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			Karen Cole travelled round the world teaching English before she began writing. She lived in Cyprus for nineteen years where she wrote four popular thrillers, including the bestseller, Deliver Me. Karen has recently returned to her roots in the Cotswolds, where she lives with her family. When She Fell is her fifth novel.
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			One

			The book is waiting on my doormat when I wake up.

			A normal book. Nothing unusual.

			I pick it up, tear off the brown cardboard wrapping and run my fingers over its smooth cover. On the surface it’s just another run-­of-­the-­mill thriller. Publishers send them to me all the time, hoping I’ll provide publicity by writing a good review on my blog or in the Post. From the looks of it, this one is no different from the rest – a twisty, not-­so-­mysterious mystery. I’ve read so many of them I can usually guess what will happen in the end.

			On the front there’s a picture of a sheer rock face with a small, silhouetted figure perched on top like a bird about to take flight. The title, Falling, is splashed across the page in slightly raised, dark blue letters and the author’s name, Avery Lewis, is written underneath in slightly smaller font. The blurb at the back informs me that it’s the fourth in the Inspector Hegarty mysteries and that I won’t be able to put it down.

			Under the book there’s a postcard from Dad who’s on a skiing holiday in France. Chris, the half-­brother I’ve never met, has added his name in large, clumsy letters at the bottom with a row of kisses. I can just imagine Olena sitting them both down in their luxurious chalet and forcing them to write it. I can hear her tinkling laugh as she takes off her fur hat, tosses her golden, blonde hair and bats her false eyelashes.

			‘Really? Do I have to?’ Dad says in my imagination.

			‘Oh, yes, for me, please, my darling boy’ (that’s what she calls him, darling boy). ‘They are your daughters after all.’

			I tear the postcard neatly into four pieces and chuck it in the bin. I haven’t had anything to do with Dad since I moved to England from Cyprus and I’m not about to start now.

			Then I weigh the paperback in my hands and thumb the pages, inhaling its potent, new-­book smell. At this moment, I have no idea how much this seemingly innocent novel is going to change my life. If I did, I’d probably make a bonfire in the garden and burn it or toss it in the bin along with Dad’s postcard.

			But I don’t throw it away. Instead, I carry it, like the Trojan Horse it is, into the kitchen where Athena’s sitting, hunched over a bowl of cereal. She glances up at me with bloodshot, sleepy eyes.

			‘What’s that?’ she croaks.

			‘Nothing exciting.’ I put the book on the table and pour myself a coffee, glancing critically at my younger sister.

			She looks rough. Her thick, brown hair is a mess. Her mascara is smudged, and her silky, teal crop top is stained with wine.

			‘What time did you get home last night?’ I ask, trying not to sound judgemental.

			‘Twenty minutes ago, if it’s any of your business.’ She takes a slow sip of coffee and eyes me coldly over the rim of her mug. Her voice is hoarse as if she’s been smoking all her life.

			At least she’s speaking to me today.

			The things we both said last night linger in the air, poisoning the atmosphere. It started as a disagreement over money: our landlord has recently put the rent up and we’ve been having problems paying. Athena thinks we should accept Dad’s ‘generous offer of help’. She thinks I should forgive him and move on. But for me that’s out of the question.

			The argument became heated and soon morphed into a full-­blown fight – personal and ugly. The past was weapon­ised. I think at one point I called Athena selfish, and I know she called me a coward.

			Coward – the one word she knew would hurt the most.

			Still, she’s my sister. We’ll forgive each other eventually. We always do.

			‘Where did you go last night?’ I ask carefully, slotting a slice of bread into the toaster, staring out at our small, bedraggled garden and the cold, grey sky beyond.

			‘We ended up at some guy’s house.’ She shrugs vaguely and picks at her nail varnish.

			I sigh. ‘Haven’t you got lectures today?’ My annoyance is mixed with guilt. I promised myself I would look after Athena while she’s living with me in London and, so far, I haven’t done such a great job.

			‘I’ve got a seminar, but I think I’ll skip it this morning. I feel like crap.’ She stands up abruptly. ‘I’m off to bed. Goodnight, Alex.’

			I watch as she shuffles out the door. I can’t believe the change in her. Athena has always been the model sister in our half-­English, half-­Cypriot family. Head girl at school. Voted by her classmates as most likely to succeed. While I was skipping school and generally rebelling against everything, Athena always strove to be perfect. As a teenager any grade less than A star would result in months of soul searching and furious study. Lately though, I hardly recognise her. She doesn’t seem to care about her degree, and she’s been running wild, as if, for all those years, the bad behaviour had been bottled up inside her and now someone had shaken the bottle and unscrewed the lid.

			Oh well, what can I do? I’m not her mother.

			She hasn’t got a mother.

			I try to prevent my thoughts from running down dark and familiar paths by flicking idly through the book I’ve been sent.

			Falling.

			On the last page, there’s a short bio.

			Avery Lewis was born in Cornwall. For many years she worked in London as an accountant at a large financial services firm before giving up the rat race to move to Cornwall where she lives with her husband and two children, a dog, a goat and seven chickens.

			It sounds cute and homey, I think, and doesn’t quite square with the photograph at the back of a slightly haughty-­looking woman with sleek ash-­blonde hair and dark, impenetrable eyes.

			To Joe – all my love to infinity and beyond, says the dedication on the second page.

			I’m guessing that Joe is Avery’s husband and that she’s a fan of the Toy Story movies.

			Absent-­mindedly, I take a bite of toast and start reading the first chapter.

			 

			Chapter One

			No one knew who the dead woman was.

			A dog walker found the body on the beach below the cliffs at Bosigran and alerted the police.

			Detective Harry Hegarty had checked the missing persons register and spent all morning talking to people in the nearby villages but had failed to come up with any leads. There was no one who even came close to matching the dead woman’s description. Now he was sitting in the caravan – his home until the renovations to his cottage were completed – listening to Radio 2 and staring at photos of the victim spread across the small, pull-­out table.

			The case was strange and perplexing. For one thing she didn’t look like the kind of person who wouldn’t be missed. Her clothes were expensive, and she was wearing a gold band on her ring finger. In her pocket was a paper napkin with a five-­digit number on it. But apart from that and the wedding ring there had been nothing about her person to identify her. She had no purse, no credit cards and no distinguishing marks. Also, the mauve silk shirt and tight skirt she’d been wearing weren’t exactly suitable for a walk in the country.

			It was almost as if she’d dropped from the sky and for one crazy moment it occurred to him that she could have fallen from a plane. It wasn’t as ridiculous as it sounded. It had happened before. He remembered reading about it in the papers. A Kenyan stowaway, presumably an illegal immigrant, had fallen from the landing gear compartment as a plane was landing in London.

			But Bosigran cliffs weren’t under a flight path and the autopsy revealed that the woman’s injuries were probably caused by a fall of about twenty-­six metres, exactly the height of the cliffs. In Hegarty’s view, the most likely explanation was suicide. But if that was the case, how had she got there? There was no vehicle in the small car park near the site. Had she walked to the cliff edge and if so, from where? The nearest houses were several miles away.

			 

			I reach the end of the page and close the book with a snap. Then I yawn and glance at my watch.

			7.10 am. Shit.

			I’m going to be late for work unless I hurry. I can’t afford to be late. They’re already talking about downsizing at the paper, and I’m pretty sure there’s a target on my back. Last in, first out. I don’t want to give them any excuse to get rid of me. If I lost my job, then Athena and I really would be in trouble. I drain my coffee, pull on my coat and scarf and dash out the door, down the road to the tube station.

			 

			It’s not my day. The train stops halfway along the line and while we’re stuck at the station, a bored voice on the intercom announces something about a fault on the line. I tut and raise my eyebrows along with all the other passengers and I follow the confused and disgruntled crowd to the replacement bus that’s been laid on.

			Not only that, but the elevator in our building is broken and I have to run up four flights of stairs to get to our office. When I finally arrive, I’m dishevelled and short of breath and the morning briefing has already started.

			Everyone is sitting round the dark wood, oval table in the meeting room.

			‘Nice of you to grace us with your presence, Alex,’ Lou says sarcastically as I sidle in, trying my best to be invisible.

			‘I’m so sorry, the train was . . .’

			She casts a withering look my way and raises her hand to shush me.

			‘Dan was just telling us this great idea he has for a feature on immigration,’ she says. ‘Please carry on, Dan.’

			Dan smiles, a slight, smug lift of the lips, and begins to expound on his theme as I creep into a seat at the table, getting out my iPad as silently as possible.

			‘And so, I want to get away from the sense of immigrants as faceless numbers and look at the individual experience . . .’ he’s saying.

			I drift off. I’m still brooding over my argument with Athena last night and our dire financial situation. She has a point. We’re already barely scraping rent. But the thought of accepting money from Dad is repugnant. There must be another way. I need to work out how to get more advertising for my blog or maybe I can start working weekends. I noticed they were hiring at the Turkish café by the tube station. How hard could it be to get a job there? Athena could work weekends too. It’ll be okay. We will manage.

			‘How about you, Alex?’ Lou’s question jolts me out of my thoughts, and I start and blush.

			‘Erm, sorry I didn’t catch what you said.’

			She purses her lips. ‘What have you got for us? Did you manage to get that interview with Gemma K?’

			Gemma K is a singer, who used to be part of a successful pop band in the nineties. She’s just written an autobiography which is currently topping the bestseller charts. I’ve been trying to contact her for an interview for several days without any success.

			‘Not yet,’ I mumble. ‘I’m working on it.’

			‘That’s a shame.’ Lou frowns and taps her fingernails impatiently on the desk. ‘Well, have you got anything else for us in the meantime?’

			‘Um . . . I was thinking about writing something about traditional children’s books and how young girls are stereo­typed,’ I improvise.

			Lou’s frown deepens. ‘Maybe, if you can find a new angle. But I think that topic has already been done to death.’ She closes her file and stretches her mouth into a tight smile. ‘Never mind, Alex, I’m sure you’ll think of something fantastic.’

			Those are the words she says. But her eyes say something else. Something that sounds to me very much like, ‘Your days are numbered at this paper, Alex. You’d better start packing up your things and looking for another job.’

			 

			Trying to stay positive, I head to my desk and phone Gemma K’s publicist again.

			He sounds irritated and preoccupied. ‘Gemma’s out of the country until next week, I already told you that.’

			‘Well, maybe we could organise a video call or . . .’

			‘I don’t think so,’ he cuts me off. ‘Look, we’ll get back to you when she has time, okay?’ he says and hangs up before I have time to reply.

			I sigh and log into my computer, read and answer a few emails. Then I do some research on Gemma K just in case by some miracle I ever manage to get an interview with her. I read about her teenage struggles with drug addiction and her on/off relationship with the lead guitarist who apparently has been unfaithful to her several times.

			Then, on impulse, I type Avery Lewis into the search engine.

			She pops up on Goodreads as the author of Little Nobody, the first Harry Hegarty novel, and on a few other sites. There are a couple of photos: a black and white picture of her gazing dreamily into the distance, and another where she’s resting her chin on her hands and smiling winsomely at the camera.

			Underneath the images there’s a news piece. From the Cornish Gazette, dated just over ten months ago.

			Intrigued, I click on it and find myself looking at a photo of a bleak stretch of Cornish coast draped with police tape flapping in the wind. I scroll down and read the accompanying article.

			Local Woman Believed Drowned

			A local woman who went missing a week ago is believed to have lost her footing and been swept away to sea, police said yesterday after her belongings were found by a hiker on the cliffs at Bosigran.

			Police are keeping all lines of enquiry open and have appealed to the local community for information after Avery Lewis, 41, disappeared in a lonely spot at the base of Bosigran cliffs.

			‘I’m not giving up on her yet,’ her husband Joseph Lewis, 36, told the Gazette. ‘She could still be alive.’

			 

			Avery!

			Is she dead? I hope not. But it seems pretty likely all things considered. I scroll down, curious to see if there’s any more information. But there’s nothing to suggest she turned up alive.

			I scan the news story again.

			Bosigran. My eye snags on the word and my breath hooks in my throat. Wasn’t that the place . . .?

			What a weird coincidence.

			Avery Lewis fell off the cliffs at Bosigran – in exactly the same place as the character in her book.

		

	
		
			Two

			When I arrive home at the end of the day, Athena’s bedroom door is firmly shut. In the kitchen the dishes are piled high by the sink, the counter is covered with crumbs and there’s an open pot of peanut butter on the table with the knife still wedged inside. In the living room Athena’s folders and books are scattered everywhere and the snake’s cage is wide open. I sigh and look in the bedding at the bottom of its tank. Sometimes it buries itself in the straw. But it’s not there, which only means one thing: it’s loose somewhere in the flat.

			Why did I agree to Athena getting a snake in the first place? The last time it disappeared it was missing for days, and we finally found it coiled on a ledge halfway up the chimney.

			I bite back a wave of fear-­fuelled anger. I can just about cope with the creature when I know where it is. When I don’t, I’m constantly on edge, wondering when it’s going to slither up behind me and slide its way up my leg. I can’t help feeling that on some level Athena’s done this deliberately as a way of getting back at me for our argument last night.

			I storm to her room and hammer on the door.

			‘Yeah?’

			She’s sitting on her bed looking at her laptop and the snake is winding itself around her shoulder, its flicking tongue probing the air.

			I shudder. ‘I’ve been at work all day,’ I say. ‘Do you think that maybe you could get out of bed and clean up the kitchen? And can you put that thing back in its cage please?’

			Athena doesn’t look up. ‘She’s not a thing. Her name’s Ruby and she’s not doing you any harm.’

			‘Yes, but I can’t relax when she’s out of her cage.’

			‘She needs her exercise,’ she mumbles. Then she tips her head back and I see that her eyes are red from crying. My anger immediately dissolves. Athena rarely cries. Like me she learned to hide her feelings at a young age, so I know it must be something serious.

			‘What’s up, Athie?’ I ask more gently.

			‘It’s nothing,’ she says.

			‘It must be something. What is it? Your course? A boy? You know they’re not worth it.’

			Athena strokes Ruby’s tail. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

			‘Okay. But you know I’m always here if you do.’

			‘I know.’ She nods and stands up. ‘I’ll put Ruby in her cage, if you want.’

			‘It’s okay. I’m going to go out for a run anyway. You can keep her out until I get back.’

			 

			I slip on a T-­shirt, leggings and running shoes. Then I head across the road to the woods opposite our flat. It’s a cold winter’s day and the ground is hard and compacted with frost. My breath clouds in the air as I follow my usual route into Epping Forest, past a couple of dog walkers and another runner snorting like a bull. A weak sun breaks through the branches of the trees, creating small pools of light where the frost has melted and I settle into a steady rhythm, enjoying the feeling of power in my limbs and the clarity that physical effort brings.

			I started running a few years ago. After I left university, I went through a rough patch. I was having trouble finding a job and my long-­term boyfriend, Isaac, broke up with me because he wanted a commitment that I wasn’t willing to give. After several lonely months of firing off applications and attending interviews with no response, I became depressed to the point where I found it hard to get out of bed in the morning. Eventually, worried that I was going to turn out like my mother and realising that I needed to do something, I went to the doctor, who, amongst other things, suggested that running might help.

			I haven’t stopped since. I love the way it makes me feel. When I run, all my worries slough off like Ruby shedding her skin and I know that I can tackle anything the world throws at me. More than once, I’ve come up with the solution to a difficult problem while on a run.

			Today, as I skirt the edge of the lake, I think about Avery Lewis. How did she end up falling off a cliff in the same place as the character in her book? Was she inspired by her own writing to make some dramatic suicidal gesture? Instinctively I know that her death and the strange connection with her novel will make a good news feature. I’m badly in need of a story to impress Lou and I think this just might be the one.

			I pass another jogger, who nods briskly at me. I smile back vaguely. I’m trying to think of a headline that sums up the mystery and is also pithy and engaging. ‘A Case of Life imitating Art’ maybe, or ‘The Mysterious Death of the Thriller Writer’. Yes, I like the second one. Who doesn’t love a mystery? But I need more information about Avery Lewis before I start writing and the obvious course of action is to speak to her publisher to see what I can find out.

			Back home, I peel off my sweaty clothes and leap into the shower. After washing and dressing, I root around in the freezer and pry out some frozen chicken, chips and peas. That’ll do, I think. I’m far too tired and preoccupied to cook anything more complicated.

			Then I knock softly on Athena’s door and open it carefully.

			‘Athie, do you want something to eat?’

			No answer. She’s fast asleep in bed. The covers have slipped off onto the floor. She’s curled up on her side in a foetal position. Her cheeks are faintly flushed and her eyelids flickering. She looks young and innocent, and I feel an unexpected surge of love. Our argument last night doesn’t seem important anymore. I pick up her duvet, gently tuck it around her and kiss her on the nose. Whatever’s been bothering her, sleep will probably help.

			In the living room with Netflix on and Ruby safely back in her cage, I eat my dinner alone with the plate balanced on my lap. I’m reaching the end of the second season of Peaky Blinders and it’s getting exciting, but this evening I’m finding it hard to focus, and after a while I pause the TV, realising I have no idea what’s just happened.

			I put my plate in the dishwasher and pace the kitchen. I can’t stop thinking about Avery Lewis. My eye strays to the paperback, still lying on the kitchen table where I left it this morning. I pick it up and flick through the pages to the acknowledgements at the back.

			Firstly, I want to thank my agent Olivia Brown for always having my back and I’d also like to express my gratitude to my brilliant editor, Lucy Rivers . . .

			Olivia Brown.

			I switch on my laptop and type in her name. It doesn’t take long to find her. A photo of a cheerful-­looking young woman pops up on the screen. According to Google, she works for a small literary agency called Peppercorn Books and on her profile it says that she’s interested in representing young adult and psychological thrillers as well as literary fiction. There’s a list of her more famous clients. And at the bottom of the page there’s also a contact phone number and email address.

			I don’t waste any time. Once I’ve made up my mind, I can be laser-focused on the task in hand. Composing my ­message carefully, I explain that I work for the Post and would love to interview Avery Lewis for an article I’m writing about her new novel, Falling. I know that Avery’s probably dead and that therefore the chances of actually getting an interview are very small, but it’ll be interesting to see how Olivia answers. I add that I’m a huge fan and that I’ve read all her books. (A small white lie that can be soon remedied if I actually get any response.) When I’m done, I read my message through, checking for grammar and spelling mistakes. Then I press send.

			Next, I fire off a message to the editor mentioned in the acknowledgements, thanking her for the copy of Falling she sent me and asking for more information about Avery. Then, feeling tired, even though it’s only ten o’clock, I switch off my laptop and head to bed.

			Passing Athena’s room, I can hear that she’s awake and talking in a low voice to someone on the phone. One of her friends in Cyprus, I guess. Perhaps she’s just homesick, after all. It’s been such a long time since we’ve been back. I pop my head round the door and say goodnight. Then, shivering in our unheated bathroom, I brush my teeth, wriggle out of my clothes and dive under the duvet.

			Snuggled under the covers, I open the book on my bedside table, a historical novel set in Tudor England.

			This is my favourite part of the day when I finally curl up with a good book and immerse myself in another world, a world where my own worries and troubles aren’t important. I don’t remember a time when I didn’t love books. Many of my happiest memories of my mother are of her reading to me. We would sit together on summer evenings on the swing seat in our garden watching the sun sink into the sea and she would read me anything and everything – from fairy tales to books about spiders and space. Somehow for me, stories became synonymous with that feeling of being close to her. The smell of her. The sense of complete safety and love.

			But tonight, that feeling eludes me. I’m still on edge and my mind is crowded with questions. All I can think about is Avery Lewis and her mysterious death.

			I put the book face down on the bedside table. Then, sighing and rubbing my eyes, I climb out of bed, wrap my dressing gown around me and wander into the living room.

			Falling is still there on the coffee table, waiting for me as if it knows I’m coming. I snatch it up and scuttle back to my bed, hugging it to my chest.

			Under the covers, in a pool of lamplight, I start to read the second chapter.

			Initially, I’m confused and a little annoyed because there’s nothing more about DI Hegarty, who I was starting to like. Instead, the narrative jumps backwards in time, and describes a young couple called Rebecca and John, who’ve just moved to the country to start a new life.

			 

			Rebecca’s heart sank as they drove towards the village of Sancreed. The winding road became narrower and narrower, and she could no longer see the horizon. It felt like a metaphor for her life – as if her life was getting narrower, her choices more limited with every mile.

			Things didn’t improve when they arrived at their destination. The village was so tiny, barely more than a hamlet. There was nothing there, just a small church and village green and lots of smelly, old farm buildings. To someone like her who loved the hustle and bustle of city life it seemed dead. She was even more dismayed when John showed her their new home. The farmhouse they’d bought, sight unseen, was barely habitable and surrounded by miserable, scrubby fields.

			As they climbed out of the Range Rover, it hit her with full force. This was a crazy, foolhardy venture. They’d given up everything for this dream; their friends, their jobs, their flat. But John had been so unhappy in London that in the end, she would have agreed to anything. Perhaps, she’d convinced herself, it was what they needed to mend their relationship. Perhaps this would be a fresh start.

			She forced herself to smile at John, who was in the middle of telling her all his grandiose plans for the farmhouse. He had so many ideas and he was zipping from place to place and stumbling over his words in his eagerness to share them. She was glad that he seemed finally happy after those miserable months in London, but at the same time, she was worried that this mood wouldn’t last. She’d seen him like this before and in her experience, this brittle period of frenzied energy and joy would inevitably be followed by a deep slump.

			‘Here, look at this,’ he said, leading her round the side of the farmhouse and pointing at an old barn half hidden by overgrown hydrangea bushes. ‘We’ll convert this into a holiday cottage. We’ll make a fortune in the summer renting it out to tourists.’

			Rebecca inspected the building doubtfully. It was little better than a pile of rubble. How would they afford to do all the renovations neces­sary when they’d already sunk all their money into the mortgage?

			 

			There follows a description of Rebecca and John’s life on the farm and all the trials and tribulations of trying to start life in a remote village in the far west of Cornwall. On the face of it, they’re a normal urban couple trying to make a go of it in the country. It could be a cosy and amusing memoir, but this is something very different. Gradually and subtly, it becomes clear that all is not well between Rebecca and John. And I find myself gripped, fascinated by their dysfunctional relationship. But it’s not a comfortable read. John reminds me too much of my own father and I’m worried that things will not turn out well for Rebecca in the end.

			I flick ahead. Rebecca and her husband John have been in their new home for six months and his behaviour is becoming increasingly erratic.

			 

			Rebecca had learned to read his mood the way a beaten dog reads its master’s temper or the way a sailor learns to map the vagaries of the sea. It was a simple matter of survival. Today his mood was choppy and there was a squall on the horizon. When he was in this frame of mind, she knew she had to tread lightly and choose her words carefully.

			She found him sitting at the kitchen table, his head in his hands, a row of empty beer bottles lined up next to him.

			‘The crop’s ruined,’ he said, lifting his beautiful, sea-­green eyes to hers. She’d fallen in love with those eyes, and they still had the power to disarm her. But right now, they were bloodshot and dull with anger and resentment. This is all your fault, they seemed to say.

			‘There’s always next year,’ she said resting a hand on his shoulder. He brushed it off angrily.

			‘You don’t understand,’ he snapped. ‘There won’t be a next year. We’ve got no money. They’re going to repossess the farm.’

			Rebecca stared open-­mouthed at him. She knew that they were in financial difficulty, but she hadn’t realised how dire the situation was.

			‘Really? They’re going to repossess?’

			He nodded mutely, pulled a letter from his pocket and handed it to her.

			It was from the bank. A final demand.

			‘Okay,’ she said, breathing deeply. This was bad, but she wasn’t about to give up without a fight. They could get through this. They just needed to think positively.

			‘It’s okay, we can do this,’ she said. ‘We just need to tighten our belts that’s all. Work out where we can make savings.’ She took out a piece of paper, sat down at the kitchen table and started a list. In her experience there was almost no problem a checklist couldn’t solve.

			‘We could sell the boat for a start,’ she said. She had never understood why John had bought the boat in the first place. He didn’t even know how to sail. John didn’t answer and she looked at all the empty beer bottles on the table, feeling a sudden burst of frustration. ‘And you know we’d save a lot of money if you cut down on your drinking.’

			She knew as soon as the words were out of her mouth that she’d made a mistake. His face turned puce and there was that tell-­tale vein in his neck bulging.

			‘That’s rich coming from you,’ he growled, slamming his fist down on the table. ‘Remind me again, how much was it you spent on a train ticket to London last week?’

			That was hardly fair. She’d sold her car to finance this venture. How else was she supposed to travel?

			‘I miss London. I miss all my friends. Are you suggesting I shouldn’t see my friends anymore?’

			That apparently was the last straw. ‘Fucking hell,’ he exploded. ‘You’re a miserable bitch, aren’t you?’

			‘Please don’t shout at me,’ she said, trying to stay calm.

			His voice got louder, and he stood up brandishing his beer bottle. ‘I’ll shout if I fucking want to . . .’ He wasn’t a powerfully built man, but he was bigger than her and for a moment Rebecca was scared that he would hit her with the bottle. But at the last minute he changed his mind and flung it at the wall. The bottle smashed and the glass shattered into thousands of tiny, glittering shards.

			 

			I close the book, feeling sick I haven’t spoken to my father in years, but I suppose I’ll never completely escape him. He’s always there with me, a zombie memory, buried in a shallow grave.

			‘Leave me alone, Dad,’ I say under my breath, and I turn off the lamp and close my eyes, trying to think of happier things, happier times when it was just me, Mum and Athena.

		

	
		
			Three

			In the dream I’m a child again and I’m in our old back garden in Cyprus. It’s a scorching day and I’ve just come home from school. Bright pink bougainvillea trails along the wall and the dusty, silver-­green olive trees in the field behind our garden droop in the hot, dry air. More than anything, I want to cool off in the swimming pool but when I dip my toe in the water, I see that it’s full of dead and dying insects. I pick up the net and drag it listlessly through the water, scooping up all the cockroaches and ants the way my dad showed me, but every time I tip their carcasses into the field over the wall and return to the pool, I find they’ve multiplied. I clean faster, running to empty the net but to no avail. The numbers keep growing like a biblical plague and soon the water is a thick soup of twitching, drowning insects. Then there is no more room for them in the pool, and they teem out, crawling over the paving stones towards me.

			I wake up gasping for breath and soaked with sweat.

			It takes me several panicked seconds to realise where and when I am. I’m an adult and I’m in my small bedroom inside the flat I rent in Highams Park. Gradually my heart rate returns to normal. I sit up, breathing slowly. Everything’s okay. I am safe.

			In the kitchen Athena is clattering around making pancakes. The radio is playing a rap song and she’s dancing to it as she whisks the eggs and milk. She seems much fresher and happier than yesterday.

			‘Do you want one?’ she asks breezily.

			‘No thanks, I’m okay. You’re in a good mood.’

			‘Nothing like a good night’s sleep,’ she says.

			I make myself a hot chocolate and defrost a croissant in the microwave. My Saturday morning treat. Sitting by the window, I check my phone. There are a couple of messages from friends suggesting we meet up tonight. There’s no response from Avery’s editor but to my surprise, her agent, Olivia Brown, has already replied to my email.

			 

			Dear Alexandra,

			I’m so thrilled to hear that you enjoyed Falling. It’s one of my favourites too. Avery Lewis was a fabulous author. Unfortunately, I’m sorry to inform you that an interview will not be possible as she passed away unexpectedly, ten months ago. We’re all devastated here at Peppercorn Books. Avery Lewis was not only a valued client but also a friend. However, if you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me and I will try to answer them as best I can.

			Warm regards,

			Olivia

			 

			I read it again, a wave of unexpected sadness washing over me. Avery Lewis is dead. I knew that she probably was, but there was a part of me that had hoped that she might still be alive.

			I start drafting a list of questions to ask Olivia in my notebook, but halfway through I put down my pen and stare out of the window at our small, overgrown garden. I won’t get the kind of answers I need from an agent, even if she was a friend of Avery’s. To get to the heart of this mystery I need to understand who Avery was. I mean the real Avery, not her professional persona. And there’s only one way to do that. Standing up, I scrunch up the list and chuck it into the wastepaper bin. Then I sit cross-­legged on the sofa, my laptop balanced on my knees and log into Google Maps. I type Bosigran Cliffs into the search bar. And sure enough, it appears on my screen. The place is in the far west of Cornwall, right on the coast marked with an image of a hiker in an upside-­down green teardrop. I shudder as I try not to picture that hiker plummeting over the edge and I drag the map inland with my cursor. A few seconds later I find what I’m looking for and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

			A few miles from Bosigran: there it is: a place called Sancreed.

			Sancreed. It’s a real place! I zoom in and see that there is a Sancreed village hall and a Sancreed parish church. There are a couple of holiday cottages nearby, which gives me an idea. ‘We’ll convert this into a holiday cottage,’ John said.

			It’s a long shot, but worth a try. After all, I’d thought that Sancreed was fictional, and it has turned out to be real. What else in the story might be based on fact? Feeling a flutter of excitement, I open a new tab and type in Accommodation – holiday cottages – Sancreed. The first picture to appear on my screen is of a place called the Old Barn. I enlarge the photograph and peer at it closely. It’s a small, grey, stone building next to a house called Foxton Farm, with a sloping, slate roof and a wonky, stone staircase leading up to a bright blue-­painted door. It looks a bit ramshackle, but some obvious attempts have been made to prettify it. There are hanging baskets outside the door, an old carriage wheel propped up against the wall and a neatly trimmed hydrangea bush.

			A hydrangea.

			I pick up my copy of Falling and flick back to the pages I read last night. Yes, I remembered correctly: an old barn half hidden by overgrown hydrangea bushes. Of course, in the book the roof was broken and the building was a ruin but it’s not inconceivable, in fact I think it’s quite likely, that this was the place that Avery was describing. I feel a vibration, a kind of humming in the air – the feeling I get when I know I’m on to a great story. Perhaps if I do this right, it’ll be enough to convince Lou that she can’t afford to lose me. Holding my breath, I click on the bookings and see that the cottage is available next week.

			Then I stand up and wander out into our tiny garden. Outside the sky is heavy and grey, pressing down on the city. The next-­door neighbour’s tabby cat is stalking along the fence and our damp washing hangs limply on the line in the cold, still air. Someone is using a leaf blower in a neighbouring garden. The sound bores into my head.

			It would be good for us both to get away from London for a while, I think.

		

	
		
			Four

			On Monday morning I get to work early and pitch my idea about Avery Lewis to Lou in our small office kitchen.

			‘It’s definitely got potential,’ she says slowly, dipping her herbal teabag into the Badass Boss mug that Dan bought her for Christmas. ‘But I still need your piece on Gemma K.’

			‘I’m working on it. I’ll get it finished today. I promise.’

			‘Mm,’ she says absent-­mindedly. She’s been distracted by something on her phone. She reads it, chuckling drily to herself. She’s in a relatively good mood this morning. It’s probably the best chance I’ll have to persuade her to allow me to pursue this story. I take a deep breath and smile brightly. ‘I was wondering if you could let me have a few days down in Cornwall for research.’

			She looks up from her phone, her eyes narrowing. ‘Why do you need to go all the way to Cornwall?’

			‘I don’t know.’ I struggle to put my thoughts into words. ‘I feel I’m more likely to find out what really happened if I go to see the place where she lived and where she died, and I can add some local colour for the reader.’

			She shrugs. ‘Well, you’ve got some annual leave left, ­haven’t you? Perhaps you could take a few days off next week, have a little break down in Cornwall.’

			‘Really? Thank you!’

			Her face almost cracks into a smile. ‘That’s okay. But I still need the Gemma K copy ASAP.’

			She takes a sip of tea and moves towards the door.

			‘I’ll need to stay in a holiday cottage,’ I blurt. ‘Or a hotel. Is there any chance the paper could pay . . .?’

			I break off as I see her expression.

			‘Absolutely not, Alex,’ she says firmly. ‘Now get that Gemma K piece finished. I want it by five today.’ And she sweeps out of the room.

			I watch her leave, sipping my black coffee. No one’s remembered to bring milk as usual. I didn’t really expect her to pay for the trip, but it was worth a shot.

			I spend the rest of the morning typing up my piece on Gemma K. I’m not going to get an interview with her, but it’ll have to do without. By lunchtime I’ve cobbled together something that’s passable. I email it to Lou and then sit at my desk eating an egg mayo sandwich and checking my bank account. There’s two thousand pounds in it. The last of the money Mum left me in her will.

			It’s an investment, I tell myself. Opening the holiday cottage website, I find the house in Sancreed that I’ve pinned, and make a booking for five nights. Three hundred and twelve pounds. Then I email the owner for directions.

			When I get home Athena is at the kitchen table working on an essay.

			‘You’ve got reading week coming up next week, right?’ I say.

			She looks up curiously, tucking her hair behind her ears.

			‘Yeah. Why?’

			‘How do you fancy a trip to Cornwall?’

		

	
		
			Five

			As we approach Sancreed the sky grows overcast and the road becomes narrower until it’s too tight for more than one vehicle to pass. The hedges on either side rear up like prison walls and it feels as though we are driving down a long, dark tunnel. I can’t see anything except the thin ribbon of road ahead. I’m beginning to think that we are lost, and this drive might never end.

			‘Are you sure we’re going the right way?’ Athena says. She’s just woken up and is blinking sleepily. ‘I feel like we’re in a fairy tale. What’s the one where the forest grows up and the prince hacks it down to rescue the princess? Mum used to read it to us. Do you remember?’

			‘Sleeping Beauty.’

			‘That’s the one.’

			‘Seriously, Alex, are we lost?’ she says after a few minutes of silent driving.

			‘The Sat Nav said this way.’

			‘Yeah well. I read about a guy in Canada who drove into a lake following his GPS and there was a Belgian woman who drove all the way to Croatia on her way to pick up her friend from the railway station.’ Athena goes on to list a long series of Sat Nav mishaps. ‘This is just the sort of back of beyond place where global positioning doesn’t work well,’ she concludes gloomily.

			I’m only half listening. I’m thinking about Avery and Joseph Lewis. What made them decide to move here? Were they lured by the dream of a self-­sufficient life in the country like Rebecca and John in Falling? I wonder if Avery felt the same sense of foreboding as Rebecca as she drove down these same roads and I give a small involuntary shudder. The winding road became narrower and narrower, and she could no longer see the horizon. It felt like a metaphor for her life.



OEBPS/font/BrushScriptMT.TTF


OEBPS/image/WHEN_SHE_FELL_SPINE_halftitle.png
WHEN SHE FELL





OEBPS/font/SwiftNeueLTPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftNeueLTPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/Quercus_Logo_BW.png
uuuuuuu





OEBPS/image/1.png
KAREN COLE

WHEN

SHE
FELL

uuuuuuu





OEBPS/image/9781529415971.jpg





