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  Chapter Five


  Lizzie


  ‘I’d take a dead body over vomit any day. I’m not being funny. Last night, I was called to an incident at the Taj Mahal – some clever clogs had bitten off his mate’s ear – and I was taking down statements when this young lad leaned forward and puked over my shoes. I was almost sick myself. You know that thing? That other-people’s-vomit gag reflex? My mum said I had it bad even as a child.’


  PC Hannah Morrow, my Family Liaison Officer, is sitting at my kitchen table. There’s a cup of tea next to her, but she hasn’t had a chance to drink it yet. She hunches her shoulders and tightens her grip on her stomach to illustrate the horror of the experience.


  Jane, stilettoed feet on the bars of my chair, says, ‘I think I’d be better with puke than a corpse.’


  ‘Honestly? I’d rather have neither.’


  They’ve been here for at least an hour, talking away like this. I’m like a ghost. I’m hardly here.


  It was past eight when I got back, already dark. Jane was waiting outside the house, pacing up and down to keep warm. Hannah arrived shortly after. I wanted her here because she might be an unofficial social worker (we have that in common), but as a policewoman she has resources. I figured she would help.


  But now she is talking. This chatter – it’s been her way from the beginning, from that night she knocked on the door. She was only twenty-five then. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for her. The inanities about what she had eaten that day, what her mum had said or thought, made me want to scream at first. I thought it was stupidity. Now, a year on, a year in which she has bought her own flat and lost five pounds and bobbed her hair, I understand what she’s doing. It’s a coping strategy. She is letting the mood in the room settle.


  Her boss, DI Perivale, gave a talk on Internet safety at school last month and I told him how brilliant I thought Morrow was, how calm and constant even when other people were falling apart. He said something sniffy about how young officers are often better at ‘doing an agony’ than officers with more experience. ‘Doing an agony’: the phrase stayed with me.


  Tonight she was off duty, but she still came. ‘Are you kidding?’ she said. ‘I was bored out of my skull. Nothing on but Antiques Roadshow. It was either you or a phone call to my nan.’


  ‘Was the ear salvageable?’ Jane has leaned across to rest her hand on my knee. She is wearing a 1950s prom dress and fishnet tights. I expect she’s supposed to be somewhere else. She gives my knee a squeeze to show I’m not forgotten.


  ‘The waiter wrapped it in a packet of Birds Eye peas. It never occurred to me you’d find Birds Eye peas in an Indian. Matar paneer I suppose. Anyway, off to A & E and Bob’s your uncle.’ Hannah unwraps her arms and takes a long gulp of her tea. She slaps the mug back on the table. ‘Surprising amount of blood actually. Not as much as the head injury inflicted by a frozen turkey I was called out to witness on Christmas Eve. But more than you’d imagine. Real blood, I should add. Not red paint.’


  She gives me a conspiratorial smile and my gaze reverts to my lap. I am suddenly overwhelmed by tiredness, and it’s as if the compressed afternoon has suddenly expanded beyond reason, so that it could be days, rather than mere hours, since I told Jane, to her audible alarm, that I was coming straight back, placating her by promising to pull over and call her every thirty minutes; days, rather than just an hour, since I first sat shaking in this kitchen while Hannah, who had the police in Cornwall check over the studio, attempted to calm me with their verdict. Paint, not blood, on the walls. Possibly a break-in, although in the absence of anything that could be reported as stolen. . .


  I look down wearily. I’m still wearing my mother’s skirt. It’s filthy, covered in grass stains and muddy paw marks. I try to think when I got them. Was it from laying the flowers at the tree, or from charging down the hill earlier today? I unpick a shred of bramble tangled in the jersey at my shoulder. Under it is Zach’s shirt. The one with the stain. I should try again to get it out. I’m wearing wellies, too. Did I drive back in them? How did I change gears? Or brake? It’s the sort of thing Hannah might pick me up on. I don’t want her to get cross. Not now.


  Jane says, ‘I wish you had let me come and get you.’


  I shake my head.


  She leans over and, with a small, contrite smile, rubs the side of my face with two of her fingers. It must be red lipstick from her earlier kiss. I take a deep breath and look around the kitchen. My breakfast things from yesterday are still in the sink. Crumbs litter the worktop. I haven’t been looking after any of this – this room, this house – since Zach died. The woodwork is grubby and peeling. Brown splatters next to the bin show where a teabag has hit the wall. I’ll have to clear up.


  ‘You both think I’m mad.’


  ‘No,’ Hannah says. She is watching me carefully.


  ‘But I do think Zach’s still alive.’ I try to talk calmly. Howard is at my feet, idly scratching. The MacBook is on the table. ‘Why would his laptop be at Gulls? And other things were missing. His Hunter boots. I found them at Sand Martin. They were in the rack.’


  ‘Sand Martin?’ Hannah says.


  ‘I don’t know how they got there. The last time we were in Cornwall together, they were at Gulls, so it means something. I’ll work it out. But that’s not the important thing. Other stuff too. Things had gone. Clothes, a bag, a torch, money that was kept tucked away for emergencies, a picture, I think. I can’t be sure about that.’


  ‘And you searched the house properly?’ Hannah asks. Leaning back in her chair, she rests her knees on the edge of the table. ‘It’s a long time since you were down there.’


  ‘The police thought the studio had been broken into,’ Jane adds. ‘Gulls has been empty for a year—’


  ‘No, but wait. There were flowers already at the tree, lilies. Someone else had left them there. This SUV, a silver one; I kept seeing it everywhere.’ I shake my head, try and clear it. ‘Maybe that’s irrelevant.’


  I’m not doing this right. I have to go carefully or they’ll get it wrong. They won’t understand.


  To give myself time, I get up, take my boot out of Howard’s mouth, and open the door. The garden is thick with shadows and windy. I watch Howard disappear into the complicated gloom of the bushes. When I find my chair again, I sit up straighter than before. A muscle in my leg starts shaking. ‘I wrote him a letter,’ I say. ‘And when I got there, it was opened. He’d read it.’


  ‘What letter?’ Jane says.


  ‘What did you write?’ Hannah asks.


  ‘We’d been going through a tricky patch, you know, with me not getting pregnant, and Zach . . . I had been finding Zach a bit . . . possessive. I wrote things perhaps I shouldn’t have. I said I wanted to separate.’


  Each word creates a new catch in my throat. I cough and then I try to laugh. I rub at an old mug ring on the table, and when I am doing that, Jane puts her hand on mine and holds it. Her nail polish is pale grey, like a nun’s habit.


  ‘Have you got the letter with you?’ Hannah asks lightly.


  ‘No. I burned it.’ I don’t look at her. ‘The one thing I was grateful for was that he hadn’t read it before he died. But he had, you see. He must have reached Gulls earlier than he said. He must have been there. You see? He reached the bungalow – that’s how his laptop got there – and he read the letter. He was so angry, he broke up the studio.’ I turn to Jane. ‘It was in pieces, Jane. And OK, not blood – but paint on the walls. Like someone had gone wild in there. But then he must have pulled himself together. He lied to me on the phone. He left me a private message on a painting.’


  ‘On a painting?’


  ‘A “private” message?’ Hannah adds. ‘You mean in code?’


  ‘In charcoal. He’d drawn himself setting off on a new life without me. He knew I’d see it. He knew I’d understand what it meant. And then he locked up the house . . . And then he . . .’


  There is an expression on Jane’s face, like it’s being tugged. Her eyes are full and her cheeks have flushed. I look across at Hannah and her lips look funny, twisted. Jane’s taken her hand away from mine and is holding it across her mouth. Her eyes are full of alarm. Neither of them says anything.


  ‘So you see,’ I say again.


  Hannah nods very slightly. ‘He read the letter and was devastated. He drank too much to drown his sorrows. And then he set off towards London. It explains the direction of travel. He hadn’t doubled back. He was driving home to confront you, a bit angry, a bit too fast. Maybe. . .’


  Jane takes her hand away. ‘Oh, poor Zach. He—’


  ‘NO,’ I shriek. ‘I know what you are about to say. He didn’t kill himself. It wasn’t suicide. He wasn’t in the car. It wasn’t him.’


  Jane pushes her chair back and crouches next to where I am sitting. She puts her arms around me. I’ve started crying properly now.


  ‘No body,’ I say. ‘There wasn’t a body.’


  ‘But there was,’ Jane says. ‘Sweetie, there was.’


  ‘No. No.’


  Hannah stands up too. I’m aware of her moving around the kitchen. She opens the back door. She must have let Howard in, because he noses around at my feet, rests his face on my knee. His beard is wet and grainy. I hear the kettle being filled. Eventually, Hannah sits back at the table, and puts the teapot down.


  ‘We didn’t need to do a DNA test, did we? Listen, Lizzie. That’s because we were sure, weren’t we? His mobile phone was in the car. There was CCTV footage of him getting petrol earlier in the afternoon. You told us he was in the car that night. We only authorise a test when there is doubt. And there was no room for doubt.’


  I think about her coming to the door. The questions she said she had to ask, standing there with her neat ponytail, her clean uniform. Who did the car belong to? Did I know who was driving? Was I sure? I know now she was seeking proof, confirmation. But her words died in the air. I put my hands out to stop them from coming. She held out a CCTV picture of Zach taken at a service station. ‘Is this him?’ I crumpled it up, tried to push her out of the door.


  I blow my nose. Jane dips her head to check I am all right. She pushes her chair a bit closer to mine.


  The funeral was at Putney Vale crematorium. The car crawled along the grid of roads between the graves. It poured with rain. We were late – the next lot were already there, milling in black outside the chapel. Flowers heaped. Half-empty pews. Peggy and Rob, a few artists from the studio where Zach worked. The smell of sandalwood, the swish of a polyester curtain. The coffin seemed so lightly borne. His pitiful remains were so easily shouldered. It was a willow casket, but it might have been a child in there.


  ‘Who was in the car, Lizzie? If it wasn’t Zach, who was it?’ Jane is talking very quietly.


  ‘Teeth and bones,’ I say brutally. ‘Not even bones. Fragments.’


  ‘Somebody,’ Hannah says, ‘was in that car, Lizzie.’


  ‘I think he faked the accident. I don’t know how. It was thick fog. A fireball. He was clever, so much cleverer than me. He would work it out.’


  Jane moves away from me very slightly. ‘Are you saying he killed someone?’


  ‘No. Of course not.’ My mind is racing now. ‘He might have lent the car to someone and when they had that terrible crash, he grasped the opportunity. He was like that. He was always taking risks. He had this thing about being different, about breaking the mould. There are precedents, aren’t there? Those people who used the Twin Towers as an opportunity to start new lives?’


  ‘So where do you think Zach is now?’ Jane asks.


  ‘He could be anywhere, living rough or . . . He spent his childhood camping. By the sea probably. He had a thing about the sea. He took things he’d need if he was going cross-country. A torch, his boots.’


  ‘Not in the bungalow, though?’ she says. ‘He hadn’t been living there?’


  I think for a moment. Gulls had smelled stale, uninhabited. A thread of spider’s web had run from the kettle to the window. ‘No. I think he’s closer to me than that. Hannah, Jane – it fits, doesn’t it, with all those things that have happened, the sense I’ve had that he’s watching me? It hasn’t been my imagination, has it? That break-in, Hannah – when the burglar just came in through the front door as if he lived here. That could have been Zach.’


  ‘Didn’t we decide perhaps you hadn’t locked the door when you went to bed? That you’d left it on the latch, or even open?’ Hannah says.


  ‘That was the only explanation I could come up with at the time – but if Zach had his key. . .’


  ‘I don’t understand,’ Jane says gently. ‘Lizzie. This is Zach we’re talking about. How can you possibly think that your husband who adored you would put you through the agony of the past year? Watch you?’


  ‘The message on the painting. He might have been telling me he was all right. It might not be a taunt, it might be a reassurance. Or both.’


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter Eight


  Lizzie


  I set my alarm to go off early on Tuesday morning. I don’t want to sleep too long – the house awake, the streets busy, the road churning. I need to keep alert.


  It’s dark in the bedroom. I thought I’d pulled the blinds, but now they’re tightly scrolled against the ceiling. The sky through my window, beyond the tree, is like an old bruise.


  I dreamed of Zach, I know I did, but hard as I try, my eyes squeezed shut, I can’t bring the dream back. I’m left just with a mood, a breath, a pulsing in my veins. I lie there, listening to the noises of waking London – the reversing of a delivery van, a bus rattling, a helicopter circling. Any fear I had of Zach has dissipated. I feel blank and bereft. I’ve remembered the lost look I saw in his face sometimes, if I caught him unawares: that time the gallery turned down his work, or when I said I would be late back. He would cover it quickly, replace it with resentment or irritation, but I saw the vulnerability before it went.


  What does he want from me? Is it to make me sorry enough to deserve his return? Or does he not know himself?


  I think of him out there, desperate, confused, bedraggled.


  The dog’s lying at the bottom of the bed, across my feet.


  If Zach had crept into the room in the night, he would have barked. Wouldn’t he?


  


  With Howard in the back of the car, I drive down to Colliers Wood. I am at the Beeches by eight. My mother is still asleep. For a while I sit by her bed and watch, willing her to stir. I wash her hairbrush for something to do, and talk about her medication with a nurse. When she wakes up, I get her dressed and help with breakfast. I get to the bottom of the regurgitation – they’ve been giving her milk with her tea, which she doesn’t like. Afterwards, I ask if that man has been to visit her again and she says, ‘What man?’ I bring up the safe subject of Kent and she talks again about the apple orchards. She seems more settled. As I leave, she asks when ‘the other girl’ is coming, and I have a little cry in the car. I used to do that every time.


  I am meeting Jane at ten thirty in Wimbledon for a dog walk and, on the way, I find myself diverting into a grid of terraced backstreets, and then by a strip of wasteland along the River Wandle. My eyes scan every alley, every building site. Where would he be? Where would he hide? The task of looking seems insurmountable. A million sheds with broken doors. A million unofficial corrugated shelters. He could be anywhere, everywhere, in a crack between buildings, bunkered underground.


  When I finally pull into the car park on Wimbledon Common, where Jane and I have arranged to meet, my senses feel impaired. I don’t feel alert, but sluggish and heavy – disarmed. Who was he? Where is he? I close my eyes, but I can’t picture his face. The backs of my eyelids are yellow and flickery, like the last spool at the end of a film. I can’t conjure up his features, or his limbs, his chest, his back. I can’t see him.


  The windmill perches in a huddle of buildings a short drive from the main road. Today is flat and grey and the car park is quiet, an empty expanse of gravel pitted with puddles.


  Jane’s red Volvo estate is the only car on the far side. She is waiting inside, listening to Radio 4. Woman’s Hour. I can hear Jenni Murray’s voice vibrating through the bonnet. Jane waves when she sees me coming, starts wrestling on her boots. I smile at her as I approach and experience a strange, untethered feeling. Jane – my greatest friend. Zach has come between us again. I don’t want to keep it from her, but I have to. She won’t believe me and she’d worry. She’d get Morrow involved. She’d ring Peggy, like she did at the weekend. And they’d make it worse.


  She opens the door and stands up. ‘Hello,’ she says. ‘Are you all right?’


  ‘Yes.’ I speak too quickly because she is looking at me probingly. ‘I’m so sorry about Sunday,’ I add, as lightly as I can. ‘I’m sure you were supposed to be somewhere else.’


  ‘No,’ she says, wrinkling her nose, though I know she’s lying.


  She rests her hand on my shoulder while she pulls her sock free from under her heel. She’s pretending to be casual, but she’s touching me to make sure I’m OK, that I’m not about to crumple.


  I try out a joke to convince her. ‘I can’t believe I got on to bone fragments,’ I say.


  ‘Don’t,’ she says.


  ‘I did, though, didn’t I?’ I bend down to let Howard off the lead. ‘I started talking about teeth.’


  She brings her hand to her mouth.


  ‘What was I thinking? Morrow looked appalled.’


  ‘I think she was taken aback.’


  ‘I wonder if they prepared her for bone fragments when she was on her FLO course.’


  ‘Poor Hannah,’ Jane says. ‘Poor you.’ We’ve started walking down the path that leads to the woods. She puts out her hand to push back a branch. ‘I wish you had told me about the letter.’


  ‘Oh. . .’


  ‘For you to find out that he read it before getting in the car . . . I can’t imagine how that must have made you feel. But I’ve been thinking . . . I have to say this.’ She stops in her tracks. ‘Zach knew you loved him, Lizzie, that you didn’t mean what you wrote. It was just a blip. It wouldn’t have made any difference. You do know that, don’t you? You were soulmates. It doesn’t change anything.’


  I feel a lump at the back of my throat. She thinks Zach killed himself and that I have persuaded myself he’s still alive to free myself from the responsibility of that. For a moment her words open underneath me like a gaping hole. I make a small noise like a creak, and then I clear my throat. I wish I could convince her, but nothing I say will make any difference. She has no idea of the truth because I kept it from her. Soulmates – how simple that sounds. My fairy-tale prince, she once said. She had no idea. She didn’t know him.


  ‘Thank you,’ I say eventually.


  ‘I hadn’t realised things were bad between you. I know he was a bit upset when you danced with Angus at the staff party. . .’


  I look at her and away quickly. Angus, one of the NQTs, had grabbed my hand before I could stop him. It meant nothing. I knew Zach was watching, his eyes hot, in the corner. When I disentangled myself from the dance, Zach twisted my arm behind my back and said things in my ear that no one else should have heard. Jane didn’t see. Someone must have told her.


  ‘He could be a bit jealous,’ I say. ‘It was just a blip.’


  ‘Really?’ She bends to peer into my eyes. ‘And the person who left the flowers? Did you work out who that was?’


  ‘Xenia? No.’


  ‘I was thinking, perhaps it was someone who witnessed the accident? No one he knew at all.’


  ‘It could have been.’ I have to be careful. She knows me so well. ‘Maybe it was a good thing I went off the rails a bit at the weekend,’ I add cautiously. ‘Perhaps I needed it, one last maelstrom of madness before I could move on.’


  ‘“One maelstrom of madness’’?’ she says, raking an eyebrow. I’m relieved to see she is smiling. ‘Poor Lizzie. It will get better.’


  She starts walking again and I know I’ve got away with it. It’s back to being Zach and me now, like it always was.


  We take our usual walk, down the hill, through the trees to the lake, silver and still in its deep hollow, like something from a fairy story, and then up through the woods to skirt around the rim of the golf course. Howard chases squirrels and rabbits and rooks. Patches of wildness, swathes of manicured grass, twisted trees, overhanging branches, thick hedgerows. Wimbledon Common changes all the time. When the roar of the A3 is cancelled by a dip in the landscape or a particularly thick thatch of undergrowth, you can imagine yourself in wooded depths far out of London. It does me good to pace. I wish I hadn’t remembered the staff party. I ran out after the Angus incident. Zach caught up with me on the common. He was drunk – alcohol didn’t mix well with the pills he took for his anxiety. He begged my forgiveness. He didn’t know what had come over him, he said. He needed me so much. I try to concentrate on the weight and tug of Jane’s arm linked in mine, not think about him, out there alone.


  On the last stretch of bridle path, when we can see the tip of the windmill hoving into view above the canopy of trees, we start chatting about school. Jane slips Sam Welham into the conversation. She bumped into him buying okra and coriander in Tooting Market the day before, shopping for ingredients for a curry.


  ‘Nice,’ I say.


  ‘He asked after you. He knew it had been the anniversary. He was concerned.’


  ‘Kind of him.’


  Jane, who worked with Sam at a previous school, has told me several times what an idiot his wife was for leaving him. She tells me this again. She also informs me that he asked if she could recommend a dentist.


  ‘And did you?’ I say.


  ‘Yes. I did.’


  ‘Excellent.’


  ‘He’s nice, Lizzie,’ she says.


  ‘I know he is.’


  ‘Zach would want you to be happy.’


  I catch my breath. The simplicity of her words makes me want to weep. Her arm has unlinked from mine. ‘I know he would.’


  ‘I’m just saying.’


  ‘I know you are.’


  


  I drive home a different route – through Wimbledon Village and down Plough Road, past the greyhound stadium. Zach rented a unit in an industrial estate behind this, an old warehouse that had been converted into a rabbit warren of studios.


  I pull into the huge stadium car park and switch off the engine. Metal racks for the Sunday market are scattered, upended. A pile of cardboard boxes, crushed flat and sodden, lies by the entrance.


  I’ve been here once before – shortly after his accident, to clear his studio. I was still in a state then. Jane came with me. The caretaker, a young man with long sideburns, used a skeleton key to open his door. I couldn’t bear to look – all his work in progress, the piles of paintings and brown paper, the paints, all that evidence of his interrupted life – and I hung back to let Jane go ahead of me. She just stood in the doorway, not moving. After a bit, I stepped forward. There was nothing there. A bare easel. Bare walls. Scrubbed floor. Three bottles of white spirit lined up, labels parallel. We’d bought Jane’s estate to fit it all in. I could have carried the residue of his working life on the back of a bike.


  Jane said some horrible person must have taken it, heard he was dead and broken in to steal what remained of his stuff.


  Now I’m not sure. It’s playing on my mind: did he come back to retrieve it himself?


  I get out of the car into a puddle. The warehouse is around the corner, in a run-down street pitted with potholes. It’s a low-slung Victorian building, all wrought iron and fire escapes, small windows. The door this end is open and I walk straight in. An entrance hall, painted neon pink. An archway leads to the main corridor. The air smells of turpentine and heat, chemicals and wet earth. The buzz of a saw, a hammer banging, tinny pop music from a distant radio.


  Most of the doors are open. An old man is crouching in the first unit, taking pliers to an eviscerated armchair; in the next, an aproned woman is bent over a mud-splattered kiln. I pass a watercolourist, a screen-printer, a scrap-metal artist, a young girl making sculptures out of bandages and pins. They all look too busy to interrupt.


  The music is coming from the kitchen, a double unit halfway along, where a woman with spiky black hair and a ring through her eyebrow is warming up lunch in the microwave. She looks vaguely familiar. I’ve met her before. She came to Zach’s funeral. She might know something.


  I say hello and tell her who I am. She nods. Yes. Her name is Maria and she is a knitter. It is true, she was at my husband’s funeral. Someone had rung the caretaker to tell them about it and she and her friend Suzie, who is a sculptress, had decided to go. ‘It was not so far.’


  I smile, but her words sting. She makes it sound like a trip to the cinema.


  ‘Such a shame,’ she adds. ‘Such a lovely, handsome man.’


  The microwave pings and she takes out a tray of ready-made teriyaki chicken with rice. I sit down opposite her. I’ve got to be careful. We talk about how it is a year since it happened, and I explain that I am trying to piece together a few facts. His empty studio, for example: did she think anyone here might have taken his stuff?


  Maria looks uneasy. ‘We are a close community,’ she says. ‘Artists, not thieves.’


  ‘OK. Of course. I’m just surprised how little he had.’


  She shakes her head. ‘Zach, his door was always closed,’ she says. ‘We have open days twice a year to show our work, to give wine, to sell. But Zach, he locked his door. He never joined in. He told me that his work was no good. I don’t know what his studio was like.’


  ‘How odd of him.’


  ‘Some people here it is chat chat chat, but Zach he talked with his eyes. Such beautiful blue eyes.’


  ‘They were very arresting,’ I say. ‘His eyes. Did anyone ever come here? Did he have visitors?’


  She shakes her head. Her mouth is full of chicken. ‘No.’


  ‘Do you know of anyone here called Xenia?’


  ‘No. No Xenia. Not that I know.’


  ‘And he really kept himself to himself?’


  She puts her finger in the air while she swallows. ‘He used to tap-tap on his laptop. Long emails. Once, he was upset. I can’t remember when. His face was red. I saw him later as he was leaving and asked if he was all right. I don’t like people to be unhappy. I am a kind soul.’


  ‘I am sure you are.’


  I watch her eating for a little longer. She smiles at me a couple of times.


  ‘His studio,’ she says. ‘A photographer is in there now. Very nice man.’


  ‘Good.’


  I can’t wait to leave after this, think about this image of Zach and his closed door, his private anguish. I hurry out of the building and back to the car. I see a hole in the chain fence I hadn’t noticed before and crawl through, standing up too quickly and snagging my anorak on a loose wire.


  My car is the other side of the lot, over by the café. I begin to walk towards it, but then I stop.


  A figure is standing between the bonnet and the fence, leaning in. Floppy hair, a thick overcoat, one shoulder slightly hunched. I feel a rush of triumph – and, at the same time, of terror. I begin to run, stumbling over the potholes. Muddy rainwater splashes up my jeans. My vision blurs. The car park spins. I miss my footing, trip, stagger and fall. Hands in the gravel, knees sodden, face inches from the ground. I sit up and get to my feet.


  An item of clothing – a dangling black sweatshirt, hanging limply – is poked into a hole in the fence above the bonnet.


  Zach has gone.


  Chapter Eleven


  Lizzie


  Onnie descends the stairs with heavy thumps – more noise than you’d expect a slim person to make. Zach, who was a bulky man, stepped so softly around the house I often wouldn’t know he was there. He would creep up on me when I was texting and if I jumped, he would take it as a sign of guilt. I had to show him – ‘Look, it’s to Peggy, she’s asking if I can babysit.’ It was all part of the same insecurity. His quietness was a skill, he told me, that he learned growing up. You’re less likely to get hit that way.


  Onnie’s footsteps are belligerent. She is making a point.


  ‘There you are,’ I say with determined cheerfulness when she arrives in the kitchen, fully dressed. ‘You’ve washed your hair! You should have called me. There’s a trick to the shower attachment. You wouldn’t have been able to rinse it.’


  ‘I did rinse it.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes. You get out of the bath and switch on the tap in the basin to get the pump working through the shower.’


  ‘Oh.’ I gaze at her, surprised. ‘That was clever of you.’


  She shrugs, pulling her wet hair back into a loop at her neck.


  ‘Did you just guess? Or is yours like that at home?’


  ‘I’m not stupid. OK?’


  ‘It’s just a peculiar plumbing quirk. I wouldn’t have thought . . . You’d expect you’d have to be shown first.’


  She raises her eyebrows very slightly and I have to force myself not to interrogate her further. I turn back to the stove. ‘I’ve made some food. A delicious bowl of pasta. Well, I don’t know if it’s delicious.’ I’m talking too much to cover my disquiet. ‘But that’s what my mother always used to say. Pasta was always “a delicious bowl”, just as a walk was always a lovely long walk and a bath was always a nice hot bath. You could never have a horrible warm bath, even if you were in a hurry.’


  ‘Whatever,’ she says. Her wrists are covered by her jumper. She gazes down at the floor. ‘My mother’s coming to get me. I’m supposed to be taking antidepressants. I left them at home.’


  I read an article recently about the death of rebellion in young people – how teenagers used to rise up against the status quo (politics, parents), but now that anger has turned inward. It explains the surge in psychological problems: depression, self-harming, suicide. I don’t want to think about the scars.


  ‘Maybe food will do you good.’


  ‘I’m not hungry.’


  ‘Well, do your best.’


  I plonk the bowls down on the table. It’s spaghetti carbonara – a new addition to my limited cooking repertoire. Zach would never have countenanced cream mixed with bacon.


  We both pick at it. After a moment, I say, ‘Look, I’m sorry if I upset you earlier. It’s lovely of you to have cleaned the kitchen. I’m sorry if I was a bit aggressive. But those comments you made about Zach – they put the wind up me. When you said you’d seen him, I thought you meant—’ I laugh to indicate my own foolishness, but I watch her carefully nonetheless ‘—today!’


  She glances up at me. ‘You mean like a ghost?’


  ‘Maybe.’ A sinking feeling. She hasn’t seen him. She didn’t falter. It didn’t even occur to her that I meant it literally.


  She bites her lip. ‘Everyone thinks I’m mad. It’s why I have to see doctors all the time.’


  ‘I’m sure they don’t.’


  She makes a face like who cares anyway?


  ‘Everyone thinks I’m mad too,’ I say. ‘It happens to all the best people.’


  She studies me for a moment. I can see her thinking hard. ‘I shouldn’t have said “slut”,’ she says eventually. ‘It might not have been what Zach said anyway. He might have said “sluttish”.’


  I half smile. ‘That’s a bit better.’


  She looks away, twirling spaghetti around her fork. She doesn’t smile.


  ‘I don’t want to labour the point,’ I say. ‘Forgive me for being an annoying old bat, but could you just explain when Zach asked you to clean up the kitchen?’


  ‘He didn’t.’


  ‘But you said he did.’


  Her eyes have a glazed, hooded look. ‘It was ages ago.’


  ‘Here or at Gulls?’


  She looks at me and then quickly away. ‘Gulls, probably.’


  ‘OK,’ I sigh. It begins to make sense. He tutored her, probably she came to the bungalow, maybe he was cross with me – that time I missed my train, perhaps – and ranted to her about how untidy I was. Quite a thing to say to a kid who would have been – what, sixteen? – but he wasn’t always in control of his temper.


  ‘Did you spend much time with him?’ I ask. ‘Those tutoring sessions, I mean. How many of them were there?’


  She shrugs. ‘Three times. Four? Still didn’t get an A.’


  ‘Was he helpful?’


  ‘He said I had an eye and that I should use it.’


  I nod. ‘Well, he was a hard judge, so I hope you took that as a compliment.’


  ‘I did.’ She moves her uneaten bowl of pasta to one side and looks up. Our eyes meet and something passes between us. I see the emotion she’s holding back and feel a small connection, a stirring of fellow feeling. She cared about Zach’s opinion. She saw the greatness in him. I think that’s all it is. I just need to be sure of a few things first.


  ‘Did he tutor you at Sand Martin or at Gulls?’


  She answers without pausing. ‘At Gulls.’


  ‘It’s just . . . when I came for a drink last Sunday, I saw some Hunter wellies on the rack that looked just like Zach’s. I’m trying to think how his might have got there.’


  A faint flush blooms at the top of her cheeks. She pouts, eyes widened, an almost comic face of incomprehension. ‘Why do you think they were his?’


  ‘One of them was mended at the top. I did it myself. You don’t know anything about them?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And when I saw you that morning, hanging around outside Gulls, you were just out for a walk?’


  ‘Yup.’


  ‘And turning up here today. . . ?’


  ‘I just wanted somewhere to stay.’


  ‘OK.’


  I push my own bowl away, lean my elbows on the table and rest my face in my hands. It’s all riddles with silly answers. I was right. She is a distraction. It’s all an irrelevance. ‘So many questions,’ I say lightly. ‘So little time.’


  She laughs.


  ‘I don’t suppose you know anyone down in Cornwall called Xenia, do you?’ I add idly.


  ‘Xenia?’


  ‘Another little mystery I’m trying to clear up. At the roadside, where Zach had his accident, someone had left flowers. Lilies. The note said Xenia.’


  Onnie stares at me for a moment and then quickly stands up and runs herself a glass of water at the sink. She drinks it down and when she turns, she says, in so polite a tone I can only imagine she’s been practising in her head: ‘So, would it be an inconvenience if I came to stay, as arranged, next week?’


  I start clearing the plates, not looking at her. ‘Oh, Onnie. I don’t think it’s a good idea. The timing is bad for me. Sorry, but I’m going to have to say no.’


  ‘I thought you said I could.’


  ‘I don’t think I did.’


  She moves out of the way for me so that I can reach the sink. I sense something heavy in her body, reluctant. She pushes away into the room, almost spins back to her chair. ‘What if I told you that I knew who Xenia was?’ She is breathless, I realise.


  ‘Xenia? You know Xenia?’


  ‘I might do.’


  I sit down, too. ‘Might?’


  ‘Yeah. No. I do. I just haven’t seen her for a while.’


  ‘Is she one of your friends?’


  ‘Not really. I wish I hadn’t said anything now.’


  ‘For God’s sake, Onnie. Please.’


  I’ve raised my voice. She stands up. ‘I’ll need to check with her first.’


  ‘Can you at least tell me who she is?’


  The doorbell rings. I stare at Onnie but she looks away. The bell goes again.


  Victoria Murphy is standing on the front step in a black jacket and black jeans, a large black leather handbag in the crook of her elbow. ‘I don’t know what possessed her,’ she says. Her tone makes it sound as if it’s my fault.


  ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say. ‘I should never have . . .’ What? I can’t think what I should never have done. ‘Sorry,’ I say again.


  ‘Is she inside?’ she asks wearily. She peers over my shoulder into the house. Her hair is in a ponytail and she puts both hands back to tighten it. A muscle in her cheek is clenching and unclenching. She is tense, like a tennis player about to serve. Her shoes – trainers with high built-in wedges – make her look as if she is on tiptoe, on the edge of flight.


  A dustbin lid flops past on the pavement. Rain spatters the step.


  ‘Would you like to come in?’


  ‘No, thank you,’ she says. ‘If I could just have my daughter.’


  I go back into the kitchen where Onnie is putting on her leather jacket. ‘Thanks for supper,’ she says.


  ‘You didn’t eat anything.’


  ‘I don’t really like egg.’


  ‘Nor did Zach. Also it was dry, wasn’t it? Sorry about that.’


  She looks up from her zip. ‘You say sorry a lot.’


  ‘Yes. Zach used to tell me off for doing that.’


  ‘He used to have a go at me for saying “like”. He said I used it for punctuation and that it made me sound dim.’


  Our eyes meet again. ‘He could be harsh,’ I say.


  ‘He thought people’s words were a reflection of their minds.’


  ‘It’s not always the case.’


  ‘Are you coming?’ Victoria’s voice sounds shrill.


  ‘Onnie,’ I say. ‘I need to know who Xenia is. Please tell me.’


  ‘I’ll ring you.’


  I scribble my mobile number on a piece of newspaper and she tucks it in the back pocket of her jeans.


  ‘What the fuck?’ Victoria suddenly shouts.


  We both leave the room. The front door is open, rain splashing into the hall. Victoria is standing halfway down the garden path.


  A red Mini with black arrows down its bonnet is revving in the street, horn blaring. Victoria makes an irritated upward swipe with one arm. ‘Get a fucking life.’ The man in the Mini rolls down his window and begins to yell, his words swept up in the wind and rain. Victoria has left her 4 x 4 blocking the road.


  She doesn’t even register my presence. ‘Onnie, hurry up,’ she shouts and turns on her heel.


  


  It’s too late to visit my mother. Now I’m alone, I am both bored and agitated. The street is full of stray howls and rattles, the sense of inanimate objects coming alive, on the move. In the garden, shrubs thrash.


  I tell myself to relax, that nothing I do tonight will make any difference.


  I go upstairs to the study to fold up the sofa bed which I pulled out for Peggy’s children, but I stand in the doorway when I get there. It’s already put away. The sofa sits squat and neat, its matching cushions in an orderly line, the sheets and blankets in a tidy pile.


  The bookshelves along the main wall look different, too. I take a step into the room. I’ve been disorganised in here this year. I’ve just been shoving books back wherever I want, a small relaxing of Zach’s ordered code. But the spines have been levelled. When I look closely, I see they have been returned to alphabetical order.


  I sit down abruptly on the chair. The desk has been cleared, too – the pens are laid, parallel to each other, down one side, the pieces of paper piled. And in the middle of the surface rests Zach’s laptop.


  Is this Onnie’s work, or was I right? Has he been here? Did she see him? Or hear him? Something alerted her – I know it did.


  Why hasn’t he taken the laptop if he was here? Did he plug it in to remind me? What does he want me to find on it? I yank it open. The demand for the password blinks. What do you want from me? I write.


  INCORRECT PASSWORD.


  I slam the laptop shut, shove it away from me.


  Under the desk is a box of photographs. Zach didn’t like being photographed. It made him self-conscious, he said, too many memories of his father knocking him about if he didn’t smile. But I caught him a handful of times: on a headland in Cornwall, hair blowing around his face, laughing, reaching for the camera. Another on the common, kneeling down, his arms tight around the dog’s neck. My favourite, though, was taken on our wedding day, on the steps of Wandsworth Town Hall. Zach is in that suit he wore the first time we met. He is trying to bend down to rest his head on my shoulder. I am laughing, almost tipped backwards under the weight of him, and he is grinning – his grin so broad and honest, a pure sort of happiness seems to shine from his eyes. It was the happiest day of his life, he told me.


  I kneel down and begin searching. If I can find it, it will be proof of something – that he loved me, that we were happy, that the torture he is putting me through has a reason.


  I tip the contents of the box on to the floor, and sift through them, but the photograph has gone.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Lizzie


  I am up in the library, staring out of the side window across the grey streak of common and the red rooftops of South London. I press my forehead against the cold glass. The conviction is back, unfurling inside, spreading out its fingers – the clenching of dread and fear, and something else, lower down, a stirring so shaming I want to crush my head against the glass, bite my lip until it bleeds.


  I am luring him into the open, forcing him to action. It’s working, even if it’s at Sam’s expense.


  I hear Hannah Morrow’s voice in the corridor. ‘Goodness me, those stairs,’ she is saying. ‘You wouldn’t need a gym membership if you worked here.’


  ‘Murders your knees,’ Michele replies.


  Hannah strolls straight into the room. She’s in her uniform today – dog-tooth tie, chevroned hat, walkie-talkie under her chin. It’s only when the students stand up and begin to file out that I see someone else is with her, a tall, dour man in jeans and a grubby waxed jacket. DI Perivale, her boss. He’s leaning against the far wall of the corridor, his arms folded. When he walks in, he nods but doesn’t sit down. Instead, he stands by Fiction, A–H, pretending to study the shelves, his head to one side, cupping his chin with his hand, stroking it back and forth as if deep in thought.


  Michele asks if they want a tea or coffee or a glass of water and Hannah, whose new bob is pulled back into a tiny ponytail with the aid of a blue fabric scrunchie and several kirby grips, says, ‘Oh go on then. Cup of coffee. Lovely.’


  Perivale, his back still turned, doesn’t say anything and Michele waits, grimacing – she’s forgotten his name and doesn’t know how to get his attention – before scurrying out.


  Hannah came up here once before, the morning after my break-in, but she hovers by the window and makes small talk about the view. ‘Is that Crystal Place? God, you’d think it was the Eiffel Tower.’ Her chatter is more bullish today, as if she needs to prove Perivale’s presence is not intimidating. We’re waiting for Michele to come back, to be clear of interruption, but I want to get on with it. Zach needs to be stopped before he does anything else. Before I do, or think, or feel anything else.


  Michele pushes the door open with the tray and I pile up books to make room on the desk for her to put it down. ‘Biscuits,’ she says.


  Hannah sits down at the desk and helps herself. ‘Ooh, rude not to,’ she says.


  Perivale closes the door quietly behind Michele and joins us at my desk, spinning the free chair round and sitting on it backwards, resting his chin on the bar. It’s the gesture, I think, of someone who likes to be in control, or who is so bored he will do anything to shake up his environment. The hems of his trousers are coming undone. The heels of his brown leather shoes, which he is tapping, are worn on one side.


  ‘Right then,’ he says on a sigh. It’s a routine visit. He wants to get this over with. He runs his hands through his lank locks. ‘PC Morrow says you were the last to see Sam Welham yesterday evening.’


  I explain what happened. He writes notes. He has unkempt eyebrows, a tiny flicker of dandruff in his hair. I try to be as factual as I can. I run through the relevant details, the weather, the flow of commuters from the train station, the few minutes we spent on the corner of Dorlcote Road. ‘We talked about my dog, who’s ill,’ I say. ‘We argued over the umbrella. He wanted me to take it.’


  ‘And did you?’ Hannah asks.


  ‘No. It was his. I told him he needed it more than I did. I was nearly home.’


  Perivale scans the pages of his notebook, listing his questions in a mechanical monotone. ‘Did you see anyone at any stage? Was anyone behaving suspiciously? Did anyone appear to be following?’


  ‘Only the commuters. No one stood out.’


  ‘And did Mr Welham say where he was going after he left you?’


  ‘Home, I assumed.’


  ‘Was he carrying anything valuable as far as you are aware?’


  ‘No. His phone. His wallet, I suppose. Is that what they took? The muggers?’


  ‘No,’ he says. ‘They didn’t take his phone or his wallet. It appears, unless we’re missing something, to have been a random act of violence.’


  ‘Random?’ I say.


  Perivale doesn’t look as if he is going to answer for a moment. He narrows his eyes and then says, almost conversationally, ‘Did you know Mr Welham well?’


  ‘No. No, not really,’ I stammer. ‘He only started this year.’


  Perivale grips the back of the chair, his elbows jutting out at an angle, like a driver bracing himself at the wheel. ‘Do you know of any reason why anyone might want to do him harm?’


  I glance across at Hannah. I wish she had come alone. This is my moment. This is when I could be telling her everything. My heart begins to race. I look back at Perivale, so sure of himself, so brusque.


  ‘No,’ I say falteringly.


  ‘OK, then.’ He stands up, swirls the chair quickly in the air and replaces it on the ground. ‘I think we’re done,’ he says to Morrow.


  She too stands up, brushing biscuit crumbs from the corners of her mouth. Perivale, arms at his side, heels together, gives me another nod, more formal this time, like a courtier taking his leave, and strides out of the room. He stands in the passage, talking loudly into his mobile.


  One more chance. I haven’t got much time. If I tell her now, she can catch Zach before he does anything else.


  ‘He’s a funny one,’ Morrow says quietly. ‘I’d love to meet his wife some day, find out how she puts up with it. Anyway,’ she adds, ‘you all right?’


  ‘Actually. No. I’m not,’ I say. I’m breathless, my voice is tight. I am close to tears. Saying this out loud is almost unbearable. ‘I need to talk to you about Zach. I think Zach is responsible. I. . .’


  An expression fleets across her face. It’s gone as quickly as it came, but I caught it. It wasn’t concern, her usual expression, but boredom, tempered by slight irritation.


  Perivale is still talking on his phone. I hear a door shut loudly – Joyce Poplin in the lesson opposite expressing her disapproval. Any minute the bell for the next lesson will go.


  ‘Responsible for what?’ Morrow asks, her freckled nose wrinkled in sympathy now, her head tilted.


  I let a beat pass. My hands are clenched, out of view, in my pockets. ‘I found out that his last girlfriend died,’ I say. ‘Shortly after they split up. She was in an accident.’


  ‘What kind of accident?’


  ‘I don’t know. I wish I did.’


  ‘What was her name?’ She sits back down at the edge of the desk.


  ‘Reid. Charlotte Reid. She lived in Brighton.’


  ‘Right. PC Morrow.’ Perivale looms in the doorway. ‘If I could drag you away, we’re needed at the hospital.’


  ‘What is it? What’s happened?’


  Perivale darts me a look, heavy with impatience. Ignoring me, he says to Morrow, ‘Sometime today, this week. Unless you have other plans?’


  ‘All yours,’ she says, getting to her feet. ‘Developments?’


  ‘That was the doctor. We can take a statement.’


  It takes a moment for his words to sink in.


  ‘He’s conscious?’ I ask.


  ‘Apparently so,’ Perivale says.


  Relief makes my legs feel weak. I sit down on my chair. Better to say nothing. It needs to play out, this game. It’s the only way.


  Perivale is looking at me. He rubs his cheeks with one hand, thumb and finger splayed. ‘KISS,’ he says suddenly.


  ‘What?’


  ‘KISS. K: Keep your bag and mobile close. I: If you suspect you are being followed, cross the road once, then again, and if your suspicions are confirmed, enter a public place. S: Stick to busy, well-lit streets. Final S: Shout “fire” not “help” if accosted. It’s more effective.’


  ‘Oh. Thank you.’


  ‘Just in case you’re thinking of wandering around any other dark commons any time soon.’


  ‘I’ll bear the advice in mind. Thanks.’


  Morrow has joined him and they walk together towards the stairs.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Lizzie


  An empty house – it’s both a relief and a disappointment. If Onnie was a block to Zach’s plan, I would expect him now to show himself. Or for there to be broken crockery on the doorstep. Another smashed window. Another dead bird. Another sign. Nothing.


  The dog has come to the door. He is well enough to get up at least. He moves his tail when I stroke him and follows me around the house. I check the sitting room first. It’s as Onnie left it. I do my best to mess it up. I rearrange the furniture, scattering the cushions on the floor. I knock over a chair and leave it on its side. And I lay back down the hideous red and blue rug. There is no coffee stain. She must simply have disliked it.


  In the kitchen, I move the kettle back to under the shelf where I prefer it. I pour myself some wine and then I go upstairs to the study. I expect Onnie to have left it tidy, but she hasn’t. The sheets and blankets are rumpled on the floor, the pillows piled on top. I collect it all up and put the linen in the washing machine, then fold the bed back up into a sofa. It’s not until it’s all done that I sit down at the desk, with my glass of wine, to have another go at Zach’s password.


  It takes a moment for my brain to catch up with my eyes. The desk is empty.


  I look on the floor, on the shelves. I open every drawer.


  Am I going mad? Imagining things? The china house and now the laptop. Have I started losing time again as I did at the beginning? I check the bedroom, under the bed, downstairs, back upstairs. I look under the desk again.


  It was plugged into the socket at the wall.


  Has he been here? Has he taken it?


  The thought swells and changes colour, fills my head. But then I have an image of Onnie as she left – her loaded rucksack clasped to her chest.


  I grab my phone and call her. Voicemail. I leave a message. ‘I know you’ve taken Zach’s laptop. Bring it back immediately.’


  I hang up, my hands shaking.


  A noise. I lift my head. The door. Not the bell, but a knock. The rattle of the letter box.


  I run downstairs.


  DI Perivale is standing a few feet back from the door, legs apart, his hands thrust into the pockets of his jeans.


  ‘Ms Carter?’ he says. ‘Am I disturbing you?’


  I hesitate. ‘No. Not really.’


  He tucks a lank of hair behind his ears. He has deep furrows on either side of his mouth. It’s as if they’ve been gouged with a pen. They look like scars. ‘Just wondered if I could have a quick chat.’


  I pull the door open. He enters the hallway, stooping unnecessarily. I hold out my arms for his jacket, which he shrugs off. In my hands, it smells of cold air and damp and something chemical. I hang it over the bannister as calmly as I can. We go into the front room.


  I pick up the cushions from the floor and lay them back on the sofa, then I return the chair I knocked over to its feet. I sit on it, gesturing for him to sit at the one facing me across the table.


  Perivale sits down, looks around the room and then at me. ‘Nice decor,’ he says. ‘Monastic.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Interesting colour.’ He strokes the wall. ‘I’m thinking of redecorating. What is it? Off-white? Baby blue?’


  ‘It’s a pale grey called Borrowed Light.’


  He pulls down the corners of his mouth, mock impressed. ‘I’ll have to remember that.’


  ‘Do you live locally?’ I say, thinking, What are you here for?


  ‘Not far,’ he says. ‘Battersea. Other side of Clapham Junction. Winstanley Estate, to be precise.’


  ‘We lived there when I was little,’ I tell him.


  ‘Really? I’m told the area is “on the up”. Anyway . . .’ he brings his hands together, as if in prayer ‘. . . I’m sorry to disturb you. It’s not a big thing. Just a niggle, if you like.’


  A niggle?


  ‘Yesterday you asked Morrow to look into the death of a young woman. Charlotte Reid.’


  ‘Yes. Do you know what happened? She was in an accident. Was it in a car?’


  ‘I’ll get to that.’ He wipes the tips of his fingers along the table and then taps the wood three times. He looks up at the ceiling. ‘Twenty-fifth of December, 2011. Christmas Day. A Sunday. The police were alerted to a disturbance at this address. A neighbour heard loud noises, barking, screams. When PC Evans arrived on the scene, the woman in question claimed to have fallen down the stairs.’


  ‘Yes.’


  After a moment, he says, ‘OK.’


  ‘OK,’ I repeat.


  His eyes roam the room, look everywhere except at me. I’m trying to keep my gaze level. I’m not going to be drawn on this. I promised Zach. This will only complicate matters. The night Perivale is referring to . . . it was between him and me then, and it’s between him and me now.


  ‘I’ve been sent on a lot of courses this year. My penance. I wasn’t as efficient with a recent case as I should have been. My instincts turned out to be wrong.’ His eyebrows twitch and his lower lip juts. ‘These courses. Applied Criminology. Specialist Firearms. Advanced Database Usage. Waste of time. A brief secondment with Domestic Violence, on the other hand, part of my gender-equality training – that turned out to be fascinating. When I’ve heard about an abusive relationship, I’ve always thought, like most people I imagine, why doesn’t she, or he, just leave? Do you?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Think that?’


  ‘Probably, yes.’


  ‘I’ll tell you why they don’t. They’re often under the illusion that the relationship is somehow “special”. The partner may themselves have been the victim of abuse and the victim may make excuses and feel responsible.’


  ‘I can understand that.’


  ‘The victim may also not appreciate the inevitability of escalation. They’re sucked in before they realise. They may even feel as if they deserve it, as if they’re in collusion. For one thing, the threat posed by the abusive partner might not be physical from the beginning. It could be psychological, emotional, financial, sexual. . .’


  ‘I can see the secondment was useful.’


  ‘But it always ends up with good old-fashioned violence.’


  I want him to be quiet now. I don’t want to have to listen to any more. I smile. ‘I don’t know what this has to do with me.’


  ‘No,’ he says, blinking slowly. ‘OK.’


  ‘Is that it?’ I shift to release my hands. Shouts of laughter from the street. A car horn sounds.


  ‘No.’ He studies me thoughtfully. ‘So – Charlotte Reid. The coroner concluded she slipped. A piece of loose carpet, or, rather, not carpet. Rush matting. She lived in a top-floor flat. The stairs were steep and she fell head first to the bottom. Cause of death: craniocerebral trauma. Unfortunately for her, she was alone in the building. Had her neighbours not been on holiday, had she been found earlier. . .’


  I shake my head.


  ‘She was pregnant,’ he adds casually.


  I’m unable to speak. I’m gripping the table as if I might fall.


  ‘Not Zach’s,’ I say eventually. ‘It wasn’t Zach’s.’


  ‘No. Maybe not. He’s not listed as her partner at the time.’


  ‘I’m not sure where you’re going with all this.’


  He throws his head back and wrinkles up his nose, squinting. Then his whole body contracts again, and he crouches across the table. ‘Am I correct in thinking you told PC Morrow you think your husband faked his own death, that he’s still alive?’


  I keep my voice steady. ‘At times, I have thought that, yes.’


  ‘Were you afraid of him?’


  Afraid. How simple that word is. ‘I don’t think it’s any of your business.’


  ‘OK.’ He stands up, gives a fake stretch. I walk ahead of him to the hall and hand him his jacket. He takes it from me and shrugs it on, digging around at the hem to locate the zip. ‘Lucky escape. Your fall down the stairs, I mean.’


  ‘I suppose so. Yes.’


  At the door, he turns. ‘Forgive me.’ He gives another of his mock courtly bows. ‘I thought I might be able to lay some ghosts, that’s all.’
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