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It was a wicked and depraved act, Izzy is thinking as she closes her curtains. That’s what the judge said. She remembers his exact words from eighteen years ago. It was a wicked and depraved act. You wanted Alexandra English to die, and you made sure that she did.

Her father was standing in the dock, staring impassively at the judge, his gaze not faltering, his body completely still. He wouldn’t even look across at her. Not as the guilty verdict was read out. Not as he was sentenced to life in prison. And not as he was taken away, either. Her final view of him was of his swarthy face in profile, hooked nose, dark hair covering his ears, eyes staring straight ahead.

It’s the first week of May and the weather has warmed up so fast it is as though a switch has been flicked. Moths tumble around the lamp in Izzy’s bedroom. She reaches to close the window, even though it’s still stuffy.

Downstairs, she can hear Nick moving around. She draws the curtains and listens to him opening the dishwasher. He will have gathered up their plates and glasses from the living room and carried them all into the kitchen together in one towering pile. He likes to do things with – according to him – maximum efficiency.

A tree seems to shift in the darkness outside their bedroom window. Izzy is used to the palm trees, but Nick – somebody who likes to follow rules – couldn’t believe it when he first moved across to join her on the Isle of Wight where she grew up. ‘It’s not like it’s the Caribbean,’ he kept saying. ‘They’re everywhere.’

‘It’s tomorrow,’ she says now to Nick, still standing by the window, as he arrives in the bedroom. There is no point, Izzy reasons, not saying anything, though both she and Nick are good at pretending.

A strange expression crosses Nick’s face. Something between a smile and a grimace. He runs a hand through his black hair. She has always loved how much hair he has; how thick and dark it is. He has two crowns at the back; a satisfying double whorl.

He’s carrying a box of crackers and a plate. He’s laid out four cheeses of exactly equal sizes. They’ve been doing this lately. Sharing a fourth, unnamed meal most nights in bed. Guilty pleasures, consumed after hours. We ought to stop, they keep saying to each other, but they don’t, laughingly spreading another cracker for each other. Just one more. Izzy has gained four pounds. Everybody will think she is pregnant. Thirty-six, married and so of course pregnant.

Imagine if she was.

Nick goes back down to make a cup of tea. He always makes it the same way: brewed for a timed three minutes, and then the milk.

She wonders if she will miss this phase of their relationship, the crackers and cheese phase, when it’s over. It will be replaced with another, she guesses: the long terrain of a marriage.

‘Yeah,’ Nick says quietly, walking back into the room and continuing their conversation. Izzy looks at him as he shrugs. He opens the box of crackers and passes her a knife, then she sits on the bed next to him. ‘He might come looking for you,’ he says, raising his eyes to hers. He’s a police analyst, so his bluntness never surprises her.

‘I doubt it,’ she says. This is how she deals with it. A glimpsed news story – closed down. A friend asking a probing question – ignored. At least once a week, in the restaurant, in the bank, in the doctor’s surgery, somebody asks her if she is the Isabelle English … she can never deny it. She is the image of her mother.

She reaches for a Hovis cracker and smothers it in butter. Nick smiles as she does it. She runs a gourmet restaurant, yet spends her time eating what Nick calls ‘lovely crap’. Hovis biscuits spread with synthetic cheap margarine. Angel Delight. Chocolate coins. McDonald’s on the way home. Hot dogs from a tin with a ring pull and an expiry date of four years’ time. By day, she assembles artful salads with smears of balsamic vinegar across the plates. By night, she eats bite-sized chicken Kievs and wonders why on earth she owns a restaurant.

Nick avoids her gaze as he carves a slice of Wensleydale. ‘It’ll be what it’ll be,’ he says. It’s one of his phrases. He puts topics to bed with these phrases. She used to think it was helpful, but she’s less sure these days.

He sits back against the headboard. She had always said she wanted a bedroom like a hotel room and, after a weekend away for her birthday, she arrived home to a different room, as though she had walked into the wrong house. A high bed with a dark suede headboard, six duck-feather pillows piled up. Aubergine-coloured walls, a deep carpet. Everything. He’d done it all for her. He’d bought copper lamps from HomeSense and scented pillow spray and a leather ottoman that he placed at the bottom of the bed. And finally, she thought, looking at the hotel bed in her marital home, she felt safe. After everything that had happened, she had a home, had made herself a new family with Nick, who showed her, in his own understated, indirect way, that he understood. He would not kiss her passionately after dates or confide in her late at night. But he would give her a beautiful bedroom.

And so for the first time in years she had felt happy, just for that moment. Happy and normal. Knowing that happiness was possible at all had helped her to nurture it, like a tiny germinating seed.

A spray of crumbs lands on the bed and Nick brushes them carefully into his hand and into the bin.

He pushes a triangle of Dairylea towards her and she opens it and eats it, neat, the soft cheese coating her teeth like plastic.

‘But you’ll tell me, if you hear anything,’ she says to him, lifting her eyes to meet his. They ought to be practical, at least, and Nick will hear before she does. If her father does anything. If he causes any … trouble.

‘Yep,’ he replies softly, reaching and interlacing his fingers with hers. ‘I’m not supposed to,’ he adds. He knows the rules. Izzy isn’t surprised: Nick is the sort of person who would buy a parking ticket on a Sunday just to be sure.

She gets up off the bed as she hears one of her neighbours outside. ‘I’ll just pop out,’ she says to him.

Something akin to shame bubbles up through her as she descends the stairs. When she is running the restaurant, when she is laughing at Nick, when she is booking appointments and meeting suppliers, she is fully formed. Capable. Adult. But there are certain situations, like this one, where she regresses, where she tumbles back into something long forgotten. She can feel it happening. Nick doesn’t know. Nick thinks she is relaxed. That she is whole. People at work don’t know. Only she knows.

She unlocks the front door and drags the bin across the back alleyway. It’s Wednesday, bin night. They live on the end of a set of four houses, isolated in Luccombe, only three miles from where Izzy grew up. The row of seventeenth-century cottages is set back from the road, and they share a flagstone access way. Bin night went from friendly nods to protracted chats to something more sociable, for Izzy’s neighbours. A way to welcome the week, William said, when he rang her doorbell to ask her to join in their barbecue one night. Nick once told her that people don’t do these things on the mainland. It makes sense, Izzy supposes. There are so many things the Isle of Wight is cut off from: specialist hospitals, universities, Category A prisons … they are marooned over here, trapped with the natives, and so they engage in their own traditions.

Nick was working, so she went alone to meet the neighbours. God knows what they thought of her. Nothing, probably. But she thinks about them too much.

She hears them now as she reaches her bin. They’re laughing about something, a burst of noise in the warm night. She nods to them as she wheels it past, trying not to look. Thea, Izzy’s direct neighbour, is in a lightweight cardigan, flip-flops, her face showing the beginnings of a tan already.

‘Busy day?’ she says to Izzy. Her grey-streaked hair is held back by a single clip just by her temple.

‘Yes. And you?’ Izzy says with a smile. She hovers next to her, holding the warm handle of the bin. Middle-aged women are Izzy’s favourite. The kind who wear sensible shoes and tunics and draped summer scarves. Who wear nice perfume and statement necklaces and arrange birthday lunches at Zizzi’s with their grown-up children. These are the people that Izzy finds herself seeking out, over and over again, trying to catch hold of a memory. Something – anything. Yes, that’s right, she will sometimes think as she talks to Thea, as she is given that most precious thing: a new, as yet unearthed, memory of her mother. A look she had once given Izzy. The way she instinctively reached down to stop her crossing the road. She is obsessed with the mothers of the world, taking perpetual care of people.

‘Did you decide on the paint?’ Thea asks.

‘No,’ Izzy says. ‘Not yet. But I’m leaning towards the grey.’

‘Good choice.’

Izzy nods. She wants to ask Thea to come help. They’ll spend the weekend together, painting her kitchen and drinking pots of tea. But – for now – she continues to wheel the bin by them quietly and leaves it at the end of the path with theirs. She pauses again, listening to them.

‘May, end of May, she’ll be home, just as soon as her exams are over,’ Thea is saying now, the conversation having shifted topic. ‘She went to some Californian music festival instead of revising over Easter and is now stressed out of her mind. It’s too hot to study, she says.’

It was warm the May Izzy’s father was convicted, too. The air had the same heavy quality. ‘It’s a sweat box already,’ she heard one of the prison van drivers say outside the courtroom as they led him away wearing a suit and handcuffs. She didn’t try to speak to him.

When Izzy walks back to her house, Thea has turned to William. He is holding a cup of tea and the vapour steams up his glasses as he sips.

‘But then, after, she’ll be back here, I expect, at least for a few years. She doesn’t know what she wants to do.’ Thea’s smiling, her eyes crinkling, looking upwards at the sky as she thinks of her daughter coming home. ‘I never knew what I wanted to do, either,’ she adds. ‘We can work it out. And in the meantime, she’s the best company. We’re both stupid at going to bed. We stay up together, buying rubbish on the internet.’

Izzy averts her eyes as she walks past. When she reaches her back door, her hand lingers on the doorknob.

She closes her eyes just briefly and stands, feeling the air on her skin. And then she allows the fantasy into her mind, as she always does at this time during the evening. Thea is her mother. She’s visiting her for a short break. They’ve been out for pizza, shopping, the cinema. Wherever. She finds the feeling she likes, that safe, content feeling; the feeling of a cup of hot chocolate passed to her by a mother, the feeling of a log burner on a winter’s day, a worn novel pressed into her hands – you’ll love this – and enjoys it for a few minutes.

And then, of course, the guilt comes, as she thinks of her own mother, with her brilliant red hair and her huge, wide smile. Irreplaceable.

Her mother.

Murdered by Izzy’s father, when Izzy was just seventeen.

After a few seconds, she goes inside. She locks the door, then checks it, just to be sure.
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The third of May has passed as any other day would.

It is eleven thirty at night, and Izzy is hanging glasses above the bar which are hot from the dishwasher. They leave her palms pink and burning as she handles them, but she wants it done quickly so she can leave. The less time she spends at the restaurant, the better.

She never intended to end up here, running a restaurant, stuck on the Isle of Wight. But the ranks seemed to close around her after her mother’s trial. The sea a moat, cutting her off from the rest of England. And the restaurant a memorial to her mother. At first it was nice to run it just as her mother had. Izzy would talk to her as she tidied up at night. Pretend her mother was helping her, sometimes – just out of sight, just out of earshot. ‘Let’s stick the stereo on and turn it up,’ she imagined her mother saying, and Izzy would do just that.

But after a few months, it lost its shine. Her mother was gone, and Izzy was making food she didn’t care about. Serving customers meals she didn’t want to eat herself. Sweeping up, putting the chairs on top of the tables, putting the plates in the dishwasher. Listening to music but standing rigidly, alone. The same every night, no matter what. Even now, she manages it and cooks, just for some variety.

What does she want to do instead? The things she used to do, she supposes. Before her life derailed.

She checks her phone, which is lying on the wooden bar. Nothing from Nick. He’s on a late shift tonight, so she’ll pick him up on her way home. She wants chips and a battered sausage for £2.90 from the place near his work. Delicious curry sauce. The newspaper offcuts they come wrapped in. The white steaming bag that will sit on Nick’s lap in the car. She looks guiltily at the sea bass leftovers she has instead. ‘Not the sea bass,’ Nick will say, gently mocking her. ‘Not the nice, nutritious, home-made food!’

Izzy refitted the restaurant a few years after she reluctantly took it over, and changed the layout completely. The reception desk moved to the left, the cloakroom was gutted and changed into a booth. It didn’t make sense this way around, but she had to do it. It couldn’t have remained the same as when her mother ran it. She couldn’t navigate the same route between the kitchen and the tables and the bar. Walking just like her mother. Looking just like her mother. It would have been too much, and not just for her. She ripped it all out, even though her cousin, the head chef, protested. Even though everybody asked her if it was the right thing to do.

But she has – secretly – kept so many things the same. The internal, private things. She would deny them if asked. But they are the same, deliberately so. The order in which she keeps the cutlery in the drawer: knives, forks, spoons (the only correct way). The print of the tea towels: gingham. It took her so long to find the right ones on eBay. Her mother used to keep a gingham tea towel tucked into her apron. Sometimes, Izzy catches sight of her own reflection in the windows and has to stop herself from calling out to her. Those touches that nobody else would recognize: they’re just the same. She changed the layout of the restaurant to stop the gossip about the murder. But she kept the internal things for herself; to honour her mother.

Sometimes, as she reaches for a saucepan, she wonders if her mother was doing the same thing on 3rd May, nearly twenty years ago. Was she, too, sautéing onions in a pan, standing with one hand on her hip, on this exact spot, in 1999? Izzy doesn’t know, can hardly remember the details before the murder, but she remembers the summer right before it. It is a memory that she has taken out and looked at so much that it has become crystalline and artificial. They were at the beach in Yarmouth for the day. One of those rare bluebird summer days when everything was dropped in search of sunshine. The beach was crowded with rainbow-coloured windbreakers and ancient-looking picnic blankets brought hastily out of airing cupboards for their annual outing. Izzy’s mother had raced to the water’s edge almost as soon as they got there. Izzy was seventeen and watched her, half fascinated, half embarrassed, curling in on herself. Her mother had taken her shoes and socks off and turned a cartwheel, leaving splayed impressions of her hands and feet in the sand. People were staring, but her mother didn’t care. That was how she was. And she modelled it, for Izzy to be that way, too.

But then she was taken, before Izzy was fully formed.

On 31 October 1999, the night she died, was she cashing up, unknowingly for the last time? Izzy doesn’t know what her mother’s final movements were – nobody really does. All they know is that she went missing. Disappeared. Until she was found, of course, but by then it was far too late.

Izzy kept the restaurant name, Alexandra’s, after a lot of thought. She would be recognized anyway, even if she changed it. It’s because of the way she looks.

In the end, she kept it because of the sign. It had passed to her, under the terms of her mother’s will. Her father, Gabriel, had painted it himself. Teal on light wood, the letters as sweeping and graceful as dancers. She remembers that the sign was laid flat on their driveway all summer when he was painting it, brought in hastily when rain started to fall. ‘The sign! The sign before the washing!’ he would shout. The smell of the wet grass, her feet damp, squeaking in flip-flops – it had been an exceptionally rainy summer – and the way he was always out, on the driveway, on his painting stool, by the time she got up. ‘It’s cooler in the mornings,’ he had said to her with a smile. ‘You should try it.’ Her mother’s cooking had become more elaborate as the wet, dreary summer went on. Her mother had been bored, Izzy guesses. Fresh blackberries baked in pies. Home-made pasta. All served up to Gabriel. Those were the ways they had loved each other. Through art and through food.

Izzy liked to observe it.

Before.

It wasn’t unusual for somebody to arrive and say, ‘Alexandra’s: is this the one? The one where the owner was murdered?’ Izzy would feel her jaw tense, and say, ‘That one, yes,’ wondering privately how her cartwheeling, fun-loving mother who wore the gingham tea towel and had belonged only to Izzy and Gabriel had become something so gruesome and public. They are voyeurs, but she would be the same, if it hadn’t happened to her, she guesses. It’s hard to know what it would be like to grow up without a macabre past.

It’s silent now in the restaurant. One of the glasses is still swinging on the rack where she has just hung it, and its reflection catches the overhead lamp, scattering chinks of light over the bar as it moves.

As she lifts her head to look for her handbag, a peculiar feeling settles over her. A not-alone feeling. She listens intently to the silence, wondering at the small knot forming in her stomach, at the sensation of a gaze on her skin.

She looks at the windows. They’re curtain-less, bare. From the outside, everybody can see everything she is doing, lit up, inside, alone; a moving doll in a doll’s house. She’s never thought of that before. Goosebumps break out over her shoulders and neck.

She stares at a movement in the window. A tree, a dog walker, a waiting taxi with its indicator blinking, her brain suggests. But Izzy knows exactly who it is.

There he is, his face pressed to one of the small Georgian windows. She would recognize him anywhere, even after eighteen years. The swarthy skin, sallow-looking unless he was on holiday. The heavy-lidded dark eyes.

She feels fear bloom across her chest. Her body tenses. It is 3rd May, the exact date she was informed he was to be released, and here he is, like clockwork. Of course he is. She didn’t change the name of the restaurant: it is obvious it is Izzy managing it. It would have been simple for him to find her, laughably so. She has always known it might happen, theoretically. But it was easy to take a risk when he was still imprisoned. And it was so very easy to do nothing upon his release.

The door is unlocked. Adrenaline fizzes in her arms and legs as she realizes. Her only thought is that she needs to get across the restaurant to secure the lock.

But she can’t move. She is frozen, staring at her father’s face in the glass.

Her mind is a snowstorm of bad memories. Her grandmother saying to the newspaper reporter during the trial, ‘He’s as guilty as sin.’ Overheard snippets about her mother’s injuries, her remains. The forensics reports. The evidence against her father. An open and shut case. A condemned man, sentenced to life, led away in handcuffs that caught the sunlight like diamonds.

After everything, when she had gone to live with her grandparents, they had warned her that he would do this one day. She looked just like her mother, her grandmother said tearfully to her one night. The same red hair. The same pale skin. She should change her name, they said. Move away. He might come back for her. But she had never changed anything, had never wanted to. Here she is, not even hiding, in plain sight. And here he is, released from prison today and watching her through the window.

At last, she meets his eyes. She can’t help it. There is something natural about it, like a plant turning towards the sun. His eyes crinkle ever so slightly – is he smiling? Izzy’s mouth falls open in shock. Here she is, being greeted politely by a murderer.

Other memories crowd in. She thinks of the red bicycle he used to own, the way he joyfully commuted everywhere on it. She thinks of his myriad sporting hobbies, the way it was rare to have a conversation without him tossing a tennis ball up and down, or bouncing it on the tiled kitchen floor.

She thinks of the way they watched every single episode of Dawson’s Creek together, the year she turned sixteen, when she should have been revising for her exams, their knees tucked up on the sofa, the ragged tartan blanket shared between them.

Later that same summer, he had whooped and swung her around on her GCSE results day. ‘I only got Bs!’ she’d laughingly said. ‘Your Bs are perfection to me,’ he had said, as excited as she was. There was no dampening of it. No dismissing of her teenage emotions. Just joy.

He must see her expression, because he steps backwards, and now she can see his face and upper body framed in the window, his arms raised up in a gesture of defeat. No, not defeat. A gesture of peace. I mean no harm, he is saying, palms to her. She stares and stares at him. His aged figure is skinny under his coat. Cheekbones protruding. Hair greyed out, as if he used to be in colour and is now in monochrome.

A second later, a letter slides through the box in the navy-blue front door. She looks at the white envelope caught in the bristles, still warm, no doubt, from his touch.

After a few seconds, she advances towards it, locking the door before she takes the letter. She hesitates, but she knows she will open it. The worst has already happened to her, when she was seventeen. So why not?

She peers out of the tiny window at the top of the door. The street is empty. She recalls his gesture, and she knows instinctively that he won’t try to come inside, that he won’t be waiting anywhere. But how can she know that? She thought her father would never have murdered her mother … and how wrong she was.

She stands by the locked door, hands shaking as she tears at the envelope, and begins to read.
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She keeps her phone in her hand, fingers poised to dial, as she grapples with the locks on the front door of the restaurant. She’s amazed at herself, at her lack of preparation for an inevitability she was in deep denial about. She is good at denial. Too good. She has never once read about his trial. Never even heard him out. She didn’t need to. The evidence against him has surrounded her like smoke; she’s breathed it in even as she’s tried to ignore it. Her father’s police interview. The DNA. The last text message he sent to her mother. Where and how she was found.

She drives to Nick’s work too quickly, the street lights blurring around her like a long-exposure photograph.

Once in the car park, she catches her own eye in the rear-view mirror. She had never realized how much she looks like him, having not seen him since she reached adulthood herself. Her grandparents took down every photograph of him. The ones Izzy kept are hidden away in her attic. Out of sight, out of mind.

Everybody has always commented on how much she resembles her mother – the long red hair, the green eyes – but the rest of her is her father. High cheekbones. Skinny, long limbs. She is half of him. At least, she hopes she is only half him. She thinks of the cross words she had with one of the waitresses recently, of the surge of rage she felt when another had called in sick. Was that normal? What if she is …? No. She won’t let herself think it. She is not like him. She is good: she tries to be good.

She gets out of her car and walks towards the lit-up entrance to the police station. She looks over her shoulder, just once, then pushes the door open. The metal handle is warm in the heatwave.

It is only once she’s inside that she realizes: she hasn’t looked over her shoulder like that for years.

She hasn’t yet told Nick about the letter. It has always seemed to Izzy – on first dates before she met and married Nick, and upon being introduced to people – that if she says it out loud, it will be more true, somehow. My father murdered my mother. He’s doing time. That is the way she says it, if she chooses to. Dispassionate and clear. But the older she gets – when surely she should be beginning to process it? – the easier she finds it to keep secrets, even from herself. She simply pretends. She pretends all sorts of things. She pretends Thea is her mother. She pretends she has two brothers, that they live abroad but that they’re there for her, just like Nick and his family WhatsApp group. And, more than anything, she pretends that her father didn’t kill her mother. And, if she ever gets angry, or annoyed, she pretends that this doesn’t mean anything. That she doesn’t have a temper. Because she doesn’t. She knows that. But maybe her father thought he knew that too?

Actually, he came by tonight, she practises as she meets Nick in the reception of the police station.

He crosses the foyer to her, gives her a distracted kiss on the top of her head, and takes her hand. ‘Do you have leftovers?’ he says to her. He is well trained to expect leftovers. Sometimes, she wishes he wouldn’t ask. That he would say, ‘Fancy a pizza?’ on the way home, instead. It’s unfair on him, she knows. She has always appreciated his solid nature, his routines and his rules.

Perhaps if he hadn’t asked about the leftovers, she might’ve told him. Two roads diverge in front of her, and she takes the easy one: something she and Nick often do. ‘I was just thinking about chips,’ she says instead. They walk three paces to the door.

Headspace, she decides. She’ll give herself some headspace, and speak to him later.

But by the time she has decided to throw the sea bass away, and she has asked about his day – ‘Nothing, just a series of tedious driving offences to look into’ – it is too late. Time up. She can’t bring herself to say anything. Nick would be astonished it wasn’t the first thing she said, and so … the moment passes, like a train rushing through a station.

Nick puts his phone on the arm of the sofa when they walk in. The screen is intermittently lighting up and darkening again. Nick’s sisters and parents text all day long. Photos of pets and children and the quote of the day signs on the London Underground. Nick hardly ever responds, but reads every single message almost the second it comes through. Izzy is waiting to be asked to join.

She can only imagine how the conversation would play out with his family if they knew about the letter. Can you believe it??? Robyn would say. Dani would respond with a string of shocked emojis.

Izzy looks around her at their tiny cottage, not even big enough for a hallway. They bought it two years ago, having sold their terraced house too quickly, an offer within forty-eight hours. ‘Oh shit,’ Izzy had said when they accepted the asking price.

‘It’s fine,’ Nick had said with a wave of his hand. ‘It’ll focus our minds.’

He drew a map on Rightmove, set up the filters: three beds. ‘You know, just in case,’ he’d said with a hopeful smile. Izzy had ignored him. She always does. Motherhood is fast approaching her, in her mid-thirties already, and she is not prepared for it. Her own father murdered her mother. How can she step into a parental role with such an ugly, gaping wound in her past? Victim and villain play out in her mind whenever she thinks of it. What if there’s something awful running through her core, just like in her father, and parenthood – and all its stressors – exposes it?

They had spent their Saturdays viewing properties. Izzy was easily swayed by a granite kitchen, a well-placed skylight. ‘No, focus!’ Nick would laugh. ‘It’s on a massive road.’ Or, ‘No way! A notorious burglar lives near here.’

They’d been searching for four months, their buyers sending increasingly frustrated solicitor’s letters, when they drove by the cottage in Luccombe. A home-made wooden sign stood in the garden, pointing at an angle. ‘For SALE’ it read, in shaky felt-tip pen. A mobile number was listed. Nick slowed the car, and Izzy looked across at him.

‘We could just ring the bell,’ she said, looking at the cottage’s pink exterior, at the climbing wisteria, at the lamp-lit windows on the first floor.

‘Flip you for it,’ Nick said with a grin. It is exactly the sort of solution he suggests: something dispassionate, fair, logical. He was already angling his body, grabbing a pound coin out of the pocket of his jeans. ‘Call it.’

‘Heads.’

‘Tails. Bad luck,’ Nick said. He reached over and unlocked her door, then pointed to the house. ‘Go and English them up.’

Izzy had blushed with pleasure. She loved how he had taken her surname – such a sullied name, marred by the media, the courtroom, her father – and made it light again. English them up. Just like her brave, hard-working, fearless mother.

The owner let her in, and Izzy turned and beckoned Nick inside. Before they’d seen the kitchen, before they’d been upstairs, Izzy said, ‘I want to buy your house.’

During the conveyancing process, the seller became aware of who Izzy was but, luckily, didn’t mention it. But as Izzy moved in and she moved out, Izzy felt her curious eyes appraising her. The island was divided into the natives who knew, and the tourists who had no idea about red-headed Alex English and her daughter. Izzy could spot a native a mile away.

She closes the door of the tiny coat cupboard now. There are so many impractical things about their cottage – the low ceilings, the uneven floor in the bathroom – but she doesn’t care. She puts her shoes in the rack that they’ve had to squeeze in underneath the bay window. Nick has started his chips, perched on the arm of the sofa, using the wooden fork. As she looks at him, she thinks of the letter.


They said I was guilty. The press. Your mother’s parents. The lawyers and the jury. And they no doubt told you that, too. But have you ever examined it for yourself?

I want to tell you my side of it.



Izzy had blinked. He was guilty. Of course he was. He had been arrested, charged and convicted. There was no doubt. That was the point: beyond reasonable doubt.

But … he knew her so well. Nearly twenty years on. Even just in a letter. He knew that she had not read about it. That she had kept it in a box in her mind.

By the time his trial rolled around, she had been living with her mother’s parents for several months. Stilted, 1970s-style meals. Conversations that began and were snuffed out almost immediately like candles that failed to ignite. Sentences left hanging.

They drove her to his trial in their car on the day she was called to give evidence. She took a flask of coffee with her. Izzy is a believer in things like this: small pleasures, even when life is hard. Like little pinpricks of light in a dark sky. A hot cup of coffee every morning got her through those early days. Each morning coffee signalled another day done. One more step towards … something better, she supposed. She hoped.

The newspapers had speculated about how she had arrived with her mother’s parents, what it meant. She had taken sides, they said. But she hadn’t. Not by then. And maybe she never did, not explicitly, anyway. She just did what she had to do to get through those intervening years, behaving passively. She accepted his guilt stoically, like a child taking a spoonful of medicine every day. She didn’t think about it, didn’t question anything, looked forward each morning to her Mellow Bird’s coffee with its four sugars and didn’t realize, along the way, twenty coffees later, thirty, one hundred, one thousand, that, in not choosing, in doing nothing, she had chosen.


Let me tell you this, Izzy: I am innocent. It is not just something I said to try and get out of a prison sentence. Not a tale some lawyer spun.

The truth is, I didn’t do it. I swear to you, Izzy, it wasn’t me.



He had written out a mobile number. At first, she thought it was his. But then she read the text, looped carefully across the page, right along the fold of the paper.


Speak to the person who knows me best. I know you won’t want to be alone with me. But maybe you can speak to him?



Paul Wakefield. Her father’s best friend. Izzy hasn’t heard the name for eighteen years. Paul used to call her father Tin Cup. It was a long-standing joke between them that Izzy had never understood. He was forever letting himself into their house, two tennis rackets held in one hand. ‘Yes, Gabe can play out,’ her mother once said laughingly. But she had always liked Paul, Izzy thought. He would help her with the company accounts, sometimes, late at night. They’d have a bottle of red.

Paul. With his steady job as an engineer, his little family, his holidays to the Costa Del Sol and to Disneyland. His whole, full, functional life. His own mind. His own judgement.

And he thinks her father is innocent. If he can … could she?
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Another letter comes the next day. It is waiting for her when she arrives at the restaurant. A white envelope. Hand delivered, bearing her name on the front.

It is only one line long:


I promise, you won’t regret speaking to Paul.



Izzy sighs as she folds it up and puts it in her pocket. Her instinct is to shy away from it, she thinks, as she slices a celeriac. Even when she tries to make her mind consider her father’s guilt, it veers away from it, like two magnets automatically repelling each other. Eventually, years ago, she stopped trying.

She looks through the door and out into the foyer of the restaurant. She can hear two customers. ‘Was she actually murdered here?’ one says to the other, gazing around her. Izzy peers out at them. Locals. She can tell immediately. No rucksacks. No walking shoes.

Izzy looks back down at the knife in her hand, wishing she was somewhere else. Somewhere anonymous.

Three more letters appear over the next three days.

The first says:


Humour a man who’s lost everything?



And the final one says just:


Please?



Izzy hesitates as she holds the final letter. Please? She folds it and catches something. A scent, maybe. A memory. Nothing concrete that she can latch on to, but something. Her father’s broad smile. The way his eyes crinkled. The way he’d say, ‘Fetch me a beer, will you?’ to her, and she felt so grown up as she wrestled with the bottle opener while he waited patiently. But it’s mostly just the smile. That’s all.

Something bubbles up inside her in response to it. It’s not hope, exactly. It’s too premature to call it that. But it is something. A desire to take action, to do something. To break free of the routines and the island. To dare.

She’ll speak to Paul. Only Paul. Not her father. There’s no harm in it, she reasons as her hands shake. She keys in his number carefully, standing there in the restaurant where her mother once stood.

She leaps.

Nick notices that she is leaving early, as she expected he would.

‘It’s ten,’ he says. There’s no question in his voice, no concern on his face as he sips a coffee. He’s just making an observation.

Izzy feels an unexpected flare of irritation rise up through her. Nick goes to work, comes home, eats dinner, and goes to bed. Sometimes, he sees his family. There are occasional parties, trips across the Solent to London that they have to plan for. The ferry. The train afterwards. And she used to like that. That they were sequestered here, on the island, safe. The island that had seldom experienced murders. Until her mother. They had their routines here, safely hemmed in by the sea on all sides. Nick didn’t need anything more, and that suited her as she rebuilt her life.

But now … today. About to see her father’s best friend, she feels differently.

Nick’s made her a coffee, which he proffers to her, his eyebrows raised. ‘Mellow Bird’s. Four sugars,’ he says with a smile. He makes her the same drink each morning.

‘I’m going to go shopping before work.’ She shrugs, taking a few gulps of the hot coffee and putting her jacket on, even though she doesn’t really need it in the warm weather. Acting casually is the best way, she decides.

‘Okay,’ he says. A faint frown crosses his features.

She doesn’t often do this: go out alone. Even if people don’t know who she is, she misinterprets their glances. The interested expressions that cross the shopkeepers’ faces as they see the name on her debit card. Everyone knows, she finds herself thinking when out. Every shopkeeper. Every hairdresser. They all know.

It’s amazing how Nick doesn’t realize. How she can open herself so fully to him, late at night, lying on their big hotel bed, and tell him everything, and how she can now keep something so secret, and he has no idea; is unable to distinguish between the two. Nobody can, she supposes.

She thinks immediately, as she often does, of her father and the things he must have kept from her during the days when he was planning to murder her mother. Is she foolish to start to investigate? To be sucked in by a liar? She doesn’t think so, but she doesn’t know. And there’s nobody she can ask. Even this man, standing in front of her, with complete access to everything her father has done.

‘That’s really nice,’ Nick says. ‘Good.’ He smiles at her; a warm, genuine smile. He’s glad she’s getting out. She feels a fizz of pleasure in her stomach for this easy, kind man who wants the best for her.

‘Have you ever looked my dad up?’ she says to Nick.

He stares at her in surprise, his coffee cup halfway to his lips. ‘Where?’

‘On your systems, at work.’

He looks away, his mouth turned down, then straight back at her. ‘No,’ he says.

‘But you could access his file …?’ She tails off. She knows it’s unfair of her to ask. ‘No, of course not,’ she says to him as she pours the coffee into a flask.

He helps her, steadying the flask, his hand warm on her own.

It’s a forty-minute drive west to Yarmouth, right across the island. Izzy loves how the character of the Isle of Wight changes, even by driving only a few miles. From the ancient-feeling woodland of Luccombe, to Yarmouth’s pretty harbour, the lamp posts decorated with garlands of flowers. The air down here is fresh, despite the warmth of the sun, and smells of fish and salt. By the time she reaches the coast, the radio is saying it could be set to be the hottest early May on record. She listens, looking forward to the summer and the influx of grockles: the tourists who line the streets along the coast. Who hover around postcard stands and ensure corner shops stock less food and more Isle of Wight mugs, sticks of rock and tacky ornaments. Izzy prefers the natives to be diluted by the tourists: there is less chance, then, that somebody she meets will know who she is. She can move more freely across the beaches during the summer months, sand between her toes.

Paul has moved house, and he now lives in a Georgian semi on a quiet cul-de-sac. As he opens his door, her mind is suddenly crowded with memories. A picnic with their combined families on a village green one summer day. Izzy doesn’t know why she remembers it, but she does. Paul had brought a cool bag full of cider, and Gabe had said, ‘My kind of picnic.’

She remembers Paul turning steaks, standing under cover on the patio as it rained July rain. She remembers him taking them all out on his boat, at Nettlecombe Farm Lake, Izzy trailing a hand in the cold water which parted effortlessly around her fingertips. And here he is. The same blue eyes, the same full, round face. But his hair is white and there is a curve just at the top of his spine: the beginning of old age.

‘Come on in,’ Paul says with an understanding smile, and she’s grateful for that: his warm greeting, in the coldest of circumstances.

He leads her into an old-fashioned, large living room. A family home, Izzy thinks, as she looks around. A teapot sits on the dark wood coffee table. The green carpet is freshly hoovered; Izzy can see the markings. A large family photo collage sits on the mantelpiece. One of his daughters’ weddings. She resists the urge to go and pick it up and study it.

This is what she misses. She had the childhood, but it’s this: the infrastructure of family life, in adulthood. Family doesn’t end at eighteen. Izzy imagines her parents having attended her own wedding to Nick a few years back. Gabe would have liked the ceremony, even though Nick didn’t want to deviate from the traditional vows. Her mother would have hit the dancefloor before anybody. She was like that: unapologetic about who she was. A great cook. A great dancer. The proprietress of Alexandra’s. A fully rounded woman, Izzy supposes.

‘Everybody’s out,’ Paul says to her, raising his eyebrows.

Izzy wonders how to say it. How to tell him. After a second’s hesitation, she decides to plunge right in. ‘My father has been writing to me,’ she says, then swallows. She is circling the closed box where the case sits, unopened in her mind. The basics went in but, after that, Izzy shut it.

On Hallowe’en, 1999, her mother received a call to say her car – in for service – wouldn’t be ready. She told a waitress she was going to take a taxi home from the restaurant because she figured Gabe would have been drinking. The taxi driver gave evidence to say she entered the house. That night, Gabe reported her missing. He didn’t know she hadn’t driven home, that there was a witness. She never came home, he said. Izzy was at her boyfriend Pip’s, oblivious. Two days later, her mother’s remains were recovered.

That is the story.

‘What is he saying?’ Paul says. He leans back on his blue sofa and crosses his legs at the ankles.

‘He is saying that –’ Izzy swallows. ‘He is saying that he is innocent.’

Paul merely nods. There’s no shock. No derision or doubt. And that’s all it takes for Izzy to open the box. Just a crack. Just to look inside.

Could it be?

Her father murdered her mother. He was waiting for her. He had already threatened her once. These have been facts to Izzy for almost twenty years. The ferry leaves the island at five past the hour. There is always at least one T-shirt day in March. And her father murdered her mother. They’re just facts.

But what if this one isn’t?

‘Do you believe him?’ Izzy says, not quite able to believe she’s truly here, opposite her father’s best friend. The ground seems to move underneath her. What if she’s been wrong? Is there any chance?

‘Yes. I do. Because … because I know him, I guess,’ Paul says. He looks so relaxed, one arm along the back of the sofa, his eyes on her. ‘And because the evidence was circumstantial.’

‘Was it?’ she says.

‘Some of it.’ He makes a gesture like weighing scales, then lets his hands fall back on to the sofa. He pauses, still looking at her. ‘I’m surprised you’re here,’ he says.

‘I …’ she starts, then stops. How can she explain it? ‘Would you believe me if I said I’d really never thought about whether or not he is guilty?’ she says.

Paul’s expression opens, his eyebrows rising, his mouth parting slightly in understanding. ‘I see,’ he says slowly, fiddling briefly with his wedding ring. ‘Yes, I would believe that. You.’

‘And now it’s – I don’t know. I wonder if … should I hear him out? Is it safe to?’

‘You should do whatever you want to do,’ Paul says. ‘There’s no rule book. I’m meeting him next Wednesday. We’re playing pool. He says he got real good in prison.’ He offers her a hot drink and disappears into the kitchen to make it. She can see his form moving behind a set of frosted glass doors.

Izzy thinks about what she wants to do. About what she believes. She casts about inside herself, but all she can find is other people’s opinions. What does she think? Who is her father, really? What is the truth? To answer those questions seems to require impossible reserves that she can’t find. Her cheeks heat up.

Unbidden, an image of her father being led into a Serco prison van with tiny blacked-out portholes lining its sides pops into her mind. She only attended the trial to give her evidence, and again on the final day, to see his sentencing. She stood on the pavement and watched the prison van drive away. From there, her father would go to HMP Belmarsh to begin his life sentence.

She closes her eyes as she remembers him. Swarthy arms, even though he had been in prison for months already. Black hair, just a few streaks of grey. His tall, rangy form that seemed always to have so much energy. His constant action. Hitting a tennis ball against the wall of the house while on hold to an insurance company. The way he’d race her to peg all of the laundry out in record time. An impromptu game of rounders on a summer Sunday night, the thwack of the ball against the bat, running through evening clouds of mosquitoes and through cut, sun-dried grass.

He appeared on the local news after his first police interview. His final days of freedom. Those messy days, those two days of purgatory, when her mother was missing and not yet found. He looked at the camera and said, ‘No, I am not under suspicion.’ His wedding ring caught the autumn sunlight as he waved his hand. His eyes flashed, the whites bright against his tanned skin.

‘I often thought about Gabe’s side of it,’ Paul says as he arrives back in the living room, handing her a cup of coffee. His tea slops over the side of his mug as he sits down, and he grins and rubs at the spillage on the sofa. ‘I’ll get bollocked for that later, no doubt,’ he says. ‘Jane bought this sofa from some reclamation yard. She wipes it every night. It’s practically her pet.’

But Izzy’s not listening. She’s thinking: Gabe. Everybody called him that. Even Izzy, by the time she was sixteen. ‘I’m Gabe, and you’re Iz,’ Gabe once said to her. ‘And we’re the best of friends.’

‘Anyway,’ Paul says with a sad smile. ‘I felt like, if only they could find that alibi … his acquittal would follow.’

Izzy feels cold with shock. ‘What alibi?’

‘The neighbour.’

‘Who?’ she asks.

‘The one who was working casually for the summer. Windsurfing instructor? Or something. Moved right after your … after it happened. That was always the biggest part of Gabe’s defence.’

Light is creeping, dawning, in the back of Izzy’s mind. She remembers something … the neighbour. The police interview.

‘What was his name?’

‘David Smith? He talks about him often. Even now.’

Izzy spoke to the police during the two days when her mother was missing. ‘So your father said that you left the restaurant that night at ten to go to your boyfriend, er …’ the policeman consulted his pad, ‘Pip’s.’

‘Yes.’

‘He says that he spoke to a neighbour that night. David Smith.’

‘David Smith?’ Izzy said.

He’d said goodbye to her several days ago. ‘See you,’ he’d said casually, walking backwards down his drive to his removal van as she was coming home from school. She’d watched his back muscles flex as he hefted a box of books. The van was already packed, and he had to nudge a chair to make the box fit.

‘But he’s moved.’

‘We thought as much,’ the policeman said, making a brief note. Then, his voice suddenly serious, ‘When did he move? Your father is adamant they spoke. He said you’d vouch for that.’

She felt her mouth slacken in shock. An alibi. Her father was constructing an alibi. She had read about them, watched crime dramas featuring them, and here was her father, in the wake of her mother’s death, asking her to corroborate his – in this, the most indirect of ways.

‘When did Dad say this?’

‘In his initial interview … yesterday.’

Izzy blinked. ‘No – David … he moved.’ Izzy had seen the removal van drive off. One of the doors hadn’t quite closed because of all of his stuff. It had flapped as he drove down their street.

Izzy stared at the wooden table, overcome by the very particular feeling of having had a significant life moment without even realizing it.

As she left, she turned to the policeman. ‘You won’t tell him I told you the truth about David, will you?’ she said.

‘No. We won’t. Don’t worry,’ he said.

She nodded. Surely her father was mistaken? At the time, she had hardly thought anything of it. The police were just following all lines of enquiry.

But then her mother was found.

Izzy stares straight ahead now, thinking of that alibi. She wishes, looking back, that she had understood much sooner. But the policeman’s casual tone, his presumption, had fooled her, just for a moment.

‘I looked into it a bit. David’s tenancy ended on the first of November,’ Paul says, running his finger over the rim of his mug. ‘So the defence team thought he might’ve been there that night. They really tried so hard to trace him. But it was tough then. No Facebook, you know?’

‘Yes,’ Izzy says, her voice barely above a whisper.

What if … God, what if she was wrong? What if it hadn’t been his final trip? What if David Smith actually moved out several days later?

The main part of his defence. And Izzy … she decimated that alibi. Did her father know? Is that why he has directed her to Paul? Not to protest his innocence but to let her know that he knows?

She shivers with the sinister thought. Surely not.

‘The police were pretty sure your mother died that evening. The pathologist gave a window of between eleven and the early hours of the morning. Gabe says he was talking to David Smith for part of the evening and that David would be able to verify, because he was packing his van, that your dad didn’t go anywhere at all. If only they could find him.’

Izzy sits, stunned, staring at Paul.

An alibi. Something to eradicate the doubt. What if her father had one? It is as though another door has opened, letting in just a chink of light. Could it be?

David Smith must be one of the most common names in the UK. But what if she could find him, and he could confirm he did talk to her father that night? It would change everything. Absolutely everything.

Where is he now? Would he even remember? She supposes not. Maybe he doesn’t even know. The murder wasn’t national news. If he left the island, he might never have heard about it.

They arrested her father two days after her mother went missing, within hours of discovering her body. Gabe never told her himself. She found out from the police. Her mother had been found. She had been murdered. Izzy’s father was arrested at the scene. Even now, today, she still can’t think about where and how her mother was found.

Izzy gleaned from overheard snatches of her grandparents’ conversation that the prosecution at the trial had run parallel arguments against her father: both that he had planned to murder her mother and that it was a crime of passion. They moved fluidly between them, twisting, it seemed to Izzy, the facts to meet each. It didn’t matter to them which was true: it was clear he had done it. It was clear to everybody that he had done it. The evidence against him was overwhelming. The jury had looked bored when she was cross-examined, their eyes on her but not looking, not really.

But what if … what if there is a different story? Another story? One he has had eighteen years to concoct, Nick would say, but Izzy doesn’t agree.

That very first contact her father has made with her has opened up the door to something. To doubt. That’s all. Just doubt.

Reasonable doubt.
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Only her cousin, Chris, is still here in the restaurant with Izzy, stacking the dishwasher. It’s late and her eyes are tired.

‘How’s things, anyway?’ Chris says, his head bent as he stacks the plates in identical neat rows. ‘Hardly seen you.’ He is broadly set but meticulous, an easy multitasker. The perfect chef.

Chris’s presence, to her, is the most companionable of anyone’s, because he never asks anything of her. They used to sit together in silence against the apple tree outside the restaurant when they were teenagers, the one she’d had cut down five years ago. Then they were housemates for a few years in their twenties. Even now, they can wash up for an hour and say nothing, or talk non-stop. There is no bullshit, no tricky conversations: her apple-tree friend.

Their fathers are brothers. Estranged, of course; her father is estranged from everybody. There is just the faintest trace of Gabriel in Chris: skin that tans easily, something about the set of his jaw, the same distance between his eyes. You would never spot it if you weren’t looking for it, but Izzy is. He moves with the same sort of energy, washing up and putting away, and prepping for tomorrow. His phone is on the counter. He’s always recording his cooking on Instagram Stories. He likes social media unabashedly. Izzy will tease him about it, but he won’t rise to it, is so assured that he doesn’t even defend himself. When the restaurant’s business boomed because of his Instagram following, he said nothing.

‘Do you ever think about my father?’ Izzy says impulsively, leaning her elbows on the table. Her mother used to do exactly this, she can remember it so clearly – pale arms folded upwards, face cupped in hands – and so she shifts position. What would her mother think of her trip to Paul’s this morning? She was one of life’s hard workers, a go-getter, so maybe she’d be proud of Izzy going forth and getting answers, finally. ‘Don’t just ignore it!’ she would shout up the stairs when Izzy had received poor feedback, failed tests, handed in below average coursework. She had tried to teach Izzy, again and again, about facing up to things, but then she had died before Izzy had properly learnt.

Chris’s movements don’t stop, but his cheeks redden underneath his dark beard. ‘Sometimes,’ he says. He’s wearing navy-blue Crocs, and they squeak on the floor as he moves. ‘Yeah, sometimes,’ he says with a little nod of his head. He rubs at his beard and then scrapes a plate into the bin.

‘Me too,’ she says. She appraises him as he rinses the plate, the water frothing over its surface.

‘Especially at the moment,’ he adds, darting a glance at her.

Izzy and Chris went to get their GCSE results together in the rain twenty years ago. She was wearing flared jeans that the damp rose up through. ‘Nice seventies vibe,’ her cousin had said immediately as he opened the door.

Her uncle Tony was behind Chris. ‘Make sure he tells us his grades before he goes on the lash,’ he’d said.

Izzy had liked that. Tony had always treated them as equals: adults entitled to celebrate, to commiserate; not teenagers deserving of admonishment. Even now, he works shifts at her restaurant and defers entirely to her seniority. He never pulls rank, or tells her what her mother would have done. The only thing he asked was never to work mornings – he’s retired, and now a night owl – and Izzy has been happy to oblige. She prefers to work the same shifts each week: Wednesday through to Sunday, lunchtime and evenings. On working days, she eats cheese with Nick late at night in bed. She hates her job, but she likes the steadiness of the working week. And, luckily, Nick does too. When they’re off, they’re rudderless, meandering, wondering what to do.

‘What do you want to do after?’ Chris had said that day, as they walked together in the August drizzle. Her feet squeaked in her rubber flip-flops on his quiet street.

‘Depends how good our results are.’

‘No, let’s do something cool, whatever they are,’ he said.

‘I want to go and sit in McDonald’s and eat rubbish,’ Izzy said honestly.

‘I get it,’ Chris said immediately.

She never got to do these things. She went to ballet school every Saturday, and on Tuesday, Thursday and Friday evenings. She was never idle, and nor would she eat rubbish. Her mother wouldn’t let her. She was one of the most active people Izzy knew. She slept little, worked a lot. Never moaned, either. Izzy sometimes tries to channel her now, late at night in the restaurant when she is tired and feeling lazy, but her mother resolutely won’t come.

‘Then we’ll do that,’ Chris had said simply. That was how he was, too: mellow, willing to do whatever. Easy company, her cousin.

When she looks back up at him now he is staring at her, a serious expression on his face. That look that says he understands her.

‘What?’ she asks.

‘He’ll come here,’ Chris says simply. He stops what he’s doing and stands there, looking at her, holding a plate in one hand, down by his side. ‘You know he will.’

The memory of that rainy day they collected their GCSE results fades from her mind as she remembers everything that came after it: the murder trial, forensic reports, the appeal, headlines about their family. Their quiet suburban life, their family business: decimated. By what? By reporters. Police cordons. Crime Scene Investigators.

And murder.

‘I doubt that,’ she says vaguely.

Let’s not talk of this, she thinks. Let’s just ignore it. Put it back in the box. Why doesn’t she tell him? She casts about inside
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