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For JS Mayville and Gemi Danes – gone but never forgotten. 
And maybe not even gone forever, who knows?
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Monday 30 October 2023, 5.15 p.m.

JEMMA

This is my story and no one else’s.

In it, I am a killer.

That has nothing to do with what I did or didn’t do. I’m talking about who I am, not who I want to be or have the potential to become.

I felt myself switch over in an instant; something broke inside me and something new and powerful sprouted up in its place. If I didn’t know better, I could almost believe that a button had been pressed, so startling and sudden was the change. And it wasn’t brought about by me murdering anyone. That’s something I’ve never done, and hopefully never will. It’s the other way round: because I now know myself to be a killer on the inside, I have to stop myself from killing. You don’t need to strangle someone with your bare hands, poison them, stab them or shoot them in order to be a murderer.

The being is the chicken and the doing is the egg.

Marianne would say, ‘Ah, but which comes first, the chicken or the egg? If it’s the egg – and it might be, or else that question wouldn’t be asked as often as it is – then you’ve got it the wrong way round.’

She is never not speaking in my head.

When I tell it in my favourite way, what I’m about to tell the police, that’s how it always starts: This is my story and no one else’s. In it, I am a killer. And I might never have become one if someone else hadn’t given me the idea – someone who was a killer before me, who tried but didn’t succeed. That’s neither an excuse nor a distraction.

If stories were buildings, that detail would be a load-bearing wall. It’s funny the way just hearing about someone who tried to do something, even if they failed, plants it in your mind as a possibility. 

My favourite way to tell the story is silently, only to myself and far from this cold, humming, brightly lit building, so that no one can sully or distort what I know to be true. But somebody has to be the first to risk the huge leap from concealment to honesty, and I don’t think anyone ever will apart from me. And I crave clarity, more than happiness or freedom or safety. Sometimes I think it’s all I need and want: all of the truth, plainly laid out. Nothing else matters.

I’m here to tell my part of it. To give a statement, and I’m pretty sure those are always the unaltered words of the statement-giver, even if it’s a police officer who notes it down or types it up. It’s a comforting idea: my statement. My words, which no one will subsequently be allowed to change.

Meanwhile, the sergeant on the desk with the bleached blonde hair and red lipstick has already misunderstood me, so the distortion of my story has started. She’s apologised three times for how long it’s taking the promised detective to come and deal with me, convinced I must be finding the delay distressing.

Nothing could be further from the truth. I’m making the most of this waiting time. I feel calmer than I have in weeks. The ordeal of deciding is over – Was I really going to do it? Yes, I was – and the next ordeal, the telling part, hasn’t started yet.

The sergeant has no idea that I want this small pocket of waiting time to stretch as far as it can. She assumes that, since I’ve said I’m here to confess to a murder, I must want to rush into the confession room and get it over with.

Interview room, I correct myself. This is a police station, not a church: the perfect secular space for giving up your secrets.

Ollie thinks most people don’t understand what’s behind the need for secrecy, and he’s right. It’s one of the things he said when I saw him in July, and I knew immediately, as soon as I heard it, that it was a truth I wanted to memorise and think about later. ‘Our secrets are our property – no one else’s,’ he said. ‘So is what we’ve made them mean. Once other people get their hands on them, the meaning’s up for grabs. Then it feels as if our property is being stolen, and then those others tell more people still, and soon our version’s in danger of becoming the minority report. Like in … Minority Report.’ He grinned. I nearly smiled back but stopped myself. We’d loved that movie and watched it together more than once. Ollie was trying to leverage my emotional attachment to the memory, hoping I’d stop demanding that he tell me the truth.

He miscalculated. Our happy memories have lost their power to make me happy, and I knew he’d only said it to distract me from the answers he knew I wanted.

Why wouldn’t you tell me, Ollie? I might not be here now – in danger, being a living, breathing danger to others – if you had. Don’t you realise? Don’t you care?

I wipe my eyes. A new person, a man, has taken over behind the reception desk, and the bleached-blonde sergeant is heading towards me, probably thinking I’m crying about being kept waiting. This reception area is strange. The deep windowsills are all wood that’s been stained almost orange and, behind its protective wall of glass, the reception desk is the same. I can’t tell if it’s fake wood or just badly and excessively varnished. The floor is yellow square tiles that I’d expect to find in a conservatory, not a workplace. They look too domestic, somehow. So does the desk, which has a curved end that makes me think of a kitchen island.

The blonde sergeant sits down next to me. ‘I’m really sorry about this. I’ve no idea where DC Waterhouse has got to, but it’s getting ridiculous. Let’s find a free room and you can talk to me instead.’

‘I don’t mind waiting,’ I say. ‘I need to talk to a detective.’

‘I used to be a detective, if that makes you feel any better. Might be one again soon too, if I’m crazy enough to agree.’ She raises her eyebrows slightly. ‘Long story.’ She’s twitchy. Can’t sit still in her chair.

‘I don’t mind waiting for DC Waterhouse.’

‘Well, I do,’ she says. ‘I think we’re done waiting. Come on. Follow me.’

I don’t want to move. What if DC Waterhouse appears as soon as we’ve gone?

‘Look, I’m not convinced Simon’s on his way,’ she says. ‘DC Waterhouse, sorry. I think he might have fibbed and said he was, while actually intending to disappear and let everyone down. Because he’s a dick.’ She sighs, pushing her hair back from her forehead with one hand. ‘Sorry. Shouldn’t have said that, but on the other hand, I’m his wife, so maybe it’s fine.’

‘You’re his wife?’

‘Yup. You married?’

I nod.

‘Also to a dick?’

I’m startled by this and don’t know what to say.

‘Is it your husband you’ve killed? What’s his name?’

Why the hell would she think I’ve killed Paddy? ‘He’s called Paddy Stelling, but … I haven’t done anything to him. He’s alive. Why would you think …?’

‘Women who look like you don’t kill people, unless it’s their violent boyfriends or husbands, in self-defence,’ she says.

‘Paddy’s never been violent.’

‘Can you tell me the name of the victim? Speaking of names, I’m Sergeant Charlotte Zailer, but you can call me Charlie.’

‘The victim?’

‘The murder victim. You’re here to talk about a murder, right? Though I’m fairly sure you haven’t killed anyone. Am I right? If I believed for one second that you’d actually killed someone, you wouldn’t still be sitting in reception.’

‘Marianne Upton is her name.’ I hear the words first, like something I’ve hurled at myself, then feel them inside me, tumbling down and down. I scrunch my hands into fists to stop them from reaching for something that isn’t there.

I can’t undo this now. Everyone will find out. There will be a knock on the door of Marianne and Dad’s house. That’s how it will start … because Marianne will need to be warned …

‘I’d … Please, can we just wait for DC Waterhouse?’ I say, because I’m really not sure about this woman at all.

She looks as if she’s about to argue with me, but thankfully decides against it. With a disapproving twist of her red-lipsticked mouth, she turns and heads back to the other side of the reception area.

Once she’s left me alone and it’s safe, I pull my laptop out of my bag and open it. I try to put on the face I’d be wearing if I were about to open something work related – next term’s budget spreadsheet or something like that. I like my job because it’s completely stress-free and no one ever complains about me doing things the way I want, but I can’t pretend that being the bursar for a tiny independent school is the most thrilling career in the world. Still, I have a boss who’s happy to be in charge only in theory while leaving me to my own devices, so I regard myself as lucky. I’m not good with authority figures, thanks to Marianne. It’s ridiculous, but when anyone suggests I might like to consider doing something that wasn’t my idea in the first place, my immediate thought is always: ‘Here comes tyranny’.

I open the diary folder on my laptop, knowing exactly which entry I need to read before I speak to any detective. I’m so nervous, it’s hard to think straight, and I could do with reminding myself of why I’m here – of what I both desperately want to do, and can’t allow myself to do.

Here it is: July 7, the entry that feels like the most important of all the ones I’ve written since I started writing this … journal or book, or whatever it is, on my laptop. The first word is ‘Marianne’ … It makes me feel sick, the way everything has to be about her.

If she didn’t exist, I wouldn’t be a killer right now. I wouldn’t need to tell the police a story about murder.

As I read, I start to have the feeling that something’s not right – something about my own words. It’s almost as if …

No, that’s ridiculous. These are my words. No one else wrote them. I remember writing them. Starting with the word ‘Marianne’ …
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Monday 30 October 2023, 5.20 p.m.

JEMMA

Like mother, like daughter, eh?

I didn’t include the words that fought to get out of my mouth in response, because I was too scared to say them: ‘You’re not my mother. You never have been and you never will be. You’re my enemy.’ I remember thinking to myself as I typed, my tears hitting the keyboard harder than my fingers: Sorry, but no. If you were too much of a coward to say it, then it doesn’t get to be part of the story.

I slam my laptop shut, my heart hammering as if it’s still happening now: the shock of that moment, that conversation, being alone with Marianne on the top floor of the house. I knew she wouldn’t do anything to me then and there, but the look in her eyes and her ‘You’ve done it now’ smile were unambiguous: she wanted me scared.

I guess I’ve just proved to myself that my writing has the power to deliver an emotional gut-punch, so if I ever decide I want to go public with this diary, or book, or whatever it is, maybe it will be of interest to somebody: the story of how I, a murderer in my heart, stopped myself from committing a murder – that’s how I’d describe it.

I feel a strong urge to open the file I’ve only just closed and look again. Was there something wrong in there? Did my eye skate over a line or phrase that needed fixing? I could swear my mind snagged on something, but it was subliminal and didn’t fully register. And maybe I’m being paranoid. If I am, I blame my present location a little bit – an eerily impersonal police station reception area – and Marianne a lot. If she hadn’t stolen and read all the other diaries I’ve ever kept, I’d probably still be handwriting in notebooks with turquoise and purple ink pens like I always used to until 2006, when my diary of the moment went missing and never reappeared. Before then, Marianne had always returned them to wherever she’d found them in my bedroom, once she’d had a good nosey. Not the 2006 diary, though. Clearly, she wanted to read and reread my thoughts from that crucial year: the one that contained the end of my relationship with Ollie and the beginning of me and Paddy trying to make a proper go of it together.

Nice way of putting it, Jemma. It would have been quicker and easier to say ‘the year I chose Paddy and dumped Ollie’, but let’s not make things any more painful by assigning responsibility, shall we?

My words on the subject of Ollie getting dumped and Paddy being declared the winner of the ‘Who-Gets-To-Be-Jemma’s-Boyfriend’ competition were evidently so important to my stepmother (‘Wicked enough to convince anyone that Cinderella really didn’t know how lucky she was’, as my best friend Suzanne once said) that she decided to deprive me of them forever. I’m sure my 2006 diary was one of the things she kept locked inside her study, before she gutted it.

Where is it now?

‘Oh, she’s got it stashed away somewhere, for sure,’ Suzanne said, after I told her about Marianne showing me the empty, stripped room. ‘She was way too invested in your love life and which boyfriend you chose.’

I thought but didn’t say, I don’t care where it is, as long as I don’t have to read it again. Too painful.

‘Jemma? Is it okay if I call you Jemma? Are you all right?’ The dyed-blonde sergeant is hovering over me again. What’s her name again? That’s right: Zailer. Charlotte Zailer. I didn’t notice her coming over. ‘Will you come with me to an interview room so that we can talk about this properly?’ she says. ‘And I’ll need an address immediately, assuming there’s a body to be found.’

‘A body?’

She leans in closer. ‘You said you wanted to tell us about a murder, remember? When you first came in? Then just a minute ago, I asked you for the name of the victim. You said “Marianne Upton”.’

‘There’s no body,’ I manage to say, praying she’ll decide to leave me alone. ‘I’ll explain the situation to DC Waterhouse when he gets here.’ I’ll make his arrival my fresh start. As soon as I see him – a detective who deals with murders – I’ll pull myself together. Somehow.

‘Would you like a glass of water? Jemma, I do need Marianne Upton’s address.’ 

Not yet. I need to explain first.

‘Oh, no,’ Sergeant Zailer mutters. I look up. She’s staring over my shoulder, looking angry. ‘Here he comes, breaking new records for whatever’s the opposite of “in mint condition”. I thought he’d gone home, but no such luck. Too late: you wanted him? You’re about to get him.’

I’m not sure she’s thinking straight. I never said I wanted DC Waterhouse specifically. I’ve got no idea who he is and didn’t know his name until I walked in here today. All I said – with no idea if I was using the correct terminology – was ‘a major crimes detective who’s experienced at dealing with murders.’

I turn and see a tall, broad-shouldered man walking towards me. He stops when he reaches my side, and blinks at me. There are patches of stubble on his face. He looks stunned – as if he’s just come round from a general anaesthetic and found himself standing, fully dressed, in a police station’s reception area. His probably-once-white shirt is creased and sweat-stained, his greying dark hair just long enough to look untidy.

‘Simon Waterhouse,’ he says abruptly; it’s almost a grunt. ‘You Jemma Stelling?’

I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

‘She’s here to confess to the murder of a Marianne Upton, and says there’s no body,’ Sergeant Zailer tells him, pronouncing each word distinctly, as if this is his first encounter with the English language. His wife. Who thinks he’s a dick.

I wonder if there’s a different police station I could go to. Silsford, maybe – that’s not too far. These two are making me want to run away, but they probably won’t let me leave given what I’ve already told them. Then again, maybe they’d shrug and say, ‘See you.’ There’s something not quite right about either of them, and both of them together.

It’s as if they’re impersonating police officers. Badly.

‘Why’s there no body?’ Waterhouse asks me.

‘Can we go somewhere more—’

‘Why no body?’

Feeling his words like something tightening around me, I take a deep breath. ‘I haven’t killed her yet.’

‘For God’s sake.’ Sergeant Zailer lets out an expansive sigh. ‘Then … how about you carry on not killing her, or anyone else? Then there’ll be no problem, will there? I think you’re a fantasist time-waster who probably has no clue that planning a murder is also a serious crime.’

‘If I hadn’t come here, she’d have been killed today,’ I say. I want to explain everything properly, from the beginning, alone in a room with a serious, attentive detective. At the same time, now that I’ve started, I can’t stop talking. ‘Her murder would be happening now, but it isn’t. Instead, I’m here talking to you. But … I’ve got a fully worked-out plan, one I’ve been working on for months. And I’d have got away with it. No one would have been able to prove it was me. If it weren’t for the fact that I’ve got a thirteen-year-old daughter, I’d have allowed the inevitable to happen, but I don’t want to risk—’ 

‘What “inevitable”?’ asks Sergeant Zailer.

Hasn’t she been listening to me?

‘I think I know what you mean, but I don’t want to assume,’ she says.

I spell it out. ‘Marianne’s murder. That’s the inevitable. Or it was, before I came here. Which I did because I can’t take even the tiniest risk of going to prison and leaving my daughter alone, so—’

‘Alone? What about your husband, Paddy Stelling?’ Sergeant Zailer emphasises his name, as if she suspects me of inventing him.

DC Waterhouse isn’t looking at either of us. He’s staring straight ahead, unblinking, like a dubious piece of public art that no sensible organisation would want in its foyer.

‘Anyone who’s only got Paddy is effectively alone.’ The words are out before I can stop them. ‘Even if he were different, which he never can be … I don’t want Lottie to have a convicted murderer as a mother. I’m already a murderer inside – that won’t change – but I’m not yet a murderer who’s committed a crime, and it was getting more and more obvious every day that I would soon become one if I didn’t do the unthinkable: come here and confess, like I am now. I tried a hundred times to tell myself, “Don’t do it, don’t think about the plan, don’t take the next step”, but it wouldn’t go away. I started to do things to—’

DC Waterhouse yawns in my face.

‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ I ask him.

‘He’s having a bad day,’ says Sergeant Zailer. ‘Carry on, since we’ve got this far. You’d started to – what?’

‘Lay the groundwork. Despite all my fears and attempts to rein it in, I was acting like someone who was going to do it. It took up every inch of space in my mind: that I could make Marianne not exist any more, and so easily. Without any negative consequence, apart from the big one: living with the risk of getting caught, maybe one day actually getting caught. However much you imagine you’ve thought of everything, that can always happen, can’t it? That’s why I had to come here. This is the only way for it to be over. If I tell you what I’d planned, then I’ll never do it. My life will go back to normal, which isn’t wonderful, but it’s so much better than this. And there’ll be no risk of Lottie losing her mum to a long prison sentence.’

‘Telling us will be enough to stop you from doing it?’ Sergeant Zailer asks. ‘Is that the idea?’

I nod. I knew it would work, and I can feel a subtle difference already. The evil that’s been burrowing into me for so long is still there, but it’s loosened its hold and is now standing off to the side. There’s distance between us. ‘Telling the police kills my plan stone dead,’ I say. ‘Now, if anything were to happen to Marianne, you’d know I was behind it. The chance of me getting away with it would be zero. So please, can one of you take my statement?’

I’m no longer sure that my first choice is DC Waterhouse. Charlotte Zailer might only be a sergeant and not a detective, but she seems far more skilled when it comes to interacting with other humans. ‘And … I think you probably have to tell Marianne, don’t you?’ I direct this at Waterhouse. Let Marianne get a visit from him; I’d enjoy imagining that, if I knew it was happening. ‘You’ll need to warn her, presumably, that I’ve come in and said all this? I mean, there’s been a threat to her life. I assume you have a duty to inform her.’

‘According to you, the threat is now non-existent,’ Sergeant Zailer points out. 

‘You’re not going to warn her? What, you’re just going to take my word for it that I won’t do it now?’ These two don’t give a toss, clearly. Maybe their top priority is keeping their to-do list as light as possible. ‘I don’t care, as long as you take my statement. It has to be on record: how I was going to do it and get away with it.’ The police deciding I’m no danger to anyone and sending me home is not good enough. Nowhere near.

DC Waterhouse has started to walk away. ‘Follow me,’ he calls over his shoulder, and then: ‘Which room?’

How am I supposed to know? You’re the one who works here.

‘Four.’ Sergeant Zailer calls out, her voice echoing along the tiled corridor. ‘Go on.’ She nods at me for emphasis and I realise I need to move. Follow. Even though no one who wanted to improve any aspect of their life or anyone else’s would allow the weird, dead-eyed detective-husband to lead them anywhere.

I’ve nearly caught up with Waterhouse when Sergeant Zailer calls after me. ‘Jemma?’

I turn.

‘If he breaks during the interview, come and find me,’ she says. 
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Monday 30 October 2023, 5.40 p.m.

CHARLIE

Charlie Zailer resisted the urge to follow and take charge of matters herself as she watched Jemma Stelling turn the corner and disappear after Simon. He couldn’t do her any serious psychological harm, could he? How resilient was Jemma? It was a question Charlie doubted Simon would be asking himself. His mind was occupied by one thing and one thing only, and had been for the last week: the wreckage that his working life had become, in such a shockingly short space of time.

The new superintendent, Fran Whittingham, had started at the beginning of the month. Exactly seven days ago, she’d announced that Simon’s team was to lose two members. The jobs of DI Giles Proust and DS Sam Kombothekra were being relocated to Lincolnshire Police as part of a regional collaboration on serious and organised crime, and if Proust and Sam didn’t want to follow them to a new building and county, then Superintendent Whittingham was afraid there was nothing she could do about that; their presence at Spilling Police Station would no longer be required.

Simon had been wandering around like an upright corpse ever since he’d been told the news last Monday. Though he kept denying it to Charlie, she was convinced he was now actively doing everything in his power to get himself fired. ‘Why not resign, if you want out?’ she’d asked him. ‘We could get by on my salary, just about.’ He wouldn’t answer, would barely speak about it.

In his present, messed-up frame of mind, would he think to check whether Marianne Upton – Jemma’s prospective murder victim – was alive and well? Charlie had an uncomfortable feeling about Jemma Stelling, who might well be in denial about already having committed this murder she seemed so preoccupied by. The eyes gave it away: the ‘How did I end up here?’ shock, the dark glow of something once tidy and self-contained, now spiralling …

But who was this Marianne Upton woman? If Jemma had killed someone, why wasn’t it her husband? That’s what Charlie would have expected. Evidently something was seriously wrong on the marriage front. What was it Jemma had said? Her daughter would be better off parentless than relying only on Paddy? A criticism as specific as it was devastating.

Someone needed to establish, and quickly, who was alive and who was dead. A detective – which meant not Charlie herself. Not any more, or not yet, or both. She started to move, feeling as if she was chasing her own thoughts, which were galloping twice as fast as her legs could go.

Did she want to go back to CID? To Simon’s team in particular? Trying to manage him at home was enough of a struggle. Would Simon mind? If she told him – asked him – and he responded with anything but uncomplicated delight …

Right. Great. Have you ever met your husband?

‘Who better than you to rein him in without making him feel persecuted?’ the new super had said with a warm smile. ‘He knows you’re not against him. Anyone else comes in as his new skipper, he might view them with … well, a certain amount of hostility.’

Only if, by ‘a certain amount’, you mean the biggest possible amount in the whole history of amounts, Charlie thought.

Shit, had she just blurted out something about maybe being a detective again to Jemma Stelling? Yes, she had. And now Jemma was with Simon, and it wasn’t impossible that she’d …

No, Jemma would be too busy talking about her own problems. A random police sergeant’s career plans would be the last thing on her mind. Still, this was a ‘note to self’ moment: the outbursts and oversharing had to stop. The more unstable Simon became – and so far today he’d been acting as if he hoped to set a new record – the more together Charlie would need to be. They couldn’t both lose their jobs.

Charlie stopped at the open door of the canteen, out of breath. A quick look around the hall revealed no Colin Sellers, no Chris Gibbs, no Sam Kombothekra.

They’re probably at The Brown bloody Cow.

There was no point trying the CID room. Simon and his team were never in it any more, which the new super would have noticed. The unofficial boycott had started with Simon, of course. The others, incapable these days of raising the mildest objection to anything he suggested, went along with it as if it was all perfectly fine and there would be no consequences. Dicks. Yes, Simon was a talented detective who deserved admiration, but since he’d solved the murder at Tevendon a few years ago – or perhaps since COVID, which had been the year after – there had been a subtle shift of attitudes and power; they’d all started to treat Simon like some sort of murder-solving guru and had started to quote his wise words at Charlie whenever they got the chance, on subjects that ranged from the proposed Culver Valley congestion charge to the canteen’s new serving hatch.

This never used to happen. And Charlie had heard all of them at one time or another – Gibbs, Sam, Sellers, even DI Proust – parroting Simon’s objections to CID having been moved to a different floor of the building. The Snowman, as DI Proust was known by all who were well acquainted with his iciest, most chilling moods, had lost the glass cubicle that had once separated him from his team, and protected them from him.

A few days ago he’d grumbled to Charlie that ‘Waterhouse is quite right: even prisoners get their own little cell, which they are compelled to share with only one other person.’ Those first four words had nearly knocked her off her feet – the Snowman had been in the habit of praising no one but himself, for as long as Charlie had known him. That, however, was before Waterhouse worship broke out in the building and took hold of everyone like a mania. Charlie knew for a fact that if Simon suddenly decided he loved the new CID room, the rest of them would too.

Fat chance of that. Hardly anything ever climbed any higher than its starting point in Simon’s estimation, which meant that their designated space in the building was being shunned by all of them. No wonder the new super had decided a restructuring of the team was necessary; had they really, none of them, seen it coming?

Charlie had her phone in her hand and was about to ring Sam when she heard the sound of a male voice drifting towards her along the corridor: ‘And I think it’s gonna be a long, long time …’ She smiled and looked up, knowing before she saw him that Gibbs was nearby. Several years after Sellers had turned vegan in order to impress his girlfriend, Gibbs still found it entertaining to sing Elton John’s ‘Rocket Man’ at him, his theory being that rocket leaves must be all his friend was eating these days.

Sellers, by Gibbs’s side, told him to fuck off and waved at Charlie at the same time. ‘All right, Sarge.’

‘Got a task for one of you,’ Charlie said.

‘You’re a bit late for Daily Tasking,’ said Gibbs. ‘And you don’t get to assign us jobs – you’re not our skipper. Rumour is you might be soon, though.’

‘What?’ How the hell did they know? Heat rushed to the surface of Charlie’s skin.

‘It’s true, then.’ Gibbs grinned. He never missed an opportunity to enjoy someone else’s discomfort.

‘No, actually. Currently untrue.’

‘You’ll get a shock if you come back,’ Gibbs said. ‘Things aren’t how they used to be.’

‘I’m well aware,’ said Charlie, remembering what the two detectives standing in front of her now had looked like when she’d left CID all those years ago. Sellers had been at least four stone heavier, with sideburns. Now he was a gangly string bean with a buzz cut. Gibbs, meanwhile, had discovered cycling and the gym and had bulked out. He had muscles that bulged even when he wasn’t exerting himself. ‘God, I still can’t believe it,’ she said. ‘Both Sam and the Snowman. Leaving.’

‘It’s no big deal.’ Gibbs shrugged. ‘People leave jobs all the time, don’t they?’

‘You’re gutted about it,’ Sellers told him. ‘It’s okay, you can admit it. We’re all gutted. Waterhouse has taken it hardest, obviously.’

‘He’ll get better under you,’ Gibbs told Charlie, prompting a smirk and a chuckle from Sellers. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ He sounded indignant: how could anyone think that he, Chris Gibbs, prolific creator of obscene innuendo since the early noughties, would ever make a lewd remark? ‘I meant, she’s the only solution. She’s got to come back.’ He turned to Charlie. ‘You know it too. Why are you holding out?’

Because it’s not my fucking job to save you lot from a mess of your own deluded making.

‘Seriously, it’d be good for all of us to work with you again,’ Gibbs snapped as if it were a reprimand. ‘Not just Waterhouse. Anyway, where is the Wandering Twat-strel? Something big’s come in. We’ve tried The Brown Cow. He’s not there. Not in the canteen either.’

‘Interview Room Four with a woman who came in to confess to a murder she hasn’t committed yet,’ Charlie said.

‘You what?’ Gibbs looked unimpressed.

‘I know. She’s hoping her confession’ll act as a deterrent. I think she’s a bit doolally.’

‘I pity her if she’s chosen today to waste Waterhouse’s time,’ said Sellers. ‘To be honest, I’d rather leave him where he is, mood he’s in, but we need him. Murder case came in ten minutes ago. Sounds like an odd one too: massive house with the kind of garden a scrote could hide in for hours, if not days, without anyone spotting him. We’re talking, like, acres. Woodland,’ he added, pronouncing the word suspiciously, as if he wasn’t necessarily prepared to believe in such a thing, even if other people did. ‘This one needs all of us. If we shoot off there now, can you send Waterhouse over, soon as you see him?’

‘Where?’ Charlie asked. Simon’s team’s last four cases had been drug dealers shooting each other in the Culver Valley’s murder capital, the Winstanley Estate, where there were no massive houses.

‘Sleatham St Andrew,’ said Sellers.

‘God, that’s miles away. Up near Lincolnshire.’

‘Never been a murder there before,’ said Sellers. ‘Not that I can find, anyway.’

‘That’s because there’s only about ten people living there,’ said Gibbs.

‘3,751, actually. I looked it up.’ Sellers smiled proudly.

Charlie had started to walk away. ‘If I see Simon I’ll tell him, but I can’t make him drive to Sleatham St Andrew if he’d rather mope around here ignoring all his work and freaking everyone out.’

‘Can’t you try to—’ Sellers began hopefully.

‘Nope,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a huge heap of my own admin that I’ve been neglecting, and I need to follow up on this weird non-confession, in case Simon doesn’t. Looks like I’ll be the one tracking down Marianne Upton, making sure she hasn’t been killed recently. Lucky me.’

‘Are you winding us up?’ Sellers looked ready to laugh if it turned out to be a joke. ‘Marianne Upton?’

‘Don’t tell me you know her?’ said Charlie.

‘That’s our vic’s name,’ Gibbs said. ‘The woman who’s just been murdered in Sleatham St Andrew – she’s called Marianne Upton.’
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‘Killing Marianne was an obsession from the second it occurred to me,’ I tell DC Waterhouse. ‘But it had nothing attached to it at first, nothing practical that linked it to the real world. It was like this … sinister backing track to my life that I couldn’t switch off, always playing beneath the surface. I could handle it, though. Hoped it’d go away. It didn’t. And then I thought of how exactly I’d do it. And one word kept popping up in my mind: “foolproof”. I know nothing ever is, really, but … even if I’d been suspected, there would have been no evidence, given the solid-seeming alibis involved.’

Waterhouse says nothing. I get it: why add to the barrage of words, when it’s all pouring out anyway? I haven’t stopped talking since we sat down, and he’s barely looked in my direction. It’s lucky I came here ready to tell the whole story. These conditions would discourage all but the most determined from saying anything at all.

I wonder if Interview Rooms One, Two or Three are any more plush or welcoming. Probably not. Or maybe they ran out of comfortable furniture and paint that wasn’t a hideous bright blue before they got round to doing up number Four. I thought I liked the colour blue until I walked in here. There are no armchairs, rugs or pictures, nothing to soften the hard edges – only shouty signs about various things we all need to beware of or report, as if reminders of all the bad things that aren’t in the room might distract from what is: this dead-eyed detective, the horrid, pock-marked table between us, the long, high window that must have been positioned to make it as hard as possible for anyone to see anything. My only view is of a slice of beige brick wall.

‘It’s not matricide,’ I say. That’s got to be the worst of all crimes: killing your own mother. ‘I mean, it wouldn’t be, if I did it. Marianne and I aren’t blood relations. Though any mention of that was banned from the word go. I was instructed to call her “Mum”. First time Dad introduced her to me, she told me she was my mother from now on. I was seven years old. My mum had died less than three months earlier. Dad knew how devastated I was by her death, yet he nodded along enthusiastically as if Marianne was saying something welcoming and lovely. I remember thinking, “No, you’re not my mum. I don’t have a mum any more. You’re a stranger, telling me lies.” It all just felt so wrong, especially because Dad didn’t seem remotely bothered by any of what she was saying.

‘He smiled and beamed and did everything short of jumping up and down with joy, as if Marianne’s arrival in our lives was a wonderful treat for both of us. Just … so, so oblivious and deluded!’

I knew I’d be whacked by guilt for saying that, and that’s how it feels – like a deserved blow – but I’m still glad I said it out loud. Why didn’t Dad flinch at the wrongness of what Marianne was asking me to do? And there was more wrongness to come, none of which he raised so much as the slightest objection to: the ragged gasps Marianne made sure to produce whenever I mentioned Mum – and each time the air would stiffen around me, so that I soon learned not to do it; the three photos I had of me and Mum together that disappeared from my bedroom. I’d pushed them into three of the four corners of my mirror frame. Later that same day, I came back from school and they weren’t there. Dad shushed me when I told him, and jerked his head towards the door as if to say, Not now. Too risky. Except later never came. He didn’t return to the subject and neither did I. I understood, somehow, that something frightening might happen if I did, something that could cause a lot of problems for Dad.

Then a week before the second anniversary of Mum’s death, he asked me if I’d mind if we didn’t make what he called ‘a big song and dance’ about it. According to Marianne, that was what we’d done for the first anniversary, and it had made her feel unappreciated, insulted, unloved and a range of other painful emotions she had no wish to experience again. It was clear Dad needed me to cooperate, so I did, because I was eight years old, he was the only parent I had left, and I could feel his desperation for a happy ending pressing down on me like one of those machines they use to crush old cars.

The most painful thought in the world, the one I’m so used to pushing away, fills my mind before I can stop it: Once a child has lost her mother, happy endings aren’t possible. That’s why Lottie can’t lose me, ever. I need to get this over with, quickly, so that I can get back to her. What will Paddy have told her? All I said in the text I sent him was that I was going to the police station and I’d be back as soon as I could. Nothing else, no explanation. Should I have added, ‘Don’t tell Lottie where I am’? It didn’t feel necessary at the time; I assumed it would be obvious to Paddy that he shouldn’t tell our thirteen-year-old I’d gone to the police without knowing the full story. I have to stop doing this: taking for granted that he’ll behave like a responsible adult.

‘Shouldn’t you be taking notes?’ I ask Waterhouse.

‘I’m not.’

Right. I could have told him that. I did, except in the form of a question.

I’d expected him to start with the formalities – taking down my full name and address – but he didn’t produce a pen and paper or any sort of recording device when we came in here. That part must come later. Maybe he’s going to listen first, then make me go over it all again while he writes it down. That’s how the police know you’re telling the truth, if none of the details of your story change when you repeat it.

‘Foolproof,’ he murmurs.

‘That’s how it felt at first, yes. It landed kind of fully formed in my mind a few hours after I’d been to see my ex-boyfriend Ollie in July. It felt like a gift from something outside of me. Like it was meant to be, you know? Decreed by fate – and yes, I know how crazy that sounds. I think that’s partly why I’ve got this deep-down dread that there’s nothing I can do to stop it happening. But that’s not true,’ I add quickly. ‘What I’m doing now – telling you – will stop me.’

Waterhouse looks no more curious than he did a minute ago. There’s something oddly soothing about his unresponsiveness.

‘Ollie and Marianne had been – have been – keeping something from me, ever since he and I broke up in 2006. In July when I went to see him, I asked him to tell me what that thing was. He wouldn’t. Though he did admit eventually that he was withholding something, which at least proved to me that I wasn’t going mad.’

A different kind of confession is pushing to come out, one that has nothing to do with murder. ‘For a long time, I thought Ollie was the one,’ I tell Waterhouse. ‘You know, the one I’m meant to be with, if you believe in that kind of thing. In a way, I still think that, even though he won’t tell me the truth. He’s also not the one I have a child with, which matters. Paddy – that’s my husband – might not be perfect, but he loves Lottie, and she adores him. I’m not going to deprive her of her dad if I don’t have to. And I don’t, which suits Marianne down to the ground. She’s determined to keep me and Paddy together. God knows why.’

‘That why you want to kill her?’

Finally, a question. ‘I don’t. I want the opposite,’ I say. He can’t be listening properly. ‘To stop myself from doing a terrible thing that can never be undone. She’s my daughter’s grandmother. I think Lottie probably loves her.’

All the things that have made me loathe and fear Marianne are things she’s said and done to me. As far as I’m aware, she’s only ever been kind and generous to Lottie.

Waterhouse amends his question: ‘Why did you want to kill her enough to make a plan to do it? Can’t just be because there’s something she and your ex aren’t telling you.’

I see the stripped-bare study as clearly as if I were still inside it: walls like wrecked human skin, the top layer peeled off; grey fuzz underfoot.

‘She orchestrated a nice little torture scene, with me as the victim. It wasn’t physical, the torture. She put on a sequinned evening dress to do it, not plastic overalls, Dexter-style – but that’s still what it was. That’s what pushed me to the point where I just … snapped.’

Stepping things up a level. Letting me know I was in danger. Which meant Lottie was in danger of losing her mother. I say none of this, because I can’t prove it. I’m here because I want to make it impossible for me to kill Marianne – that’s the official line, and it’s part of the truth, for sure. A big part. No one needs to know that I’m equally afraid she might kill me, or arrange for someone else to do it, or that I’m certain the little scene she orchestrated on 7 July – her sequinned dress, the stripped study, the mention of N.P. Pelphrey – was a death threat.

How can Waterhouse want to ask nothing at this point? He’s not even looking at me.

‘You know who Dexter is, right?’ I say, mainly in the hope of keeping the conversation going. ‘Fictional serial killer on telly?’

‘You’re talking as if you’ve killed Marianne Upton already.’ Waterhouse sounds bored. ‘You say you snapped, but you haven’t. If you had, she’d be dead.’

‘Maybe that’s the wrong metaphor, then,’ I say. ‘But something changed in me after her little psychological torture experiment. I wasn’t an ordinary person any more. I was a murderer. On the inside, I mean. I was just … completely different from how I’d been before. From that point on, I knew I was going to do it. I could feel it bulging in my brain, the reality of it, as if it had happened already. It was like …’ It’s almost impossible to explain to a person who has never experienced it. ‘Like it already existed in the future, as a … a done thing. It was never going to leave me alone unless … The only thing that was going to stop me was this: coming here, telling you my carefully worked out, foolproof plan, so that I could never get away with it. Even then, I thought, “Don’t be ridiculous, there’s no need to do something so extreme. Just don’t kill her. Decide you’re not going to do it and then don’t do it.” But telling myself that didn’t work, didn’t make it go away, and I started to panic, especially when I noticed I’d attached a time and a date to the plan in my mind. I knew when exactly it was going to happen. Can you guess?’

‘Guess what?’ Waterhouse asks.

‘It was going to be today. This afternoon.’ I glance down at my watch and feel a tiny detonation of relief in my chest. The moment I chose for Marianne’s murder is now well and truly in the past; safely gone, never to return. ‘I put it in my diary weeks ago: 30 October, 5.15 p.m.’ A harsh laugh escapes from me. ‘How self-sabotaging can you get? But it’s the diary-writer mentality: once you’re hooked, you need to get it all down, all the important things. It’s Marianne’s fault I became a diary addict. She started laying into me one day when I was about Lottie’s age, as if I was a moron who’d really screwed up: how could I be a teenage girl, with all the complicated emotions that entailed, and not keep a diary? She was going to buy me one, and I was going to love it, and write in it every day, and one day I’d thank her for it … blah blah blah, on and on she went. Did I have no life of the mind that I felt was worth recording? What was I, a human being with a soul, or was I soulless? She actually asked me that.’

Happily, I’ve forgotten most of the specifics of Marianne’s viciousness from my childhood, but a few incidents have embedded themselves like thorns – mostly the ones witnessed by Dad, who never questioned or objected. The funny thing was, I didn’t expect him to. I knew he had no more power in our home than I did, and of course he wouldn’t want to risk his ‘Special Subordinate’ status.

‘It took me ages to realise all Marianne wanted was to be able to spy on me,’ I say. ‘The diary thing wasn’t about soulfulness, it was about surveillance. She was right, though: I quickly got hooked. Wrote down nearly every thought I had between the ages of thirteen and eighteen. The state I must have been in, emotionally? Suzanne says it’s hardly surprising my diary was my best friend until she came along.’

‘Thirtieth of October, 5.15 p.m.,’ Waterhouse repeats in a dull voice.

‘Right.’ I feel dizzy suddenly, and squeeze the back of my neck with my left hand, hoping it might send more blood to my brain. ‘There was something about seeing my murder plan in black-and-white on my laptop screen, the date and time all neatly laid out in 12-point Times New Roman—’

‘You type your diary?’ Waterhouse cuts me off. ‘Onto your computer?’

I nod. ‘Haven’t always, but I do now. Perhaps if it had been handwritten, it wouldn’t have felt so much like I was typing up an official execution order.’ I shudder. ‘When
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