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For Violet




CHAPTER 1


He’s not yours. He’s mine. Do not touch him again. If you do you’ll both regret it.


Lena Szarka held the paper by its edges, trying not to get her fingerprints on it. ‘You have no idea who sent this note to you?’ she asked again, looking at her cousin Sarika. She could feel dread settling in her stomach like her mother’s heavy haluska dumplings.


‘No idea,’ replied Sarika. She pouted as she brushed blusher along her cheekbones and squinted into her grubby mirror. ‘But I’m not worried. Terry’s had a note too. He gets threats all the time, mostly on Twitter. It’s no big deal.’


‘You must take this note to the police,’ said Lena, trying to ignore the make-up streaks on her cousin’s mirror. She’d rented a flat for them to share, but was finding the state in which Sarika kept her room hard to bear. ‘You could be in danger. We must go there now, instead of on this double date.’ Although it was just the two of them, she spoke in English, lapsing now and then into Hungarian. Lena was determined to keep practising until she’d achieved the fluency that still eluded her. Frustratingly, Sarika’s English was already much better than her own.


‘Terry said crazy fans are just the price you pay for starring in N1 Angels,’ said Sarika, her voice tinged with pride. ‘Being in the public eye like he is, you are bound to attract attention.’


‘You are not in the public eye. You work for me.’


‘Maybe next series,’ said Sarika, her voice wistful. ‘Imagine, a cleaner from Hungary in an Islington reality TV show.’


‘This person knows where you live,’ said Lena, still looking at the note. ‘And there was no stamp, no address?’


‘Not even an envelope,’ said Sarika.


‘That means that whoever wrote this must have been here,’ said Lena. ‘Right up to our door. Sarika, this is serious.’


‘Drop it,’ snapped Sarika, finally looking up from the mirror. ‘If I make a fuss, Terry will think I can’t hack the limelight. You don’t understand.’


‘You are right, I do not understand,’ said Lena, extracting her mug of coffee from Sarika’s dressing table, which was strewn with brightly coloured pots of powders and myriad brushes. ‘But if I got a note like this, I would do something. London is not the village. Terrible things can happen here.’ She thought of Timea. Her best friend, murdered in Islington just over a year ago.


‘Like us being late for the date,’ said Sarika. She looked Lena up and down and frowned. ‘You need to get changed.’


‘I think perhaps the date is not such a good idea,’ said Lena. ‘Maybe I will stay home.’


‘You can’t pine for PC Cartwright for ever,’ said Sarika.


‘I do not pine!’ exclaimed Lena. ‘I have been working hard all day and I am tired.’


‘Look how well I’ve got over Dragg,’ continued Sarika, ignoring her. ‘When I was sitting in the flat with you every night sobbing my eyes out, it seemed hopeless.’


Lena nodded. Sarika had gone through all Lena’s tissues in the weeks after Dragg stopped returning her calls. Lena had never doled out as many hugs in her life.


‘But I got online and met someone better,’ said Sarika, applying another layer of mascara. ‘If Cartwright calls you need to be out. That is how you catch a man. Make him jealous.’ She turned to Lena. ‘You should have let me put your profile on Bienvenue. com. That’s how I met my darling Terry.’


‘I do not want to date online.’


‘That’s why I’ve fixed you up. This date will do you good. You can’t stay in on a Thursday night.’


‘I do want to meet your boyfriend,’ admitted Lena. ‘You’ve been dating since December and now it’s nearly February. I think it’s time.’ She pulled herself up. Much as she was reluctant to take advice from her cousin Sarika, ten years her junior and barely in her twenties, she had to admit the girl had a more active love life than she did. And she wanted to see what Terry was like. Sarika seemed smitten already. Lena felt like she had a responsibility to her family to check that he was good for her cousin. ‘I will come.’


‘You won’t regret it,’ said Sarika. ‘Your date is hot.’ She grinned at Lena.


Lena looked down at the note again. She was still holding it by the edges. ‘But tomorrow we will take this to the police,’ she said.


Sarika leaned forwards and snatched the note from Lena’s hands.


‘Do not touch it,’ said Lena, trying to grab it back. ‘It might have fingerprints.’


‘Fingerprints are no use,’ said Sarika. ‘Because I am not going to the police.’ She tore the paper into long shreds, like chicken destined for a paprikash. ‘See, it does not matter,’ she said, going into the kitchen to dispose of the note. ‘Now, I will paint my nails,’ she said, disappearing into the bathroom. ‘Don’t wear those baggy old jeans again. And put some heels on.’


Lena listened as the bathroom door shut, then she went into the kitchen and over to the bin. Emptying the bin was one of the few tasks in the house she’d delegated to Sarika and the girl always waited until it was overflowing and stinky before she’d finally lug it out, leaving a trail of tissues and biscuit wrappers behind her. Lena extracted the shreds of paper. She pieced the note back together and read the words again. Jealousy oozed from the page like bleach from a bottle. And jealousy, she knew from experience, was the most dangerous emotion there was. It was why Timea had been murdered.


She used Sellotape to stick the pieces back together. Since it wasn’t going to the police in any case, she ran her own fingers along the paper. She could feel the indents from the force of the pen. Whoever had written it had been pressing down so hard the paper had almost ripped. She looked at the page itself: plain, white A4, like in the offices in the City she used to clean when she first came to London more than three years ago, before she got regular clients and started her own business, Lena’s Cleaners. There’d probably be paper like this in every office in the world. She raised it to her nose and sniffed. There was a faint hint of perfume, but not one she recognised.


Lena put the note down again, feeling ridiculous. She knew smelling toast was meant to be a sign of a stroke, but was sniffing paper an early sign of madness? She hoped that Sarika was right and there was nothing to worry about. But Lena found she couldn’t shake the anxiety rising up in her. She got up. Perhaps a chocolate-chip biscuit would help calm her down. Then she’d get ready for the ordeal of the evening, stretching ahead of her like the long muddy bank of the Danube.


Lena shifted uncomfortably on her bar stool and tried to smile at the man sitting in front of her. She took a sip of her slightly flat gin and tonic and strained to hear what he was saying over the din of the bar music. The song lyrics were interfering with his story and even with her best concentration she couldn’t follow what he was on about. She wasn’t sure if the problem lay with the three overpriced pints the man had consumed since they’d arrived an hour ago, or if it was her own faulty English. It was at times like this that Lena wished she was back home in Hungary, where she didn’t have the linguistic and cultural barriers that faced her here. Not that there was much choice of eligible men back in her village. Unless she fancied a life raising pigs on the Lisdtok boys’ family farm.


The man was laughing at his own story. Lena strained a smile in response. He would, she supposed, be considered attractive. A tight-fitting T-shirt wrapped an impressively muscular physique. He’d clearly spent a lot of time in the gym. Surely he had better things to do, thought Lena. PC Cartwright was muscular too, but in a less ostentatious way, she decided. She couldn’t imagine him wasting his time on a treadmill or lifting weights. His muscles were from saving people on the streets. Catching criminals. Doling out justice.


Lena told herself off. She wasn’t meant to be thinking about Cartwright. The man in front of her was probably perfectly nice. The fact that he wasn’t PC Cartwright was hardly his fault. She let her mind drift back to her policeman for a moment, mentally enjoying the memory of his sandy hair and eyes the colour of Lake Balaton. His breath, always faintly smelling of bergamot. Only recently, while picking used tea bags out of the sink at her client Penelope’s house had she realised where the scent must come from: the Earl Grey tea he always drank so enthusiastically.


But he wasn’t here, she reminded herself. Each time they had arranged to meet up, he’d cancelled at the last minute. Maybe Sarika was right, she thought. She needed to be less available. Perhaps next it would be her who would cancel. A cleaning emergency, she decided. He wasn’t the only one with an important job.


Thinking of absent people, where on earth had Sarika got to? She’d barely had a chance to be dazzled by the brilliance of Terry’s blue eyes and the depth of his dimples when the two of them had disappeared for a cigarette. Those eyes would get all bloodshot if he continued to smoke, thought Lena. And the dimples would wrinkle. But even she had to admit, he was an extremely handsome man. He had the same way about him as her childhood sweetheart Istvan: a presence that made you feel as if you were sitting in the sunshine. It was no surprise that both men had ended up on television.


Lena cast a surreptitious glance at her watch. Sarika and Terry had been smoking for half an hour now. That was a long cigarette. Lena started to wonder what else they might be up to.


She looked again at the man opposite to distract herself. She decided to glean what information she could from him about Terry. Despite his handsome looks, Lena had yet to be convinced Terry was good news for her rather gullible young cousin. Istvan certainly hadn’t been good news for Lena. She waited for Raz to stop talking so she could change the subject, but he was in full flow and didn’t even seem to pause for breath. To hell with politeness, thought Lena, and began to speak over him.


‘How did you meet Terry?’ she asked, leaning forwards so she’d have the best chance of hearing, and understanding, the response.


He smiled at her and she noticed his gaze drop. Lena adjusted her top to conceal her modest cleavage. ‘We worked together,’ he replied. ‘Of course.’


‘What do you do?’


‘You’re joking, right?’


Lena looked at him. ‘I did not joke?’ she said, baffled. She thought she had the measure of English humour now, but perhaps she was wrong.


‘Really?’ he replied. ‘I wondered why you hadn’t asked for a selfie with me. You haven’t seen the show?’


‘I do not watch much television,’ Lena replied politely. ‘That’s rare,’ Raz replied. ‘You must have heard of it though. N1 Angels. The Islington reality show? Season two only ended a couple of months ago.’


‘Sarika told me Terry was on it.’


‘He was the star,’ said Raz. ‘But don’t you recognise me at all? You’re sure? I’m big on Instagram too.’ He grinned at her. ‘How about now?’ he asked, pulling his T-shirt sleeve to his shoulder and rippling his muscles in what Lena guessed must be his trademark pose.


‘No,’ said Lena, feeling vaguely sorry for the man. ‘What is the show about?’


‘Us,’ he said, with another smile. ‘Well, Terry and the others mainly. I’m only in a few of the episodes. Get my top off, though. Got me 120,000 Instagram followers, just like that,’ he said, clicking his fingers. ‘Raz98gunsout. Look me up.’


Lena nodded, having no intention of doing so.


‘Sarika told Terry you run your own events business?’ said Raz. ‘That sounds cool.’


Lena paused for a moment, wondering whether to set him straight. Sarika liked saying she worked in events, and Lena supposed it was true, in a way. The girl did help out with the odd job that the cleaning agency got catering small events and dinner parties; cleaning before and after, of course. But it was very much a sideline to her main role as Lena’s assistant cleaner.


‘Among other things,’ said Lena, thinking Sarika owed her one. She clearly didn’t want her new TV-star boyfriend to know what she really did. Lena saw no reason to be ashamed of the noble art of cleaning, but she knew her image-conscious cousin thought otherwise.


The smell of smoke and a giggle announced Sarika’s return. She’d wrapped herself around Terry’s athletic frame, making it awkward for the two of them to progress through the bar, even though it was near empty. They knocked bar stools as they went. Sarika accidentally nudged the pint of a man in a suit, spilling it on to his shirt. He turned to her, his stance filled with aggression. Terry pushed her behind him and squared up to the man, towering above him. From the droop of the other man’s shoulders, it seemed he backed down quickly.


Sarika skipped on past to Lena. She grinned at her. ‘Terry is so brave,’ she said, in English. ‘And isn’t this better than sitting at home on your own?’ she added, breaking into Hungarian.


‘No,’ replied Lena, in English. ‘Not at all.’


Raz thumped Terry on the back. ‘This lovely lady has never seen the show,’ he said. ‘Can you believe it?’


Terry turned to Lena and gave her a brilliant smile. His dimples made it seem like his whole face was delighted to see her. Despite never having heard of him, Lena felt a little star-struck.


‘We’re hoping for a third series,’ he told her. He put his arm around Sarika and Lena could almost hear her cousin purring.


‘Good luck,’ said Lena, wondering how Terry’s teeth could possibly be so white and perfect. Perhaps she should switch toothpastes. ‘It is set near here?’


‘Lots of it is set in this bar,’ Sarika told Lena, jumping in. ‘That is why we are here.’


There had to be a reason, thought Lena, looking at the sticky surfaces and dirty floor.


‘Me and my uncle own the place,’ said Terry, running his fingers through his shiny brown hair. ‘N1 Demons. I’ve renamed it, after the show. Get it? It’s been here for donkeys’ – in my dad’s day it was just the Dog and Devil, a cruddy old man’s pub. I wish he was still alive to see it now. I’ve even put in a fire pit.’ He smiled again. ‘I hope my dad would have been proud,’ he added.


Lena looked around again. The fire pit Terry mentioned was really a small gas fire in something that resembled a concrete bowl. It looked nice, thought Lena, but it seemed a dangerous ornament to put in a bar.


‘My new boyfriend is a TV star and successful businessman,’ said Sarika, gazing adoringly at Terry.


Terry leaned in and gave Sarika an affectionate kiss. Lena felt the Tojáskrém egg sandwich she’d had for lunch travelling back up her gullet. ‘I am lucky,’ he said, pulling his face away but leaving his hand still squeezing Sarika’s. ‘And I’ve finally found a nice honest girl to share it with.’ He grinned at her and winked. ‘A nice honest Hungarian girl who is drop-dead gorgeous.’


Sarika wriggled in her chair with pleasure at the compliment. ‘Terry is the gorgeous one,’ she said. ‘Lena, do you want to see his new tattoo?’ She began to tug Terry’s shirt up, revealing a rippling six-pack.


‘No,’ said Lena, in alarm. She sucked the remainder of her drink up through her straw. It was mainly melted ice.


‘I’ll get you another,’ said Terry, smiling magnanimously. ‘Drinks are on the house when you’re with me. Uncle Barry,’ he said, gesturing to the scrawny man behind the bar. ‘Another round please for these gorgeous ladies. And turn up the music. Let’s make this a party.’ Barry fetched the drinks and slammed them down on the table.


‘There you go, little prince,’ he said with a sneer.


‘He’s a miserable old sod,’ said Terry, with a laugh. ‘Hey Uncle, tell them about your luck with women!’


Barry responded by giving him the finger. Terry continued, his voice loud above the din of music. ‘He was seeing this woman, Anastasia, off the internet. Russian. Hot as. Thought she loved him, silly old guy. Then she came round one night and emptied the till and our safe. Wiped him out. Daft bugger had told her the combination. Not my idea of pillow talk, but there we go.’


‘That’s awful,’ said Sarika. ‘Poor Uncle Barry.’


‘It’s the only way the old sod could get some action!’ laughed Terry. ‘I reckon he got a good deal.’


Lena watched Barry fidgeting behind the bar. He was rearranging shot glasses in a straight line on the shelf. His hands shook as he did so. ‘Your uncle is not married?’ she asked.


‘He was,’ said Terry, his laugh evaporating. ‘His wife died fifteen years ago. Cancer.’


‘I do not think we should judge people for being lonely,’ she said.


Terry’s smile faded for a moment. ‘You are right,’ he agreed. ‘It’s not easy, being alone.’ His blue eyes looked mournful for a moment. But then he smiled again, bouncing back like a ball. ‘But hey,’ he added. ‘I’m not the bad guy here. I had to bail the place out after that. You’re not going to get an insurance pay-out when you’ve been that daft.’


‘You are very generous,’ said Sarika, gazing into his eyes. Terry rewarded the compliment with another kiss. Then he pulled away. ‘Hey Bazza, I asked you to turn up the music,’ said Terry. Barry obliged and the music further swamped the bar. Lena could see Barry muttering something under his breath.


He needn’t have bothered. She could understand nothing of the conversation now with the drumbeat reverberating around her ears. She didn’t think she was missing much.




CHAPTER 2


The next evening Lena found herself enjoying work much more than she had her date. She hovered at the edge of the kitchen watching her chef Lucia work her magic. This new business venture was working a treat. Here they were, in a client’s kitchen on a Friday night, preparing an elaborate meal for a dinner party. Lena had cleaned the house before the guests arrived, Lucia was cooking a delicious meal, Lena and Sarika would serve it and clean up afterwards, leaving the house spotless. Already a number of Lena’s cleaning clients had taken her up on the offer and it was proving to be a gold mine. Lucia had even hired an assistant cook, Irina, to help her on such occasions. The only problem was that Sarika was late again, leaving Lena to clean alone.


‘You are quiet tonight, Lena,’ said Lucia. She was chopping an onion so quickly Lena could barely see her fingers.


‘I am tired,’ said Lena. ‘I was on a date last night.’


‘Really?’ said Lucia, sounding a little more surprised than Lena would have liked.


‘Yes,’ said Lena.


Even Irina looked interested for once. She glanced up from the carrot that she was struggling to peel. The girl had proven herself a terrible cook, but she was the little sister of Lucia’s terrifying flatmate Kat, so Lucia insisted they give her a chance. Lena’s own patience was already wearing thin.


‘Cartwright finally called you?’ asked Lucia.


‘No,’ replied Lena. She saw Lucia’s look of sympathy and couldn’t stand it. ‘Cartwright is not the only man for me,’ she lied.


‘Who was it then?’ asked Irina. ‘Any action?’


‘It was a double date,’ said Lena, choosing to ignore the second part of the question. ‘With Sarika, her boyfriend and a friend of his.’


Irina laughed. ‘I was partying with many men last night,’ she said. ‘Out till five a.m. The men, they love to watch me dance.’ She wriggled a little for the women’s benefit. ‘Tongues hanging out,’ she added, ‘like dogs.’ Lena had to admit, although Irina was tiny, she had a voluptuous figure and knew how to move it.


‘I do not know how you still have the energy to cook,’ said Lucia. Both she and Lena watched the girl. She’d barely managed to peel a single carrot, wielding the peeler awkwardly with her long red nails. The colour of dried blood, Lena decided, and shuddered.


Lucia glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. ‘Dio mio!’ she exclaimed. ‘The time is flying. Irina, fry those quails’ eggs for the primi.’ Irina stood by the stove, looking blank and clutching her carrot. ‘Just like you would fry a normal egg,’ explained Lucia, looking at the girl. ‘Except they are smaller so need less time.’


‘In water?’ questioned Irina. Lena looked at her. The girl was pretty, she’d give her that. But even Lena knew how to fry an egg.


‘Never mind,’ said Lucia. ‘I’ll do it. Can you just finish off the pan di spagna? The batter is all there.’ She stuck a spoon into the mixture and sampled it. ‘I think you need to add two more teaspoons of sugar and some lemon zest, it is not flavourful enough. Then pour it into the baking dish and pop it into the oven. Thirty minutes and do not open the door or it will deflate.’ She turned to the stove and poured some olive oil into a frying pan before breaking the tiny quails’ eggs in, one by one. ‘Lena,’ she said, without taking her eyes from the pan. Lena’s usually placid chef was starting to sound as frazzled as bacon. ‘Pass me those mini ciabattas.’


Lena obeyed.


‘I’ve already spread them with tapenade, I just need to add the eggs,’ Lucia said, doing it deftly as she spoke. ‘And a sprinkle of salt, where’s the salt?’ Irina passed it to her. ‘No that’s sugar,’ she said. ‘The salt is in the other bag.’


‘Oh,’ said Irina, looking a little uncomfortable.


‘Try one,’ said Lucia. Lena didn’t need to be asked twice. She took it in a single bite. The quail’s egg oozed hotly over her tongue, the fat offset by the saltiness of the tapenade. ‘Delicious,’ she said.


‘The cake won’t be ready yet,’ said Lucia, watching Irina opening the oven.


‘Um,’ said Irina. ‘I think I might have …’


‘What now?’ asked Lucia. She pushed past the girl, grabbed an oven mitt and took the dish out. With the Teflon hand of a cook, she dipped a finger into the still soft batter and tasted it again. ‘You put salt in here, didn’t you?’ she said, emptying the container in the bin. ‘And what did we say about the difference between a teaspoon and a tablespoon?’


‘I hate working here,’ declared Irina. ‘It is stupid.’


‘It is not the work that is stupid,’ said Lena, feeling defensive of her new business.


‘Not everyone is cut out to be a chef,’ said Lucia, patiently. ‘Lena here, for example. But she is a good cleaner.’ She turned to Lena. ‘I don’t suppose you need any extra help cleaning?’


‘No,’ said Lena and Irina, simultaneously. ‘I do better at cooking,’ said Irina, with a quick smile. ‘But not for long,’ she continued. ‘I have other work too. Pretty girls do not need to slave in a kitchen for ever.’


Lena and Lucia both stared daggers at her. ‘I have no openings anyway,’ said Lena.


‘I need my break now,’ said Irina, looking at her phone. ‘My boss is calling me.’


‘I am your boss,’ said Lucia.


‘My other boss,’ replied Irina. ‘She is not a woman you keep waiting.’ She fled the kitchen.


‘Is she the best you could get?’ asked Lena.


‘I cannot fire her, she’s my flatmate’s sister. And she is just over from Russia and only seventeen. Give her a chance. Although, she hates cooking so much I don’t think I’m doing anyone a favour.’


‘Like Sarika,’ sympathised Lena. ‘She does not like to clean. These young people,’ she added, despite the fact she was only a little past thirty. ‘They do not want to do proper work.’


‘She’ll learn,’ said Lucia. ‘Luckily I have some of my famous Nutella gelato in the freezer. That will be fine for dessert on its own. Things could be worse.’


‘At least Irina is here,’ said Lena. ‘Sarika has not even showed up yet.’


‘Finally,’ said Lena, when Sarika appeared. ‘I had to clean the house without you.’


‘What’s she doing here?’ hissed Sarika, glaring at Irina.


‘We told you Lucia needed an assistant chef,’ said Lena.


‘She hates me.’


‘You did steal her sister’s boyfriend.’


Sarika snorted in response.


‘Anyway,’ said Lena, herding Sarika to the kitchen. ‘Why are you late?’


‘Since I cannot see Terry tonight because you are making me work,’ she said, shooting a dirty glance at Lena, ‘I tried to meet him earlier.’


‘You can have a night apart,’ said Lena. ‘It will not kill you.’


‘Two nights. He has to work tomorrow,’ she said. ‘He is doing a paid appearance at a birthday party,’ she added loudly. ‘We will miss each other so much.’


‘Women will be all over him at the party if that TV show is anything to go by,’ contributed Irina. ‘If he’s even telling the truth about where he will be. Perhaps he has another date?’ Sarika scowled at her, picking a cold bottle of white wine from the fridge to serve to the guests.


‘I think it is sweet,’ said Lucia, as she chopped a tomato ferociously. ‘I bet he was pleased to see you.’


‘He did not pick up the phone,’ said Sarika. ‘He must not have heard it. So I tried N1 Demons but he wasn’t there. And I cannot go to his house because of Marsela.’


‘Marsela?’ asked Lena.


‘His real girlfriend,’ said Irina.


‘His fake girlfriend,’ corrected Sarika. ‘On the show.’


‘She is very pretty,’ Irina added, looking at Sarika. ‘And Terry loves her. Perhaps you shouldn’t try to steal him from her. But I forget, that is your thing.’


‘Shut up,’ replied Sarika. ‘You do not know anything about it.’


‘It is real,’ said Irina. ‘Kat knows Marsela. Their relationship is not for show.’


‘Your stupid sister is just bitter because Dragg chose me over her,’ said Sarika, stabbing the top of the wine bottle with a corkscrew.


‘And that worked out well?’ asked Irina, her voice seeping with fake innocence. ‘I heard that he fled the country to get away from you.’ Lena put her hand on Sarika’s shoulder, but the girl shrugged it off.


‘I do not care about Dragg any more,’ said Sarika. ‘And Marsela and Terry are just pretending for the cameras. Terry loves me.’


Irina laughed. Sarika ignored her. ‘It is called a “showmance”,’ Sarika told them. ‘It just means that we can’t stay at his, because of his contract. So we go to hotels and this damn bottle will not open.’


‘He has a girlfriend?’ said Lena, taking her cousin to the hallway. ‘You did not tell me this.’ She took the bottle from Sarika and twisted the screw top open.


‘It is just for the show,’ insisted Sarika, going back into the kitchen. They all watched Lucia drizzle her pesto over the plate. Lena smiled at her chef’s handiwork: the food was making her mouth water. Lucia was her secret weapon.


The talk of the dinner party was the disappearance of Sebastian Brown, and Josephine Brown’s subsequent fury. Lena picked up pieces of the conversation as she put a plate in front of each guest.


‘She waited a week to call the police, you know.’


‘I heard his passport was missing.’


‘I bet he ran off with some girl from Bienvenue.com.’


‘That website is a disgrace. I’ve heard half the men in Islington use it now.’


‘Poor Josie.’


‘Poor Seb. If he does come back, Josie will have his guts for garters.’


Sarika was lingering to pick up gossip. Lena tried to get her back to the kitchen, but the girl promptly grabbed a bottle of wine and returned to the dining room to slowly refill not yet empty glasses. Lena, finding herself bereft of a task, made her way back to the kitchen to see how she could assist Lucia.


Lucia was peacefully stirring a risotto that was emitting a pleasant odour of buttery, fresh asparagus. ‘Let me help,’ said Lena.


‘No thank you, Lena,’ said Lucia. ‘You are a great cleaner but a dreadful cook. Last time you touched my wooden spoon, the rice immediately clung on to the bottom of my pan and my porcini risotto was ruined. You are almost as bad a cook as Irina.’


Lena had to agree. Her skills were many, but they did not extend to the culinary world, much to her mother’s despair.


Sarika re-entered the room. ‘I miss Terry,’ she moaned


‘Pull yourself together and grate some Parmesan,’ said Lena, handing her the lump of pungent cheese. ‘Work is the best remedy.’


Two days later, to her surprise, Lena found herself missing Sarika as the day drew to a close. She settled back into her sofa and pulled her blanket around herself. The previous evening had been lovely. It was Saturday night and, with Terry busy, Sarika had been home for once. They had ordered pizza, sprinkled it with Hungarian paprika, cracked open a bottle of Tokaji wine and watched Kontroll, one of her favourite Hungarian films, before both having an early night. It was the kind of evening she used to enjoy with Timea when Lena’s ex-boyfriend Tomek went to his Polish social club on kielbasa night to eat his body weight in sausages.


But now the two nights Sarika and Terry had to be apart were over and Lena found herself alone. She thought about calling Cartwright. Maybe later. Right now, she’d listen to music. She pressed play on the remote control and let the calming sounds of cellos wash over her.


Lena stretched out on the sofa, wondering whether the heated joys of a bath were worth the effort of running the water and having to dry off afterwards. She decided they were not and closed her eyes, feeling the music carry sleep gently towards her.


And then she was awake.


Wide awake.


Lena blinked in confusion. The music was still playing in a gentle diminuendo. She reached for the remote and switched it off. The sound. It happened again. A crash. Definitely not part of the music. Lena got up and ran to the window but she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Traffic lumbering by. People hurrying along the pavement.


She took a deep breath. She’d been nervous of loud noises since she’d been shot. She had to relax and accept that it was her mind playing tricks on her.


Lena sat back on the sofa, in silence now. She took some more deep breaths. Maybe she needed a huge dog to protect her? Lena shuddered. She could smell that distinctive dog odour already, see the fur on her sofa, the pee stains on the rug. No need for such a drastic measure. She’d be fine. Slowly she felt herself begin to relax again, allowing her tiredness to make her limbs feel heavy. Perhaps if she shut her eyes for a moment, and thought peaceful, dog- and intruder-free thoughts …


‘I will kill him.’


Lena’s eyes shot open. She saw an irate Sarika standing in front of her. Sarika’s hair was perfectly curled and her lips painted a brilliant pink. But her cheeks were flushed and her eyes flashed angrily.


‘You are back early,’ commented Lena, shifting herself on the sofa to make room for Sarika.


‘I need a drink,’ she said.


‘Coffee?’ offered Lena.


‘A proper drink,’ said Sarika. ‘I’ve had the worst night ever.’ The girl sat down with such force Lena felt the ricochets. She heaved herself up and went to the kitchen, pulling a bottle of red wine and two glasses from the cupboard. She filled both up and returned.


Sarika snatched the glass from Lena and took a deep swig. Lena watched as a drip ran from the stem of the glass and gathered at the base, threatening to leap to the sofa and memorialise itself forever as a burgundy spot. ‘That fasz,’ said Sarika. ‘I hate him.’


‘What did Terry do?’ asked Lena, feeling concern for her cousin mingle with concern for her sofa. She went to the kitchen to grab a piece of kitchen roll. She returned and tried to wipe at Sarika’s glass, but the girl was back to swigging and held the glass out of Lena’s reach. She didn’t try to grab it, fearful of knocking the whole thing from Sarika’s hand. Instead she bided her time and tried to listen to what her cousin had to say.


‘It is Dragg all over again,’ declared Sarika. ‘Terry didn’t show up for our date and now he won’t answer my calls.’ She turned her face to Lena. Her lip was trembling, her cheeks remained flushed and her eyes were beginning to glisten with tears. ‘Why do all men ghost me?’ she said. ‘Disappear like they never existed? Dragg went all the way back to Greece to get away from me. He didn’t even tell me he was going. Now Terry stands me up. Am I so ugly?’


Lena embraced her cousin, doing her best to ignore the dangerously tipped wine glass. ‘You are beautiful,’ she said. ‘But more important, you are …’ Lena wanted to tell her she was a clever, independent woman, but she found her lips wouldn’t contort to that lie. ‘Lots of fun,’ she finished.


‘I am lots of fun,’ said Sarika, downing the rest of her wine and slamming the glass on the coffee table. ‘They are missing out. Your policeman is missing out too. You are …’ Sarika looked at Lena. Lena listened as the girl struggled to tell Lena she was fun too and couldn’t manage a lie either. ‘Forceful,’ she said finally.


Lena laughed.


‘Lots of men like that,’ Sarika reassured her. Lena reached for the bottle of wine and refilled Sarika’s glass. ‘Terry is a malac,’ Lena said.


‘A stinky fat malac,’ agreed Sarika. She took another swig. ‘I didn’t think he was like that,’ she said, staring into the wine glass as though it held the answers. ‘He said he loved how real I was, how I’d never lie to him. He seemed to like me so much.’


‘That is what they always seem,’ said Lena, taking a good gulp of her own wine. ‘So that you fall for them. Then once they have you hooked, they reveal their true colours.’ She thought of PC Cartwright. He’d seemed so keen, then suddenly had no time for Lena with his important cases. Never-ending important cases.


‘Unless …’ said Sarika. ‘Because he is not answering his phone. Something could have happened to him. Perhaps I will try to call him again.’


‘Put the phone away,’ said Lena. ‘Nothing has happened to him. He is just a man.’


‘Something terrible has happened,’ continued Sarika. ‘That is it. I should call the hospitals. The police too.’


‘I do not think you should bother the police,’ said Lena.


‘But I have a bad feeling,’ said Sarika. ‘I can feel it here.’ She gestured dramatically to her heart and a splash of wine flew from her glass on to her dress. ‘What about that note? Something could have happened to him.’


‘I am sure Terry is fine,’ said Lena. She exchanged the glass in Sarika’s hand for a wet dishcloth for her to dab out the spot.


‘But he could be my soulmate!’ said Sarika, grabbing back the glass. ‘I cannot let my soulmate slip through my fingers. Perhaps there has been a misunderstanding. Maybe I got the wrong night …’


‘I do not think …’ began Lena.


‘And besides, I will not be twenty-one for ever,’ said Sarika. ‘And I want to be married at twenty-five. I couldn’t bear to be thirty and not have a husband and two children. What a failure I would feel.’


Lena took another swig of wine.


‘I didn’t mean that badly,’ said Sarika, quickly. ‘Some people, like you, are happy on their own.’


Lena got up. ‘I am going to bed,’ she said.


‘It’s only nine o’clock,’ objected Sarika.


‘I am happy in my bedroom,’ replied Lena. ‘On my own.’




CHAPTER 3


Lena bent down to collect a dog bowl, licked clean. Some people were gluttons for punishment, she thought to herself. Her client Penelope, already struggling with the demands of two toddlers and a hectic job in PR, had done what Lena could only believe was the worst possible thing imaginable. She’d bought herself a puppy.


And not just any puppy.


A St Bernard. A giant puppy that would grow to be an enormous slobbering source of mess, fur, bad smells and general disasters.


Back in her village, people only kept pets if they had a purpose. If they could herd sheep or catch mice. But in Islington, with their flats and patio gardens, people seemed to want to get the largest, most expensive, most impractical dog they could physically fit through their Georgian front doors.


Lena shrugged to herself and resumed her task, popping the bowl into the dishwasher and turning her attention to the dried Plasticine clinging to the granite worktops. She could hear Sarika frolicking in the small garden with the two children and the puppy. She smiled: it had been a nightmare trying to clean this house on her own and manage the menagerie of children and animals. It was such a relief to have Sarika to help.


‘I miss Terry,’ sighed her cousin, coming back into the house from the garden. The puppy followed her and sniffed hopefully around the area his bowl had been. ‘I hardly slept last night, without him there. I will call him again.’


‘Remember what you said to me about Cartwright,’ said Lena. ‘You want to be unavailable.’ She reached for a clean bowl and shook some unappetising brown dog biscuits into it. ‘Maybe you could go on a date with someone else. Like you are always telling me to.’ The dog jumped at her and she held the bowl above her head, attempting to stare him down. ‘That would make him jealous.’


‘I couldn’t!’ said Sarika. ‘Lena, I’m worried that something has happened to Terry. It isn’t like him not to call.’


‘You have not known him for long,’ said Lena. ‘A couple of months only. You do not know if this is like him or not.’ The puppy licked her leg, leaving a smelly damp patch on her jeans. ‘Bad dog,’ she scolded. He licked her again and gazed up, an adoring look in his eyes.


‘When you know you know,’ said Sarika. ‘I love him.’


Lena put the bowl down and slid it across the kitchen floor. The puppy scrambled after it, leaving a trail of muddy footprints the size of a bear cub’s in its wake. It was hardly worth cleaning a house with a dog, thought Lena. Or children, for that matter, she thought, looking out at the toddlers who appeared to be crafting cakes from mud in the freezing cold garden.


‘Did you not think you knew with Dragg too?’


‘That was different,’ replied Sarika. ‘Dragg was a boy. Terry is a man.’


Lena rolled her eyes and began to run the hot tap in the sink. ‘Just be careful.’


‘We had a special date planned for tomorrow,’ said Sarika. ‘To the bar first for a free bottle of champagne, then somewhere fancy in town.’ She leaned forwards and turned off the hot tap. Lena turned to look at her. ‘I think he was going to tell me he loves me.’


‘Do not get too excited too soon.’ She thought of her own slow-burning romance with Cartwright. So slow it had all but fizzled entirely. Maybe she wasn’t the person to give advice. ‘I am sorry,’ she said, looking at Sarika’s crestfallen face. ‘Maybe he was. But I do not think you should get your hopes up. And I had a bad feeling about him. He was unkind to his uncle.’


‘They are like that together,’ said Sarika. ‘Bants, Terry calls it.’ Sarika scooped up the larger of the two muddy toddlers who had wandered inside. ‘Mrs Sarika Tibbs,’ she said. ‘It has a ring to it. Perhaps I’ll be in the next series of his show. Instead of that awful Marsela he has to pretend is still his girlfriend.’


‘Are you sure she is not?’ asked Lena, carefully.


‘He only lives with her because it’s in his contract.’


‘But he does live with her. I would not want my boyfriend living with another woman that everyone thinks is his girlfriend. That does not seem good to me.’


‘It’s no big deal,’ said Sarika, sitting the child down by the sink and reaching for a paper towel to wipe his face. ‘They’re not right for each other. You’d know if you watched the show.’


‘Maybe I should,’ said Lena. ‘But if he has a girlfriend, and he stops calling, don’t you think …?’ Her voice trailed off as she watched Sarika’s face. Lena had meant what she said from the best place. This man had clearly lost interest and the best thing for Sarika to do was move on. But from the tears welling in her cousin’s eyes she clearly wasn’t ready for that. ‘I am sorry,’ began Lena, but it was too late.


‘If that’s what you think I can’t be around you,’ declared Sarika. ‘My Terry is missing and all you can be is spiteful. No wonder Cartwright doesn’t like you any more.’ Lena started back, feeling as if she’d been hit. Sarika lifted the child back down. Evidently sensing anger, he escaped to the garden, his little brother and the giant puppy trailing after him. ‘You are bitter and mean and don’t want me to be happy,’ Sarika said. ‘I’m going.’


Lena watched her leave. She worried about her young cousin. Quick to trust and quick to love, like Timea had been. But Lena had been too harsh, she knew she had.


Lena poked her head into the garden. The dog was lying on its back and both children were rubbing its belly. They looked happy, enjoying each other’s company. Lena came back inside to an empty kitchen and proceeded to finish loading the dishwasher. Perhaps having more creatures in your life wasn’t such a bad idea after all.


Lena was exhausted as she sat on the bus on the way home. Sarika storming out meant she’d had to clean all day by herself, not to mention looking after Penelope’s menagerie of children and dogs. Typically, Penelope had arrived back late, so Lena had to finish at the last house of the day when the owners were home already. From the dirty looks they’d given her as they grabbed a wine bottle from the kitchen she’d been scrubbing, she was clearly in the way. They left a trail of dirty footprints behind them and it had been dark for a couple of hours by the time Lena was finished.


Her phone rang as she approached her stop. Lena rummaged in her bag to answer it, at the same time ringing the bell on the bus and heaving herself up from her seat. This had better be an apology from Sarika for leaving her with all the work, she thought, not even glancing at the screen to confirm.


‘I hope you do not think that I will pay you a full day,’ she said as she stepped off the bus. Szar, she thought. She’d meant to say sorry.


‘What?’ said the voice at the other end of the phone. It was a man.


‘Who is this?’ asked Lena, glancing both ways as she walked along the deserted pavement, remembering the warning signs she’d seen in the police station about using your mobile on the street at night. Not that hers was worth much, but she still didn’t fancy the inconvenience of having it snatched. She saw someone disappear into an alley under her gaze. She carried on walking but glanced back to the alley regularly.


‘Raz,’ said the man.


‘Who?’


‘You know. We double-dated with Sarika and Terry. Thursday night. You remember, babe. Off the telly. Raz98gunsout.’


‘Oh,’ said Lena. Was this what Sarika would call a drunk dial? ‘I did not give you my number,’ she added.


‘Terry did,’ he said. ‘Before he …’ His voice stopped abruptly. ‘Before he what?’ encouraged Lena.


‘I have some bad news,’ he said, his voice slow. ‘Will you tell Sarika?’


‘If you tell me,’ said Lena. Was Terry breaking up with Sarika via his friend to her friend over the phone? Surely even a social-media dump was more intimate than that. ‘But I do not think this is the right way to do it.’


‘What?’ said Raz. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t done this before.’


‘Good,’ replied Lena. ‘Now come on.’ She searched for the English expression. ‘Spit it up.’


‘What?’ repeated Raz.


‘Tell me the bad news,’ said Lena. She froze for a second, thinking she could hear someone behind her. She turned around. No one was there. ‘I think I can guess,’ she said, wishing she hadn’t become so jumpy.


‘It is about Terry,’ said Raz. ‘I just found out. I had a call from Mars.’


‘Mars?’


‘Marsela. His co-star. She’s practically Mrs Tibbs.’


‘So it was real?’ said Lena, feeling a little vindicated.


‘What’s real?’ said Raz. ‘Who knows? It doesn’t matter now anyway. Listen, I don’t think it’s been in the papers yet, but just in case it’s online …


‘Online?’ said Lena. Had that fasz dumped Sarika on Twitter? ‘Just tell me. I want to hear what he has to say. Sarika will ask.’


‘What? He doesn’t have anything to say. There was no time.’


Lena paused to watch a fox dash across the road. It stopped outside a derelict front garden and stared at her accusingly.


‘Has he gone somewhere?’ said Lena. ‘Run away?’ Even to her, this sounded a bit extreme. He could just have ended the relationship.


‘Sort of,’ said Raz. ‘He’s dead.’




CHAPTER 4


Lena didn’t often indulge in spirits, but she was pleased that, like all good Hungarians, she kept a bottle of Unicum in the cupboard for evenings like this. She poured herself a glass and took a sip of the thick, bitter liquor, then sat on the sofa and waited for Sarika to arrive home.


She didn’t know any more details about what had happened to Terry, but she felt a nagging worry. That note. Sarika told her Terry had received one too. And now he was dead.


She took another swig of Unicum and tried to calm herself, looking at her watch all the same. Sarika was late. But she was often late. Maybe she’d gone out with Lucia. Lena grabbed her phone and dialled Sarika. No reply. She was probably still angry.


She was being ridiculous, Lena told herself. Terry could have died of natural causes for all she knew. Now was not the time to worry. Sarika was not Timea. But perhaps Lucia would answer, thought Lena, dialling her. She did not.
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