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NOW

When people are asked to describe me, they’ll probably say I keep myself to myself.

It’s a silly way of putting it, really, because it makes it sound as if you’ve got something to hide, and I don’t think there’s anything about me that’s interesting enough to be hidden. Not like some. You know what people are like, though, and newspapers always make something out of nothing, even keeping yourself to yourself. It’s what you get for not following the crowd, I suppose. For not joining in. Even if people are pressed a bit harder, they will still find it difficult to dredge up a little anecdote, to pull some distant memory from the back of their minds to single me out. The reporters will want a picture, but they’ll struggle to find one. ‘No,’ people will say, ‘Linda isn’t in any of those – she was never very big on parties’ or ‘No, I don’t think Linda was there that day’. Then someone will have a brainwave and dig out an old school photograph from the loft, one that’s faded and curled where time has eaten into us all, and they’ll climb down from the stepladder and cough and brush the dust from their clothes, and they’ll say, ‘There she is, look, I’ve found her – she’s the one at the back,’ and they’ll have to point to make it clear: ‘No, no, that one – the one you can’t see very well.’

That would be me. Linda. The one looking down when everyone else is staring straight ahead. The girl you can’t quite remember. The one who kept herself to herself. 

Except people forget that keeping yourself to yourself isn’t always a decision you make on your own.

I wonder how Terry would describe me. He’d probably say, ‘She’s Welsh’ or ‘She’s five foot nine’ because Terry doesn’t really deal in anything other than facts. He’d have our wedding photograph to show people, of course, although I’d really rather no one else saw that. Even when I dust, I don’t look at it. I’ve never liked pictures of myself and I dislike that one more than any of them. It lives on the mantelpiece, with a carriage clock and a pair of candlesticks that will never find themselves being introduced to any candles. There it waits, trapped in a silver frame, watching me live my life and pointing out all my mistakes. When I do catch sight of myself, stood next to Terry with flowers stuck in my hair, I always think I look surprised. As though I stumbled into the day by accident and didn’t realise I was expected to be the bride. I only put it out because Mother would have something to say if it wasn’t on show.

I’m not really sure how Mother would describe me. All I know is you’d have to find yourself a seat, because she’d definitely take her time over it.

Newspapers will always sniff around, asking their questions, wanting answers and photographs and rummaging around in everyone else’s business. It’s started, even now. All those people who walked at the edges of my life over the years have begun to reappear. All those passers-by and all those silent voices have suddenly found something they want to say. Everyone is trying very hard to work out who they think I am, which is odd because they were never very interested in who I was before any of this happened. I suppose they want to make sense of it all, and they’ll struggle because no one has all the pieces of the story, except for me. It won’t stop them, though. ‘Poor Linda,’ they’ll say, ‘she always was soft in the head’ or ‘Poor Linda, I often thought she was a little bit strange’, because we like to cast the heroes and the villains quite early on in a story, and then everyone knows where they are. 

Mother’s already had reporters yelling through her letterbox.

‘Give us a quote about your Linda, Mrs Sykes,’ they shout. ‘We’ll make it worth your while.’

She doesn’t, of course, because as much as Mother enjoys drama, she has always thought of it as more of a spectator sport. The journalists have kept at it, though. Very persistent, they are, standing outside the house all hours of the day and night, ringing the doorbell, climbing garden walls and knocking on windows. I told her to put some music on really loud and sing along with it so she can’t hear them. That’s what I’ve always done when I want something to go away, ever since I was a child. I don’t know how I would have got through some days without my songs to drown out the world. Terry says I’m forever misunderstanding the lyrics, but he doesn’t realise that there are always two ways to interpret everything in life. All you need to do is pick the version that suits you better. In the end, Mother stuffed the letterbox up with a pair of old socks. Now all they get when they shout at her is a mouth full of Marks & Spencer.

There are no letterboxes to shout through here, of course. No garden wall to stand on and no doorbell to ring. All the tiny details, all the quiet, unnoticed edges of the world have been taken away, and it’s only when they’re gone you realise how much you depended on them to make sense of everything else. There are newspapers lying around, but every time I pick one up it has holes in the pages where articles have been removed. Things that might distress people or make them feel uncomfortable. Although one person’s distress is another person’s couldn’t-care-less, so I don’t know how they decide which bits to take out. 

‘It would be nice,’ I said to a woman sitting next to me in the day room, ‘if life was like that. If you could just cut around the pieces you didn’t care for.’

She didn’t reply. Sometimes, they don’t. Sometimes, it’s as though you haven’t spoken at all, as if your world and their world are running quite happily side by side, but there isn’t any way of moving between one and the other.

At least it means there’s no sign of it here. No one knows who I am, because any mention of what happened has been deleted. It’s all been cut away, leaving nice clean margins. I have been disappeared. The only problem is, you try to carry on reading, away from the gap where a story has once been, but – of course – the other side of the page is missing too, so that doesn’t make any sense either. 

You can’t take a pair of scissors to one thing and leave the rest undamaged. 

It’s impossible. 
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‘There was another one at the weekend,’ I said.

That’s how I remember the whole thing starting. Six weeks ago. Terry stood at the kitchen sink, not listening. You can always tell. Even from the back of someone’s head.

Nineteen, she was. Frail little thing, blonde hair, smiling. Picture all over the front pages. I usually do a crossword on my lunch break, because I like to occupy my mind, but I popped into WHSmith instead and bought the paper that looked like it had the most coverage. Terry’s never taken much notice of the news, but I thought this might catch his attention. It was only a few miles away, and people are always so much more interested if they think something might trespass into their own lives.

He was trying to scrub a day’s work out of his hands, even though I’ve told him not to do it in the kitchen, even though he gets his muck all over the draining board. We’d only been moved into the house a couple of weeks, so it happened to be a different kitchen, a different draining board, but his tendencies hadn’t changed one bit. I’d decided the move would be a fresh start. A chance for a different life, to leave all the old things behind us. Except nothing in it was new. We’d only moved to a different house on the same estate, one I’d had my eye on for quite some time, but everything was just as frayed and worn out as it had always been. We had the same discussions, the same unspoken rituals, lived through the same small machinery of our days, and the only fresh thing about it was that it was all played out to unfamiliar wallpaper. 

‘I’ll have to get a clean cloth and go over that again later,’ I said, but my voice disappeared into running water.

I unfolded the newspaper I’d bought and put it next to him when he was eating his tea, but he pushed it back across the kitchen table and said, ‘Not now, Linda,’ because he didn’t seem to want someone else’s misery interfering with his egg and chips.

‘Nineteen,’ I said. ‘Her family are in such a state. Well, they would be, wouldn’t they? I don’t know what the world’s coming to.’ Because sometimes, I needed to be both parts of the conversation.

I watched the rise and fall of his throat as the food disappeared.

In the brief pause between a fall and a rise, he said, ‘I heard it on the radio at work. It’s not our problem to worry about, Linda.’

‘Of course it is. There might be a serial killer out there.’ I pointed at the paper. ‘The paper says so.’

‘The paper says a lot of things.’

‘There are connections,’ I said, pressing my finger into the headline on the front page, ‘with this one and the woman they found off the M6 just before Christmas. Do you remember? Blonde, very slim. Lily someone or other.’

Because, no matter how distressing the story, no matter how disturbed we are by it, once the headlines become quiet again, our concern for the people they shout about quietens down too, until there comes a day when we can no longer remember their names.

Terry rested the cutlery at the edge of the plate and leaned back in his seat. ‘What kind of connections?’ he said.

‘Well, they didn’t say exactly. The police never do. They always keep their cards close to their chest, I know that better than most.’

He picked up his knife and fork again.

‘I don’t know why you have this obsession with the police and what they get up to,’ he said. ‘One minute you won’t give them the time of day, the next you’re falling over yourself to help them.’

‘Because they need help, Terry.’ I picked up the newspaper and stared at the front page. ‘Just because I wouldn’t trust a policeman as far as I could throw him doesn’t mean I’ve abandoned my civic duty. Sorting out right from wrong is everyone’s responsibility.’

He glanced at me and then back at his dinner. ‘There’s probably no connection between them at all. Just a coincidence.’

‘But it says in black and white that there is. It wouldn’t be mentioned, would it, if it wasn’t true, and that makes it everybody’s problem, Terry. Even yours.’

Sometimes I watched him eat, just to remind myself how miserable I was. Egg and chips. Steak and chips. Punctured, plastic lasagne in a microwaved square. Buttered bread pushed around the ruins of a meal and into his mouth.

He always said, ‘Nice chips, Lind,’ or ‘Good bit of steak this, our Linda.’

Years of monotony had crept into the skin around his fingernails. His hands used to look clean. Hopeful. Somewhere along the line, he stopped being able to scrub away the remains of a factory floor, and they began to join us each evening at the kitchen table. He’d edge his empty plate forward an inch – only ever an inch, like an achievement – and he’d stretch the day out of his bones and scrape his chair back across the tiles, and then he’d leave me alone with the smell of a thousand other empty plates to come, and a clock that never stopped ticking, and he’d go off to digest it all in front of the snooker.

After he’d left, I always sat by myself in the kitchen, just for a minute. I needed to visit the silence. To be sure of it. When your ears are filled with the conversation of strangers and the scream of a television set, and the beat of distant traffic, when your head spills over with the unbroken whine of other people’s lives, if you happen to stumble upon one of these pockets of nothing, you should sit in it for a while. It’s the only way to make sense of it all, because it helps you to unpick the rest of the day. Mother always said I lived in a world of my own, but what she didn’t realise was that was the very thing I could never manage to find for myself.

That night, once I’d filled up my ears with the silence, I gave the worktops a good going-over and filled the kettle. I put another load of washing in the machine. Backwards and forwards, measuring my life along the tiles. We think we’re on a journey, but really we’re just carving out the same little paths. Up and down a kitchen, an office, a factory floor, a supermarket aisle. Kidding ourselves we’re moving forward, when all we’re really doing is retracing the same life. Over and over again.

Afterwards, I stood in the carpet-quiet of the hall, trying to fit myself into an evening that waited behind a living-room door. There was still some unpacking left to do from the move and I looked over at it, stacked against the far wall. Most of our lives still lingered in cardboard boxes. We’d taken out all the things we actually used, and the rest just shifted around from room to room. DVDs we never watched, books we never read, things Terry hadn’t touched in twelve months but still insisted he might need at some point, and clothes of mine that made me wonder if I used to be a whole other person. All these different versions of who we were and we didn’t feel ready to let any of them go. I told Terry we should put them all in the back bedroom until we had a chance to sort through, but he’d already filled that room up with his junk and heaven knows what else, just like he did in the last house, and so the boxes drifted around, getting under our feet. I stared at them as I listened to Terry giving his opinion to a television set; I listened to the washing machine spinning out the soundtrack of our lives; and over the top of it all I listened to the noise of my own breathing. It filled the whole of the inside of my head, and I must have stood there for a good ten minutes before I managed to take a step into the rest of my night. To sit with Terry as he slurped tea out of his ugly football mug and talked back to the television. 

The murder was the first story on the evening news, before the politicians and the footballers, and all the Americans arguing with each other. They used the same photograph as the newspapers, but they showed other pictures as well. Pictures from her childhood. Pony rides and ice creams. Party nights. University days. Evenings out with other girls – other, more fortunate girls. A family photo from last Christmas, everyone at a dinner table, raising their glasses and saying cheers! to the camera. Her entire existence unfolded on a television screen and nineteen years was over in a matter of seconds.

Terry tapped his fingers on the remote control.

‘Where do they find all these photographs?’ I said.

‘They’ve taken them off the internet. People’s whole lives are spread out on there. Anyone can steal a piece of it if they want to.’

I pulled a face. I’d never really bothered with the internet. I didn’t see the point of it when I had my crosswords and my music.

The newsreader was just repeating everything I’d read in the paper, and so I stared at the picture that stayed on the screen. The girl was in a garden, her arms around this big dog. A Labrador, perhaps, or a Golden Retriever. I can never tell the difference. She was smitten with the dog, you could tell from her face.

‘I worry about people’s pets,’ I said. ‘No one thinks about the pets, do they?’

Terry didn’t reply.

‘I bet the poor thing wonders where she is,’ I said. 

I stared into the girl’s eyes and tried to find something there, a clue that she knew what was about to happen to her. If your life was going to end so easily, if it would slide from your hands without a moment’s notice and nineteen years was all you were going to be allowed on this earth, you would think, wouldn’t you, that God would give a bit of a heads-up? Leave you some kind of Post-it note to make sure you made the most of the little time you had.

I was still staring when the scene changed to a press conference. A group of people sitting on plastic chairs in front of a big advertising board, like they have on the red carpet, except this one said ‘West Midlands Police’ all over it. There was an officer in uniform and a detective inspector, and next to them were the girl’s parents. They were the same people they showed in the Christmas picture, although you never would have known if they hadn’t put it on the bottom of the screen, because grief had stolen them both and distorted their faces beyond recognition. 

The police did all the talking. They said everything in that special police language they always use, the kind that makes it sound like they know something you don’t, going through the girl’s last known movements and asking for people to come forward, to report anything suspicious. Although they didn’t elaborate on what ‘suspicious’ might mean, and what’s suspicious to one person is completely above board to somebody else. I’ve found that out to my own detriment. The parents didn’t say anything. They kept their heads down, staring at a collection of microphones on the table and sipping water, but every now and then, one of them looked up with empty eyes, and immediately there was a feeding frenzy of lens shutters. Newspapers trying to capture their distress to put on tomorrow’s front pages, a perfect snapshot of despair to sell a paper, because nothing dilutes your own unhappiness like feeding on the unhappiness of others.

It was only when they panned out that I noticed. Behind the parents and the detectives, and the microphones, they’d put a giant photograph on the screen. It was the picture of the girl with the dog. The girl’s blonde hair rested on her shoulders and she had one of those fringes that wasn’t really a fringe, but stray pieces of hair that fell perfectly onto her forehead and framed her face without any persuasion from a hairbrush. My fringe has never done that. My fringe has always had a personality all of its own. I frowned at the picture. Surely Terry saw it as well? It was so obvious. I looked over at him, but he was still watching the screen with one of his expressions and picking at a back tooth. I felt a breath catch in my throat and I was just about to point it out to him, to see if he agreed, but right at that moment he said, ‘They haven’t got a bloody clue who’s done it, have they?’ and changed the channel. It was a sit-com. A middle-aged couple sitting on a settee, watching television, and for a second I thought it was us.

The moment passed. There was no point in saying anything, because Terry never believes a word I say. Hysterical. That’s what he calls me whenever I get in a state about something. ‘You’re being hysterical again, Linda,’ he says and that’s always the end of it. Instead, I stared at the traces of egg yolk around his lips. 

‘Most murder victims are killed by someone close to them,’ he said, without his eyes leaving the television screen.

The egg yolk was gathered deep in the lines at the corners of his mouth, where it would probably stay until morning. 

‘I know they are,’ I said.
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Obviously, I would never go to the police about what I saw at the press conference. I’m no fool.

In the past, each time I’ve been – and I haven’t been that often, I don’t care what they say – they’ve just fobbed me off with one of those volunteer officers and a paper cup filled with lukewarm tea. 

‘The thing is, Linda,’ that’s how they always start. As though I have to have the thing pointed out to me by someone else, because I’m too stupid to recognise it on my own. It was the same when I reported the suspicious man in Boots, and when I asked them to check on a strange car parked up on the high street. Every time I’ve spotted a man they’ve shown on Crimewatch they’ve never been the least bit interested, and on the last occasion, when I went about a weird noise coming from across the road late at night, they kept me standing on the doorstep. They didn’t even let me into the station. They get it wrong so often. Jumping to conclusions and judging books by covers. They’re over-stretched and under-funded. You hear it on the news all the time, and they need help matching the right person to the crime and sorting the guilty from the innocent, or people will just keep on getting hurt. I try to help as often as I can, but you can only do so much. Although it doesn’t mean I trust any of them because I’ve seen first hand the damage they can do. 

One of them came to the house a while ago. A community support officer in a high-visibility vest with a short-wave radio swinging from his pelvis. I saw him making his way down the garden path and Terry let him in the front door. I could hear them, talking in the kitchen in their low voices, so I popped upstairs to get changed because I don’t think it ever hurts to make a good impression. By the time I got back, he was gone and Terry was in his usual chair.

‘What did he want, then?’ I said.

Terry didn’t take his eyes off the telly. ‘Nothing much. Just a chat.’

Half an hour later, he turned to me and asked if I’d ever thought of doing an evening class. Terry wouldn’t know an evening class if it hit him in the face. It would’ve been that community support officer, interfering. I thought they were supposed to solve crimes, not send innocent people to learn woodwork.

After they found that girl’s body, nothing felt the same. 

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was a difference in the air. A gap where something else used to be. There were no kiddies playing out, for a start. You’d normally catch sight of one or two, whizzing past the house on their bikes after school, or you’d hear them somewhere over the hedges and the garden fences. Little voices in their imaginary worlds. Playing dress-up. Being doctors and princesses and models and film stars. Because that’s the best thing about being a child; you can just turn yourself into whoever you want to be. The little voices were gone now, hidden away indoors. Back doors were kept shut. Bolts slid across. Latches dropped. The pavements stayed quiet, and if you did spot someone, they were never alone. It was more than that, though; it felt as though the whole estate was peering back at you, waiting to see what would happen next.

The following day I did what I always did and I watched Terry eat his breakfast before he went to work. I like to sit at the kitchen table and do a crossword with my first cup of tea, because crosswords keep your mind sharp. They make you think about how everything else fits together, because you can’t answer one clue without considering all the others. The radio was on as well, because it made conversation for us and stopped anyone else from having to bother, but the disc jockeys seemed to have forgotten about weather reports and local travel news, and all the other subjects they usually fill the kitchen with, because the only thing they wanted to talk about was the murder. Everyone had so much they needed to discuss, although most of it struggled to find its way over the top of Terry and his cornflakes. He’s such a loud swallower. I’ve asked him on numerous occasions if he could do it more quietly, but he takes not one jot of notice.

They’d found her on some waste ground, down by the canal. She was taking a shortcut back from the supermarket and she still had her shopping with her, tins of cheap soup and a tube of toothpaste. Some of those reduced flowers with a little yellow sticker on the front. Mother always says that you can tell a lot from someone’s shopping bag. It’s a wonder someone found her so quickly, because it’s so quiet down by the canal. You’d never know you were right near a main road, but that’s the apron of trees, I suppose, shielding you from the noise of the traffic. It’s one of the few places left where nature still has the upper hand and it’s peaceful even in winter. I used to go down there all the time to get away from Mother because water always seems to swallow up all the other sounds, even the ones inside your own head. She was definitely killed in the place where they found her, everyone on the radio – and even the police – were very sure of that, except no one seemed to know exactly why the murder might have happened. They speculated. Talked about boyfriends and ex-boyfriends. Discussed things she may or may not have done, friends she may or may not have had. ‘She was such a good girl,’ people said, ‘until she got in with the wrong crowd,’ because you will always be judged by the landscape in which you stand, and being murdered doesn’t stop everyone running over your life with their own particular set of rules and regulations about how we should and shouldn’t all behave. In fact, they probably do it even more, because you can’t answer them back when you’re lying stone cold dead in a mortuary drawer. It turned out the girl was in a lot of debt. ‘I didn’t even know she had a credit card,’ said her mother. Which makes you wonder how well you can ever really know the people you stare at across a kitchen table each morning.

The body was deposited in dense foliage, the police said. 

The body was discovered by a passer-by who was walking their dog. 

Of course, they didn’t call her by her name any more. She had become the body. They use a whole other language after you’ve died. Even though you look the same, even though the very last breath has only just escaped from your lungs, it’s as if in that moment you give up being you and whatever remains becomes something that needs to be deposited and discovered, and transported like a piece of furniture. It was the same with my dad. The deceased. All the way through the inquest they called him that. I sat in the public gallery, looking down at the top of Mother’s head and at the tops of all the other heads. People who had come to gawp and gossip and fill their stomachs. I wanted to stand up and tell them all he was my dad, and they should start calling him by his name, but of course, I didn’t. I stayed quiet, because if Mother knew I’d skipped school to be there, she would have tanned my backside.

‘They’ll never find any clues.’ Terry had moved on to toast, which was only marginally less boisterous than cereal.

‘How do you mean?’ I said.

He waved his butter knife towards the kitchen window, where February rain beat hard against the glass, dissolving the world outside until the view became just a smear of something you once recognised. 

‘It’ll wash all the evidence away. Gone.’

‘How do you know?’

‘You see it on the telly all the time on these real-life crime shows. They never find anything in weather like this. If you’re going to kill someone, it’s the best time of year to do it.’

I stared at the rain. I’d never thought about murders being seasonal, like daffodils and trips to the seaside. How strange that something as simple as the weather could stop a murderer being caught. How clever we all pretend to be.

‘You never know,’ I said. ‘They could still find something.’

I turned back, but he was in the hall, faffing around with his jacket and arguing with the zip. I wish he wouldn’t hang it up with all the other coats, because it makes the whole house smell of the day before. I’ve pointed it out a million times. Then he started kicking at the bit of loose carpet near the front door, causing a big hoo-ha. I keep telling him that carpet needs seeing to. It’s a trip hazard. There’s the crack in the glass in the front door as well. It starts in the top left-hand corner and does this strange zigzag on the way down, exactly the same shape as you see on a heart monitor. When we moved in, I never noticed these things, but it’s started to feel as though the house is splitting and breaking around our ears. I pointed it all out to Terry, but I might as well have told a brick wall. ‘You were the one who chose this house,’ I always said to him. ‘You were the one who found it, you were the one who went and asked if it was for sale’, as though every crack and splinter was his fault. Of course, none of that was true. I’d chosen this house for us long before Terry even realised it existed, but sometimes, all you have to do is put something in a person’s eye-line, and eventually they’ll think it was their idea all along.

Terry came back into the kitchen, still trying to fasten himself up.

‘You’ll be home late?’ I said.

He didn’t look up. ‘No, I’ll be back for tea. There’s no overtime.’ 

The rain hammered louder on the glass.

‘There’s always extra work this time of year,’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’ 

I knew, of course, because he’d told me, in one of his notes that he was fond of leaving around. NO OVERTIME FOR NOW he’d written in big letters and filled up the whole sheet, and then IT’LL HAPPEN AGAIN on another one. Such a waste of paper.

I remembered it distinctly because it made me anxious. Not because I was worried about not having the extra money, but because I was worried about having the extra Terry.

He didn’t answer. He just kissed me on the cheek, like he always did. 

It felt like a handshake.

I watched him back out of the drive in that filthy van and he was gone. I was surprised he could see through the windscreen, what with all the muck and condensation. You can be fined for it, and get points on your licence, and he knows all this because I’ve told him enough times. Anyone else and I would’ve made a note of the registration plate. 

I carried on with my morning after he’d left. I work part-time, which is just as well because it takes me the rest of the week to keep on top of the house. It’s the small rituals, the empty habits you build over the years, brick by brick, that end up being your life, and I was halfway through a second bleach of the sink when I heard the post hit the doormat. I knew I’d have to wash my hands again afterwards because cross-contamination is an ever-present danger, but I couldn’t help but go and have a look. You always hope it will be something worthwhile, something interesting to interrupt your day, but it was just the usual rubbish. Leaflets about car insurance and sit-on lawnmowers. A collection of takeaway menus. There was a brochure, which was a bit different, although everyone seems to have a brochure these days. Even our window cleaner has one. There’s a picture of him on the front, holding up his squeegee and smiling, which is quite odd because I’ve never once seen him smile in real life. This brochure was much bigger, though, and wrapped in cellophane, and it was sandwiched between the gas bill and a flyer about the Conservative Party, and all the other nonsense that gets pushed through a letterbox.

I didn’t even notice it wasn’t for me at the time. You don’t look at the name on something like that, and I was just about to put it in the pedal bin with the local Tory councillor, when I realised how heavy it was. I decided something that weighty must be worth a second look and it might make a change when I ran out of my magazines. Terry says it’s a waste of money buying them, but I enjoy my magazines. Staring at pictures of all the people you might have been helps to pass the time. I took the brochure out of its wrapper and popped it in the gap next to the microwave, but it was only when I put the cellophane in the bin that I noticed the label. They’d got the right address, but the name on it wasn’t mine. It wasn’t Linda Hammett. Or Mrs L. Hammett. Or even Mrs T. Hammett, which is a pet peeve of mine, even though I’d never let on to Terry. 

It wasn’t addressed to any of those people. 

I could see it, as plain as day, nestled amongst the potato peelings and yesterday’s teabags.

It was addressed to someone called Rebecca Finch.
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I am not in the habit of opening other people’s mail. 

I’m not that sort of person. I have a very firm moral code when it comes to rules and regulations, and the line where right crosses into wrong, where truth wanders into untruth, is very important. It’s like those diagrams, though. The ones with different coloured circles. There’s always a grey bit in the middle where all the circles overlap, where right and wrong bump into each other, where truth and untruth can’t decide which one they want to be. Mother calls them white lies, as if changing the colour of something makes it more acceptable, but I do tend to agree with her. There are occasions when you have to look at the bigger picture. Sometimes, you think you’ve been deceived by someone, but that deceit is more to do with how you interpreted their words to begin with, rather than how they were delivered to you.

This was purely accidental though, and as the cellophane wrapper on the brochure had already been removed, I decided it wouldn’t do any harm to have a look through. Some things are just meant to be and so I went into the front room to enjoy myself properly.

It was a clothing catalogue. Filled with people I used to think I could become. Elegant people. People who perched on the edges of bar stools and on the arms of settees. I very rarely did any perching because whenever I tried, it never seemed to end particularly well. ‘Too weighty to be elegant’, Mother always says. The faces of the catalogue people were all smoothed out and relaxed. Some of them were clearly in the middle of saying hilarious things to each other, whilst others stared wistfully into the distance. A population of slim, happy people, who sat on beaches and in restaurants, who leaned against car doors and stretched their legs out on settees and pointed their toes. 

But it was an absence of things that made me stare, more than a presence. All the pieces of my life that were missing from the pictures. No Terry gazing deep into a television screen, no tower of dirty pots in the sink waiting to be seen to, no bus seat peppered with chewing gum and other people’s lives. No Mother in the corner of the room, digesting her own opinions. Within each picture was a small story, and a glimpse of days lived differently to mine. The more I looked, the more clearly I could see how my life should have been, and I wondered if I stared for long enough, might I be able to find it for myself, because it was in there, waiting for me. I was sure of it.

Mother always said a vivid imagination would be the death of me, but I’ve often found it comes in quite handy, because I could imagine myself into the photographs of other people’s lives straight away. It’s amazing how easily your mind can unfasten itself from your own life and head straight into another one, even if there are times when your body might struggle a bit to keep up. I could see myself quite clearly, drinking tea from a mug that didn’t have a chip in it. I could see myself having a smoothed-out face and making other people laugh with a hilarious, throwaway comment as I perched on the arm of a settee. It was easy as long as it stayed inside me. Everything was always perfect in my head. It was when all the things in my head tried to leave by themselves and happen in the real world that it all went a bit pear-shaped.

I reached the last page. There were two women sitting at a picnic bench. One woman had her arm on the other woman’s shoulder and they were both laughing. They were clearly friends. They probably went shopping on a Saturday morning and had coffee together, and they never had a stranger ask, ‘Is this seat taken?’ in the British Home Stores café and then drag the other chair away and leave them with just an empty space. They probably rang each other all the time. Had telephone conversations every evening and laughed about how ridiculous their husbands were. They remembered each other’s birthdays and even went on holiday together sometimes, and they filled all the gaps in each other’s lives so there was no room left there for any misery. 

Perhaps this was the life Rebecca Finch lived in this house before we moved in. A life with no gaps. No empty space where a chair used to be, because the seat opposite Rebecca Finch was always taken. I decided I’d quite like to look through the catalogue again, so I stretched my legs out on the settee and pointed my toes.

I spent a lot of time looking, which threw me late with all my jobs and I was only halfway through my second daily crossword when I heard Terry’s keys in the back door. I usually like to finish before he gets home, or he peers over my shoulder and interferes. He has no idea how crosswords work. If Terry thinks he knows one of the answers, he wants to fill it in straight away, in pen, and commit himself forever before he’s really thought about it properly. He doesn’t appreciate that you need to look at all the other clues as well, that you need to be sure everything matches up. Plan ahead. Take your time. It’s Terry all over, marching straight in without a second thought for anything else. The problem is, Terry’s handwriting is almost identical to mine, so you can’t tell where I end and he begins. On this occasion, though, he didn’t even notice the crossword, he just stood in the doorway with his mouth hanging open.

‘Why aren’t you at work?’ he said.

‘I swapped my day off.’ I glanced at the clock. It was only a quarter past three. ‘Why aren’t you?’ I said back. ‘I thought you said you’d be home for tea?’

He turned to close the door. He took his time, because he was still fumbling with his keys when he answered me. Something about swapping to a shorter shift.

‘I didn’t hear the van pull in,’ I said.

A bit of trouble with it, he told me. Left it at work. Didn’t want to risk driving home, so he got the bus. I wasn’t the least bit surprised. On the very few occasions I’d driven it – and I tried to do this sparingly, believe me – my heart was in my mouth every time I changed gear. That van was an accident waiting to happen. 

Terry looked at the cold oven and the deserted hob.

‘Well, I haven’t got anything ready yet – you should have let me know,’ I said. 

He leaned across the kitchen table in front of me and took a Jaffa Cake. I wouldn’t have minded, but I only had nine left.

‘Note,’ he said. 

‘Pardon?’

‘Four letters.’

‘What?’ 

‘Six across. Short letter college sent back.’ He picked up my pen. ‘It’s note.’

He filled it in. Just like that. I was furious. So furious, I didn’t realise until he’d walked into the front room and shut the door behind him that his hands were as clean as a whistle. Which was strange, because he hadn’t set foot near the kitchen sink.

The next day, I had an eye open for the postman after breakfast, wondering if he’d bring me something else. I kept getting up from my crossword and watching for him through the window, and he didn’t disappoint. He marched down the path with something plugged into his ear, chatting away to fresh air like people do, and a great pile of things in his arms. Everything was for us. Except they weren’t for us at all, they were for Rebecca Finch. Two big catalogues this time, one all about home furnishings and the other filled with different kinds of make-up. I’d never bothered much with make-up, but looking at the befores and afters on the front made me wonder if it was worth having a rethink, because it appeared as though you could turn yourself into a whole new person if you put your mind to it. I shouldn’t have opened them, but it didn’t feel quite as bad if you’d already done it before, which is a bit like being a serial killer, I suppose. 

I’d got through my chores more quickly than usual. Perhaps I was trying to distract myself from thinking about the murder, or perhaps it was the rain beating time against the roof and hurrying me along. Either way, I decided to ignore my crossword for once and have a flick through the catalogues with a Jaffa Cake instead. Terry had long since disappeared to get the bus, so I spread everything out on the kitchen table. Perhaps Rebecca Finch had done the same when she lived here, made a collage of clothes and lipsticks and cushions. A comfort blanket stretched across a tablecloth. 

Rebecca Finch’s brochures weren’t like any of the others I’d seen. Not like the ones that came tucked inside the TV guide, filled with handy gadgets you never knew you couldn’t manage without. Not like Mother’s wide-fitting shoes or Terry’s fishing equipment. They were thicker, for a start, and the whole experience of reading them had a gloss about it. The first one was filled with pictures of beautiful rooms in beautiful houses. Furniture you wouldn’t dare sit on. Ovens that looked as though they’d never cooked a meal and fridges so enormous, you could fit your whole life in there. I glanced around the kitchen as I turned the pages, and I wondered if the house looked as exhausted when Rebecca Finch lived here as it did now, because if it ever had any sparkle about it to begin with, it seemed to have worn off.

I stared at the middle pages of the brochure for a long time. There was a teal-coloured settee all on its own, with giant orange cushions and a coffee table in front of it. On the coffee table was a bowl that was big enough to hold the whole of Yorkshire. Further on there were shiny sideboards and occasional tables for every occasion. Lamps with no shades. Beds with no mattresses. There was even a whole section devoted to settees, and each one had been given a rating for how comfortable it was. Medium, it said. For all of them. Perhaps when something reaches a certain level of attractiveness, it has to let go of its ability to comfort you in order to make enough room for being so beautiful. 

It wasn’t just the furniture that drew me into the pictures, though; it was the absence of people. Every other homeware catalogue I’d seen had people in it. People lounging around on armchairs. People chopping carrots in a well-lit kitchen. People smiling at each other across a heavily discounted dining table. This could be you, the catalogues whisper, living your well-lit, smiling life and chopping vegetables. This catalogue had no one in it. Not a soul. I know, because I went through the whole thing from cover to cover three times. No one’s feet on the footstools. No one’s arms on the armchairs. It reminded me of a furniture store I once wandered into with Mother by mistake. We were at the retail park, investigating fridge-freezers, and Mother said, ‘Let’s just pop in here for ten minutes.’ Two hours later we were still stuck there, mainly because we couldn’t find our way out. 

‘Follow the arrows on the floor, Linda,’ Mother kept saying. ‘They exist for a reason.’

Our arrowed journey took us past endless rooms, cross-sections of imaginary lives, but all the rooms were empty, just like in the brochure. The imaginary families had gone, leaving a discarded paperback on a table, a tea towel on a draining board, a casually placed throw at the end of a bed. As if the people who lived in those rooms had just disappeared into thin air.

Mother and I stood in front of one of the living rooms. It was all taupes and creams. The kind of colours you could melt into without any effort. Giant armchairs. Cosy rugs. No dust. No clutter. No Terry.

‘I could live in a house like that,’ I said, but Mother had moved herself on to potted plants.

Perhaps it was just easier to pretend yourself into an empty landscape. Perhaps, if there were no people to be seen, you could imagine you were the only one who was really meant to be there after all. 

It wasn’t just the postman who was after Rebecca Finch, either. There had been quite a few visitors over the past couple of weeks who were interested in her. Several men in smart clothes with clipboards. A very chatty girl and her dog who knocked on the door the day after we moved in. It’s amazing how much you can learn about someone if you ask the right questions, and we had quite the conversation about Rebecca. The girl was on the doorstep for so long, I got the dog a bowl of water. I used Terry’s cereal bowl. It said in one of my magazines that there are more germs in a human mouth than a dog’s, and besides, he was out so he’d be none the wiser. Someone else turned up with a large brown envelope for Rebecca which they were determined to foist onto me, even though I told them they’d got the wrong house. I wouldn’t take it from him, of course, because you never know where these things might have been, and I noticed that very little care and attention had been devoted to the underneath of his fingernails.

Everyone wanted Rebecca Finch. She was extremely popular, and sometimes, I felt like saying they’d got the right house after all, just to see what it felt like to be her for a while. She tip-toed around the edges of my mind and it was easy to let her live there, because the house connected us both, after all. We sat in the same rooms and brushed our teeth at the same sink. We looked through the same windows, and put the same key in the same back door, and unless she’d preferred one of the smaller bedrooms we even slept in the same space, staring up at the same ceiling. I’d find myself wondering what Rebecca would do or say or think about something and I’d read through her catalogues and wondered it to myself so many times, it wasn’t very long before I knew exactly how Rebecca would behave. After Terry had left for work, I could almost hear her echoing around the house, her soft voice and the music of her laughter, Rebecca being graceful and petite and popular, and everything I thought I would never be able to be. But perhaps my life was finally taking a turn, perhaps moving into this house would be a new chapter after all, because you can’t spend time in a place and not leave part of yourself behind for someone else to discover. For someone else to absorb. It’s impossible.
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‘No one’s safe.’ Mother drew the curtains closed, as though four yards of beige velour would keep us both out of harm’s way. 

It was two days after they’d found the girl’s body. I knew Mother would be in one of her states, but I always visit on a Thursday afternoon and I’ve learned that if there’s one thing that stops you falling from the scaffolding of life, it’s holding on to your routines, and so I made the short train journey and arrived in time to witness the beginnings of a case of mild hysteria. 

‘They reckon it isn’t the first,’ she said. ‘They think there’s a pattern. That girl off the motorway at Christmas, whatever her name was.’

I hung my coat over the back of a chair. ‘It was further away from you than it was from us. I don’t know what you’re mithering about.’ 

She pulled the material into its place with a final sharp tug, and all the curtain rings danced along the rail. ‘It may surprise you to know, Linda, that murderers are able to utilise public transport these days. They might even possess their own car, in which case they can drive all around the country at will, putting an end to whomever they please.’

When she released her grip on the curtains, her hands were shaking.

‘It just brings it all back,’ she said. ‘Keeping the curtains closed.’

She took a deep breath and filled up her lungs, and by the time she’d released all the air out again she was back to the person she liked people to think she was, because nothing distressed Mother more than parading around a small weakness for all the world to see. Including me.

‘We should have never left Wales,’ she said. ‘Unpleasant things like this never happen in Wales.’

I raised an eyebrow at her, because Mother was always very selective about which pieces of the past she chose to accompany her into the present.

‘You were the one who insisted we left,’ I said. ‘You said you couldn’t stand being there any longer!’

‘You chose here, though, didn’t you, Linda? I asked where we should move to because I wanted to make you happy again, and you picked this place. Although heaven knows why.’

‘I read about it in a magazine,’ I said. ‘I thought it looked nice.’

‘And now we find ourselves slap bang in the middle of a Stephen King film.’

‘We’ve managed nearly thirty years without stumbling across any murderers. We haven’t done too badly.’

‘I’ve got my eye on a few people,’ she said, and gave a small sniff.

‘You think the serial killer lives here?’ My mouth stayed open after I’d finished speaking. I couldn’t help myself.

‘You need at least three murders before you can call yourself a serial killer,’ she said, because Mother watched far too many documentaries. ‘Unless you know something I don’t? Because if you do, I’m all ears.’

I shook my head. 

‘Next door but one, for a start. Always thought he was a bit shifty. Then there’s Nigel from the butchers, because they very often turn out to be butchers, you know. Or people from the meat industry. It’s the first ones they check.’

I was going to join in, but Mother was on one of her rolls.

‘Or that young lad who collects the trolleys at Asda.’

I stared at her.

‘Dirty fingernails, Linda. It speaks volumes.’

We stood in the half-darkness. She was right. It did bring it all back. It’s strange how the smallest remembrance takes you on a journey of miles, of years sometimes. It’s not the big memories, not my dad sitting at the bottom of the stairs with his head in his hands, and the shouting and the endless ringing of a telephone, it’s the small memories that catch you when you least expect it. The curtains drawn in the middle of the day, the sound of a piano lesson behind a closed door, a vase filled with daffodils. The tiniest fragment can take you from where you are now, to where you used to be, as if you’d never even left.

‘Of course.’ Mother made an inch gap in the curtains and squinted through. ‘The smart money’s on number thirty-one. Mr Kemp.’

‘Single Simon?’ I said.

‘He wasn’t always single. There used to be a wife, although you probably won’t remember her. Got dementia. Only forty-three. Ended up in a funny farm.’

She whispered the last sentence, because Mother seems to have this strange idea that if you say something within earshot of the universe, the universe might mistakenly think you are putting in a request for yourself.

‘I really don’t think—’ 

‘I used to see him driving her around before she was taken away. Visiting places from when they were courting. The church where they got married. The school where she used to teach. Hoping it would jog her memory. As though she might have left a piece of who she was behind and there was a chance she’d be able to find herself again.’

‘And did she?’ I said.

Mother shook her head. ‘He’s never been the same since she went. All those miles he drove. For no good reason. He still does it sometimes, even though she’s gone.’

‘Do the police think it’s Simon?’ I said. ‘Is he a suspect?’

‘The police haven’t got a clue. You could tell that from the press conference.’

I hesitated. ‘Did you watch the press conference?’

‘Did I watch the press conference?’ she said and then she repeated the question a few times, with bigger and bigger gaps in between the words. ‘Of course I watched the press conference. I watched it six times on catch-up. I even made some notes in my spiral-bound.’

She nodded over to a jotter, which was wedged between the remote control and this week’s television guide.

‘Not for anyone else’s eyes, though,’ she said. ‘Just a few of my own thoughts.’

‘Did you notice anything odd about it? The press conference?’

‘Odd? What do you mean, odd?’

‘Anything amiss? You know, unnatural?’

‘It’s a murder inquiry, Linda. Everything about it is unnatural.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘To what, exactly, are you referring?’

‘Nothing. No one.’

‘Of course.’ She returned her gaze to beyond the gap in the curtains. ‘You know what they’re saying, don’t you? Freda heard it on a radio phone-in.’

‘No. What are they saying?’

‘They’re saying the victims aren’t random. They’re saying it’s nothing to do with opportunity.’

‘What do you mean?’

Mother gave a small sigh. 

‘You’re forty-three now. Do I still have to explain everything to you?’

I nodded and frowned, which made her sigh again.

‘I mean the killer doesn’t pick people by chance, Linda,’ she said. ‘It’s all thought out. He chooses them for a reason.’



   
NOW

Every afternoon someone appears in the day room to do activities. 

Activities you only usually do on Christmas Day when you try to feel like a family. When your mother paints her face with shiny determination, but your father refuses to leave his bed and eventually your mother’s shine fades and everyone disappears back into themselves again. Board games and dominoes, a pack of playing cards, those kinds of things. You lead a life now where activities need to be unpacked from a box and laid out on a big table, because your activities have become things that need to be put in front of you in clear sight, and you have to be jollied along and repeatedly called by your first name to make sure you realise you should be doing them.

Sometimes, they bring a guitar or a dog. The dog is called Kez and she wears a fluorescent harness, and everybody makes a big fuss. There’s a strange sense of achievement when a dog likes you, even in here, because it makes you feel like the dog can see something in you that the human race has always managed to miss.

‘Kez thinks a lot of you, Linda,’ the woman always says. ‘She likes you, she does.’

Dogs always like me, even though I’m not a dog person. Perhaps that’s the reason. I’m not a people person either – a phrase Mother uses all the time – but that doesn’t seem to work
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