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Act One




CHAPTER 1


ONE YEAR AGO


All my life, I lived like I would escape death. Like it was ­something that happened to other people. People whose lives weren’t as worthy as mine. I felt it deep within my bones. That I was invincible. That I could do anything and would never have to pay the ultimate price.


The papers used to say that I lived life in the fast lane. ­Photos of me stepping out of Soho’s gentlemen’s clubs into the early morning light were often splattered across every front page. Capturing my puffy face, as my eyes darted around from behind tortoiseshell Ray-Bans, searching for my long-suffering driver, who had no doubt spent yet another night lying on the back seat of whatever prized new car I had at the time.


And they weren’t wrong. Nothing was off limits, or out of bounds. Even as all the tales of ageing wrote themselves unambiguously on my face, I remained ravenous for all of life’s guilty pleasures. Money. Drugs. Fast cars. Women. Oh, so many women.


But now, lying trapped under these stale, yellowing bed sheets. Unable to walk, unable to shower or dress myself, fed blended versions of my favourite foods through a straw, like a baby. There is no question of my future. Or lack of future, I should say. Whether I like it or not, my days are numbered. And I don’t just feel powerless; I am powerless. In the same way that for most of my life I felt inextricably the reverse. What irony. What bleak, bleak irony.


The young Somalian woman from the agency is here now. The one they hired to take care of me so that they don’t have to. I observe her thick, shapely eyebrows rising and falling in concentration as she tops up my morphine and checks my blood pressure; her soft cherry-blossom lips edging closer to mine, a warm wet cloth in her hand. I would do anything to brush her lips with my fingertips. To taste them with my bone-dry tongue. A kiss from an angel.


Her lips part slightly. Just enough to remind me that time is running out, and to say my goodbyes; settle my affairs as soon as possible. She does this almost every day now. My angel of death. ‘Mister. Tell me. Why you not see your family? It is best to say goodbye and have no regrets at the end. It helps with the . . . transition. You feel ready to move on,’ she assures me while pulling down the bed sheet and dabbing the cloth over my naked chest and beyond, into the cracks and crevices that rarely see the light of day anymore.


I smile and nod at her. But privately I wonder, transition into what? The ground? The furnace? She has no idea what I have done. There is no afterlife for people like me.


And as I close my eyes, imagining what it once felt like to be touched like a human being instead of a job or an inconvenience, a face appears in my mind. A face that I haven’t seen in a long, long time. It’s hazy to begin with but then suddenly becomes crystal clear, like she’s standing right here in front of me. Her soulful eyes. Her smooth, supple skin. Her innocent face. And a dull ache settles deep within my chest.


The past is coming back to haunt me, as I’ve heard it often does at the end. And I know what I have to do, before it is too late.


My eyes spring wide open, and the face fades into nothing. I raise one arm out of the bed sheets, the stronger one, to get the nurse’s attention. Forcing my parched lips apart, I start to speak. Raspy at first, like I’ve forgotten how to do it but then primed with conviction, as if clinging on to the remnants of authority.


‘Ms. Help me. Help me. Please. I must call my lawyer. ­Immediately. And Ms. Tell no one.’




CHAPTER 2


AAHNAYA


TWO WEEKS AGO


The Lowden, Chelsea (London)


The first thing I notice is the smoothness of the sheets against my cool skin. Silky soft, like I’m lying on a bed of clouds. The thread count must be well into the thousands, several classes above those cheap sets that I tend to buy from IKEA every few years. I’m sure you know the type: ninety per cent polyester. Ten per cent cotton. Every time you pull them out the wash, you’re baffled by their growing stiffness, and the more you wash them, the closer you come to sleeping on cardboard.


It’s strange, I think, how even in this wild and half-baked state between dreamworld and reality, I’m aware of the sheets that I lie in. I’m aware that these sheets are not mine.


A flicker of daylight bursts through a slit in the thick curtains. Through squinted eyes still drenched in sleep, I watch it hover around the room, bouncing from the bed to the ceiling and back again.


My breath quickens as I jolt my head from side to side, trying to familiarise myself with my surroundings, trying to recall where I am; how I got here. And that’s when I see her. The woman whose bed I must have charmed my way into. Lying still under the sheets like a dormant volcano. Unaware of my short, sharp breaths, my accelerating heartbeat. And as I shift my body slowly towards her, lingering over her darkened shadow, careful not to wake her, I catch a peep of her milky skin emerging out of the covers, no longer baby smooth but not yet wrinkling.


Smiling contentedly, I lie back down again, taking a deep, slow breath, expecting that tantalising aroma of hot but meaningless sex. Our body oils coalescing. Her luxurious perfume, rich like saffron and rose water, drowning out my cheap, ugly scent. Yet the smell that shoots straight up my nose is sickly sweet yet putrid, causing me to choke on my own saliva and jump out of the sheets, searching frantically for the source amongst the black.


But the bedroom seems untouched, spotless. If we’d spent the night together, wouldn’t there be evidence of our seduction? Lipstick-stained wine glasses. An ashtray filled with dirty cigarette butts. Our clothes sprawled on the floor. I brush a hand through my hair. It doesn’t feel moist and tousled from where her smooth, creamed hands might have gripped my head. My skin isn’t plump and dewy from her fingers caressing the contours of my naked body. I’m disappointingly unaltered. Except for a dull ache that has settled behind my eyes, beneath my temples, pulsating away like a beating drum.


I blink once, twice in case the sensation is fleeting. But it remains, determined to ruin me, to finish me off. Heading back to the edge of the bed, I reach my hand under the sheets, sliding it towards the faint curves of her back. I hope she’ll wake up in a better state than me, that she’ll rise swiftly to fetch me what I need to send the hangover packing and make me feel human again. Two of those little pink capsules coated in artificial sweetness, washed down my dry, croaky throat with a gallon of ice-cold water. Who knows, I may even get breakfast out of this. A steaming mug of black coffee. A slice of yuppy sourdough toast before we part ways for good.


I’ve been here one too many times. The morning after the night before. Two almost strangers sat around a plush kitchen table, after the gritty exchange of bodily fluids, but never their real names. The awkward silences. The painful small talk. The nervous laughter triggered by intimate flashbacks from the night before. Surely this is no different?


But as I’m mere inches from her body, I jerk my hand back. Because this is different. I have no idea who this woman is.


And I have no memory of what happened last night.


The room spins around me. A distortion of moving shapes and leaping fireflies. I bring my hands to my head, pressing hard on my temples to steady my nerves as I stumble towards the sliver of bright light to what I hope is my route out of this bedroom. And as I shut the door behind me, I close my eyes and lean my body against it, releasing the tension of the last few moments in one long breath.


Forcing them open to take in my surroundings, I realise that I’m not standing on a landing as I initially thought but inside the four walls of an en-suite bathroom. Glossy white tiles. Luxurious antique brass taps. An industrial-style shower unit, spacious enough for a ménage à trois. It’s tasteful and squeaky clean. Like one of those high-tech specs you find in five-star hotels.


But not just any five-star hotel. It’s been several years since scrubbed these toilets, replenished the luxury body wash, replaced dirty towels with clean ones. But I recognise it like it was yesterday.


My head throbs with panic. I turn on the tap to splash cold water over my face, examining my reflection in the mirror above the shiny floating sink. Huge, round eyes. Alien eyes, an old foster ‘mum’ used to call them. Medium brown skin. A solitary black mole below my bottom lip. The only signs of my lineage, which for the most part remains a mystery to me. But as my vision descends below eye level, I gasp in horror at a towelling robe that is wrapped around my body, splattered with what looks like drops of deep red blood. The same blood that faintly stains the palms of my hands.


My mind races, searching for answers. Could it be the remnants of a ridiculously expensive Cabernet, drunk straight from the bottle? Tossed in a bin or rolled under the bed out of sight? Or maybe I’ve been injured? I scan my hands for any sign of a wound, but there’s nothing. They’re clean and unblemished, just how they like them at The Lowden.


There has to be a reasonable explanation for this, I tell myself. I just have to find it.


As I tiptoe across the warm carpet back to the ­mysterious stranger, several more questions swirl through my mind. Why did I wake up in this hotel dressing gown? And where are the clothes I was wearing last night? I have to trust that she has all the answers – that soon we’ll be ­laughing ­hysterically at each other as I scurry around looking for ­something appropriate to wear before making a sharp exit.


After retracing my steps, I hover over her side of the bed, my figure casting dark shapes across the ceiling like shadow puppets. I lower one hand towards her face, slow and hesitant. And as my fingers graze her cheeks, I flinch at the roughness of stubble.


Is she a he?


Shock swells inside me. It’s been years since I’ve felt the urge to sleep with a man. So why now? Why him?


Holding my breath, I move my hand over to his forehead, brushing his hair off his face. My heart stops as I feel a thick, sticky substance coating my fingertips. Blood. I quickly pull back the covers. Just a little. Pressing my fingers over his neck, checking for a pulse. And I realise what should have become clear from the moment I woke up.


This man is not breathing.


And it looks like I might have killed him.




CHAPTER 3


AAHNAYA


The Lowden, Chelsea (London)


I wasn’t supposed to be working the evening shift. I only do nights these days. I’m part of the luxury concierge team at The Lowden, servicing our elite guests. Ten-day stretches with weeks off in between. It’s way more money, and I can fit it around my house-sitting work. Plus, I like the idea of being wide awake while the rest of the world sleeps. But I’d agreed to take over the evening shift for a few extra days as a favour to a colleague whose kid was in hospital. It couldn’t hurt, I thought. I could do with the extra cash and it’s not like I had much planned for my days off.


My shift came to an end at 11 p.m. Justine arrived bang on for the handover, looking as annoyingly fresh-faced as usual. Probably straight from the hotel gym – one of the perks of the job that I couldn’t give a shit about. I remember walking down the corridor towards the cloakroom to fetch my coat and bag when someone tapped on my shoulder. Naka, or Mr Nakamura as he’s more commonly known, a middle-aged Japanese fintech entrepreneur with one hell of a lot of zeros to his name and one of our most loyal clients. He flies into London on the first Sunday of every month, expecting his suite to be decorated fit for a Disney princess. At first, I thought it was a joke. I could barely make it through the briefing with a straight face. But then, reading his list of demands – an array of garish dresses, a bright pink four-poster bed, room service on Disney-themed crockery – I realised that he was deadly serious. And all I could think of was his poor wife and children in Tokyo with no idea of the extent of his secrets.


‘I need to speak with you,’ he said, eyeing me up sternly, his tight lips almost disappearing into his artificially smooth face. ‘It’s a rather discreet matter.’


I offered him a serious expression in return, all the while sniggering inside my head thinking what it could be about. The quality of the puffy pink dress that the team had hung up in his closet? Perhaps it had clashed with his skin tone, or the material had caused his whole body to break out into a rash? ‘Yes of course, Mr Nakamura,’ I replied, bowing my head. We’re taught to answer him like that – cultural appropriation is encouraged here. Then, aware of my itchy throat, in desperate need of a pick-me-up, I continued, ‘How about we meet in the executive bar for a nightcap? Courtesy of the hotel, of course, for our favourite guest.’


I noticed his mouth twitch with interest. That’s one thing I’ve learnt about the filthy rich, you can always win them over with an ego stroke.


‘Just give me a few minutes to freshen up,’ I added. ‘Shall we say quarter past?’


He nodded, because why would he waste his words on me?


I remember emerging from the bathroom, hair loose to my shoulders, plum-tinted lips. My off-duty signature look. I swiped my pass to open the heavy mahogany door, pausing to smile at the new security guard with the heart-shaped face and huge dimples. I remember thinking that he might come in handy one day. Then I took a seat at the bar and quenched my thirst with a single shot of whisky, on the rocks, scanning the room for any sign of Naka.


But after that, my mind goes blank. It’s like I’ve disappeared into a timeless, colourless void.


I hear noises in the corridor outside the hotel room. It sounds like the gentle rumbling of a trolley being pushed down it, and a female voice whistling. My heart jolts with panic. Is that housekeeping already? I thought it was still early morning.


Within seconds, there’s a knock at the door. My breath quickens. They’re going to find me here. Of course they are. Standing in the middle of a crime scene.


I tiptoe out of the bathroom and up to the main door, securing the lock as quietly as possible. I hear someone insert a key card into the door. The handle twists from the other side, but with little success. I remain glued to the same spot, my heart beating out of my chest. Just waiting. Waiting for them to leave.


‘Jackie! Jackie boy! I’m just outside. Are you ready for me?’ a woman with a strong Texan accent purrs on the other side of the door. Thank God, I think. Not housekeeping, but another service that most high-calibre hotels offer, if a little more ­discreetly.


I hear another door open, somewhere further down the hallway. ‘Shhhh. For God’s sake, Crystal. You’ll wake up the whole corridor. I’m in this one. Hurry before anyone sees.’ The rumbling sound continues down the corridor – this woman must be wheeling a suitcase not a trolley, as I initially thought. I hear hushed giggles before the door slams shut.


My breathing slows a little but not enough to relax me. I examine my stained palms, tracing the lines and indentations with my fingertips as if whatever happened last night was written into them from birth. Could I have done this? Am I capable of killing someone, someone I don’t even remember meeting? Life hasn’t been kind to me – that’s for sure. Born into the care system. Passed around from foster home to foster home like an unwanted puppy. They say that a childhood without love and affection dictates the person you eventually become. A lone ranger. Moving through the world rarely making real, solid connections. Not because you don’t want to but because you truly believe you aren’t worth it. And people aren’t worth it.


But surely a miserable childhood doesn’t necessarily make you a killer? And besides, I’m not emotionally dead inside. I do feel something when I stare at this stranger’s lifeless body. Sadness for how he must have felt as he uttered his final breath. Knowing in that moment that the people he loves, everything he wanted to do and say but never had a chance to, will die with him.


Goosebumps tingle down my bare arms. I sink to the floor, burying my face in my blood-stained hands. Tears prickle at the corners of my eyes as reality dawns on me. The helplessness of it all. I’ve watched enough true crime to know what drives normal people to do the unthinkable, to be pushed over the edge to the point of no return. Murder requires motive, psychosis, calculation, desperation, or passion. I don’t think I possess any of those things when it comes to this man, this mere stranger.


But let’s be honest, it doesn’t really matter, in the grand scheme of things. If someone, anyone, walked in right now, what would they see? A man lying in the hotel bed, stone cold. A bloodied wound on his head. Drops of his blood on my robe, staining my hands. They’d put two and two together, point the finger in my direction and I’d be hard pressed to offer up a plausible explanation that absolves me of any involvement in his death. Maybe it was self-defence. Maybe it was an accident. But right now, these are all mere suggestions that can’t be backed up with evidence, because I can’t say for certain what I was doing last night. I can’t say for certain that I didn’t kill him.


But I’ll tell you what is certain: I’m an easy target. I fit the profile of a criminal. Abandoned at birth. A whole childhood lost to the system with more foster homes than you can count. I can just imagine the detectives, as they brainstorm around a rickety table while dunking broken digestives into lukewarm cups of builder’s tea. How quickly they’d spin me as someone who could have achieved great things, the brilliant mind of a scientist or surgeon who somehow slipped through the welfare state net. I may have been on the straight and narrow, but for someone like me, all it would take was one wrong turn for my life to spiral out of control.


And I feel a chill down my spine, imagining being questioned by a detective who cared more about statistics than he did justice. He’d be rubbing his hands with glee, thinking that this is a narrative he can work with. A square peg that can be forced into a round hole. ‘Lads, we’ve got our suspect,’ he’d gloat to his colleagues. ‘Her DNA is all over this crime scene. Now let’s piece together the story to fit the crime.’


From the moment I was born, I was dealt the worst possible hand. Yet against all odds, I managed to turn my life around. All on my own. It’s not a life most people would be proud of, but it’s a vast improvement on the original. And it’s good enough for me. I’ve been at rock bottom before, and I can’t go back. I won’t survive it. Wasting away in a cold, damp cell. Nothing to look forward to but five minutes to feel the fresh, cooling air on my ageing face while standing in a grown-up-sized sandpit. That’s where I would end up if I stayed here. If I called the police. I know it.


I don’t have connections. Influential people who know other influential people, and the chain goes on until somehow, they’re off the hook. I don’t have the finances to throw at my defence. It would be legal aid all the way and who knows what idiot I’d end up with. A scrawny boy dressed in his dad’s suit, fresh out of law school. Completely out of his depth.


I can’t let that happen.


Working the night shift, I’m used to cleaning up other people’s messes at a moment’s notice. Extramarital affairs. Weird and wonderful fetishes. Lethal combinations of hookers and class-A drugs. I’ve scrubbed away things beyond most people’s wildest nightmares, and barely even flinched.


So, what would I do if it was my client who was standing here, exactly as I am now?


I’d tell them to get rid of the evidence. And then I’d tell them to get the fuck out of there.




CHAPTER 4


AAHNAYA


NOW


Villa di Cobelli, Italy


‘Signorina Aha . . . na . . . aya. Aspetta, per favore. Un momento, carina, un momento.’ He gesticulates playfully with his hands as he calls me over, a melodic staccato.


I can’t help but laugh out loud, while shaking my head in disbelief. Every morning’s exchange begins in the same way. Him stumbling clumsily through the letters of my name. Slipping up on every syllable. I wonder if he’ll ever get it right or if the days of articulating it ever so slowly, as if I was talking to a small child, were doomed to fail.


Mi chiamo Aah . . . na . . . ya. I should have introduced myself with something more palatable that glides smoothly over the tongue. Ana would have done just fine, I think. Mi chiamo Ana. We’re in Italy after all – I should blend in where I can. But then again, I enjoy watching him squirm. The apples of his leathery brown cheeks glowing a deep maroon. It’s the highlight of every day.


I turn around, walking back through the stone archway into the gardens of Villa Cobelli. Brushing my fingers over the purple wisteria that hang like bunches of plump grapes ripe for consumption. Satisfied that he has my attention, he bends down towards the collection of warm terracotta plant pots on the edge of the courtyard. His other hand curling round to massage his lower back. I watch as he plucks a single dark green leaf, offering it to me in the palm of his hand, as he beams with excitement.


‘Guarda! This is . . . what do you call? . . . bay leaf. Delizioso. Per risotto e pasta. But you – he points it directly at me – ‘can use for . . . how do you say ahh . . . ermm . . . cooorry? Sì?’


His expression is so serious that I have to cup my hand over my smile out of politeness. I know Loro means well. That he’s doing this to find common ground, ways to relate to me. I tell myself that he can’t have spoken to many people who look like me. Raven-black eyes. Brown skin. But not the warm, glowing brown of Mediterranean blood kissed by the sun. A grittier, earthier brown that appears from birth, whether you’d have chosen it or not. The kind of brown that symbolises generations of arduous field labour in sweltering climates for just enough pennies to get you and your family through another day.


But they do come here. Those people who look a bit like me. I saw them, in fact, a few days back. Loro would have seen them around too. I watched them clamber out of one of those never-ending coaches, one by one, and make their ascent across the thin, narrow bridge towards this remote hilltop village – Civita di Bagnoregio. And I realised all too soon that the secluded place I thought I’d run away to was in fact a major tourist hotspot. It’s rather ironic really because the Italians still refer to it as ‘the dying town’. La città che muore. Owing to its slowly eroding foundations. It’s more of a marketing campaign these days though. How they love their melodrama. Come see it before it’s gone, forever. Immortalise it in your memory. Thankfully it’s been pretty quiet since I arrived. But in the summer months, I’ve heard that you can’t even breathe here for tourists, as they colonise narrow streets like swarms of locusts. It’s worse than Venice during the ­Biennale, Loro tells me.


There are only twelve residents who live here full-time. All way beyond retirement age but still working in the shops and restaurants. In the week or so that I’ve been here, I’ve tried to keep my head down. Staying out of their way, ensuring any contact is kept to a bare minimum. But I don’t want to raise suspicion. I don’t want them to wonder what I am doing here or start gossiping about me. So sometimes I’ll smile and nod if I pass them in the street or make idle chit-chat in the coffee shop. They don’t seem to mind. In fact, they barely engage with me. I think in their eyes I’m no different to a backpack-wearing tourist. And they detest tourists. They despise their sense of entitlement. The way they claim the landscape on their iPads and iPhones with an air of accomplishment. But perhaps most crucially, they hate how much they depend on them, for if it weren’t for tourism, this place would have crumbled to the ground.


So, I’m living here like a local yet keeping my head down like a stranger. There are conversations I’ll never be part of. Secrets I’ll never be entrusted with. If it wasn’t for Loro, I’d be here entirely on my own. But that’s exactly why I accepted this house-sitting job. To feel safe, for the most part. Protected in my anonymity, my isolation. At least until I can piece together what happened that night.


After leaving The Lowden, I ran back to the ex-council flat I called home. I drew the curtains and shut myself in my bedroom, hibernating under the covers, as still as a mouse. I thought about all the other ways my life could have panned out. All the other Aahnayas living out their wildest dreams in alternative universes and why it had been me who had been dealt this fateful card.


I didn’t plan on checking the news. But then my phone flashed with an alert. My breath caught in my throat, and I quickly turned away. But it was too late. The alert would remain on the screen. Eventually I would have to look at it.


Mere minutes passed before I gave in. White male, mid-­thirties, found dead in Chelsea hotel room. It told me nothing I didn’t know already. But somehow, just reading the words on the screen took me back to the morning before. My hands were shaking. My brain wired as if on acid. The sting of his death occupying every atom in my body.


I didn’t leave my room for days. I couldn’t sleep or eat. I just lay there in the dark, eyes deliriously wide, trawling through every news report I could find. And that’s when I saw it.


Young woman seen fleeing Chelsea hotel room by hotel guest.


There was a witness.


I quickly hit the Google home page, entering carefully selected keywords and scouring the internet for anything else I could find. Who was this hotel guest? What else had they seen? But all the other news outlets were equally thin on detail. There didn’t seem to be any other information in public circulation. So, instead, I rewound my thoughts back to that morning, mentally retracing my steps from the moment I left the hotel room.


The corridor was deserted. I hurried down it, quickly picking up my coat and phone from the cloakroom before heading straight for the fire stairwell, which led to the secluded emergency exit at the back of the hotel. I kept my head down the whole time, hair folded over my face, ducking out of sight of security cameras. I’d managed to find a pair of crumpled trousers and a sweatshirt at the bottom of the wardrobe to change into, stuffing the stained dressing gown into a spare hotel laundry bag – someone had clearly checked out in a hurry.


I didn’t pass a single person en route. I was so sure of it. But still, my head started to spin, the walls closing in on me, and I began to doubt myself. What if a security camera caught a glimpse of my face? Or what if I left something behind in that hotel room? Something the police could identify me by? What if they found the robe before it was washed? What if it was only a matter of time before photos of my face were all over the news, or the police showed up at my door?


Eyes twitching, I flicked through the work calendar on my phone. Last night was the end of the thirteen-day roster. I wasn’t due back to start my next shift at The Lowden for almost two weeks. I hadn’t made any concrete plans for my time off except to catch up on sleep, but now things were looking different. I knew that I had to get as far away as I could from London. I needed time to clear my head, to get my story straight and figure out who that man was and what the hell happened to him.


I contemplated my options. Grabbing my passport and backpack and heading somewhere remote, somewhere I would be uncontactable – the Australian outback, trekking in Nepal, a remote island somewhere in the South Pacific. No. That would be stupid. The police had already started investigating this man’s death. Soon they would be looking into everyone who was working at The Lowden that night, and a flight booked on a whim would only arouse suspicion.


But then it occurred to me. What if there was somewhere I had to be?


I flicked to my Luxury House Sitting app – I’d been finally accepted onto their books a few years ago, after what felt like a lifetime on their waiting list. I had to beg on my hands and knees to even get that far. That’s my discreet way of saying: I stalked the owner during one of his many night-time benders and gave him a handjob on the sticky toilet floor of Whisky Mist, before thrusting my CV into his highly satisfied face.


It’s not like I didn’t have the experience to back it up. I’ve been in the hospitality industry since I left school, aged fifteen. That’s almost a decade spent working my way up from cleaning toilets at the Premier Inn to luxury concierge services at The Lowden, and let me tell you, it’s been more educational than any school curriculum. It’s taught me everything I know about people. Real people, and not just those in history books. Their desires. Their behaviours. Their secrets. I may have as much breeding as a street dog, but I’ve learnt a trick or two over the years.


Since joining Luxury House Sitting, I’ve spent most of my time off from The Lowden travelling the world, staying for free in Grand Designs-style homes beyond my wildest dreams. A 10,000-square-foot chalet on the soaring Aspen ­Mountain. A cinematic treehouse lodge in the heart of the Peruvian ­Amazon. And my personal favourite, a seventeenth-century palazzo overlooking Lago d’Orta in northern Italy.


Holding my breath, I logged on to the app. I was desperately hoping that another opportunity would be waiting for me – my escape route out of London at the click of a button.


And there it was. As if by magic.


A new client has requested your services for their ­18th-­century hilltop villa in the Lazio region of ­Italy. Arrival date: as soon as possible. Departure date: to be confirmed.


There were a few photos attached to the invitation. The villa looked like a charming, rustic building, in mesmerising shades of plaster pink and terracotta. It wasn’t the most luxurious place I had stayed in, but the owners had requested me personally, it seemed. Perhaps a former client had recommended me. And this little corner of Italy seemed just what I was looking for. Remote. Private. Inconspicuous. I accepted the opportunity without another thought.


Before I left for Italy, I purchased an ancient Nokia. I needed to go back to basics, remove myself from the virtual world. I wasn’t ready to know his name, what he did for a living, whether he had a wife and children. I wasn’t ready to acknow­ledge him as a real person with a life that had been unjustly taken from him. Not until my memories of that night returned. Not until I could be sure that I hadn’t killed him.


Just holding the brick-like phone in my hand, feeling the weight of it in my palms, took me back. Those days when I used to come home from school and see Gypsy – one of my foster ‘mums’ – sprawled on the sofa, an empty bottle of vodka at her feet and her eyes glued to the screen of the very same model, as her chubby thumbs hovered over the keypad.


I’d thought back then that my life couldn’t get any worse. How wrong I was.




CHAPTER 5


AAHNAYA


Civita di Bagnoregio, Italy


A castle in the sky. That’s what all the tourist websites call it. This secluded hilltop village of Civita di Bagnoregio.


I remember my first glimpse of this place in the distance. As I climbed out of the back seat of the taxi that had parked up in the neighbouring village of Bagnoregio, at the beginning of the long, steep footbridge, I looked up ahead and my breath caught in my throat. The sun was starting to set. The sky glowed wild oranges and pinks. It was like an artist’s canvas. Sand-coloured buildings gleaming with fluorescent orange light; like jewels suspended in the air against the backdrop of the raw and rugged terrain of the Calanchi valley.


Eyes wide, I dragged my suitcase up the bridge towards Civita, pausing every so often to wipe the beads of sweat gathering around my hairline. Curious, I found myself peering down into the cracks and crevices of the jagged-edged mountains, the rocks underneath almost hidden from sight. And it struck me then how quickly one could disappear here. Just one jump and you’d be swallowed up by this striking natural canvas.


Loro coughs loudly, jerking me out of my head and into the present.


‘Sì, grazie.’ I smile nervously, taking the bay leaf from his hand and bringing it to my nose. As if I know what to do with it. As if my diet back at home isn’t cereal for breakfast, lunch and dinner.


‘Ummm. I’ll give it a go. Stasera?’ I shrug, remembering that he has cooked for us every day since I arrived. I owe him at least one meal. Even if it’s inedible.


‘Va bene.’ He grins, clapping his hands together with childlike enthusiasm. I wonder if it gets lonely here sometimes.


Loro has been with Villa Cobelli for over fifty years – first hired as a sort of handyman/gardener by a wealthy Italian spinster. I can just imagine how it played out. Him a ripe piece of eye candy. Pruning her hedges. Watering her plants. While she sat out on the terrace in her silk dressing gown, sipping her piping-hot espresso and studying his every move.


He’s witnessed the house change hands many times over the years. And every time a new owner arrives, he expects to be dismissed. Sent on his way with a gentleman’s handshake, a cheap bottle of Spumante and a cheque for a week of service. But it never seems to materialise because no one knows the giardini quite like Loro.


As if answering my question, he continues, ‘Che fortuna! So much time passed here on my own. And finally, I have a beautiful woman for company.’


‘What about the owners?’ I blush, quickly changing the subject. ‘Don’t they visit at all?’


‘Oh no, no, no.’ Loro shakes his head. ‘The mother, she comes here sometimes. Maybe twice in the year. But never the others. You know, once this was a . . . how do say . . . ah, public house. The gardens were filled with people. But la famiglia inglese,’ he says in disgust, top lip curling up, ‘they closed it. No more visitors. No people. Such a waste.’


I understand Loro’s frustration. The most sublime Italian villas are the equivalent of palaces, or English stately homes, steeped in rich history and culture. Many are built on world heritage sites, preserved for eternity. And Villa Cobelli is no different on the outside. With its magnificent, tri-coloured stone exterior, matching steeples and shapely windows bursting with bright orange light, it is so much more than an investment or a holiday home. It deserves to be showcased to the world with pride, not hidden away, uninhabited, barely visited. Inside, however, is a different story. I was shocked when I first stepped foot in it. The neglect is apparent. The rooms are stale and sterile, sourness lingering in the atmosphere as I wander through them. The cupboards and wardrobes are empty. The walls are clean but bare. There are no pictures or family photos in sight.


‘What?’ It strikes me now – how strange this is. If the villa is vacant for most of the year and the family are as private as Loro says, why did they hire me? Surely having Loro here is enough for their needs. ‘Have they used house sitters before?’


‘No. Never!’ Loro exclaims. ‘When somebody call me to say you are coming, I must admit, I was surprised. But – he shrugs – ‘perhaps you are here because the mother will not visit this year.’ I notice his eyes droop a little, but then how quickly they sparkle again.


‘Now,’ he says, pointing at an invisible watch on his wrist. ‘Devo andare. I must go tend to the gardens.’ He smiles.


‘Si,’ I respond gratefully, itching to start my morning routine as well. ‘Ci vediamo presto, Loro.’


My days here are bookended by morning and evening walks. La passeggiata, the Italians call it. Walking for the pleasure of ­walking. But for me, the walks give purpose, distracting me from contemplating the mess that I am running away from. Giving me time alone, away from Loro’s watchful eyes. To find hidden corners in dark alleyways and abandoned courtyards to sit in. Head between my knees, palms over my mouth to suffocate my screams. Outside of this, I have very little to entertain myself besides shopping, exploring and the odd day trip out of the village. I have very limited responsibilities here beyond the occupation and monitoring of Villa Cobelli, keeping it clean and tidy, answering the phone (although no one calls) and collecting any bills and post.


It makes me wonder why they need me if Loro is here every day. His role may be limited to that of a gardener and handyman, but I can that he knows the villa intimately, that he walks around it with ease, almost as if it is his.
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