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Chapter One


Jasmine Dent let her head fall back against the pillows 

and closed her eyes. Morphine coats the mind 

like fuzz on a peach, she thought sleepily, and smiled 

a little at her metaphor. For a while she floated 

between sleeping and waking, aware of faint sounds 

drifting in through the open window, aware of the 

sunlight flowing across the foot of her bed, but 

unable to rouse herself.


Her earliest memories were of heat and dust, and 

the unseasonable warmth of the April afternoon conjured 

up smells and sounds that danced in her mind 

like long-forgotten wraiths. Jasmine wondered if the 

long, slow hours of her childhood lay buried somewhere 

in the cells of her brain, waiting to explode 

upon her consciousness with that particular lucidity 

attributed to the memories of the dying.


She was born in India, in Mayapore, a child of the 

dissolution of the Raj. Her father, a minor civil servant, 

had sat out the war in an obscure office. In 

1947, he had chosen to stay on in India, scraping a 

living from his ICS pension.


Of her mother she had little recollection. Five 

years after Jasmine’s birth, she had borne Theo and passed away, making as little fuss in dying as she had 

in living. She left behind only a faint scent of English 

roses that mingled in Jasmine’s mind with the click 

of closing shutters and the sound of insects singing.


A soft thump on the bed jerked Jasmine’s mind 

back to consciousness. She lifted her hand and 

buried her fingers in Sidhi’s plush coat, opening her 

eyes to gaze at her fingers, the knobby joints held 

together by fragile bridges of skin and muscle. The 

cat’s body, a black splash against the red-orange of 

the coverlet, vibrated against her hip.


After a few moments Jasmine gave the cat’s sleek 

head one last stroke and maneuvered herself into a 

sitting position on the edge of the bed, her fingers 

automatically checking the catheter in her chest. 

Installing a hospital bed in the sitting room had eliminated 

the claustrophobia she’d felt as she became 

confined for longer periods to the small bedroom. 

Surrounded by her things, with the large windows 

open to the garden and the afternoon sun, the shrinking 

of her world seemed more bearable.


Tea first, then whatever she could manage of 

the dinner Meg left, and afterwards she could settle 

down for the evening with the telly. Plan in small 

increments, giving equal weight to each event—that 

was the technique she had adopted for getting 

through the day.


She levered herself up from the bed and shuffled 

toward the kitchen, wrapping about her the brilliant 

colors of an Indian silk caftan. No drab British flannels 

for her—only now the folds of the caftan hung 

on her like washing hung out on a line. Some accident of genetics had endowed her with an appearance 

more exotic than her English parentage 

warranted—the dark hair and eyes and delicate 

frame had made her an object of derision with the 

English schoolgirls remaining in Calcutta—but now, 

with the dark hair cropped short and the eyes enormous 

in her thin face, she looked elfin, and in spite 

of her illness, younger than her years.


She put the kettle on to boil and leaned against 

the kitchen windowsill, pushing the casement out 

and peering into the garden below.


She was not disappointed. The Major, clippers in 

hand, patrolled the postage-stamp garden in his uniform 

of baggy, gray cardigan and flannels, ready to 

pluck out any insubordinate sprig. He looked up and 

raised his clippers in salute. Jasmine mimed “Cup of 

tea?” When he nodded acceptance she returned to 

the hob and moved carefully through the ritual of 

making tea.


Jasmine carried the mugs out to the steps that led 

from her flat down to the garden. The Major had the 

basement flat and he considered the garden his territory. 

She and Duncan, in the flat above hers, were 

only privileged spectators. The planks of the top step 

grated against her bones as she eased into a sitting 

position.


The Major climbed the steps and sat beside her, 

accepting his cup with a grunt. “Lovely day,” he said 

by way of thanks. “Like to think it would last.” 

He sipped his tea, making a small swishing sound 

through his mustache. “You been keeping all right 

today?” He glanced at her for a second only, his attention drawn back to the rioting daffodils and 

tulips.


“Yes,” Jasmine answered, smiling, for the Major 

was a man of few words under the best of circumstances. 

Those brief comments were his equivalent 

of a monologue, and his usual query was the only reference 

he ever made to her illness. They drank in 

silence, the tea warming them as much as the late 

afternoon sun soaking into their skins, until Jasmine 

spoke. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the garden look 

as lovely as it has this spring, Major. Is it just that 

I appreciate things more these days, or is it really 

more beautiful this year?”


“Hummff,” he muttered into his cup, then cleared 

his throat for the difficult business of replying. 

“Could be. Weather’s been bonny enough.” He frowned 

and ran his fingers over the tips of his clippers, 

checking for rust. “Tulips’re almost gone, though.” 

The tulips wouldn’t be allowed to linger past their 

prime. At the first fallen petal the Major would sever 

heads from stalks with a quick, merciful slash.


Jasmine’s mouth twitched at the thought—too 

bad there was no one to perform such a service for 

her. She herself had failed in the final determination, 

whether from cowardice or courage, she couldn’t say. 

And Meg . . . it had been too much to ask of Meg, 

she’d had no right to ask it of Meg. Jasmine wondered 

now how she had ever considered it.


Meg had arrived today looking even more 

untended than usual, her wide brow rumpled with 

distress. It took all Jasmine’s strength to convince 

Meg that she’d changed her mind, and all the while the irony of it taunted her. It was she who was dying, 

after all, yet it was Meg who needed reassurance 

measured out in palliative doses.


She couldn’t explain to Meg the reckoning she 

had reached somewhere between last night’s sleeping 

and this morning’s waking. She knew only that 

she had crossed some meridian in her swift progress 

toward death. The pain held no more terror for her. 

With acceptance came the ability to hold and savor 

each moment, as well as a strange new contentment.


The sun dipped behind the square Victorian 

house across the garden, and its stone faded from 

gold to gray in an instant. The air felt chill against 

Jasmine’s skin and she heard the faint bustle of 

traffic from Rosslyn Hill, evidence that life still 

eddied about her.


The Major stood, his knees creaking. “I’d best 

finish up. The light’ll be gone soon.” He reached 

down and hoisted Jasmine to her feet as easily as if 

she’d been a sack of potting soil. “In with you, now. 

Mustn’t catch a chill.”


Jasmine almost laughed at the absurdity of her 

catching a chill, as if an exterior circumstance could 

compare with the havoc her body had wreaked from 

within, but she let him help her inside and rinse the 

cups.


She locked the garden door after him and closed 

the casements, but hesitated a few minutes before 

drawing the blinds. The light was fading above the 

rooftops, and the leaves on the birch tree in the garden 

shivered in the evening breeze. From Duncan’s terrace 

she might have watched the sun set over West London. For that privilege he paid dearly, and he had 

been kind enough to share it a few times before the 

stairs defeated her.


Duncan—now that was another thing she couldn’t 

explain very well to Meg—at least not without hurting 

her feelings. She hadn’t wanted Meg to meet him, 

had wanted to keep him separate from the rest of 

her existence, separate from her illness. Meg looked 

after her so zealously, tracking the progress of every 

symptom, monitoring her care and medication as if 

Jasmine’s disease had become her personal responsibility. 

Duncan brought in the outside world, sharp 

and acid, and if he dealt with death it was at least far 

removed from hers.


As she sighed and lowered the blind, Sidhi rubbed 

against her ankles. The distinction between Duncan 

and Meg was all nonsense anyway—if Meg had 

immersed herself in her illness, her illness also made 

her a safe prospect for Duncan’s friendship. No older 

woman-younger man scenario possible: dying made 

one acceptably non-threatening.


She found him a contradictory man, at once 

reserved and engaging, and she never quite knew 

what to expect. “Ice cream tonight?” she could hear 

him asking in one of his playful moods, a remnant 

of his Cheshire drawl surviving years in London. 

He’d jog up Rosslyn Hill to the Häagen-Dazs shop 

and return panting and grinning like a six-year-old. 

Those nights he’d cajole her with games and conversation, 

rousing in her an energy she thought she no 

longer possessed.


Other evenings he seemed to draw into himself, content to sit quietly beside her in the flickering light 

of the telly, and she didn’t dare breach his reserve. 

Nor did she dare depend too much on his companionship, 

or so she told herself often enough. It 

surprised her that he spent as much time with her as 

he did, but before her mind could wander down the 

path of analyzing his motivation she silenced it, fearing 

pity. She straightened as briskly as she was able 

and turned to the fridge.


The food Margaret left turned out to be a vegetable 

curry—Meg’s idea of something nourishing. 

Jasmine managed a few bites, finding it easier to 

sniff and roll about on her tongue than to swallow, 

the smell and taste recalling her childhood as vividly 

as her afternoon dream. An accumulation of coincidence, 

she told herself, odd but meaningless.


She dozed in front of the television, half listening 

for Duncan’s knock on the door. Sidhi narrowed 

his eyes against the blue-white glare and kneaded his 

paws against her thigh. What would happen to Sidhi? 

She’d made no provision for him, hadn’t been able 

to face disposing of him like a piece of furniture. 

Her own brother Theo despised cats, the Major complained 

when Sidhi dug in his flower beds, Duncan 

treated him with polite indifference, Felicity pronounced 

him unsanitary, and Meg lived in a bed-sit 

in Kilburn with a landlady she described as ferocious—no good prospects there. Perhaps Sidhi would 

manage his next life without her intervention. He 

had certainly been fortunate enough in this one—she’d rescued him, a scrawny six-week-old kitten, 

from a rubbish bin.


She drifted off again, waking with a start to find 

the program she’d been watching finished. She wondered 

if, as her morphine dosage increased, her 

awareness would fade in and out like the reception 

on a poor telly. She wondered if she would mind.


Jasmine wondered, as the night drew in, if she 

had made the right decision after all, yet she knew 

somehow that once she had crossed that invisible 

line, there could be no going back.





Duncan Kincaid emerged from the bowels of Hampstead 

tube station and blinked in the brilliant light. 

He turned the corner into the High and the colors 

jostled before him with an almost physical force. All 

Hampstead seemed to have turned out in its shirt 

sleeves to greet the spring morning. Shoppers bumped 

and smiled instead of snarling, restaurants set up 

impromptu sidewalk cafes, and the smell of fresh 

coffee mingled with exhaust fumes.


Kincaid plunged down the hill, untempted by the 

effervescent atmosphere. Coffee didn’t appeal to 

him—his mouth tasted like dirty washing-up water 

from drinking endless, stale cups, his eyes stung 

from other people’s cigarette smoke, and having 

solved the case offered little solace for a long and 

dismal night’s work. The body of a child found in a 

nearby field, the crime traced to a neighbor who, 

when confronted, sobbingly confessed he couldn’t 

help himself, hadn’t meant to hurt her.


Kincaid wanted merely to wash his face and collapse 

head first into bed.


By the time he reached Rosslyn Hill a little of the seasonal mood had infected him, and the sight of the 

flower seller at the corner of Pilgrim’s Lane brought 

him up with a start. Jasmine. He’d meant to stop in 

and see her last night—he usually did if he could—but the relationship wasn’t intimate enough for 

calling with excuses, and she would never mention 

that he hadn’t come.


He bought freesias, because he remembered that 

Jasmine loved their heady perfume.


The silence in Carlingford Road seemed intense 

after the main thoroughfares, and the air in the 

shadow of his building still held the night’s chill. 

Kincaid passed the Major coming up the steps from 

his basement entrance, and received the expected 

“Harummf. Mornin’” and a sharp nod of the head in 

response to his greeting. After several months of 

nodding acquaintance, Kincaid, intrigued by the 

brass nameplate on the Major’s door, ventured a query 

regarding the “H.” before “Keith”. The Major had 

looked sideways, looked over Kincaid’s head, groomed 

his mustache, and finally grumbled “Harley”. The 

matter was never referred to again.


He heard the knocking as soon as he entered the 

stairwell. First a gentle tapping, then a more urgent 

tattoo. A woman—tall, with expensively bobbed, red-gold 

hair graying at the temples, and wearing a 

well-cut, dark suit—turned to him as he topped the 

landing before Jasmine’s flat. He would have taken 

her for a solicitor if it hadn’t been for the bag she carried.


“Is she not in?” Kincaid asked as he came up to 

her.


“She must be. She’s too weak to be out on her 

own.” The woman considered Kincaid and seemed to 

decide he looked useful. She stuck out her hand and 

pumped his crisply. “I’m Felicity Howarth, the home-help 

nurse. I come about this time every day. Are 

you a neighbor?”


Kincaid nodded. “Upstairs. Could she be having a 

bath?”


“No. I help her with it.”


They looked at one another for a moment, and a 

spark of fear jumped between them. Kincaid turned 

and pounded on the door, calling, “Jasmine! Open 

up!” He listened, ear to the door, then turned to Felicity. 

“Have you a key?”


“No. She still gets herself up in the morning and 

lets me in. Have you?”


Kincaid shook his head, thinking. The lock 

mechanism was simple enough, a cheap standard 

pushbutton, but he knew Jasmine had a chain and 

deadbolt. Were they fastened? “Have you a hairpin? 

A paperclip?”


Felicity dug in her bag, came up with a sheaf of 

papers clipped together. “This do?”


He thrust the bouquet into her hands in exchange 

for the clip, twisting the ends out as he turned to the 

door. The lock clicked after a few seconds probing, a 

burglar’s dream. Kincaid twisted the knob and the 

door swung easily open.


The only light in the room filtered through the 

white rice-paper shades drawn over the windows. 

The flat was silent, except for a faint humming sound 

coming from the vicinity of Jasmine’s bed. Kincaid and Felicity Howarth stepped forward to the foot of 

the bed in an almost synchronized movement, not 

speaking, some quality in the room’s silence sealing 

their tongues.


No movement came from the body lying swathed 

in the bed’s swirl of colors, no breath gave rhythmic 

rise and fall to the chest on which the black cat 

crouched, purring.


The freesias fell, forgotten, scattering like pick-up sticks across the counterpane.
 





 





Chapter Two


“Stupid bloody cow.” Roger’s voice rose, echoing ominously 

in the small room. Margaret imagined the 

heavy clump of her landlady’s feet mounting the 

stairs and reached toward him, as if her gesture 

might hush him. Mrs. Wilson had threatened more 

than once to evict Margaret if she caught Roger staying 

the night, and if she heard them quarrelling at 

half-past seven in the morning she wouldn’t have 

much doubt about the circumstances.


“Roger, please, for heaven’s sake. Mrs. Wilson’ll 

hear you, and you know what she’s like—”


“Heaven hasn’t much to do with it, my dear Meg, 

except for the fact that your friend Jasmine’s no 

nearer to it today than she was yesterday, thanks to 

you.” The opportunity for sarcasm kept his volume 

down, but Margaret felt the coffee she’d gulped rise 

sourly in her throat.


“Roger, you can’t mean that—have you gone 

mad? I told you she changed her mind. I’m glad she 

changed her mind—”


“So you can spend every spare second of your 

time fussing and cooing over her like some dumpy Florence Nightingale? It makes me sick. Why should 

I hang around? Tell me that, Meg, dear—”


“Shut up, Roger. I’ve told you not—”


“—To call you that. It’s her pet name for you. 

How sweet.” He took a step closer and grabbed her 

elbow, squeezing it between his fingers. Margaret 

could smell her soap on his skin, and the herbal 

shampoo he used on his hair, and see the light glinting 

off the red-brown patch of stubble he’d missed 

on his jaw. “Tell me why I should stick around, 

Margaret,” he spoke softly now, almost whispering, 

“when you haven’t any time for me, and she could 

hang on for months?”


Margaret jerked her arm free. “Why don’t you go, 

then,” she hissed at him, and she felt a distant surprise, 

as if the words came from somewhere outside 

herself. “Just bloody well bugger off, all right?”


They faced each other in silence for a long 

moment, the sound of their breathing audible over 

the background noise of Radio Four, and then Roger 

laughed. He lifted his hand and cupped it under Margaret’s 

chin, tilting her head back. “Is that what you 

want, love?” Roger leaned closer, his mouth inches 

from hers. “Because you won’t get it. I’ll leave when 

I’m good and ready, not before, and don’t you even 

think about clearing out on me.”





The number eighty-nine bus bounced and rattled its 

way up the hill through Camden Town. Margaret Bellamy 

sat in the forward seat on the upper deck, her 

bulging shopping bag placed beside her as a bastion 

against intruders.


She needn’t have worried. The only other occupant 

to venture climbing the stairs was a toothless 

old man absorbed in a racing paper. The seat’s 

cracked upholstery stank of cigarette smoke and 

exhaust fumes, but Margaret found the familiar odor 

comforting. She gnawed her knuckle, the latest in a 

series of displacement behaviors designed to prevent 

her from biting her nails. An infantile habit, Jasmine 

called it. Jasmine . . .


Margaret’s thoughts veered away, jumping to 

another track like a needle skipping on an old phonograph. 

She’d had to get out of the office, even if Mrs. 

Washburn had given her that fishy-eyed stare and 

said “Dentist again?”


“Bitch,” Margaret said aloud, then looked around 

to see if the smelly old man had heard her. And what 

if he had, she asked herself? It seemed like she’d 

spent her whole life trying not to offend anybody, 

and it had landed her in an awful bloody mess.


She should have told Jasmine about Roger, that 

was her first mistake. But when he’d first started 

asking her out she hadn’t quite believed it herself, and 

didn’t want to risk the humiliation if he dropped her 

as quickly as he’d picked her up. Afterwards, the right 

moment never seemed to materialize, and the guilt 

she felt for keeping it secret compounded her embarrassment. 

She rehearsed all sorts of “There’s something 

I’ve been meaning to tell you” scenarios, and 

finally remained silent.


Actually, Roger hadn’t really taken her out. Looking 

back on it, she saw that he merely had provided 

his presence and attention while she paid for almost everything. A small price it seemed at the time, to 

bask in the glow of Roger’s looks, his connections, his 

air of knowing all the right people and the right 

places.


Still, it had been a small error of vanity, a forgivable 

mistake. The ones she had made since were not 

dismissed so easily. She never should have told Roger 

what Jasmine had asked her to do. And she never 

should have told him about the money.


The bus shuddered to a stop at South End Green. 

Balancing her bag against her hip, Margaret picked 

her way down the stairs and came blinking out into 

the sunshine. The huge, old plane trees and willows 

of the South Heath marched away to her right as she 

started up the hill. Sun sparkled on the waters of the 

ponds, and people flowed around her with that festive 

air that an unexpectedly warm spring day gives 

the English.


The unsettled feeling that had been nagging her 

since last night coiled more tightly in the pit of her 

stomach.


From Willow Road she turned away from the 

Heath and trudged up Pilgrim’s Lane. Just as she 

reached Carlingford Road she looked up and saw 

the rear of an ambulance disappear as it turned left 

into Rosslyn Hill. Margaret’s stomach spasmed and 

her knees threatened to give way beneath her.





Felicity stripped the bed, then straightened the 

spread over the bare mattress, tucking the corners 

with precision. Kincaid, having raised the blinds, 

stood staring down into the patch of garden. After a moment he shook himself and ran his fingers 

through his hair, then turned to face her. “Who’s next 

of kin, do you know?”


“A brother, I think, called Theo,” Felicity answered, 

giving the spread a final smoothing across the pillow. 

She surveyed the bed for a moment, gave a satisfied 

nod and turned to the sink. “Although I’m not sure 

they got on well,” she continued over her shoulder as 

she washed her hands before filling the copper kettle 

from the tap. “She mentioned him several times. He 

lives in Surrey, or Sussex, but I never met him.” 

Felicity nodded toward the small, inlaid secretary 

Jasmine had used for her papers. “I imagine you’ll 

find his number and address in that lot.”


Kincaid was a bit taken aback by her assumption 

that he would be responsible for notifying Jasmine’s 

relatives, but he had no idea who else might perform 

the unpleasant task. He didn’t relish the prospect.


“It does take them like that sometimes—suddenly, 

you know.” Felicity turned and examined him 

with concern, and Kincaid marveled at the speed 

with which she had regained her equilibrium. A few 

seconds shock—eyes closed, face wiped blank—then 

she had taken over with brisk professional competency. 

A common enough occurrence for her, he 

supposed, the loss of a patient.


“But she didn’t seem—”


“No. I’d have given her another month or two, at 

the least, but we’re not God . . . our predictions aren’t 

infallible.” The kettle whistled and Felicity turned 

away, scooping mugs off a rack and pouring boiling 

water over tea bags in one smooth motion. The dark, business-like suit seemed at odds with such household 

proficiency, and Felicity herself, soberly neat 

against the welter of Jasmine’s exotic belongings, 

reminded Kincaid of a hawk among peacocks.


“She never spoke about it . . . her illness, I mean,” 

Kincaid said. “I didn’t realize it was so far—”


The front door swung open and bounced against 

the wall. Kincaid and Felicity Howarth spun around, 

startled. A woman stood framed in the doorway, 

clutching a shopping bag to her breast.


“Where is she? Where have they taken her?” She 

took in the neatly made bed and their arrested postures, 

and the bag slipped as she swayed.


Felicity was quicker off the mark than Kincaid. 

She had the bag safely on the floor and her hand 

under the woman’s elbow before Kincaid reached 

them.


They guided her toward a chair and she slumped 

into it, unresisting. Not yet thirty, Kincaid judged her, 

a trifle plump, with wayward brown hair and painfully 

fair skin, and a round face now crumpled with 

distress.


“Margaret? It is Margaret, isn’t it?” Felicity asked 

gently. She glanced at Kincaid and explained, “She’s 

a friend of Jasmine’s.”


“Tell me where they’ve taken her. She won’t want 

to be alone. Oh, I knew I shouldn’t have left her last 

night—” The sentence disintegrated into a wail and 

she turned her head from side to side as if searching 

for Jasmine in the flat, her hands twisting in her 

lap. Kincaid and Felicity looked at one another over 

Margaret’s head.


Felicity knelt and took Margaret’s hands in hers. 

“Margaret, look at me. Jasmine’s dead. She died in 

her sleep last night. I’m sorry.”


“No.” Margaret looked at Felicity in appeal. “She 

can’t be. She promised.”


The words struck an odd note and Kincaid felt a 

prickle of alarm. He dropped down on one knee 

beside Felicity. “Promised? What did Jasmine promise, 

Margaret?”


Margaret focused on Kincaid for the first time. 

“She changed her mind. I was so relieved. I didn’t 

think I could go through—” a hiccupping sob interrupted 

her and she shivered. “Jasmine wouldn’t go 

back on a promise. She always kept her word.”


Felicity had let go Margaret’s hands and they 

moved restlessly again in her lap. Kincaid captured 

one and held it between his own. “Margaret. What 

exactly did Jasmine want you to do?”


She went still and blinked at him, puzzled. “She 

wanted me to help her kill herself, of course.” 

She blinked again and the tears spilled over, and the 

words came so softly Kincaid had to strain to hear 

them. “Whatever will I do now?”


Felicity rose, fetched a mug of luke-warm tea 

from the kitchen, stirred in some sugar, and carefully 

wrapped both Margaret’s hands around the cup. 

“Drink up, love. You’ll feel more yourself.” Margaret 

drank greedily until the cup was empty, unmindful 

of the tears slipping down her face.


Kincaid pulled up a dining chair and sat facing 

her, waiting as she fished a wad of tissue from her 

skirt pocket and mopped at her eyes. Her pale eyelashes gave her a defenseless look, like a rabbit 

caught in a lamp. “Tell me exactly what happened, 

please, Margaret. I’d like to know.”


“I know who you are,” she said, sniffing, studying 

him. “Duncan. You’re much better—” Then red 

blotches stained her fair skin and she looked down at 

her hands. “I mean . . .”


“Did Jasmine tell you about me, then?” Jasmine 

had been very good at keeping her life compartmentalized, 

thought Kincaid. She had never mentioned 

Margaret to him.


“Just that you lived upstairs, and came to visit her 

sometimes. I used to say she’d made you up, like a 

child’s imaginary friend, because I’d never—” the 

word ended on a sob and the tissues came up again, 

“seen you.”


“Margaret.” Kincaid leaned forward and touched 

her arm, bringing her attention back to his face. “Are 

you sure that Jasmine meant to kill herself? She 

might have just been whistling in the wind, talking 

about it to make herself feel she had an option.”


“Oh, no.” Margaret shook her head and hiccupped. 

“As soon as the reports came back that her 

therapy wasn’t successful, she wrote to Exit. She said 

she couldn’t face the feeding tube—all pipes and 

plugs, she called it—said she wouldn’t feel human 

any—” Margaret screwed up her face and pressed her 

fingers to her lips with the effort of holding back 

tears.


Kincaid leaned forward encouragingly. “It’s okay. 

Go on.”


“They sent all the information and we planned it out—how much she should take, exactly what she 

should do. Last night. It was to be last night.”


“But she changed her mind?” Kincaid prompted 

when she didn’t continue.


“I came as soon as I could get off work. I’d 

screwed myself up to tell her I couldn’t go through 

with it, but she didn’t even let me finish. ‘It’s all 

right, Meg,’ she said, ‘Don’t worry. I’ve changed my 

mind, too.’ She looked . . . different somehow . . . 

happy.” Margaret looked at him with entreaty. “I 

believed her. I’d never have left her if I hadn’t.”


Kincaid turned to Felicity. “Is it possible? Would 

she have been able to manage it herself?”


“Of course, with these self-medicating patients 

it’s always a possibility,” she answered matter-of-factly. 

“That’s one of the risks you take with home 

care.”


No one spoke for a moment. Margaret sat with 

her shoulders slumped, red-eyed and spent. Kincaid 

sighed and rubbed his face, debating. If he alone had 

heard Margaret’s disclosure, he might have ignored 

it, let Jasmine go unquestioned and undisturbed. But 

Felicity Howarth’s presence complicated matters. 

She would be as aware of correct procedure as he, 

and to ignore indications of suspicious death 

smacked of collusion. And although his own grief 

and exhaustion kept him from isolating it, a sense of 

unease still hovered at the edge of his consciousness.


He looked up and found Felicity watching him. “I 

suppose,” he said reluctantly, “I had better order a 

post mortem.”


“You?” Felicity said, her brows drawing together, 

and Kincaid realized what he hadn’t told her.


“Sorry. I’m a policeman. Detective Superintendent, 

Scotland Yard.” Watching Felicity, Kincaid had 

the same fleeting impression he’d had when they 

found Jasmine’s body. Her face went smooth and 

blank, as if she’d scrubbed it free of emotion.


“Unless you’d rather do the honors?” he asked, 

thinking he might have offended her by usurping her 

authority.


Felicity’s attention came back to him, and she 

shook her head. “No. I think it’s best if you take care 

of it.” She nodded toward Margaret, who still sat 

unresponsive. “I’ve other matters to see to.” She went 

to Margaret and touched her shoulder. “I’ll see you 

home, love. My car’s just outside.”


Margaret followed her without protest, taking the 

shopping bag Felicity gathered up for her and 

cradling it against her chest. At the door, she turned 

back to Kincaid. “She shouldn’t have been alone,” she 

whispered, and the words seemed almost an accusation, 

as if he, too, were somehow responsible.


The door closed behind them. Kincaid stood in 

the silent flat, suddenly remembering that he hadn’t 

slept for almost forty-eight hours. A thread of a cry 

broke the stillness and he spun around, heart jumping.


The cat, of course. He had forgotten all about the 

cat. He dropped to his knees beside the bed and 

peered underneath. Green eyes shone back at him.


“Here kitty, kitty,” he called coaxingly. The cat 

blinked, and he saw a movement which might have been a twitch of its tail. “Here kitty. Good kitty.” No 

response. Kincaid felt like an idiot. He brushed himself 

off and rooted around in the kitchen until he 

found a tin of catfood and a tin opener. He spooned 

the revolting stuff into a bowl and set it on the floor. 

“Okay, cat. You’ll have to shift for yourself. I’m going 

home.”


Exhaustion swept over him again, but he had a 

few more things to do. He checked the fridge, finding 

two nearly-full vials of morphine. Then he pulled the 

rubbish bin from under the sink and sifted through it. 

No empties.


He found Jasmine’s address book easily enough, 

however, neatly stowed in a slot in the secretary. Her 

brother was listed with a phone number and address 

in Surrey. He had pocketed the book and put a hand 

on the doorknob when a thought brought him up 

short.


Jasmine had been a very methodical person. 

Whenever he’d visited her he always heard her draw 

the bolt and put up the chain behind him. Would she 

have lain quietly down to die without securing her 

door? Consideration for those entering the next day, 

perhaps? He shook his head. Access would have been 

easy enough through the garden door. And yet, if 

she’d died naturally in her sleep she would have 

locked up as usual the evening before.


The doubt irritated him, and he stepped into the 

hall and closed the door more smartly than it warranted. 

It was then he realized he’d forgotten to look 

for a key.




 





Chapter Three


The midday sun poured through the uncurtained 

southern windows of Kincaid’s flat, creating a stifling 

greenhouse effect. He pushed open the casements 

and the balcony door, shedding his jacket and tossing 

it over the back of the armchair in the process. Sweat 

broke out under his arms and beaded his upper lip, 

and the telephone receiver felt slippery in his fingers 

as he dialed the coroner’s office.


Kincaid identified himself and explained the situation. 

Yes, the body had been sent to hospital as there 

was no doctor in attendance to certify death. No, he’d 

not questioned the cause of death at the time, but 

had since learned something that made it suspicious. 

Would the coroner ask the hospital histopathologist 

to do a post mortem? Yes, he supposed it was an official request. Would they please let him know the 

results as soon as possible?


He thanked them and hung up, satisfied that he 

had at least started proceedings. The paperwork 

could wait until tomorrow. He stood looking irresolutely 

around the flat, dreading the call to Jasmine’s 

brother.


Days-old dirty dishes cluttered the kitchen sink, cups containing sticky dregs smudged the dust on 

the coffee table while books and clothes littered the 

furniture. Kincaid sighed and sank into a chair, rubbing 

his face absentmindedly. Even his skin felt 

rubbery and slack with exhaustion. Leaning back and 

closing his eyes, he felt a hard lump beneath his 

shoulder blade—his jacket, Jasmine’s address book in 

the breast pocket. He pulled the slender book out 

and sat studying it. It suited Jasmine, he thought—emerald green leather stamped with small, gold 

dragons, elegant and a little exotic. It crossed his 

mind that he must ask her where she got it, then he 

shook his head. He had yet to accept it.


The gilt-edged pages of the small book fluttered 

through his fingers like butterflies’ wings and he 

caught glimpses of Jasmine’s tiny italic script. Names 

jumped out at him. Margaret Bellamy, with an address 

in Kilburn. Felicity Howarth, Highgate. Theo he discovered 

under the T’s, simply the first name and 

phone number.


He punched the numbers in more slowly this 

time. The repeated burring of the phone sounded 

tinny and distant, and he had almost given up when 

a man’s voice said “Trifles.”


“I beg your pardon?” Kincaid answered, startled.


“Trifles. Can I help you?” The voice sounded a 

little peevish this time.


Kincaid collected himself. “Mr. Dent?”


“Yes. What can I do for you?” Peevishness became 

definite annoyance.


“Mr. Dent, my name is Duncan Kincaid. I live in 

the same building as your sister, Jasmine. I’m sorry to have to tell you that she died last night.” The 

hollow silence on the other end of the line lasted so 

long that Kincaid wondered if the man were still 

there. “Mr. Dent?”


“Jasmine? Are you sure?” Theo Dent sounded 

bewildered. “Of course, you’re sure,” he continued 

with a little more strength. “What an idiotic question. 

It’s just that . . . I didn’t expect—”


“I don’t think anyone—”


“Was she . . . I mean, did she . . .”


Kincaid answered gently. “She seemed very 

peaceful. Mr. Dent, I’m afraid you’ll have to come 

and make arrangements.”


“Oh, of course.” A plan of action seemed to galvanize 

him into disjointed efficiency. “Where have 

they . . . where is she? I can’t come until this 

evening. I’ll have to close the shop. I don’t drive, you 

see. I’ll have to get the train in—”


Kincaid interrupted him. “I could meet you if you 

like, here at the flat, and give you the details then.” 

He didn’t want to explain over the telephone why the 

funeral arrangements might be delayed.


Theo gave an audible sigh of relief. “Could you? 

That’s very kind of you. I’ll get the five o’clock train 

up. Are you upstairs or down? Jasmine never—”


“Up.” Theo’s ignorance didn’t surprise Kincaid—after all, he hadn’t even known that Jasmine had a 

brother.


They rang off and Kincaid closed his eyes for a 

moment, the worst of his immediate responsibilities 

finished. It hadn’t been as bad as he’d expected. 

Jasmine’s brother sounded more bewildered than grief-stricken. Perhaps they hadn’t been close, although 

he was finding that Jasmine’s silence on a subject 

was not necessarily indicative. Feeling too fuzzy to 

think clearly about it, he wandered into the kitchen 

and peered into the refrigerator—eggs, a shriveled 

tomato, a suspicious bit of cheese, a few cans of beer. 

He popped open a beer and took a sip, grimaced and 

set it down again.


He had his shirt half unbuttoned and had reached 

the bedroom door when the knock came—sharply 

official, two raps. Kincaid opened his front door and 

blinked. He didn’t often see Major Keith dressed in 

anything except his gardening gear, and today he 

looked particularly natty—tweed suit with regimental 

tie, shoes polished to a looking-glass shine, neatly 

creased trilby in his hand, and an anxious expression 

puckering his round face.


“Major?”


“I just spoke to the postman. He said he’d seen an 

ambulance pull away from the building when he 

came past earlier and I wondered—there was no 

answer when I knocked downstairs just now. Is she 

all right?”


Oh, lord! Kincaid sagged against the doorjamb. 

How could he have forgotten that the Major didn’t 

know? And they were friends, not just passing 

acquaintances—her comfortable afternoon visits 

with the Major were one thing, at least, that Jasmine 

had discussed. “I’m not sure you’d call them ‘chats’,” 

she’d said, laughing. “Mostly we just sit, like two old 

dogs in the sun.”


Kincaid pulled himself together, sure that his face was stamped with dismay. “Come in, Major, do.” He 

ushered the Major in and waved vaguely in the direction 

of a chair, but the Major turned and stood quietly 

facing him, waiting. His eyes were a surprisingly 

sharp, pale blue.


“You’d best tell me, then,” he said, finally.


Kincaid sighed. “She didn’t answer the door to her 

nurse this morning. I came along and forced the 

lock. We found her in bed. She seemed to have died 

peacefully in her sleep.”


The Major nodded, and an expression flickered 

across his face that Kincaid couldn’t quite place. “A 

good lass, in spite of—” He broke off and focused on 

Kincaid. “Well, never mind that now.” The remnants 

of his Scots burr became more pronounced. “Will you 

be seeing to things, then?”


Another assumption of an intimacy with Jasmine 

he hadn’t felt he merited, Kincaid thought curiously. 

“Temporarily, at least. Her brother’s coming up 

tonight.”


The Major merely nodded again and turned 

toward the door. “I’ll leave you to get on with it.”


“Major?” Kincaid stopped him as he reached the 

door. “Did Jasmine ever mention a brother to you?”


The Major turned in the act of jamming his hat 

over the thinning hair brushed across his skull. 

Thoughtfully, he fingered the gray bristles that lay 

on his upper lip like thatch on a cottage roof. “Well 

now, I can’t say as she did. She never said much. 

Remarkable for a female.” The blue eyes crinkled at 

the corners.


After watching the Major descend the stairs, Kincaid shut his door and leaned against the inside. 

Even working all night on a nasty case didn’t account 

for the leaden feeling in his limbs and the cotton-wool 

in his head. Shock, he supposed, the mind’s way 

of holding grief at bay.


He fastened the chain on the door, rammed home 

the bolt, and lifted the phone out of its cradle as he 

passed. Shedding clothes, he stumbled into the bedroom. 

Flies buzzed heavily in and out of the open 

window. A bar of sunlight lay diagonally across the 

bed, as substantial as stone. Kincaid fell into it and 

slept before his face touched the rumpled sheet.





The temperature dropped quickly as the sun set and 

Kincaid woke with the draft of cool air against his 

skin. The bit of southern sky he could see through 

the still-open window was charcoal tinged faintly 

with pink. He rolled over and looked at the clock, 

swore, and stumbled out of bed in the direction of the 

shower.


Fifteen minutes later he’d managed to get himself 

into jeans and pullover and was dragging a comb 

through his damp hair when the bell rang. All his 

expectations of a male version of Jasmine Dent vanished 

when he opened the door.


“Mr. Kincaid?” The man’s question was hesitant, 

as if he were afraid he might be rebuffed.


Kincaid examined him, taking in the oval face 

and small bone structure, but there any resemblance 

to Jasmine ended. Theo Dent wore an extra layer of 

padding on his small frame, had a halo of curly brown hair shot with gray, round John Lennon specs 

and eyes that were blue rather than brown.


“Mr. Dent.” Kincaid held out his hand and Theo 

gave it a quick jerk. His palm felt damp and Kincaid 

had the impression that his hand trembled. “Do you 

have a key to your sister’s flat, Mr. Dent?”


Theo shook his head. “No. No, I’m afraid not.”


Kincaid thought for a moment. “You’d better 

come in while I hunt something up.” He left Theo 

standing with his hands clasped in front of him, rocking 

on his heels, while he rooted around in the 

bedroom bureau drawer. When he’d worked Theft 

one of his regulars had given him a set of lockpicks 

which he had never had occasion to use.


He held up the ring of delicate wires as he 

returned to the sitting room, and Theo’s eyebrows 

rose questioningly above the rims of his spectacles. “I 

didn’t think to look for a key when I locked up again 

earlier,” Kincaid said in explanation. “These ought to 

do the trick.”
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