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For all the missing women – and for Suzy Lamplugh.

Forty years on.

Gone but not forgotten.







 


But O, how a bitter thing it is to look into happiness through another man’s eyes.

William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act V, Scene 2







Prologue

SHE DIDN’T FEEL the shove from behind; she was too busy focusing on the howl of the wind, the pain in her ears, and the icy whip of rain against her cheeks as she ran along the narrow cliff path.

Jago was here somewhere, and she had to find him.

Above her, the foghorn reached out from the lighthouse with an eerie high-pitched wail. Earlier she’d been thinking about how different it sounded from the one at home; the sound she’d heard every winter growing up had been a much deeper, more comforting tone. Randomly she’d found herself wondering if foghorns were all different, if somehow sailors knew where they were by the pitch of the alert, like the flashes from lighthouses. She pushed the thought away now; there was no space in her head for anything except finding Jago.

But she should have listened to the warning signals.

Now she knew what had been going on, there had been so many signs. How could she have been so stupid?

Below her, she could hear angry waves breaking over the jagged black rocks, the spray spitting up into her face. There was no barrier along the cliff edge, just a carpet of long stalky grass flattened by the wind, something that had surprised her when she’d walked here yesterday. Then the mist had been swirling like spectres gathering. Now the spectres had joined together to form an army, fog so dense in patches that she could only see a few metres ahead.

A wave crashed below, and she felt its freezing fingers reaching for her.

He had to be here somewhere; it was only a short walk to the lighthouse. Had he climbed down to the caves? The thought suddenly occurred to her as another wave broke, the sound explosive. It seemed mad in this weather, but these cliffs had been his playground, growing up. Had he seen someone acting suspiciously and followed them down?

The fog was comforting at least. If Rosie couldn’t see anything then she must be almost invisible too. And she needed to be invisible. In the city she always felt as if someone was looking; there were so many people, anyone could hide among them, watching her. Out here there was nobody, and the wind was stinging her ears, but the salt smell of the storm was as familiar as it was dangerous.

If Rosie Kinsella had realised how dangerous, perhaps she wouldn’t have run from the house so fast. If she’d realised how hard it was going to be to find Jago, maybe she’d have …

And then she felt a push and she was falling.

And she couldn’t see anything at all.





How it started …




TO: Rosie Kinsella

DATE: 14 February 2025

SUBJECT: Lilies

FROM: Outlander

Hey Rosie,

Congratulations on the new job! I know lilies are your favourite. I thought I’d wait to let you settle in before sending them. Lilies represent purity and renewal, isn’t that perfect? I love their scent too, it reminds me of summer, like your perfume. Dioriveria is so perfectly you. I close my eyes and breathe it in whenever you pass me, the French Riviera meets Paris. I can see us sitting in a pavement cafe looking out at the sea in Antibes, or you showing me your favourite cafe in Paris. London must be a big change – this weather! I got caught in the rain as well the other day! I called out to you to share my umbrella but I don’t think you could hear me, and your bus arrived right then so hopefully you were able to get warm.

Michael






TO: Rosie Kinsella

DATE: 16 February 2025

SUBJECT: What a coincidence/work party

FROM: Outlander

Hey Rosie,

Great to see you last night, who knew you loved dim sum too? Your work crew are great fun – that Nick, though? He’s a bit of a privileged prick, isn’t he? You looked fabulous, he couldn’t keep his eyes off you. Did you notice? Grace seems very nice, caring. She thinks he’s a bit of a prick too, I could see from the way she was talking to him. Hope you managed to get a cab OK, you could have shared mine. Maybe next time.

Michael






Private number

Hey Rosie, I know you haven’t been to the theatre since you came to London – Hamilton is such a fabulous show, I know you’ll love it. I’ve booked for 26th March, it’s a good few weeks away so you should be able to clear your diary if there’s a clash. Our tickets are at the box office under your name, it’s the Victoria Palace Theatre, right next to the station. We can have a drink afterwards. Can’t wait!

Love Mike x

13:05

Add your message here:

Hey Rosie, I thought you could use this cute umbrella. Open it up and see the inside, it’s printed with a stunning painting of the cosmos. So many shining stars, just like you. It’s a tiny one so it should fit in your bag. I’d hate you to get so wet again! 
Love Mike x

Thank you for shopping at London Undercover







How it’s going …





Chapter 1

‘FECK’S SAKE.’ It came out more aggressively than Rosie had intended. Sitting down hard on her chair, she looked again at the image she’d just opened on her phone.

On the other side of the table, Grace pushed a blonde Ghd ringlet over her shoulder and looked around her open laptop lid at Rosie. Even with the harsh light from the floor-to-ceiling windows throwing her face into shadow, Rosie could see Grace’s blue eyes widening as she registered the look on Rosie’s face.

‘What? What’s happened?’

Unable to form any words that passed as polite, Rosie’s eyes met Grace’s. Rosie could feel her mouth set in an angry line. Her heart pounding, she fought with the need to throw her phone across the room and scream.

She glanced down at the email that had just arrived, anger swirling like molten glass, red-hot and liquid now, but as soon as it cooled, she knew she’d feel dark and brittle. And liable to crack.

She was going to have to tell them now.

The part of her that wasn’t fuming, cringed. Rosie had been praying that this was someone from home arsing about – that it was some sort of joke – but as each email and text message had arrived, she’d felt more tense, more intruded on, more pissed off and, if she was honest with herself, more afraid.

Why was this happening? It had taken her so long to find the right job, and then find a flat in London, and now this. When the flowers had arrived a few weeks ago, ‘coincidentally’ on Valentine’s Day, she’d laughed it off, not mentioning the weird email, pretending Michael must be a friend whom she hadn’t heard from in ages.

Then that email had arrived the day after their night out.

She hadn’t noticed anyone creepy in the restaurant, but then she’d been celebrating, thrilled to get her first sale. She’d only been a fortnight into the job, and she’d closed on a stunning prime property that had been on the books of Sterling & Co for a lot longer than the vendor was happy about. It had been a breakthrough moment: any rumours that she’d been hired because of her Instagram account had been firmly quashed with a multi-million pound sale. Sitting in that Chinese restaurant in Mayfair, sipping her champagne, she’d felt as if everything was actually coming together. The drama of Paris was firmly behind her. It had been her moment. Finally.

She’d loved Paris. She had found her feet in high-end residential sales, starting her @RosiesParisLife IG account, loving the feeling that came with being seen – with being an influencer. Who had expected that when she’d left school in Cork with a crappy Leaving Cert and a summer’s work experience at a luxury boutique? Or that she’d take to French as if she’d been born to it? She’d always been good at Irish, had picked up bits of Spanish on holiday, but becoming fluent in French had turned out to be a lot easier than she’d expected. When she’d met Xavier Verdier, she’d thought she’d found everything she’d ever dreamed of in the City of Love. With his liquid brown eyes, his money and family connections, he’d swept her off her feet, and helped her build professionally, introducing her to clients, becoming an intrinsic part of her life. It had all been perfect … until the wife Rosie didn’t know Xavier had, had turned up at the office one day.

London would be the new start she needed.

Should have been …

Had been, until this Michael character had landed in her inbox.

Rosie looked back at the photo attached to the email.

It had been taken this morning.

She knew it was this morning, because she could see the package beside the doorstep from the Swedish coffee company that David Two got regular deliveries from. In the photo, it was half hidden in the foliage near the front door, but she’d spotted it as she’d come out, and picking it up, had popped it onto the hall table. She’d been about to text David Two to let him know it had arrived when her phone had rung. Pulling the milkshake-pink door behind her, she’d yanked up her coat collar against the freezing rain and forgotten all about the package, concentrating on her little brother’s voice asking if he could move his drum kit into her old bedroom at home.

Hurrying down the path, she’d run for the bus, telling Conor she’d call him later, and not to dare moving anything out of or into her room.

The photo looked as if it had been taken right before she came out of the door. Michael must have been watching for her to leave. She felt a shiver run up her back at the thought. Why was she using his name, even in her head? It made him more real.

More importantly, how did he even know where she lived?

The answer to that made her feel actually sick: he must have followed her home. But when?

No matter how Rosie had felt during the weeks of weird emails, texts and WhatsApp messages, this had suddenly got a whole lot creepier.

This Michael character had sent photos before: a view of the Thames he thought she’d like, or a cat in a window, or something funny he’d seen on Instagram. Then a few days ago it had been his seat in the theatre; of the stage before Hamilton began; of the champagne he’d thought he would be sharing with her after the performance. Who did that?

When the flowers had turned up, right at the start, she hadn’t really taken it seriously. But then the email about their work dinner had arrived, and then the texts had started.

And then the first gift box had been delivered, the note signed with a kiss.

Ick. Jaysus. Her skin crawled at the thought.

Back at the start, she’d called both her older brothers to see who this Michael joker was – thinking he had to be one of their friends taking the proverbial. Fiacra and Eoin had both lived in London; both had played rugby for London Irish. They both knew loads of Michaels, Mikes, even a Mikey, but none of them seemed to be this Michael.

From the other end of the huge table forming the main workstation in the open-plan office, Nick finished his call. Her mind still swirling, Rosie could feel him looking at her.

‘What’s up, Rosie? You look like you’re going to belt someone.’

She glanced over at him, only half concentrating.

‘Shut up, Nick. Did you leave your common sense at home with your comb?’ From her seat opposite Rosie, Grace scowled down the table at their colleague and stood up, her stiletto heels tapping on the wooden floor as she came around to Rosie’s side to look at the image.

Rosie held the phone up so she could see.

‘It’s my front door. It’s that guy who sent those flowers. He’s emailed me a picture of my front door. But, seriously, I really don’t know anyone called Michael.’





Chapter 2

‘ARE YOU SURE you don’t know him? There was that fancy box with the umbrella – that shop’s really expensive.’ Rosie felt frustration rising as Grace continued. ‘Could you have met him in a bar and got chatting? Maybe you met him at the group you mentioned, that drinking club for blow-ins?’

‘What the hell’s a blow-in?’ From the other end of the table, Nick looked at them as if they were talking a foreign language. They probably were some of the time. Between Grace’s soft midlands Irish accent and Rosie’s Cork lilt, she knew when they got chatting, nobody could keep up. Grace looked at Nick, rolling her eyes at his lack of understanding. ‘Someone from out of town, like, not born here. Obviously.’

Ignoring Nick, Rosie shook her head in reply to Grace. ‘I definitely haven’t met anyone called Michael since I got here, I’d have remembered.’ She put the phone down on the table and, taking a deep breath, hooked her dark blonde hair behind her ears, trying to centre herself, to calm the maelstrom of emotion threatening to overwhelm her. She couldn’t lose it in the office. She hadn’t been here long enough, for one thing. Professionalism was vital in this job; the clients were allowed to get hysterical – they could afford it – but not the sales team.

Rosie let out the breath she’d been holding, deliberately keeping her voice level. ‘This is actually starting to freak me out.’

Rosie felt Grace’s hand on her shoulder, giving her a reassuring squeeze, and for a moment was incredibly grateful that there was someone here in the office who really understood her. Their co-worker Hallie was so nice, but at least ten years older than them both, and every time she got caught in the rain, threatened to go home to Australia. And their boss, Yaraslava, was a bit inaccessible, to say the least. She came into the office every morning looking as if she was about to do a cover shoot for Forbes. Not daunting at all. Rosie had been super-impressed by her when they’d first met, with her dusky looks, heavy Belarusian accent and even heavier gold jewellery. She was so poised, so polished, she was exactly what Rosie aspired to be. Sebastian Sterling, the Sterling of Sterling & Co, was the ultimate boss – he’d sat in on Rosie’s interview and came to their team meetings – but Yaraslava was definitely running the show.

At the other end of the table, Nick leaned back and linked his hands together behind his head. His jacket was slung around the back of the chair, his tie loose at the open neck of his pale blue shirt. With his long, heavily highlighted hair, he looked more like a male model than an estate agent, and he knew it.

‘But why would this dude do that – take a picture of your house? That’s so random.’

Rosie and Grace both looked at him and then at each other in a moment of shared understanding. Grace answered for them. ‘Because he wants to show her that he knows where she lives, that he’s followed her without her realising.’

Nick’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t get it. What’s the point of that?’

Grace threw him a withering look. ‘It’s usually about power, Nick. Control.’

Rosie glanced down the table at him. ‘God knows what it’s about. He’s delusional. It’s like he’s got it into his head that he knows me, that we’re friends. That’s the weirdest bit. He keeps texting random stuff, like you would your best friend.’

Nick sat forward in his chair. ‘Like texting a lot?’

Rosie hesitated, not sure she could admit to the full truth. ‘Three or four times a day, sometimes more.’

His eyes widened slowly. ‘What sort of stuff? Personal?’

‘Not super-personal.’ Rosie felt her voice catch. She put her elbow on the table and rubbed her eyes before answering. ‘Things like he was worried I might miss my bus, or he almost missed his. Or work was tough and his boss is a nightmare. He doesn’t like his job much, and there’s someone in his office he really hates. He’s pretty nasty about them.’ Rosie sighed. ‘God only knows why he needs to tell me that, or what he thinks I can do about any of it. It’s way too much information. I mean, even if I did know him, it would be like you texting me and giving out about Hallie and Yaraslava all the time. Except he only uses horrible nicknames, and I don’t have an earthly idea who any of the people are he’s talking about.’

Nick frowned. ‘That’s weird shit, all right. Has he given you any clues about where he works?’

Rosie shook her head. ‘I was so confused at the start, I thought maybe I had met him somewhere and I didn’t want to be rude. I answered the first one, saying he’d have to remind me who he was, that I had a terrible memory. He thought I was joking, I think. Then the messages just kept coming.’ She sighed. ‘He must work in London because he knows which buses I get, the actual numbers, and obviously he knows where I live.’ She could feel tears pricking at her eyes. ‘He knows I lived in Paris. I just …’

Rosie’s phone pinged and a notification appeared at the bottom of the screen. Another email had arrived. Fear clutched at her stomach. She glanced up at Grace.

‘You’d better open it. See what he’s got to say about why on earth he’s sent that photo.’ Rosie could see Grace was trying to appear calm, but her eyes were wide.

Rosie looked at the screen. At least it wasn’t a voice message. Hearing his super-smooth voice made her feel like heaving. And an email didn’t feel as personal as a text, somehow.

Clicking to her inbox, Rosie glanced up at Grace again for reassurance.

‘Go on, we’re all here, you’re safe. Let’s see what he’s got to say.’

‘Can you read it out?’ Nick’s face was a picture of curiosity. Rosie’s eyes flicked to him. Honestly, men just didn’t have these problems. It never occurred to them they might be attacked on the way home after a night out, or crossing a dark car park; they didn’t have to think constantly to avoid becoming prey.

She opened the email. The sender’s name was the same as the previous ones: Outlander. What was that supposed to mean?


TO: Rosie Kinsella

DATE: 28 March 2025

SUBJECT: Hamilton

FROM: Outlander

Hey Rosie,

I waited for you for ages the other night, you must have got caught at work, did you? Hamilton is so good, mesmerising – I know you’ll love it. I felt bad you were probably stuck at the office, but sad we couldn’t catch up.

There’s a cosy cafe right near your flat that does the most perfect croissants, they crumble in your mouth and their coffee is so French. Why don’t we meet there and you can tell me all about that house in Kensington, wow, that swimming pool is amazing. And the secret room off the bedroom? What do you think that could be for?

Mike xx



Rosie closed her eyes, her stomach churning.





Chapter 3

SITTING IN THE rear of a black cab, her hand resting on the top of her handbag, Yaraslava Kavalenko felt her phone vibrating inside it. Glancing out of the rain-splattered window to see where they were, she pulled the bag onto her knee and rooted for her mobile. It was probably her brother. It was always her brother.

Finding the phone, she looked at the screen, seeing the missed call and multiple WhatsApp messages. She felt a red-hot stab of irritation and deliberately closed her eyes, stilling her temper. She knew he was tense because things weren’t going the way he wanted – but there wasn’t much more she could do. She could feel her jaw clenching.

He picked up the moment she returned his call.

‘Dimitri, good morning.’ She kept her voice deliberately calm, always more comfortable in her native language.

‘There’s nothing good about this morning. I thought you had the Hampstead house sold?’

Yaraslava bit back her response. Their conversations over the last few days had revolved about this one thing, and it was really starting to get on her nerves. She was hardly going to forget they needed to sell it. She knew he needed to urgently liquidate the asset and get the money moving, but she couldn’t work miracles.

‘The buyers we have are very interested, I keep telling you. I can’t hurry them too much or they’ll get suspicious. None of us can afford that.’

‘I thought you said they were old? Why would they worry about who the previous owner was?’ At the other end he snorted, sending Yaraslava’s hackles up even more.

Why did he involve her at all if he didn’t trust her?

She already knew the answer to that; they both did. Was this a good time to remind him that these deals wouldn’t go through at all if she wasn’t orchestrating them? Any other property agency would be running background checks when a foreign registered company approached them for the quick sale of a property of the value of Park House – of any prime property, in fact. Dimitri was well aware that the Suspicious Activity Report had been created by the UK Financial Intelligence Unit for a reason, and the obligation was on the property agents or solicitors involved to file the report. He knew damn well that they could be prosecuted for not filing, regardless of whether an offence of money laundering was ever substantiated. Yaraslava couldn’t afford for that to happen at Sterling & Co.

Dimitri’s business prospered because of her. She’d been the one who had met the Grigori brothers first in that Mayfair bar, who had seen the opportunities. He should be thanking her.

Everyone knew there was a lot of overseas money tied up in London properties: money that went in dirty and came out squeaky clean; money that was of great interest to the National Crime Agency. And keeping it away from the NCA required a fine balancing act – something Yaraslava was very good at.

It was a service worth paying for: the Grigoris had seen that immediately. But the properties had to sell quickly and quietly for everything to run smoothly.

‘They might be old, but Major Bradford is very sharp. I told you I’d call them again this morning and give them the new price. I’ll see if I can get them back for a viewing. The major has taken a shine to Nick. He’s a good closer. You have to trust me.’

‘I’m starting to think we should move the listing to Hunt’s.’

Yaraslava’s anger exploded inside her, flowing like an electric charge. Physically sitting up straighter as she answered, she found herself leaning forward in her seat, as if she was about to go in for a kill. But she kept her voice very low, under control. He couldn’t know how close she’d come to Hunt’s discovering the truth behind their main holding company, Landmark. She’d managed to deflect a report being filed, but only just.

‘You know damn well that Hunt’s will ask difficult questions – it’s their policy. There are laws in place that they have to abide by. Are you ready for that?’ She paused, letting the silence grow as the cab slowed at a red light. ‘I thought not.’

‘I’m not happy dropping the price. Seven hundred thousand is a lot of money. We’ll have to absorb that loss for the Grigoris.’

‘We can make up the difference on the next sale. If we lose our fee for facilitating this one, it’s not the end of the world.’ Glancing out of the window to see how close to the office they were, she made a noise like steam escaping. She needed time to set up this appointment and to work on Nick. ‘You can’t have it both ways. The Grigoris want their cash. The only way to get that quickly is to make the property so attractive the buyers can’t afford to let it go. We have done this multiple times in the past—’

‘But this time it’s different. The Grigori brothers have something going on and don’t want to wait – and we don’t have ten million in cash available to keep them sweet. That’s what they are expecting out of this. They know the market.’

‘I understand the situation perfectly, thank you. We couldn’t have got Park House up for sale any faster. It’s a turnkey property, and the Bradfords aren’t in a chain. It’s Wednesday today. Tell the Grigoris we’ll have it sorted by early next week. I’ll have a private word with the Bradfords and emphasise that the vendor wants a quick sale.’

‘Let me know how you get on.’ He hung up.

Yaraslava looked at the phone, glowering inside.

The risks she took for Dimitri and his business were just getting too big. She’d needed the Grigori brothers when she’d first come to London, her money running out much faster than she’d expected. They had a reputation and influence, and the first sales had been easy. Hearing that his sister had fallen on her feet, Dimitri had quickly followed her, setting up companies to get the most out of every transaction. Yaraslava had moved into the early properties that Dimitri’s companies bought, to make the purchases look genuine, to give the houses life. It had been Dimitri’s idea. It had saved her a fortune in rent – plus empty properties attracted unwanted attention.

Arriving in a foreign country, Yaraslava had very quickly realised that the security of having money in her bank account was the key to success. Her own money. Seeing how the Grigoris operated, living on her nerves for the first few months – what did they say here? ‘Fake it till you make it’ – she’d started to find her way. Dimitri might be her older brother, but it had become very clear that the only person she could rely on absolutely was herself.

Coming to London, with its bright lights and opportunities, had ended up being a good decision, despite her doubts and feelings of despair in those early months, when waitressing and cleaning toilets had seemed to be her only option. Eventually she’d found a job with a property developer who needed a Russian speaker to cultivate prime buyers. Then she’d met the Grigoris.

Yaraslava’s phone pinged with a text from Dimitri.


I’ll tell the Grigori brothers it’ll be signed on Monday.



She felt her temper reignite. Her fingers flew over the screen as she replied:


Do NOT tell them Monday. I do not want to be on their kill list if the Bradfords have any issues.



How could Dimitri have got them into this situation, making promises they couldn’t keep? Landmark was just one of his companies that provided the perfect cover for cleansing increasingly large sums of money for foreign clients – all of whom knew it was a slow game, but it was reliable, efficient and worth the wait. Clean cash and a profit thrown in. A win for everyone.

Until now. The Grigoris needed money fast, and somehow that had become their problem. Dimitri had made it their problem.

Her phone pinged again.


We’ll both be on their kill list if this deal doesn’t get done.







Chapter 4

‘TWO KISSES? I mean, what’s that about?’ Rosie crossed her arms firmly and looked past Grace out of the open coffee shop door. It was raining again, and she could feel winter in the chill breeze despite her thick tights and knee-high boots. She shivered. There were only a few people ahead of her and Grace, but Janey Mac, they were slow.

She’d needed to get out of the office. And she needed a coffee. Now.

Behind her, Grace sighed and tightened her scarf, a rich cream against the winter white of her coat. She was taller than Rosie and always dressed carefully. ‘He must have sent the photo because he was pissed off you stood him up.’

Rosie did an elaborate double take. ‘I don’t think I stood him up. A date sort of involves one party checking to see if the other party actually wants to go, not just buying tickets and expecting them to turn up.’

‘Sorry, yeah, you’re right there.’ Grace reached out and gave her arm a quick squeeze. Then, realising Rosie had her back to the counter, she indicated with her head that she needed to move up. ‘Your turn.’

‘Latte, real milk.’ Rosie turned to Grace. ‘What’ll you have? I’ll get these.’

‘Oat cappuccino, no chocolate. Will I get a table?’

Rosie looked around the tiny coffee shop. The till and coffee machines faced huge windows overlooking the street. There were a couple of stools free at the counter running along the windows, but she didn’t want to sit there on full view to the world. This road was a cut through, and always busy. Lined with high-end men’s boutiques and restaurants, it had an olde worlde air that Rosie had loved when she’d come along for her first interview.

Rosie tapped Grace on the arm. ‘Grab that one in the corner.’ Beside the passageway to the loos, two dark-suited men were standing up, just about to vacate their table. But Rosie could see that Grace was looking out of the door as if something had caught her eye. A taxi had pulled up almost outside as the two men filed out the door. ‘Quick, before it’s taken.’

Grace was craning her neck, apparently trying to see who was getting out of the cab. Rosie turned to the counter as Grace realised what she’d said.

‘Sorry, on it now. I think that was Hallie. In the cab. Why she’s getting out here and not outside the office? It’s only around the corner.’

Rosie glanced outside, but the black taxi had already moved away, and Hallie had disappeared, probably down the road towards the office. ‘She said she’d be in late, she was meeting a new buyer this morning.’

The girl behind the counter finished making their coffees and passed them across. Tapping her card, Rosie smiled gratefully and, picking them up, turned to follow Grace to the tiny table. She’d had the sense to sit down facing the window, so Rosie could sit with her back to it.

Rosie picked up the sugar dispenser, turning it upside down and liberally adding it to her coffee.

‘That’s a lot.’

‘I need it.’

Grace nodded sympathetically. ‘So, this buyer Hallie was meeting … Who was it?’

Rosie shrugged. ‘I don’t think she gave a name. Another Australian, I expect. She’s got a little black book of people she worked with when she was in the yacht business.’

Grace took a sip of her coffee. ‘Well, if that was her potential new buyer in the cab with her, it’s someone she knows very well. She gave him a proper kiss.’

Rosie’s eyebrows rose slightly, but right now Hallie’s love life wasn’t her main priority. Her lack of enthusiasm didn’t stop Grace.

‘She was married, you know? When she was living in Australia. Divorced by the time she was our age, apparently. She was selling superyachts then, so she moved to Monaco, and then came here and switched to property. She had some huge clients.’

Grace seemed to know everything about everybody, not only in their office, but in the whole building. But Rosie wasn’t in the mood for gossip.

‘Thanks for coming out to this appointment with me. I’m going to need to talk to Yaraslava, though. She won’t be keen on us doubling up every time I have to meet a new client.’ Rosie picked up her spoon.

Yaraslava would not be impressed by their going to a meeting together at all. Rosie was going to have to come up with another solution if this Michael thing continued. Maybe she could swap jobs with Grace and stay in the office. Rosie shot down that idea before it was even fully formed. Selling was her thing, and she was damn good at it. Little Rosemary Kinsella from Ballinacurra had found her niche and nailed it spectacularly.

Deep inside, Rosie could feel the hot flame of resentment igniting again. This Michael dude was starting to seriously impact her life. Constantly looking behind her, her nerves on edge, she was sleeping so lightly that she woke every time there was a sound outside, and it was starting to drag her down. Twitchy and exhausted didn’t sell property at the level she was at, and there was only so much coffee you could drink to get you through the day.

Grace took a sip of her cappuccino. ‘True. Empathy isn’t exactly Yaraslava’s signature trait. But I’m sure there will be ways around it. And hopefully this guy will get bored and move on to someone else.’

‘D’you think? It feels like he’s getting closer, getting into my space, rather than the opposite. If he’s following me home, he’s properly stalking me.’ Rosie put her mug down. ‘I’m going to post about it. I wasn’t sure before, but I am now.’ She picked up her phone, opening the app she used to create images. ‘Right now, actually.’ She looked up at Grace. ‘And then I’m going to report it to the police.’
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Hey everyone, I know this image feels a bit dramatic, but I don’t have a gorgeous property shot to show you today. You all know my account here on IG started as a way to keep in touch with friends from home while I was living in Paris – but it turned out lots of people were interested in #RosiesParisLife. And interested in the beautiful homes I had the privilege of selling. So many of you have joined for the ride, and shared your own experiences, that I feel like I know you.

Now I’ve moved to London, I’ve more stunning properties to share with you, plus all the fun of a new city. But I’ve got something else too.

It’s a Big Something and I haven’t been sure whether I should talk about it here at all. It’s not really what my account is about. But then I thought about it, and I realised this account isn’t just about me, it’s about my life and it’s about you too.

To be completely genuine, which you know I am, I need to share something that’s been happening to me for a while. It’s something that’s on my mind a lot and no matter how hard I pretend it isn’t, is starting to dominate my life. I know someone else will see this too, so that’s part of the reason why I didn’t want to post about it before.

I also need to share it because the only posts here under #stalker are memes and a film from 1979. But you don’t have to talk to too many women to find out there’s been a moment in their lives when they’ve felt uncomfortable, or had unwelcome attention. Or they’ve been downright freaked out.

That’s what’s happening to me.

The Met Police say on their website to call 101 if you need to talk to someone about a non-emergency situation.

But this is starting to feel like an emergency.

#stalker #metoo #womensaid #nomore





Chapter 5

HALLIE JUMPED AS Yaraslava arrived through the main door of the office almost right behind her. She’d only just sat down and opened her laptop. Now she turned it on discreetly in an effort to look as if she’d been there all morning. She needed to be more careful. What if her arrival at the office had coincided with Yaraslava’s? The thought made her mouth dry. When the screaming was over, she’d be lucky to keep her job.

Yaraslava stopped dramatically in the doorway, her full-length black fur coat swirling around her. She had her phone in her hand, as if she’d just finished a call. ‘Where is everybody?’

As Hallie turned towards the door, she glanced at Nick beside her, sending him a telepathic message not to say anything about her only just getting here. She’d mentioned she’d be late this morning, but not this late. Catching the look, he swivelled his chair to face the door and gave Yaraslava a full-on charm blast. ‘Grace went with Rosie to meet her new client at the apartment in St John’s Wood. The client’s a guy she hasn’t met before, and she was a bit worried about going on her own.’ His tone became much more serious. ‘It turns out that guy Michael – the dude who sent Rosie the flowers and stuff when she started – is actually some sort of stalker creep. He’s been emailing her and taking photos of her house. Rosie’s totally freaked out. She’s no idea who he is.’ He paused significantly, and then, obviously trying to move the conversation on and distract Yaraslava, continued. ‘They’ll be back before lunch. You know, that coat’s magnificent.’

Yaraslava took the compliment with an upturn of her Chanel red lips as his explanation for Rosie and Grace’s absence fully registered with Hallie.

‘Nick, are you serious?’ She looked at him in horror. He’d said something about Rosie getting a weird email when she’d come in, but she’d been distracted – hadn’t had the time, or the focus, to ask more. Now she felt terrible. She liked Rosie a lot and this sounded scary. Hallie had wondered why Rosie had been so offhand about the gorgeous bouquet of flowers that had arrived on Valentine’s Day. She reached for her phone to text Rosie as Nick swung around to face her.

‘She’s really spooked.’

Yaraslava frowned. ‘How come they both needed to go?’ She put her head on one side, the overhead spots glinting off her glossy black curls. ‘I need Grace to keep with the relocations. Faizah Noor has called, wondering about schools again, and she needs a second nanny who can drive.’ Yaraslava paused. ‘We charge a lot of money for Grace to manage problems. It makes us the best. She must be brilliant. And here when people need her.’

Hallie glanced from Nick to Yaraslava. They all knew their boss was steel-edged, but her total lack of empathy with this situation was a bit much. A lot of their job involved meeting clients in empty properties. They had safety protocols in place, to make sure the office knew who they were meeting and when, but if Rosie had picked up a stalker …

Hallie cleared her throat, masking her thoughts with an innocent tone. ‘I’m sure they won’t be long. I was just thinking of getting a proper coffee. Can I get you one?’ She could text Rosie and check she was OK more easily from the coffee shop.

Yaraslava could be such a bitch. Her entire raison d’être was building the company – at any cost. Hallie knew Grace had loved sales, but just before Rosie had arrived, Yaraslava had moved her to this newly created role as a ‘relocation specialist’, looking after clients’ needs. The job seemed to involve everything from booking the movers, to registering new buyers for council tax and finding chauffeurs and chefs. Whatever was needed. Which could be a challenge.

Grace was brilliant with people, as chatty as they came, but some of the requests and expectations were trying even Grace’s patience. As she’d said after the most recent request – to find a personal trainer who specialised in somatic yoga – she would have gone into human resources if she’d wanted to hire household staff.

Hallie kept her voice light. ‘If Grace is with Rosie, it’s a great opportunity to get some good photos. Rosie says her posts get even more traction if she’s actually in them, but she wants them to look professional, and it helps if someone else is taking them, even if they actually look like selfies.’

‘Precisely why I have hired her.’ Yaraslava looked smug, as if she was the one who had plucked Rosie from the obscurity of Paris and built her account, follower by follower. She strode over to her office door, opening it as she continued. ‘She is our secret weapon. Everyone at Hunt Properties – and their clients – is following her.’ If it was possible to look any smugger, Yaraslava had just managed it.

Hallie bristled, but Yaraslava had a point. Everyone at Hunt Properties had been seething since Rosie had arrived at Sterling & Co with her Irish charm and two hundred thousand followers – not least the owner, Yaraslava’s previous boss. Yaraslava had left after a spectacular row, walking right out of Hunt’s and into Sterling & Co, Hunt’s arch-rivals, and had been smashing sales targets ever since. Even Hallie had to admire her for that.

Yaraslava pushed open her office door, threw her coat over a chair, and stalked out again to look at them. She was dressed in a figure-hugging black knitted dress, thick black tights and high patent heels. She always wore black, reminding Hallie of a panther. When she was with clients, she had that sort of sexy big cat coiled energy. It was just in the office that she could be all claws.

‘Be quick if you go. Double espresso.’ Yaraslava paused. ‘When Rosie and Grace get back, I want you all for a meeting. Hunt’s are in talks about Caulfield’s development beside Regent’s Park. Fourteen prime apartments. This is not a joke. We need to bring Caulfield Properties to us.’

Yaraslava turned around and disappeared inside her office, slamming the door.

Hallie sighed, keeping her voice low. ‘My God, sometimes she talks to us like we’re children.’ Obviously, it wasn’t low enough.

‘I heard.’ Yaraslava’s voice was sharp, even through the closed door.

Nick scribbled something on a piece of paper and held it up. It took Hallie a minute to decipher his scrawl, but then she felt a grin crack. ‘SHE’S GOT US BUGGED’ was about right.

Nick rolled his eyes, then his expression changed.

‘I’ve been thinking about Rosie and this Michael guy. He sent her a photo of her front door today, I mean, that’s pretty pointed, but then he sent her an email about meeting for coffee and asking about that secret room in the Kensington house.’ His brows knitted. ‘I mean, how does he know about it? It’s not on any of the listings, or in the photos. I didn’t want to say it to Rosie, but he must have been inside.’

Hallie felt a surge of alarm. ‘Like he’s viewed it as a potential buyer, or—’

‘Or …’ Nick screwed up his face. ‘Like he’s used it? I mean, if he’s a full-on stalker, maybe he was in there watching whoever was in the bedroom.’

From the tone of his voice, Hallie could tell Nick’s imagination had been in overdrive. They’d all had theories about the secret room off the master bedroom, but the full-length two-way mirror, shackles in the ceiling and the pole in the centre had been a bit of a clue. It had made for a lively discussion.

Hallie closed the lid of her laptop, just in case Yaraslava came out of her office while she was getting the coffee and realised she hadn’t been hard at work for hours. Refocusing on what Nick was saying, she grimaced. ‘That property has been listed with about three different agents, though. Loads of people must have been around it. That doesn’t help Rosie – or us – work out who he is.’

‘When Rosie went out with Grace, I had a quick look at our database and we’ve got three Michaels listed.’ He turned to his laptop, scanning the screen. ‘None of them have seen Kensington through us, but right after our night out Rosie asked me if I’d noticed anyone hanging about, listening to us. I didn’t twig at the time, but I reckon she thinks he was there in the restaurant.’ He looked around at Hallie. ‘Maybe this is mad, but I was thinking of calling their offices – the three Michaels we have, I mean – and saying I’ve just realised I might have picked up their jacket by accident. See if they were there that night.’

Hallie nodded slowly. ‘I can’t see it would hurt. If we can find out who he is, she can report him.’

‘Exactly, or we can go and have a chat with him.’ Nick looked at her seriously. ‘And if it’s not one of our Michaels, can you reach out to the other agents who handled Kensington, to see if they’ve got anyone called Michael registered? You know loads of people in this game.’





Chapter 6

IT WAS JUST after twelve when Rosie and Grace finally got back to the office. Every minute that Rosie had been out, she’d been nervy. Even with Grace for company, she’d been looking over her shoulder constantly. After six weeks of being bombarded by chatty texts and emails, the photo of her front door had shaken her more than she’d expected. It was as if he couldn’t get her attention before, and now he’d suddenly run out of patience.

‘Hi, guys, anything strange?’ Ahead of her, Grace pushed open the glazed office door and slipped off her coat.

Following Grace in, Rosie felt a surge of relief as she walked around the long table they all worked at, and took off her own jacket. Michael might know where she worked, but at least if he barged into the office, she wasn’t on her own.

She dumped her bag onto her chair. It was dark grey suede, a gorgeous riot of tassels and silver chain that she’d picked up in a vintage designer store in Paris on almost her last day there. It was the exact shade of the paint on the walls, and somehow made her feel as if she fitted in.

Hallie had made a slightly withering comment – at least, that’s how it had sounded to Rosie – about the decor being something ‘else’ Yaraslava had changed when she’d arrived at Sterling & Co. Rosie didn’t know what it had been like before, but the whole place was ultra-sophisticated and minimalist now: pale wooden floors with lots of glass and steel and gold downlighters, and dark grey panelling everywhere.

Well, most of it was very tasteful. The row of five huge textured glass deer heads, which dominated the wall beside the main door, had been a bit of a surprise when she’d walked into the office the first time. And Yaraslava had another one in her office that lit up when the light levels dropped outside. Hallie had made it very clear in that same conversation that she didn’t understand the need to put dead things on the walls, and fake dead things seemed even more ridiculous. Her wide-eyed look had made Rosie laugh.

Rosie sat down beside her as Hallie answered Grace from her station at the table. ‘I was about to ask you two that very thing. Any sign of the strange Michael?’

Rosie shook her head. She hadn’t been able to talk when Hallie had texted earlier, but she’d really appreciated her message, had sent back a heart emoji with the promise that she’d fill Hallie in as soon as she could. Perhaps she should have told her sooner. Perhaps she should have told them all sooner.

Grace was fixing her hair in the mirror on the inside of the coat cupboard door. Glancing over her shoulder, she answered Hallie. ‘Nothing. We kept looking to see if anyone was following us on the Tube, but the problem is not knowing what he looks like.’

Nick tapped his phone on the table. ‘If he was following you this time, he’ll probably send a photo of you both on the Tube platform. He’s looking for ways to creep you out.’

Rosie sat down and flipped open her laptop, taking a breath before she spoke. ‘When you google stalking, the first result is from an organisation called the Suzy Lamplugh Trust. Get this – she was an estate agent who disappeared.’ Rosie kept her voice level, trying to hide the shock waves that had been running through her since she’d opened the search page. Up to now she’d been trying to pretend that this wasn’t really happening, that Michael would probably go away, but the photo of her house changed everything.

She’d felt physically sick when she’d read about Suzy Lamplugh: about how she’d disappeared after an appointment to show a house in Fulham. Rosie could remember feeling her chest tighten; she thought she’d left this fear of stalkers behind in Paris. Now she kept her eyes firmly on her screen so she could avoid looking at them. ‘She disappeared in 1986. That was years before I was born, and they still haven’t found her.’

And she was almost the same age as me.

Just like Sandrine Durand.

She didn’t say the last bit out loud, tried to hide the shadow she felt pass over her, but Rosie could see from Hallie’s reaction that she had seen it. Suzy Lamplugh had been twenty-five when she disappeared. The estate agent who had vanished in Paris was twenty-six, like Rosie.

‘We won’t let that happen to you, chick. Until you know who it is, one of us will go out with you, so you’re not meeting anyone on your own.’

Before Rosie could reply, behind Hallie, Yaraslava’s office door opened. Poised in the doorway, she glared around the room. Hallie had her back to the door, but Rosie could see she was watching their boss in the huge gilt mirror over the fireplace on the wall opposite her.
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