irony.

‘It’s where I live,’ Owen says. ‘Which airport do you need? I can book a flight for you.’

I don’t speak, don’t tell him that it was once my home city too, and I certainly don’t tell him about that place, the place from which I fled.

Instead, I watch as Owen’s mouth moves, trying to help me. I don’t hear the words coming out; don’t feel the warmth of his hand as he gently touches my arm. Rather, in the distance somewhere, I hear music – the soft twang of discordant strings accompanied by a steady beat. The beat of my heart, perhaps, as it tries to cling to something familiar.

Birmingham, I want to tell Owen. Where I met Felix, where everything turned bad.

I angle my head away from him. I feel the heave of my stomach as it tries to rid me of the toxic memories. How do I explain to him that the moment I set foot on UK soil, the second I go back, my life will be over for good?

‘There’s more news about the driver,’ I hear Owen say solemnly. ‘Isabel, listen to me.’ He takes hold of my wrists firmly, making me flinch. ‘The woman from the High Commission told me that Felix Darwin is still in hospital. I’m so sorry, but he is paralysed from the waist down. She said he’s in a coma and on life support.’

Slowly, my head inches back round to Owen. This stranger from the market, this man who until now I’d only glimpsed around the hotel, has just given me life-changing news.

He holds out a glass of water. My mouth is so dry.

‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’ My heart is beating a thousand times a minute, hardly daring to hope.

‘I hate to have to tell you,’ he says. ‘But apparently he was very badly injured.’

I want to laugh. He’s trying to break it to me gently, when really he needn’t. Amid all the wretchedness, this development is worthy of screaming from the rooftop.

I look him in the eye. ‘He’s paralysed and in a coma?’

Owen nods back solemnly. ‘That’s what they said, yes.’

The sounds of the sitars and the mosquitoes and the speeding mopeds grow louder as Delhi closes in around me. I gulp down the water, wondering if I’ll ever get used to not looking over my shoulder.

Surely, I think, he can’t hurt me now?
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I arrive home to an empty house, feeling the first flicker of unease as I light the living-room gas fire. I go round closing the curtains.

It’s not in my heart exactly, more a throbbing around it; a nagging feeling that sweeps from my core and out to my fingertips. At first I think it’s because I’m cold, exhausted, but then I realise it’s more than that.

In the kitchen, I fill the kettle, wondering what time Stella will be home. I already know that Adam won’t be back until ten at least, and Grace is—

‘Shit!’ I say, dropping the kettle lid into the sink.

I grab the calendar off the wall and stare at it, not even certain of today’s date. My eyes quickly scan the scribbled happenings of my family’s life, searching for something that will make the feeling go away.

‘Oh bloody hell, Grace,’ I say when I see it written in my own handwriting. I was meant to fetch her, but I completely forgot. I pull my phone from my bag to see if she’s called, but there’s nothing on the screen. I dial her number, but it connects straight to her message service. ‘God, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,’ I mumble, cursing my overloaded brain. If I hadn’t gone to the doctor’s, I’d have remembered to fetch her.

I put my coat back on, grabbing my bag and keys. I’m over an hour late picking her up. She’s been away with her netball team, taking part in a two-day tournament in Brighton.

‘She’s old enough to look after herself,’ I tell myself on the journey to the sports centre where the coach was dropping them off. ‘She’ll be absolutely fine.’

I try to calm myself, but the throbbing in my chest won’t go away.

‘Bloody netball,’ I curse through a laugh, in case it helps the tension. It doesn’t.

I growl from frustration when the traffic halts yet again at a set of lights. I’m not used to feeling like this, as though there’s an ever-lowering ceiling pressing down on me.

It was after I saw Alexandra’s body lying at the scene back in February, the same once-alive body that had asked me – no, begged me – for help, that this all began. I tried to forget it, forced myself to move on. God knows, I’ve seen enough bodies in my time, but this has never happened before, these feelings of guilt. They’ve been brewing ever since.

Stuck in a stationary queue, I call Grace’s number again. I leave another message, but suspect her phone’s battery is probably dead. Several hours Facebooking and listening to music on the long coach journey would have killed it in no time.

I pull into the car park of the sports centre. It’s dark and there’s nothing but the bleak façade of the corrugated metal building where the team trains three times a week, and the sea of empty tarmac spread around it. At one end of the building a single light glows orange, highlighting the drizzle that’s just started. The area is completely deserted – no coach or crowd of girls in games kits, no members of staff, no other parents chatting while their daughters gather their bags from the coach’s hold.

I flick the wiper switch to clear the windscreen in case I’m mistaken, but there’s still no one there. I’m now an hour and a half late, and I can already hear Grace telling me off. We’ve always had a rule that she should wait for her lift, never leave the arranged spot.

I get out of the car and run over to the sports centre, pulling up my collar against the rain.

‘Grace?’ I call out, in case she’s sheltering somewhere. My voice sounds weak, swallowed up by the emptiness of the place. ‘Are you here?’

But the small sheltered area in front of the glass entrance is dark and empty. I rattle the doors in case she’s inside, although I can see clearly the whole centre has been locked up for the night. There are no lights on at all.

I turn back towards the empty car park and my heart begins to kick up another gear. I feel it in my throat, along with an uncomfortable pressure in my head. Quickly, I walk back towards my car, scanning the perimeter of the property, shielding my eyes from the rain. It’s surrounded on three sides by tall trees and a scrubby thicket of undergrowth. I pray she didn’t take a shortcut through to the main road.

‘Grace!’ I call out again.

If she’d decided to walk home in disgust at having been forgotten, she’d probably have taken the route I just drove. Although if her phone was dead then she wouldn’t be able to call me or have a map and—

‘Oh stop it!’ I say to myself, getting back in the car. ‘She’ll have got a lift with someone else, or taken the bus. She’s not stupid.’ I can’t allow my thoughts to veer off the way they’ve been going recently, not when it comes to my family.

I press my phone to my ear. ‘Hi,’ I say, when the woman answers. ‘It’s Grace’s mum calling. I was wondering if you saw her when you picked up Charlotte from the sports centre earlier?’ I listen keenly, but she apologises, telling me that Charlotte went home with Alice.

I call Alice’s mum, but she doesn’t remember seeing Grace, and certainly didn’t give her a lift. Alice doesn’t know either. I phone three other contacts and get the same answer each time. Grace was on the coach back to Birmingham but no one remembers what happened to her after that.

I call Adam, even though I know he’s in meetings. Predictably, there’s no reply.

‘Now what?’ I say, thumping the steering wheel. I should probably just drive home. Grace will no doubt be back by now, poking about in the fridge for something to eat.

Instead, I reach into the glove compartment for my Maglite and get out of the car. I swear I just saw something move in the trees.

It’s probably just an animal, I tell myself, aiming the torch across the car park, or a stray dog. As I walk closer to the trees, away from the glow of the single orange light, it feels as though I’m being swallowed up by the darkness.

‘Hello?’ I call out. ‘Who’s there?’

I stop several yards from the perimeter of the wooded area. I’m sure I heard a noise, a twig being snapped, someone moving. I flash the torch through the trees, squinting to get a glimpse.

It’s nothing except my overwrought imagination, I think, annoyed with the way my heart is tripping over itself. But the detective inside me can’t let go. I’m sure something caught my eye.

‘If there’s anyone there,’ I call out, ‘I’m a police officer and this is private property. Make yourself known.’

Slowly, I drag the thin beam of light across the thicket, striking the mossy trunks of larger trees as well as the younger saplings pushing up in between. All my torch picks out are an assortment of crushed cans, crisp packets and sweet wrappers, plus a dustbin sack of fly-tipped rubbish. I hate it that I actually feel scared, even though the chances of anyone being in there are remote.

It’s as I’m about to head back to the car that I see it lying on the scrubby ground. A glove. Unmistakable.

For a few seconds, all I can do is leave the torch light shining on it, hoping it will magically disappear as if it was never there. But the purple and yellow stripes, the wonky finger holes and the loose knit of the cuff are enough to remind me of the agonising weeks it took Stella to knit the fingerless gloves as a present for her big sister.

I reach down and pick it up. It’s slightly damp, having been sheltered from the worst of the rain by the canopy of trees. Instinct screams at me that I shouldn’t even be touching it, that I should be wearing my own glove, a latex one, photographing where the item lay, bagging it and handing it over to forensics.

Oh God, Grace!

‘Get a grip, woman,’ I say immediately, trying to convince myself that it means absolutely nothing, apart from a moment’s carelessness on Grace’s part.
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We’ve been in the air for two hours. Owen is peering through the small porthole with a plastic tumbler of gin and tonic twirling between his fingers. He exudes an air of calm, as if he’s never had a problem in his life.

Me, I’m clutching my tray table with both hands, not because I’m a fearful flyer, but because in this case I’m a fearful arriver. Owen senses that I’m reluctant to talk and has largely left me alone, apart from asking a few simple things that would have seemed strange not to find out.

‘Drink up. It’ll help you relax,’ he says, stretching back in his seat. He glances at my tumbler, then at me.

I shrug, give a little smile, wanting to tell him that I could down an entire bottle of gin and still not relax. But to appease him, I lift the glass to my lips and sip.

‘Owen …’

‘If it’s another gushing thank you, you don’t need to say it.’ He laughs, shaking his head gently.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘But I couldn’t have done this without you. There was no one else in India I could have asked for help.’

Then it strikes me. There isn’t anyone else anywhere.

‘It’s a shame we didn’t meet under better circumstances,’ Owen says quietly.

I almost expect him to reach out, rest his hand on top of mine, but he doesn’t, and the moment passes. The passenger to my left struggles up from his seat and walks off down the cabin. I take the opportunity to stretch out.

‘Agreed,’ I say, pensively. ‘Anyway, I really do appreciate your help, so thank you. And I promise that’s the last time I’ll say it.’

Owen pours the remainder of gin from the little bottle into his glass. ‘I somehow feel responsible. It was me who delivered the bad news, after all.’

‘It was hardly your fault,’ I say, gripping the armrest as a jolt of turbulence makes the plane shudder. ‘How long will your business partner be staying on in India?’

While we were waiting at the check-in queue before the flight, Owen outlined the reason for his trip to Delhi, told me he was there for work.

‘Business associate rather than partner,’ Owen corrects. ‘We’re both freelance architects, but work independently. I’ve known Paul since my university days.’ He pauses and gives me one of those broad infectious smiles, somehow making me feel better. ‘Back then, we were the bad boys, if you can believe that. Heaven only knows how we ever qualified.’

It is indeed hard to believe. When I look at Owen, and then when I think of Felix, they seem like opposite poles of a planet, the universe. Even if Owen told me he’d just killed someone in the aircraft toilet, he would still not be bad by comparison.

‘My university days seem a lifetime ago,’ I say, far more pensively than I intended.

Of course, it sets Owen off on a new line of questioning. He wants to know everything about me.

‘What did you study?’ he asks, skilfully swirling the tumbler around on the tray table, the ice cubes clinking.

‘Not hotel work, in case you were wondering.’ I laugh evasively.

I don’t want to talk about myself. It reminds me too much of him, too much of who I became – a long way from the hopeful young woman who set off to university to forge a promising career. Shedding my skin is what I went to India to do, but this necessary trip back to England makes me feel as if I’m putting it back on. Stepping back into the unknown.

‘If you’re an architect, how come you were in India on business?’ I say, changing the subject.

‘Paul recently took on a client, one of those mega-clients,’ he says with a devious glint in his eye. ‘The type of brief that you wait most of your career for. The truth is, it’s more than he can handle alone, so he asked me to partner up. The job is to build our super-rich Russian client a country residence in the style of the old Raj slap bang in the middle of Shropshire. Hence the trip to India.’

I think about this. I think about how unlikely the world is. I think about all the rich people in it, and





























































































OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
Samantha Hayes

The acclaimed author of

until you're mine





OPS/images/logo1.jpg
O

CENTURY





