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For Jon and Blake – my chosen family


‘The planting of a tree, especially one of the long-living ­hardwood trees, is a gift which you can make to posterity at almost no cost and with almost no trouble, and if the tree takes root, it will far outlive the visible effect of any of your other actions, good or evil.’

George Orwell


Praise for Mira V Shah

‘Dark and unsettling with two intriguing main characters, an evocative setting, and a non-stop storyline . . . so, so good. I loved it!’

Andrea Mara

‘Gripping and emotionally astute.’

Laura Marshall

‘Tense and compelling.’

Catherine Cooper

‘Fabulously layered domestic suspense. I raced through it.’

L. V. Matthews

‘Beautifully written, twisty and completely unpredictable – I could never have guessed that ending.’

Charlotte Duckworth

‘A taut psychological thriller that simmers with a sense of menace. Sharp and suspenseful.’

Kia Abdullah

‘A highly original, fresh take on the psychological thriller genre.’

Jennie Godfrey

‘Drew me in from the start and kept me in its thrall all the way through . . . I absolutely couldn’t put it down. I loved it!’

Helen Cooper

‘A book to cancel plans for!’

Closer

‘I raced through this twisty, compelling domestic thriller.’

Daily Mail


CONTENTS

About the Author

Also by Mira V Shah

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Act One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Act Two

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Act Three

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Acknowledgments


Act One


CHAPTER 1

ONE YEAR AGO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER 2

AAHNAYA

TWO WEEKS AGO

The Lowden, Chelsea (London)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And I have no memory of what happened last night.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Is she a he?

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

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

This man is not breathing.

And it looks like I might have killed him.


CHAPTER 3

AAHNAYA

The Lowden, Chelsea (London)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I can’t let that happen.

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

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

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