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Prologue

Her hands are pleasingly steady as she makes the call. Not that she is completely without nerves – in all her decades she’s never had to dial 999 and she hopes she never will again – but it’s important to remain level-headed in an emergency. The last thing the authorities need is a hysterical female, especially one of a certain age.

She’s damned if she’ll give them cause to make a stereotype of her.

The line rings. She’s sure she read somewhere of their commitment to answer within ten seconds but already they’re at ten, eleven, twelve … Honestly, someone could be bleeding out here!

‘Hello, emergency service operator …’ Finally. Fifteen seconds and yet the call handler is completely unrepentant. ‘Which service do you require?’

‘Police, please.’ She glances at the still, silent figure by the window and it strikes her that she’ll be interrogated about their interaction, not only by the police, but also by the media. After everything that’s gone on in the building this last year, they’ll all want to know how it came to this … this awfulness.

A new voice comes on the line and asks her where she’s calling from.

‘Columbia Mansions. The big mansion block on Clayton Street, Queens Oak.’ As she recites the postcode and explains which door to use, there’s a moan from the window and she meets her friend’s gaze. She’s expecting to see remorse, or at the very least shock, but the other woman’s eyes are utterly devoid of emotion, their colour lovely in the young summer light, an almost romantic shade of—

Lovely? Romantic? Has she lost her mind? There’s a dead body in the room!

She gets a grip of herself, returns her attention to the call, to the question she realizes is being repeated in her ear with some insistence: ‘What is the nature of the emergency?’

‘It’s my neighbour,’ she says, a catch in her voice. ‘He’s been murdered by his tenant.’
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Alec’s message to Pixie is as good a place to begin as any. You can see for yourself why it might have given the poor girl hope – she was, after all, emotionally bruised as well as in urgent need of a place to live.


Hey. Got your SOS. Room might still be free, depends. Could come to an arrangement regarding the rent?



The funny thing is she almost didn’t see it because it was in hidden requests and she usually deleted those without reading them. Every so often, though, she scrolled through them ‘for the lolz’. Of course, being the ancient crone that I was – I only used Facebook and even that stupefied me with its ever-changing wizardry – I had to ask her to explain what ‘hidden requests’ were.

(‘Lolz’ even I knew and frankly had thought old hat by now.)

Anyway, for those who don’t know, they are unsolicited and potentially offensive messages on Instagram. Brazen strangers professing curiosity as to one’s ‘sexy baby side’; religious blessings from self-anointed priestesses; gobbledegook from malfunctioning bots. You know the kind of thing.

But in this case, the name caught her eye – @queensoaklandlord – and it didn’t take long to deduce that this was the man whose spare room she had recently viewed in Columbia Mansions.

Alec Pedley was his name. You’ll be seeing it a lot in these pages because he is the protagonist of my story. Or should I say antagonist? Hero or villain, you decide.

But back to that hidden request. You’d have thought that his not having had a more direct way of communicating with her – her phone number, for instance – would have been warning enough not to involve herself with him, but when I made that point to her she disagreed. There’s a bit of a story there, Gwen (there often was). He only had her friend’s number because she’d lost her phone in a club, and her ex-boyfriend, with whom the device was still linked, reported its location as twenty-five miles away in the Watford area, so she knew for a fact it had been stolen and she was never going to get it back, which meant ordering a new one. What with missed deliveries and other miscommunications, it took three days for her to be connected again.

‘Oh my God, Gwen, it was like I was on witness protection or something. Like I wasn’t even me any more.’

‘It all sounds unnecessarily complicated,’ I told her, but complicated arrangements were a hallmark of Pixie’s lifestyle and, in any case, by the time I made the comment we had significantly bigger things to worry about.

But, look at me, I’m plunging into this at totally the wrong point. That shows you how disordered my thoughts are, how tormented I still am by everything that’s happened. I need to compose myself, tell this tale chronologically.

Let’s go back to the first time she met Alec, a damp, sun-streaked afternoon in late September – though neither damp enough nor sun-streaked enough to produce a rainbow.

You might as well know at the outset that rainbows don’t feature a whole lot in this story.
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Alec was one of two leaseholders in Columbia Mansions who’d taken advantage of the company’s recent vote to allow the government’s Rent a Room Scheme. I remember him citing ‘cozzie livs’ in one discussion, a term I found distasteful, but struggling with bills was not an experience our co-directors Dee or Noel had ever had, and Dee in particular had been amused by his roguish slang.

Pixie was the last of thirty or so people to troop in and out of his flat that Saturday in the hope of being picked as his new roommate, the inaugural one, a nurse called Yasmin, having moved out the previous weekend. He’d scheduled candidates in groups of four so they could enjoy the ‘frisson of competition’, as he put it.

‘Sounds a bit like speed dating,’ I told him.

He scoffed. ‘Why, you want to throw your hat in the ring?’

‘Hardly.’ I narrowed my eyes at him through my glasses. ‘I’m quite happy with the accommodation I’ve got, thank you very much.’

‘I’m sure you are.’ He winked at me then, though it’s possible I imagined that. He had an unreconstructed sense of humour, Alec, a pouncing, ribald wit that is no doubt considered outmoded now, if not downright offensive. His look was as bold as his character: strong nose, craggy eyebrows, tar-black eyes with that depthless quality many find so unnerving – a sense of some inner void, perhaps. His style of dress was unfussy, even unkempt, and he’d let himself go physically (corpulent is the word I’d use), but we all have our battles with willpower, don’t we? In years, he was pushing fifty.

‘Anyway, it’ll be more like a bidding war if I’m lucky,’ he said.

‘Is that fair, Alec? Fifteen hundred is a lot to begin with.’

He chuckled as if fairness were an absurd notion. When he’d told me what he charged, my jaw had dropped; £1,500 was a shocking sum to charge for a spare room, even with its own en suite shower and in a landmark building like ours. (Now I’m thinking it all through, I wonder if that en suite was the detail that stopped me from being concerned for Yasmin, also young and pretty. Then again, she did have a boyfriend built like a pro wrestler.)

‘I’ll tell you what’s not fair,’ Alec said. ‘The way this government has screwed landlords. Can’t do this, can’t do that, law after law. No sense of the bigger picture.’

‘I agree with you on that,’ I said, though we both knew he was not a traditional landlord and could earn £7,500 before having to pay any tax. That wasn’t a sum to be sniffed at from where I was standing.

Anyway, back to Pixie. It was four o’clock when I returned from Tesco Metro and came upon a slight young woman on our landing. Assuming she’d arrived early for her viewing, I was about to move past her with a polite nod when something gave me pause. It might have been her natural grace, the way she ran her hand over the polished banister, the rest of her quite still, like a well-born deb about to be presented to court. Or perhaps it was her fashion sense, her get-up of orange jumpsuit startling against the olde-worlde dark-wood wainscotting. Think Christine Keeler prowling Cliveden in an astronaut’s costume.

‘Waiting for Alec? I understand there’s stiff competition for the room.’

‘Sorry?’ She turned quickly, strands of a shining dark bob catching on her lipsticked mouth. Brushing them free, she smiled, her naturally downturned eyes almost closing. ‘Oh. Well, that’s okay.’ Then, playful, ‘Can I tell you a secret?’

‘Of course.’ I gave a little giggle. Though not generally a giggler, I seemed to be responding to her childlike, offbeat charm in a completely involuntary way.

‘I’m just a time waster. I’ve literally just paid the deposit on another place.’ Her eyes flared in mock horror and I saw now the irises were an uncommon indigo colour. ‘Plus the first six months’ rent.’

‘Six months? Is that how it works now?’ Perhaps Alec wasn’t such a shark after all.

She shrugged. ‘I mean, yeah, if you want to beat the rich foreign students. Nearly seven grand I had to find.’

‘That’s quite a down payment,’ I said.

‘I know. I had to get it from my dad.’

‘Where’s the flat? In Queens Oak?’

‘No, up in New Cross. One of those new blocks by the station? I move in on Saturday. It’s just a studio, but I’ll have it all to myself.’ She sighed. I would soon learn she was much given to sighing; it was her preferred form of expression, and this first one was long and sensuous, as if solitude were the most erotic thing in the world (I knew the feeling). ‘They had, like, forty other applicants but luckily I had everything right there, ready to go. References, all of it. First time in my life I’ve been organized and, boom, turns out it pays off.’

‘Yes, it does,’ I said, thinking of my own meticulous bookkeeping. She was holding my gaze with unusual candour, even trust, and I again couldn’t help responding in kind. ‘If I’ve learned anything in this life it’s to keep on top of your own affairs, because no one else is going to.’

From behind Alec’s door there came a bellow of his laughter and a reciprocal burst of titters from the group in there with him. Poor things, I thought, having to laugh at a middle-aged man’s jokes to be in with a chance of having a roof over their heads.

‘Is he your landlord as well?’ Jumpsuit Girl asked.

‘Oh. No. He only lets one room. They’re all two-bedroomed flats.’ I gestured to my door, directly opposite Alec’s. ‘I live here.’

‘Of course. You must own.’

Because I was old, she meant. She probably thought I was ninety. They all do, these youngsters. The women, anyway. The men don’t think anything at all, just shoulder past without so much as a by-your-leave, not even actively ill-mannered.

‘Lucky you,’ she said. ‘I love this area so much. The square by the station, the pedestrianized bit? It’s like Europe.’

‘It is Europe,’ I corrected her, but gently because I’d learned never to presume that any young person was cognizant of the continent in which they resided. ‘Well, I’m sorry we won’t be neighbours. If you’d looked at this one first, it might have worked out differently.’

‘Oh, there’s no way I could afford this building,’ she said. ‘Not long term. This is only one of my porn viewings.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Property porn? Last week I went to see a place in town. That was three thousand a month. Oh my God, it was so amazing, there were these—’

I never did discover what ‘these’ were because at that moment Alec’s door swung open and he emerged with three women, all in their twenties or early thirties. One was noticeably more attractive than the others, blonde and statuesque, and if I’d been having a flutter, she was the one I’d go for. Gentlemen still preferred blondes, if you could classify Alec as a gentleman (I certainly could not, even then).

As the women departed, he turned to my new acquaintance. ‘Pixie, is it?’

What a perfect name for her, I thought. Whimsical and bewitching. Had it suited her from birth, her parents claiming it for her at first sight, or had she grown into it, adapted her personality to do it justice?

Alec was evidently less charmed. ‘How did you get in?’ he growled. ‘I didn’t hear the buzzer.’

‘Oh, someone was coming out so I snuck in.’

‘Careful, Gwen here will want to message the WhatsApp group about a security lapse like that,’ he said, and I threw him an unimpressed look.

‘Was that bad?’ Pixie said. ‘I thought I could just piggyback on the next one?’

‘There is no next one.’ As he made to turn, she stepped towards him, almost theatrically contrite.

‘I’m so sorry. I missed my train and the next one was cancelled and I didn’t know whether to bother you so I decided to—’

‘Fine.’ He silenced her with a raised palm. ‘Since you’re here, come on in.’

‘Thank you so much.’ She shot a look behind his back as if to say, Let’s have some fun, and I hovered for a moment after they’d gone inside, just basking in the mischief of it. Mischief was an ingredient so long missing from my life that I’d quite forgotten its gorgeous, intoxicating effect.

As far as I’m aware, her inspection of his spare room passed without controversy and so it was that, following the New Cross flat debacle, which I will come to shortly, and having mislaid her mobile, she used a friend’s phone to call the other landlords she’d met during her search. She confessed to being in tears on some of the calls, she felt so desperate.

When Alec didn’t pick up, she left a voicemail, but his returned call was ignored by her friend (as I said, unnecessarily complicated) and it was only when her new phone arrived and she was back on social media that she discovered the Instagram message that would upend her life – and mine.

The way she saw it, she had nothing to lose when she replied:


What sort of arrangement?
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I assumed I’d never see her again, that she’d installed herself in her New Cross studio while the corporate blonde prepared to take possession of Alec’s spare room, but the very next Saturday, as I was returning from Gail’s with my weekly cinnamon buns, a solid old Skoda double-parked at our entrance and I spotted her in the passenger seat. She and the driver, a big-boned young man with tattooed forearms, peeled out and began unloading boxes from the boot, ferrying them into the building. The boxes hadn’t been taped shut and various items poked out: wooden salad tongs, a sheepskin cushion, a mirror decorated with butterflies; a book called The Digital Nomad Handbook.

In the lobby, I waved a hand as she approached and was gratified that she recognized me. ‘Hello again! This looks like a change of plan. What happened to the place in New Cross?’

‘Oh.’ She drew up next to me and lowered her box to the floor. Clearly there was no short answer. ‘The flat didn’t exist.’

I frowned. ‘I don’t understand. You imagined it?’

‘No, I mean it existed, it just wasn’t his to rent out. The guy I met? Turned out he’d just rented it himself for a week and was pretending it was his. The whole thing was a scam.’

‘What about your deposit? And the six months’ rent?’

Tears rose in her eyes. ‘Took it and disappeared, didn’t he?’

‘Oh!’ Talk of such wickedness was very upsetting to me for reasons we’ll discuss later, but I controlled my emotions and looked at her with normal levels of sympathy. ‘I’ve read about that kind of thing in the papers. They set up fake agencies, don’t they, so it all looks completely above board. You mustn’t blame yourself.’

‘I know. Though I did have this weird feeling it was too good to be true.’ She turned to address her friend, who was advancing towards us with a large cheese plant in a mouldering woven pot. ‘I said that to you, Ash, didn’t I?’

‘Yeah.’ The young man peered from behind face-sized leaves. He was a foot taller than Pixie, with smooth skin and longish hair, its shine dulled by a powdery purple rinse. The tattoos on his arms featured a variety of insects, including an oversized beetle on his right wrist. ‘Could have happened to anyone,’ he added.

‘How did you find out?’ I asked.

‘When I went to pick up the keys. I’d arranged to meet the owner in the flat – the fake owner – but when I got there, there was this Italian couple having breakfast. They’d never heard of him. I thought there must have been some mix-up, but we got in touch with the holiday let company they used and it was all exactly like they said.’

‘The police couldn’t trace the fraudster through his bank details?’

‘He’d already withdrawn the money, they said.’ Even though it was only the second time we’d met, I could see she’d been altered by the crime. Aside from the rumpled clothing and disarrayed hair of moving day, she had a raw quality to her now, as if a layer of skin had been scrubbed away. ‘Reckoned he used a stolen ID to open the account in the first place.’

‘He’s probably doing the same thing right now with some other flat,’ Ash said, transferring the plant pot from one hip to the other like a mother with a toddler. The angle was precarious, a clump of soil in danger of spilling onto the carpet.

‘What about your bank? Can they not cover it through their insurance?’ I asked.

‘I haven’t phoned them yet,’ Pixie said. ‘I wanted to speak to my dad first. I got hold of him last night and he says I’ll never get the money back. Those fraud helplines, it’s all AI, he reckons. Either that or people sitting in bed in their pyjamas.’

I chuckled. Her dad sounded like our resident misanthrope, Elliot in flat 7, who had many sharp things to say about Broken Britain on the residents’ WhatsApp group. Her friend moved on, breathing heavily as he took the stairs, but even though I’d been looking forward to my Gail’s bun all week I felt strangely reluctant to follow.

‘I’m really sorry you’ve had to go through that, but thank God you’ve been able to secure this place instead. Did Alec come down on the rent?’

She looked puzzled. ‘How d’you mean?’

‘I thought you said it was out of your budget?’ And that was before this unfortunate defrauding. Perhaps her father had stumped up again. I already had the sense that men orbited her in that way you sometimes found with girls who had a quality of fragility, of disorganization. Looks too, of course. I’ve mentioned her striking eyes, but I ought to emphasize too the almost Slavic loveliness of her face, the fine brow and high cheekbones. Had she chosen to style herself more conventionally she’d have been quite the classic beauty.

‘Yeah, well. I mean, no, the rent’s the same.’ She looked unsettled, distracted by horns in the street: their car was causing congestion.

Ash came jogging back down, his tummy jiggling under his T-shirt. ‘C’mon, Pix, let’s bring the rest in before I get a ticket.’

‘Can I help?’ I offered.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘We’ve got it. But thanks.’

She probably thought I was too frail to heft boxes, even though I knew I had upper body strength to match hers, thanks to the Older Bodies Pilates I’d been doing weekly for several years. I wondered if Alec was in to welcome her to her new home. If so, then plainly he wasn’t lifting a finger to help. No doubt sitting at his keyboard with his headphones on, creating some mediocre melody no one would ever want to listen to.

But no, that’s naive of me. He’s probably never been more successful, his melodies the soundtrack to a million breathless true-crime fantasies.

After what I’ve seen of folk this last year, I wouldn’t be at all surprised.
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Can I just say before I go on that I am not what you think. The lonely neighbour twitching the lace curtains. The childless spinster searching for waifs to mother. As you’ll discover, I have two children of my own, both grown up and still making regular demands on my time and patience.

Nor, since we’re on the subject, am I a former good-time girl, ageing and embittered and only able to get my thrills vicariously. I’ve never been one of those women men wanted to chase. Since my marriage ended fifteen years ago, I’ve not had a single opportunity to enter into a long-term relationship (I rather wish I hadn’t entered into the one with my husband, to be honest, said offspring notwithstanding).

No, what I am is a decent person. A feminist who will intervene without a qualm if she thinks a man is abusing a woman. Scrap that: if she thinks a person is abusing another person. A humanist then. A defender of victims and underdogs.

By the way, who ‘you’ are is at present unclear to me. It’s even possible that you may turn out simply to be me. We’ll see. You’re certainly not my daughter, Maya, whose idea it was for me to get all of this down in writing on the grounds that it’s therapeutic. ‘Journaling’ they call it now, she tells me, though that feels too informal a term for an account of destroyed lives.

‘Unburdening’ is better perhaps.

Or maybe plain old testimony.
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A little bit about Columbia Mansions. It was – still is, I think you’ll find – a masterwork of Queen Anne architectural symmetry, constructed of identical quarters, each with four floors containing two mirror-image flats that extend from the front of the building to the rear, and distinctive for its extravagance of exterior flourishes. Crested gables, turrets and chimneys, ornamental brick panels and the like. Each ‘house’ has its own entrance, the recessed double doors painted the same immaculate ivy green, though those at the southern end are known as the ‘main doors’ by virtue of their having the building’s name painted above them, along with the date of its construction, 1896. This is invariably the one to feature in estate agents’ photographs.

And media coverage, of course.

My flat was one of the end units that benefited from a desirable extra aspect of windows, though I was on the first rather than the coveted top floor, and at the less prestigious northern end that overlooks the car park. But I genuinely believe that after what happened with Brian and the loss of our family home in Surrey, I would have been happy in a single windowless room in that building. All that mattered was that the apartment was mine and mine alone.

Well, technically.

‘Daniel,’ I called to my 36-year-old first-born, letting myself in and turning right into the spacious living room at the rear of the flat. ‘I’ve got the buns!’

‘Great,’ he called back from his bathroom, where he liked to take epic hot showers.

I wondered if he would be dressed when he surfaced.

In the kitchen (unchanged in the years I’d been here, but there was plenty of life left in its solid pine fittings), I made a pot of coffee, put the buns on plates and sat at the table I’d salvaged from the Surrey house. It, too, was made of pine and bore a lifetime’s worth of marks and scorings.

A few minutes later, Daniel joined me. He was tall and spare, with dark hair curling over his ears and down his neck and a more handsome face than you’d detect at first glance on account of its rarely being lifted by a smile. He took after my side of the family, a genetic accident for which I felt daily gratitude: the thought of clapping eyes on Brian several times a day via the face across the table was not appealing.

‘Did you get me one or two?’ he asked. Still depressed but at least dressed, that was my assessment this morning. And not so depressed that he couldn’t wolf pastries. In spite of his new reclusive lifestyle, he never seemed to gain weight.

‘One. They’re £3.60 each, Dan.’ Six months he’d been here and not once had he thought to get off his backside on a Saturday morning and treat me. ‘Alec’s new lodger’s moving in,’ I said, between divinely buttery mouthfuls. ‘She’s called Pixie.’

‘What a stupid name,’ he said, chewing.

‘I really like it. It suits her.’

‘Why, got green skin, has she? What happened to the other one?’

‘Yasmin? She and Casper have moved into their own place. Ilford, I think it was.’

‘Really? Why would they want to go there? Terrible place.’

Dee, and lots of other women I knew, spoke of their grown-up children still being their babies. He’ll always be my little boy, they cooed. This was not an experience I related to. Perhaps because Daniel had never been particularly babyish in the first place, not beyond the first year anyway; he’d been too sharp and an early talker. In place of tantrums, he’d had opinions. Now, in negative mode since being ditched by his wife, he voiced those opinions in disdainful abbreviated form.

‘What are you up to today?’ I asked, and he looked bamboozled, as if I’d challenged him with a quadratic equation. ‘Got any work on?’

‘Nope.’

He’d left his permanent job as a data analyst a few months before he’d been ousted by Nella and I’d long since ceased viewing the two as coincidental. He did not suit unemployment – sorry, freelancing – and she’d identified that early.

‘We could do a big walk?’ I suggested.

‘Not sure I wanna do a small one.’

‘Then perhaps you could hoover while I’m out? Maybe give your bathroom a clean?’

‘And there it is,’ he said, raising an index finger in pointless, childish triumph.

My patience snapped. ‘Daniel, it’s not outrageous to ask you to pull your weight a bit. And could we talk about a contribution to the utilities? My bills have gone through the roof since you’ve been here.’ You might assume that a boomer like me would have been mortgage-free by now, but my ex-husband’s destruction of our finances had put paid to that and I remained at the mercy of mortgage lenders and interest rates.

Daniel tilted his head from side to side, as if to say you could be right, you could be wrong. ‘I’m still paying towards the Stoke Newington flat.’

‘Then you need to sort that out with Nella. You need to decide who will buy who out. You need your money for yourself.’

He scowled. Need, need, need. He’d always disliked repetition. I wondered for the umpteenth time how my relationship with my children had come to be so troublesome, so lacking in basic affinity – especially when with a newcomer like Pixie the sense of kinship could be natural, immediate – and came to the usual conclusion: you don’t choose your family. They are God’s gift to you, as the saying goes; at least they think they are.

‘Alec’s getting £1,500 a month from his lodger,’ I told him.

‘The pixie?’

‘Just Pixie. There’s no “the”. And he’ll expect her to do her share of chores on top of that, I’m sure.’

‘Bully for him.’

Bun finished, I got to my feet to take my coffee to the sofa overlooking the communal garden. On the way, I tripped on Daniel’s laptop cable and there was a horrible pulling sensation inside my right knee, which had been acting up of late. I’d need to monitor it on today’s walk, perhaps even strap it.

He came after me, toeing the cable aside. ‘I’ll tape it down later.’

Always later, never now. You can’t let him encroach, Mum, Maya had warned when he’d moved in, but encroach he had and I often found myself retreating to my bedroom as if he were the owner and I the ‘temporary’ guest.

Below, Alec had evidently roused himself to give his new roommate a tour of the garden. It was unusually elaborate for a block of this size, with a generous lawn and two picnic areas. English willows and yews were interspersed with more exotic palms and fruit trees, spectacular in all seasons but especially so at this time of year when summer passed the baton to autumn.

His manner was engaged, I saw, even attentive, and my mind wrested a line from years ago: Tell me what you’re hiding. Tucked it away again.

‘Mum? All right if I finish this?’

I broke from my reverie to see Daniel brandishing the coffee jug, a look of sufferance on his face. ‘Go ahead. But turn the machine off, will you?’ He had a habit of returning the empty jug to the hotplate, causing it to scorch.

He tutted; even the smallest request prickled him.

Pixie’s body language was quite different from Alec’s – and from when she and I had chatted in the lobby – her arms wrapped tightly around her chest and her expression guarded. As he advanced towards the side of the building (only the ground-floor flats had direct access to the garden, the rest of us had to walk around from our front entrance), she did not immediately follow. Instead, she turned her back to him, making a visor with her right hand as she scanned the plot of land before her. It was almost as if she were assessing its dimensions, searching for an alternative exit.

I’ve lost count of the times I’ve thought that had it not been for Daniel’s occupancy we might have avoided the catastrophe ahead. The bloodshed (okay, there’s no blood in a suffocation, but metaphorical bloodshed). I could have rescued Pixie from Alec’s clutches earlier and provided safe harbour. It wouldn’t have been ideal, with her enemy still living across the landing, but it could have been a life-prolonging manoeuvre.

A handbrake turn, if you like – before the car careered off the cliff.
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If I’m not what you’re thinking, then nor was Alec. An outlier in the building, he was someone you’d be more likely to find in a loft apartment in Bermondsey or Shoreditch, not low-key suburban Queens Oak. We were quiet-life people here, not spotlight seekers.

Hard to believe now, I know.

Anyway, back in the Nineties he’d been a keyboard player in a rock band called Empty Cloud, whose number one song – ‘Take Me If You Want Me’ – promised a glorious future but turned out to be a one-hit wonder. They were too minor for there to be much to see now on YouTube, just a couple of videos, an appearance on the German equivalent of Top of the Pops, an interview in which a baby-faced Alec and his bandmates spoke of conquering America and being bigger than the Beatles and other rock clichés.

A short entry on Wikipedia added only that he had continued to work as a songwriter, so what I knew of him beyond this I’d had to gather from our own conversations and general building chatter. He’d inherited the flat from his aunt, my old neighbour Jeanette, who’d not long been widowed when I moved in and who had no children of her own. Then based out of town, he’d initially used the place as a city bolthole before splitting with his second wife and notifying the board that he intended moving in himself.

Strange now to think that I’d viewed him as a potential offender even before we met, though my fear back then had been to do with noise. Ageing rockers, whether still commercially active or not, tended to have professional quality kit, electric guitars that they blasted in home studios that weren’t properly soundproofed. And given that one big hit, he likely lived off royalties and didn’t need to do anything inconvenient like get up in the morning for the office. We had guidelines about noise issues and I confess to poring over them before he arrived.

As it transpired, Alec was no more or less noisy than any other neighbour. Yes, he liked a drink, but you could hardly complain of Bacchanalia across the landing and any songwriting was done on computers and using headphones – not that he talked much about his music. He was just a middle-aged bloke, mostly jocular, often entertaining, occasionally grumpy.

Among other unstarry activities, he joined the boules team based in Winifred Gardens and became a regular support to Steve, our part-time gardener. When one of our board directors moved out, he was elected in their place, quipping in his first meeting that the financial settlement he’d just reached with his second ex-wife was an incentive to keep service charges down.

‘You don’t have to be divorced to serve on the board, but it helps,’ Dee joked back.

She texted me afterwards:


I can see we’re going to have a lot of fun with Alec!!



By then I had mixed feelings about him, but I was damned if I was going to confide in her about that. I spent some time considering the appropriate response before settling on a single thumbs-up emoji.

I’m thinking this might be a useful point at which to note that all of the text messages I’ve included in this account are in their exact original form. In the unlikely event that anyone should want to check, I imagine the police could verify that. Most of us have had our devices examined by them at one time or another, as I understand it.
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The first time I heard them arguing, I put it down to teething problems. In a publicly advertised rental like this, neither party knew much of the other and had everything to discover. As a victim of fraud, Pixie had been desperate enough to take a room she couldn’t afford, while Alec’s vetting methods had been superficial to say the least – had he even asked for references? I suspected he’d allowed pity to play a part in choosing her over candidates whose affairs might have been less fraught.

Whatever their differences, they flared quickly because it was only a matter of days before that first contretemps. It wasn’t a blazing row, don’t get me wrong, but hostile enough for me to be aware of it through the thick wall that separated our living rooms. Initially I couldn’t make out more than the odd word, only their fractious tones, until Alec raised his voice in a sudden escalation:

‘Come on, you know the deal.’

There was an answering grumble from Pixie and then silence.

I wondered if this had something to do with her working from home. She did something freelance with websites, I’d learned from a brief chat with Alec, and it was possible she was already getting under his feet in the way Daniel did mine. It seemed to me he had got used to having his cake and eating it with Yasmin, who’d taken extra shifts at the hospital while saving for her flat deposit.

In any case, the incident unsettled me sufficiently for me to make a point of checking in with Pixie when I saw her sitting alone in the garden a few days later.

‘I thought it was you,’ I said, as though the grounds teemed with young women dressed in tie-dye print leggings and fluffy pink hoodies. On her feet were scuffed grey UGGs, leaves stuck to the soles. ‘Are you settling in okay?’

‘Oh. Hi.’ She looked disorientated, struggling to focus on me. ‘I was meditating.’

‘I’m sorry. You had your eyes open.’

‘I know, I’m rubbish at it.’ She giggled, shifted along the seat. ‘Come and sit under this gorgeous tree. What even are those fruit?’

‘They’re pomegranates,’ I said, sitting.

‘Really?’ She reached to finger one of the fruits, pressing gingerly as if expecting it to drench her with liquid, though it was unripe and rock hard. ‘I’d love to know this stuff.’

‘Where did you live before? Did you not have a garden?’

‘No, I was staying with friends in their top-floor flat. Before that, I was with Dylan in Tooting. We had a bit of outside space but it was where the bins were kept and smelled really grim.’

‘Dylan’s the ex-boyfriend?’

‘One of many.’ She gave a fatalistic sigh, as if resigned to being forever unlucky in love, and though obviously intended to amuse me, it concealed, I thought, a very real sorrow. I longed to be able to help.

‘Are you working at the moment? Alec said you design websites?’

‘Content, yeah. I just finished a project. I’m getting a bit worried actually. Everyone’s cutting budgets. It’s like a total hellscape.’

‘If you just want something to tide you over, I noticed they’re looking for people at Bageri Møller. The new Danish bakery on Station Square?’

‘Bakery’ was a little prosaic for the emporium that had just opened in Queens Oak, the kind of place that referred to its customers as a community and where you could sit the whole day at your laptop – presumably on the understanding that you’d break at some point to order a pastry or a plate of herrings. I’d yet to be lured from Gail’s.

‘I was about to head that way now. We could walk down together if you like?’

She agreed, though more in the spirit of failing to find an excuse than of actively wanting to. But once on our way, she brightened, as most would, for the route took us through Winifred Gardens, the charming Victorian square that separated Columbia Mansions from the tangle of streets near the station that constituted Queens Oak proper. With its bandstand and folly and raked-gravel boules pits, it was at its most winning on a fluorescent-skied day like today.

‘Getting on okay with Alec?’

‘Fine,’ she said.

‘I hear him grumbling sometimes.’ I kept my tone light. ‘That’s middle-aged men for you.’

‘He’s free to grumble. It’s his place.’

‘Yours too now. I hope you’ll enjoy living in Columbia Mansions. It really is a lovely group of people. Very sociable. I don’t know what I’d do without Scrabble Club and Older Bodies Pilates.’ Pixie looked quizzical and I explained. ‘It’s slower and gentler than a younger person’s class.’

‘So is everyone …’ She tailed off, suddenly awkward.

‘Old?’ I guessed, laughing. ‘Not at all. We have three families in the building, including Sadie and her twins just below you, and a few younger couples as well. Plus my son Daniel is staying with me at the moment. He’s in his thirties. You’ll meet everyone at the bonfire party.’

‘Oh, when’s that?’ she asked.

‘November the fifth?’ I chuckled. ‘You’ve heard of Guy Fawkes, haven’t you?’

‘I thought that was to do with fireworks.’

‘Yes, but bonfires too. Traditionally his effigy was burned.’ Lord knew what they’d been teaching in schools these last decades for her not to know this. ‘When I was young, we used to take him around in a wheelbarrow. And before you ask, yes, there were cars on the road and we did have electricity.’

We’d reached the far end of the gardens, the Beehive gastro pub right ahead and Crown Road leading to Station Square on the left, a scruffy but charming assemblage of outdoor café tables, bicycle racks and planters. On arrival at Bageri Møller, Pixie duly asked for details about the vacancy – general assistant, £12 an hour – and was given the link to fill out an online application, while I ordered our coffees.

We sat at the bar in the window, all the regular tables already taken by young people with laptops and AirPods. They looked very important as they scrolled through feeds and inspected spreadsheets, apparently undisturbed by the nattering of fifty-plus other people within earshot. Some sort of folk music played, with fiddles and the accordion, not unpleasant.

Below my elbow, a woman dipped her head to kiss the miniature dachshund suspended in some sort of sling around her chest and, catching us looking, smiled up at Pixie.

‘What a total cutie,’ Pixie said.

‘I know, he’s my angel. He needs his nap soon. Wait, I had some thoughts on optimization,’ she added sharply, evidently segueing into a conference call, and I marvelled at what passed for professionalism these days.

‘I love dogs,’ Pixie told me. ‘I want a whole pack of them. I’m going to be like that wrinkly old French actress and live by the sea with my own little fur babies.’

‘Brigitte Bardot? Well, I hope you won’t share some of her political views. They’re a little unforgiving.’

‘Oh, I don’t follow politics. It’s too depressing. I’ve got friends out on marches every weekend and I’m, like, why? Nothing’s going to change.’

‘Just being part of some rent-a-mob is pointless,’ I agreed, ‘but having a cause close to your heart can be very rewarding. I speak from personal experience.’

‘Why, what’s your cause, then?’

‘Girls’ education in developing countries. My ex-husband and I used to run a charity that raised funds for projects in India and rural Bangladesh, but we had to close, sadly. I still donate, but it’s not the same.’

She looked mournfully at me. Her emotions were quick to see-saw, I was learning. ‘Why did you have to close?’

‘It was about the same time Brian and I split up. Let’s just say the two things were linked.’ I paused, ignoring the ache in my centre, the wound her sympathetic gaze was reopening. ‘Anyway, that was before Malala came along. She’s quite the force. What we did was a drop in the ocean compared to what she’s achieved.’

As I was outlining Malala’s accomplishments, our coffees arrived. They were served in rustic stone beakers, presumably fired in a Copenhagen kiln, and came with a little cake that I believe is a financier and not Danish but French.

Pixie nibbled hers, speaking as she chewed. ‘Thanks so much for treating me, Gwyn.’

‘Gwen,’ I corrected her. Though a little hurt by the mistake, I laughed it off. ‘Alec obviously hasn’t mentioned me then, even though we’re next-door neighbours and directors of the residents’ management board. We’re the worker elves who keep the building going.’

‘Elves?’ she repeated, puzzled, but I decided not to get into the Brothers Grimm.

‘Yes, so any complaints about your neighbours, you know who to come to. Unless it’s about me, of course!’ Generally, the last thing I wanted was to encourage petty complaints – yes, I used the word ‘petty’ in relation to this poor girl – because there was already more than enough to keep us busy in our roles. But this was different and not only because of my instinctive liking for her. Knowing she’d been the victim of such a horrible scam, I wanted her to know my door was always open, my experience hers from which to benefit.

‘How is your friend?’ I asked. ‘The boy who helped you move in?’

‘Ash? He’s good. He’s moved back in with his parents down in Kent, so I won’t see him much for a while.’

‘It’s not that far away. You could invite him up for the bonfire party?’

She pouted. ‘Nowhere to park. And the trains from his place don’t come in anywhere near here. It’s not worth it.’

‘Couldn’t he stay over, make a night of it? Alec usually has people over afterwards, actually, so you’d be right where the action is.’

Pixie shook her head. ‘I’m not allowed overnight guests.’

That knocked me out of my groove. ‘Really?’

She looked curiously at me. ‘Actually, you said about this board … Is it a rule of the building then? No guests?’

‘Of course not. People have them all the time. Is that really one of Alec’s conditions? Sounds a bit restrictive.’ Not to mention newly introduced for I knew for a fact that Casper had stayed over regularly with Yasmin. You’d see them going out for a run in the morning, returning with take-out cups of some lurid-coloured juice. ‘Can I ask, do you and Alec have a written contract?’

She gave a slightly shameful shake of the head. So, he could turf her out without notice.

‘Well, I don’t see how he can prevent you from having guests. What if you have a boyfriend?’

‘I told you, we split.’

‘I mean someone new. Or you might have family who need to stay a few nights. Your dad, maybe?’

‘Oh, he won’t want to stay.’

‘Would you like me to have a word?’

She looked a little alarmed. ‘With my dad?’

‘No, with Alec.’

‘Oh. It’s fine. I’ve probably not understood properly.’

‘Let’s do your application, shall we?’ I said, sensing her mood plunging. ‘Might as well send it off while you’re here. Get it out of the way.’ There were shades of my dynamic with Daniel in this rallying, but unlike him she obliged quite cheerfully, opening the form on her phone while I ordered more coffees. We then spent a lovely hour with her reading out the questions and me proposing answers (Which element of the Bageri Møller brand most resonates with you? The caffeine, but only if it’s a double shot ;-)), but even before she’d submitted her answers, the member of staff she’d spoken to on arrival came over and scheduled a trial shift.

‘Needn’t have bothered with the questions,’ she said, sliding her phone into the pocket of her hoodie.

‘Amazing,’ I said, though it was becoming clearer by the moment that in spite of her averred bad luck, she had a charisma that drew strangers to her, encouraged them to please her. ‘I did that once at the charity. Hired someone on the spot as my assistant. She had no experience or much in the way of qualifications.’ I paused, gulped air. I so rarely spoke of Cyndi, I’d taken myself by surprise. ‘But sometimes you just know someone is going to be brilliant.’

‘Well, I hope you paid her more than these Danish guys are paying me,’ Pixie said, already disgruntled with her rate and she hadn’t even started yet.

Incidentally, four coffees, plus service, came to almost £20. As I entered the amount on my spreadsheet that evening, I despaired of the government’s money-printing madness that had led to this inflation.
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As it happened, the next meeting of the management board took place just a week later.

For the record, directors are volunteers elected by the members of the Company to manage the development in the best interests of the residents collectively and must own properties in the building. In our case, all four of us used them as our principal residences – Dee, our chair, occupied flat 32; Alec, flat 4; Noel, flat 18, and me, flat 3 – and bar Noel, a married gay man in his early 50s, were divorced and single. The families and young couples in the building were understandably far too busy to want to spend a precious free evening debating whether we should switch our insurance provider or sanction a neighbour for crimes against recycling. Organize a vote for the umpteenth time on whether the no-pets restriction should be reversed.

Of course, the topic that caused the most discussion at this time of year was the service charge, specifically whether it would need to be increased for the subsequent period. The answer was yes – insurances had soared, and roof repairs could be delayed no longer – and we’d need to devise a payment scheme before sending out demands.

But none of this matters (actually, the service charge is relevant): the reason I include the meeting here is because it was the first time I’d seen Alec since I’d overheard his sniping with Pixie and been made aware of his no-guests stipulation.

He and I arrived at Dee’s







































OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Louise Candlish



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61



		Chapter 62



		Gwen’s note



		Acknowledgements



		Extract







		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A
Neighbour’s
Guide to

Murder

LOUISE
CANDLISH

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





OEBPS/images/9780008641023_Cover.jpg
LOUISE
CANDLISH

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
‘A wicked twist

in the tale
Lucy Clarke

Ne lghb Ollr’s
Guide to

Murder

Her secrets will be the death of you....





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H{Q





