
CONTENTS

Wink Murder

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author


[image: ]


First published in Great Britain in 2011 by Hodder and Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Ali Knight 2011

The right of Ali Knight to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Epub ISBN: 9781444715347

Book ISBN: 9781444715323

Hodder and Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


To Stephen, with love


1

I snap my eyes open in the dark, sensing something is not right. The room is instantly familiar, coming into focus with the help of the city light that sneaks past the roman blinds. Tasteful prints hang on the wall, armchairs guard the fireplace opposite, one has Paul’s clothes piled on it in a disordered mountain, the other cradles my dressing gown, neatly folded. I’m in our bedroom, a place of safety, a haven from life. The other side of the king-size is empty, the pillow fluffed. Paul is not home. I hold my breath because there is the noise again, a shuffly scraping that’s coming from everywhere and nowhere. My heart pounds in my ears. The clock clicks to 3.32 a.m. as I hear a crash downstairs. It might wake the children and this thought alone forces me out from under the comforting warmth of the duvet. I am a mother; point one on the job description is to protect them, at all costs. My movements are slow and deliberate as I try to steel myself for what I’m about to do. I pick up my mobile and turn the handle on the bedroom door hard to ensure it opens without a sound. Someone is groaning in the hallway and it doesn’t sound like Paul.

I have mentally rehearsed what happens next quite often because Paul is away for work a lot at the moment and I think it’s important to know how I would fight for the only thing that really matters to me – my family. I like to be prepared. So, as if I’m a fire warden at work, I’m putting it all into action. I take a deep breath, punch 999 into the keypad but don’t press the green button, turn on the light and run for the stairs, shouting as loudly as I can into the night silence ‘Get out of my house!’, phone aloft like a burning spear.

I thump loudly down the stairs and use my gathering momentum to swing round the swirly circle at the bottom of the banister as a shape heaves itself across the kitchen at the end of the hall. ‘Get out, get out! The police are outside!’ I flood my world with light at the flick of a switch as the dark bundle clatters to the floor with a chair. I pull a cricket bat from the coat stand and feel its comforting weight in my palm and am in the kitchen in a second, the weapon close to my chest. ‘Get out of my house!’ He has his face on my kitchen tiles but as I raise the bat the shape turns to me and I see my husband, staring up at me from the floor.

It is my husband, but not as I have ever seen him before. He is crying, taking great gulps of air, snot running down to his mouth. I toss the phone on the table and drop the bat to the floor. ‘Paul, what on earth’s the matter?’

He doesn’t answer, because he can’t. He looks up at me and my former fear for myself is replaced by a more acute worry for him. I try to pull him upright but he is like a dead weight in my arms; he’s folded over and crushed, his demeanour transformed. That was why I didn’t recognise him from behind, he is not the man he used to be. ‘What’s happened?’

Paul smashes his fist into the side of his head and groans again. ‘Kate, Kate—’

‘Oh my God, what’s going on?’

He gets to his knees, shaking, leaving the car key on the floor. Paul is a big man; he’s tall, with wide palms, and shoulders you can fall asleep on, it was one of the many things about him that I fell in love with all those years ago. He made me feel protected. ‘Kate, oh help me—’

His hands are caked with blood.

‘You’re bleeding!’

He looks down at them in disgust. He staggers to his feet and I pull limply at his coat, he must be cut somewhere under the thick wool. ‘Are you hurt?’

I... I, oh God, it’s come to this.’

‘What?’ He closes his eyes and sniffs, swaying. ‘What has happened?’ He shakes his head and drags himself into the downstairs toilet and starts washing his hands, flakes of blood and brown water swirling away down the plughole. ‘Paul!’

He wipes his face on his shoulder and nods his head. ‘I killed her...’

He shakes the water off his hands and I slap him, hard. ‘Tell me what is going on!’

My husband looks at me, his arresting brown eyes bloodshot from his tears. ‘What a mess, what a stupid load of...’ He sighs from deep within. ‘Oh fuck, Kate, I love you so much.’ And with that he falls right past me on to the hallway floor in a faint no manner of prods, shoves and screams will wake him from.

Something at least becomes clear to me: Paul is pissed. He must be completely rat-arsed. There are probably many things I should do at this moment but first I must pee. I sit on the toilet and stare at the long body of my husband passed out on the floor, his feet turned inwards, his palms up as if he’s indulging in a spot of yoga. I am shivering with anger that he could get in a car and drive home in such a state. I shake his shoulders but he doesn’t move. I am not a spontaneous person, I need to plan things, to think; I have never imagined a situation like this before and I am at a loss, paralysed in the face of so much that needs to be discovered. After a lot of pushing and heaving I manage to turn Paul over on to his back and pull his coat apart checking everywhere for a wound. When I find nothing I am pathetically thankful – blood makes me faint. I sit back on my heels and stare. The hard planes of his handsome face have dissolved into a puffy mess, his strong jaw has receded into his neck. Paul is snoring, his chest rising and falling. The house is silent, my children slumber on unaware. The kitchen clock accompanies him with its staccato beat. The fridge hums and a window rattles. The house settles back into its night-time rhythm. At 3.50 a.m. I get to my feet, tiredness moving over me in waves. I can think of nothing better to do than go to bed. He’ll wake up in the end.
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What seems like a second later a small hand pokes me in the stomach. ‘Ava! Stop that!’ My daughter is squirming over me in bed.

‘Mummy, let me get in,’ she pleads, letting blasts of cold air into the warm fug under the covers. Normally my four-year-old wriggling in for an early-morning cuddle is one of my greatest pleasures, her soft, flawless skin so close, cold little feet pressing into my back, but it’s 7.10 a.m., my head is pounding, my eyes scratchy. Paul is not here and the flashing memory of last night pulls me sharply upright, my heart banging in my chest. ‘Mummy, I’m cold, Mummy...’ I cannot believe I slept, that I could leave my husband in such a state on the floor. Horrible images of his dead body being casually stepped over by Josh on his way to turn on the cartoons hurry me out of bed. ‘... Daddy’s on the sofa hiding under a blanky.’

I stumble from bed, pulling on my dressing gown. Ava scratches her blonde head. ‘Mummy, can Phoebe come and play?’ I ignore her as I busy towards the bedroom door. It’s time to get the truth about last night.

Paul isn’t in the front room. I find him in the kitchen leaning against the counter, a cup of tea in one hand and a slice of toast in the other. He is dressed and shaved and talking at Josh, who’s bent over a cereal bowl. My husband looks completely normal. ‘Here, I made you one.’ He holds up a steaming cup and smiles. I don’t smile back but cross my arms in a “try me” gesture. He puts the tea down, packs his grin away.

‘What happened last—?’

‘Nothing.’

‘That was nothing?’

‘I got drunk and maudlin, that’s all.’ He shrugs as if trying to make light of it.

My eyes narrow in sceptical disbelief. ‘But you were saying you...’ We both look at Josh’s head to see if it’s moved. I don’t need to use the word. I’m not even sure I can say ‘killed’, it seems so bizarre and melodramatic with the sun shining in the window and talk of congestion on the M25 coming over the radio.

‘Don’t be daft.’

‘So what happened?’

‘Nothing!’

‘Who were you talking about?’ Josh begins to sense something different from the normal morning pattern and like a tortoise emerging from a long hibernation lifts his head from his bowl, blinking at his parents.

Paul glares at me. ‘No one.’ I hold up my hands and wave them at him sarcastically. He knows I’m referring to the blood.

‘I ran over a dog.’

‘What’s “ran over”?’ Ava skips into the kitchen in a policeman’s hat.

‘I can’t believe you drove in that state!’

‘Kate, please! I’m contrite enough, I’ve got an awful hangover.’ We lock eyes.

‘Shreddies or toast, Ava?’ I ask crisply, moving to the cupboard.

‘Krispies. I want Krispies.’ I reach for a bowl and spoon.

‘A dog?’

‘Yeah. I felt I had to move it and I got covered in... you know.’

Blood. Your hands had blood on them, Paul, is what I want to say, but I hold back. ‘What kind of dog?’

‘What?’

‘What kind of dog was it?’

‘Labrador cross, I think.’ He looks at his feet. ‘I had to drag it, I got upset.’

I stare at my husband as he stands in the kitchen, the beating heart of our home, his progeny around him. I know him better than he knows himself. He often tells me that. And I know that when he looks at his feet he’s lying.

‘You know what breed, but you don’t know what sex.’ Paul looks blank. ‘Last night this dog was a “she”. This morning it’s an “it”.’

He shrugs, his face revealing nothing. ‘It all seemed more real last night, I suppose. Dogs can seem like people when they’re hurt.’ He drains the last of his tea and brushes crumbs off his suit. ‘I’ve got to go.’ He moves towards me and gives me a long, tight hug, rocking me slowly from side to side and planting an affectionate kiss in the middle of my forehead. ‘Oh, Eggy, you’re always looking out for my welfare.’

I have a high forehead, which I’ve always hated. Almost as soon as I started hanging out with Paul and his crowd, lovesick and in awe of him, to my severe mortification he made his friends laugh by calling me Egghead. But as the months went on and I started to dream that he was falling for me, I became Eggy, and of all his endearments it’s the one I love the most. He smiles weakly at me as we walk arm in arm to the front door. I help him into his coat as he hunts around for his scarf and work bag.

‘Mum, Ava’s spilled milk on my comic!’ There are screams and shouts from the kitchen.

‘You’d better go,’ Paul says, opening the door.

‘Are you OK?’ I cling on to him for a bit longer, trying to massage away the dissatisfaction from my unresolved questioning. He nods, pulling my arms away. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Never better,’ he says, but he looks sad as he walks down the path.

‘Mum!’ I wander into the living room, Ava’s scream rising through the octaves. I see a screwed-up blanket under which he spent the night, the indentations of his body are still visible in the cushions. He must have been up early to wash away the effects of last night. When we talked there was something I couldn’t bear to ask him, the lid on a box of emotions I was too scared to lift. What could have made him weep on our kitchen floor like that? Five years ago Paul’s father died of a sudden stroke. I never thought any man could show such grief as he had then – until last night.
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My name is Kate Forman and I am very lucky. I have been told this often enough by friends and family and I truly believe it. My successes are many: I have been married for eight years to the most wonderful man on the planet, we have two beautiful, healthy children and a house far bigger and grander than I ever imagined I would live in. I’m thirty-seven years old, I don’t have to dye my hair and I can still wear the clothes I bought before Ava was born (though not Josh; motherhood takes it’s toll on us all, however much we pretend otherwise). Accident, design, hard work or chance, I don’t really care; I am happy and so is Paul, and that is all that counts.

I know that Paul is happy, because he admitted to me recently that he thought he loved me more than our children. He asked me if I thought that was wrong, and I laughed and shook my head. I sometimes think I don’t deserve Paul. His family is much grander than mine, he went to a top public school, his mum lives in a manor house in a nice bit of countryside, he grew up with a tennis court, lots of brothers and sisters, first editions on the shelves and paintings that may or may not be valuable, nobody seems to know or care. It’s all much more impressive and romantic than my mum and stepdad’s sterile box on a suburban estate, photos of mine and my sister Lynda’s graduation hung proudly on the lounge wall.

I met Paul on my first day at university. I was Katy Brown then. In fact, he was the very first person I met after I’d left home. I arrived at the station with my bike; Mum was bringing my stuff up in the car and was meeting me on campus. Paul was the third-year student driving the van ferrying strays and cyclists to our accommodation. I was the only one he picked up on that run and I fell in love with him instantly. He was deeply tanned and ridiculously fit after a long summer break somewhere in Europe. He drove one-handed with his elbow jutting out of the rolled-down window, the late-summer heat bringing a pleasing other-worldliness to our journey. As we careered round huge roundabouts and sped down the dual carriageways of a big and unknown city, I felt an unadulterated joy at what life held, sensed excitements that have been hard to recapture since. He was two years older than me and teased me not unkindly for being a fresher. He was flirting and I lapped it up. He had big brown eyes and dark hair that sat up in tufts, which he would rub distractedly. He still has all his hair today. As he lifted my bike out of the back of the van I couldn’t believe that university would be so full of such gorgeous, exciting men. Needless to say, it wasn’t. In the next few weeks I scanned the campus but caught only brief glimpses of him. He waved at me a couple of times through the crowd that surrounded him, and that’s as far as it went. I made new friends, threw myself into first-year university life, got distracted by other relationships. I came to London after graduation giving him barely a thought. Five years later my friend Jessie started dating Pug, and besides having a ridiculous name Pug hung out with Paul.

Paul was married to Eloide then. At first I thought Paul must have said Eloise, but no, even her name had to be different – and difficult. She was a natural blonde. I’m not proud of what happened a year later, but they had no children, thank God, which made things cleaner. We just had a connection that couldn’t be denied. The first night we spent together was one of the most supreme moments of my life. It goes without saying that the sex we had was... I have no words to properly describe the intensity, the honesty of it. I got pregnant two months after his divorce came through.

Our story doesn’t end there, it just gets better and better. Paul proposed on a weekend in Paris when I was seven months gone, we were married when Josh was one. Our baby looked so cute on our wedding, wriggling in his little white sailor suit with blue trim. My mum jiggled him all through the service in the pretty rural church. Afterwards she cried and told me I’d done very well.

We’ve moved house three times since we’ve been together; from the flat to a pretty Victorian terrace to our imposing three-storey near the park. Paul runs a TV production company and has been very successful. We’ve traded up. If things stay as they are, who knows what we might acquire or how soon Paul can retire. I don’t work full-time any more. Before I met Paul I worked in market research analysing consumer behaviour – ‘poking our noses in and getting paid for it’ we used to say over the water cooler – but after I had Josh my interests dovetailed with Paul’s and I got my break as a TV researcher, which I’ve been doing ever since. I now work on Crime Time, a tabloid-style weekly show that relies heavily on CCTV footage and viewers’ mobile phone videos to catch criminals, from petty thieves to murderers. Even though I work three days a week, Paul still says that I’m ‘dabbling’. While sometimes that annoys me, it’s also fair to say that my sphere is the home, Paul’s is work, and we unite in the middle, like a neat Venn diagram.

This morning should be like any other, fiddling with packed lunches before hustling Josh and Ava off to school. Normally I can take almost anything in my stride but today the children’s bickering shoots right to my irritation vein. There is milk all over the kitchen table and chair, Josh is flicking a sodden magazine so splatters hit the paintwork. My children are spoiled, and guilt steals over me at how I overindulge them, overcompensate for what was lacking in my own childhood. Paul doesn’t mind though, he’s very forgiving.

I step through the kitchen chaos and pick up Paul’s cricket bat, untouched and ignored by his unsporty son, and return it to its place in the hall. I’m suddenly struck by how close I came to really battering him with it, and he doesn’t even know. Roll on 12.30 and lunch with Jessie. Today I’m drinking wine.
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Jessie’s not my longest-serving friend but she’s the most entertaining. We’ve arranged to meet in Trafalgar Square, I assume because she wants to have a scoot round the National Gallery, but when I start walking up the steps she turns the other way, showing no interest in seeing Impressionist masters or elbowing tourists to get to the postcards in the shop. ‘Let’s have lunch outside, it’ll be fun.’

‘Outside?’

‘Yeah, let’s get a picnic and eat it by the lions.’

‘Are you mad? It’s hardly a nice day.’

‘Where’s your sense of adventure? Come on, it’s on me after all.’ She grins cheekily, I’m seeing her for lunch today because she recently had an exhibition and sold a painting and is buying me a meal to celebrate.

We queue at a noisy sandwich shop and take the death run across lanes of revving traffic, then sit on the edge of one of the fountains. Greaseproof paper flaps in the gusts of wind as we tuck into sandwiches and pour wine into plastic beakers.

‘So, how are you?’ I ask, picking tomato out of my bacon triangle. ‘Work going well?’

She bobs her head from side to side, munching. ‘I’ve been meeting some new potential clients. Maybe something will come of it. I feel I’m on the brink of something exciting.’

‘That’s great.’

‘Or I’m just listening to bullshit.’

‘Well, that’s the lot of the artist, isn’t it?’

‘My lot, anyway.’ Jessie has only ever had one love: her art. She worked in bars and nightclubs to put herself through art school, lived in squats so she could buy canvas, still has to work today to afford studio rent and materials. Every spare moment she has she uses to paint. ‘What time is it?’

I peel back my coat sleeve to find my watch. ‘Nearly one. Why?’

She doesn’t reply, her eyes roaming around. ‘Oh, there’s someone I know.’ Jessie waves at two young men sitting further round on the fountain. ‘Don’t look now but the one on the left behind you is someone I’m sort of seeing.’ I peer over, taking in a guy who looks about twenty with a goatee. ‘He’s nineteen.’

‘You should be arrested!’ I say, faux scandalised. Jessie has dated, left and been dumped by a million men over the years I have known her. I doubt there’d be room for them all in the National Gallery, while my former lovers would struggle to get intimate in my bathroom. Her life has been lived with many different passions, mine with only one.

The young men wave back. ‘Aren’t they coming over?’

‘Maybe in a bit.’

I shrug, nonplussed. Pigeons swoop and waddle, people huddle. It all looks normal, but something’s not right. ‘Are you OK Jessie?’ She’s looking at her phone messages.

She smiles. ‘Never better. How’s Paul?’

Talking about him today doesn’t bring the usual warm glow to my heart. ‘He’s OK. A bit stressed, maybe. His programmes are going well, I guess. Crime Time’s moving up the ratings.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘The audience-participation element has really caught on. Viewers are picking up their mobiles and texting in in their droves.’

‘Interesting,’ Jessie says, chewing a mouthful of mozzarella and rocket. ‘Maybe I need to talk to him about how to get my message across. He really knows how to stand out from the crowd. What time is it now?’

‘It’s one. Why does it matter?’ She wipes a spot of mayonnaise off the corner of her mouth. The rumble of traffic is suddenly overlain with the strains of loud music. I can’t tell where it’s coming from. ‘What’s that?’

Jessie stands and brushes crumbs off her jeans. ‘Do you have your iPhone?’ I nod. ‘You may want to get it out.’

A bass beat booms out across the square and a couple start to dance not far away. It’s impossible not to start moving my shoulders to the catchy tune and now there are four people line-dancing near by. ‘See you in a minute,’ Jessie says and skips off to where sixteen people are now dancing in two lines. Jessie’s boyfriend and his friend have joined in, adding to the expanding quadrant of dancers.

The pigeons scatter with the moving crowd. I’m disorientated, a swirling group of people make weird yet beautiful shapes in front of me. Passers-by stand uncomprehending, a couple hurry away, a down-and-out stands mesmerised. The dancers come in all shapes and sizes, some must be as young as thirteen, others retired. There are housewives, women in stilettos, a man with a moustache.

They’ve obviously rehearsed their moves as there are now more than a hundred and fifty people dancing in a similar fashion. Jessie’s brought me to a flashmob, and just like every other viewer I get out my phone and start videoing. A joyful spontaneity fills me; I rock from side to side, the rhythm in the song impossible to resist, the absurdity of this performance under Nelson’s Column impossible to ignore. What the admiral would have made of it all I can’t guess.

The music’s changed now to a modern, upbeat tempo, the dancers are gyrating more free-form and with more energy. I know someone must be videoing to upload to YouTube minutes after this spectacle has finished. I stand on the low fountain wall and see a man high up on one of the huge lions with a powerful video camera.

The steps of the gallery, where so much art that once was innovative now hangs behind glass screens, are crowded with onlookers.

Jessie’s waving her arms, singing loudly. The music is building to a crescendo, the spectators grin at each other, someone cheers. With a final flourish the dancers perform their most difficult move and half of them jump into the arms of a neighbour, arms aloft.

Just as quickly as it started, the music stops and the dancers melt away as if nothing had ever happened. Two policemen, their faces teetering between bemusement and caution, stand marooned in the middle of the now-empty concourse. The crowd on the steps of the gallery clap and cheer.

Jessie collapses into my arms in a peal of giggles. ‘I couldn’t tell you, the look on your face was just priceless!’

‘That was great! How on earth did you get involved in that?’

‘We organised it through Facebook, had one rehearsal in a warehouse in Clapton and then we just did it. God, I’m so pumped!’

‘Look.’ The policemen are trying to talk the man with the video off the lion. ‘You’ll probably be on the news this evening.’

‘The closest I’ll ever come to fame.’

‘Oh, I have high hopes for you, Jessie.’

‘Let’s go and get another drink.’ She links her arm through mine.

‘Can I meet the new man?’ I cast around, looking for him.

‘Oh, he doesn’t really matter.’ She pulls me away. ‘Thing is, I really like this married man I’m seeing. I think it’s all spiralling a bit out of control.’ She looks at me carefully. ‘If you disapproved you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?’

‘How can I? Remember Paul was married when—’

Jessie makes a dismissive gesture with her hand. ‘He was far too young, it doesn’t count.’

‘Yes it does, he took those vows with someone else, remember.’

‘Till death us do part,’ she says as we begin to walk up Charing Cross Road. ‘It’s a good title for a painting.’ Her eyes take her somewhere else for a second or two. ‘Crowds of people are so powerful, aren’t they?’

‘Very true. Organise them and they’ll do the most amazing things.’

‘When you’re part of it you’ll say or believe anything.’

‘That’s the first lesson of history, isn’t it? Groups of people are easy to manipulate.’

‘My heart’s still racing!’ Jessie’s hand is on her chest, her eyes shining.

‘Who is this married man?’

‘Sshh.’ She puts her fingers to her lips. ‘I don’t want to hex it. After all, the sex is amazing, I think I’d die for it!’

‘Don’t say that!’ I am surprised. Jessie doesn’t usually talk like this, talk seriously about her love life. ‘Wow. Lucky you.’ Our conversation shrivels. She says nothing and I unexpectedly feel a shard of jealousy pierce me.

‘What would you die for?’

‘Oh.’ I shrug. ‘Paul and my kids, I suppose.’

‘What would you kill for?’

‘Jessie!’

‘Come on!’ She leans into my arm.

‘My family. Only my family.’

She wrinkles her nose. ‘How predictable and sentimental.’ She’s still on a high from her public dancing and spreads her arms wide and spins on the pavement. ‘I’d kill for an exhibition in New York, the cover of Art Monthly, some new boots... are you OK?’

Jessie is staring at me as I’ve stopped dead in the street. As she was prattling on a thought struck me: what would Paul kill for? I had assumed his answer would mirror mine: his family. We used to pride ourselves on having no secrets – until last night. I simply don’t believe he could get that upset about a dog. But if the blood wasn’t an animal’s then whose was it? For a second I think of telling Jessie what happened, but I dismiss it a moment later. I doubt I will ever tell anyone what happened last night. It will remain mine and Paul’s secret, till death us do part, and beyond.
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Paul phones later that afternoon to say I don’t need to cook as he’s ordering a curry for everyone and he’ll pick it up on the way home. I suspect his hangover taste buds are doing the talking and now the rest of us have to fall into line. Curry is not my favourite meal. I lay out plates and half-heartedly try to get Josh to help but his only contribution is to scratch his armpit and yawn.

Ava jumps into her daddy’s arms when he comes through the door, causing him to nearly upend the curry bag on the floor. ‘Whoa, monkey!’ he shouts, scooping her up with one arm and play-acting the desperation of trying to stop falling. Ava squeals as he weaves and bounces off the walls into the kitchen, curry in one hand, child in the other. ‘And into the chair she goes... and food is on the table! Phew!’ He wheels round and gathers me up in a tight and loving embrace. ‘It’s good to be home.’ I squirm away, images from yesterday still too fresh in my mind for me to play happy families. Paul spoons out chicken and spinach and chick peas on to a plate for me. ‘Rice, babes?’ he asks me over Ava’s screams as she spills apple juice.

‘Mum! She’s soaked me!’ Josh throws his poppadom to the table and shoves his sister as I make placatory noises. Ava takes the gulp of air needed for a big howl, but Paul whizzes round the table and picks her up, transplanting her back on his knee, and tries to eat with a child’s head blocking his way. ‘It’s all soggy!’ Josh’s fork clatters to the floor.

Paul raises his glass of water to mine. ‘Welcome to dinner at the Formans’,’ he says, smiling at me.

‘Mummy, are you twenty-seven?’ Ava asks, crunching on a breadstick.

‘No, darling, I’m much older than that.’

‘Are you twenty-one?’

I look at her indulgently. ‘No, I’m thirty-seven.’

‘That is soo old, Mum,’ Josh says, head resting in one hand as he shovels rice into his mouth with his fingers. I try to catch Paul’s eye but he’s staring at the table.

‘I saw Jessie today. She took me to a flashmob in Trafalgar Square.’

Now he’s interested. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, she was in it. It was amazing. I’ve got some of it on my phone.’

‘TV is chasing mobile and the internet now.’ He shakes his head. ‘If I’m not careful I’m going to become obsolete.’

‘She’s having another you-know.’ I look at him meaningfully. He can decipher child-proof English.

‘So who’s this one?’

‘He’s married.’

He groans. ‘Poor bastard.’

‘Paul! That’s uncalled for. Anyway, it’s his wife you should feel for. She has to suffer her husband’s midlife crisis.’ His answer is to drop his nose to Ava’s head and breathe deeply. I stand with the curry bag over the opening of the bin and watch him. ‘Are you OK?’

He comes back to us from far away. ‘Yes, yes...’

‘What happened last night, Paul?’

He avoids my gaze. ‘Nothing happened.’

‘Why were you back so late?’ I’m all reasonable inquiry, sweeping leftover rice into my palm.

‘I was just out with some people from work.’

‘Which people?’

He looks at me. ‘You’re quizzing me.’

‘I want to help. I’m here to help you, Paul.’ My voice is soft. I want him to know that we are a team, his problem is my problem and we can work through it together. He picks Ava up and pops her on a neighbouring chair so that he can stand and put cutlery in the dishwasher.

‘I don’t need your help, everything is OK.’ He is pacing round the kitchen distractedly, picking up things and looking under them, he’s moved his work bag twice. Our conversation is abandoned as I hear him opening the cupboard under the stairs and rummaging.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Nothing.’ He comes back into the kitchen.

‘So who were you out with till the early hours?’

‘Lex and I ended up in a bar in town.’

I nod carefully. No surprises there. Lex is Paul’s business partner, who loves nothing more than to drink, party and behave like a teenager. Our most common interactions go along the lines of:

Me: Just grow up.

Lex: Come on! Where’s the harm?

Paul: (Silent eye roll.)

Lex and I are not the best of friends. If this has ever caused Paul trouble over the years they’ve been in business then he’s hidden it very well.

‘What time did you leave?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘I didn’t know Lex could make you so upset.’ This is clearly the wrong thing to say as he shoots me a look that drains the brightness from my face. ‘Where did you knock over the dog?’

‘Run over, you mean.’ He shudders and shakes his head. ‘Near that car park by the bridge.’ He takes a long glance at his shoes. ‘I don’t want to talk about this any more, Kate. The whole thing’s unsettled me.’

‘Unsettled you!’

‘Stop grilling me!’

Sadness wraps around me as he retreats into the front room and turns on the telly. He has cut me out. Josh burps and Ava starts giggling, opening her mouth so that half-chewed chocolate raisins plop on to the table. I tell her off far more sharply than she was expecting and she starts to cry, which makes me feel guilty, which makes me feel angry with myself, which makes me livid with Paul for putting me in a bad mood and making me shout. Motherhood: a never-ending turntable of frustration and guilt.

A few hours later I’m lying very still in bed feeling Paul’s body settle into the mattress. I cannot get what happened yesterday out of my mind. His desolation and panic churns in me like a bad restaurant meal in my stomach. None of my explanations are palatable. Could Paul get that upset about a dog? I don’t believe it, but I may have to – the alternatives are far more horrifying. The spectre of another woman, another passion throwing him off-kilter, sits leadenly with me in the dark. We have been married eight years. Have I missed something? I always thought that if Paul was ever unfaithful I would know, I would spot the signs. I am a watcher. My dad left Mum when I was ten. Lynda and I heard the screaming and shouting from downstairs, the banging door. He never said goodbye. I have seen my dad about four times since that night; I didn’t invite him to my wedding and he has never met my children. Josh will be ten next year. The thought of Paul abandoning him at the age I was abandoned is unthinkable, just unimaginable. Mum used to say that it was a bolt from the blue, that she had no idea Dad was carrying on with his secretary. I have made sure in my relationships to never be my mother, outflanked and unaware. Mum’s with Dale now, a dull drinker who’s ‘company’. Lynda has never married or had children, but unlike Jessie I don’t think she’s happy about it. She was fifteen when Dad left and she has trouble trusting men.

I hate my dad. You see, even someone as lucky as me has their crosses to bear.

I spoon Paul as he slumbers on, curl my foot around his hairy shin and place my cheek in the groove between his shoulder blades. We fit together, we are man and wife.

Everyone likes Paul. He is handsome and kind, but – and I think this is the cherry on the cake – he’s not bland. He can remember a funny joke, win the fathers’ sprint at Josh’s sports day, offer good advice for Jessie’s broken heart. But sometimes people tell me ‘Ooh, he’s a one, that Paul’ and I think: good. He never ceases to surprise me; he’s never boring, and boredom is the death of all marriages. He’s also successful. Two years ago Forwood TV – the name is a combination of Paul’s and Lex’s surnames (Lex being a Wood) – was bought by CPTV, the household name, FTSE 100 quoted media company. We joked that we’d get to go to soirées at Downing Street and probably meet Elton John, but that hasn’t happened. My children will still have to fight for attention and favours and opportunities, just not quite to the extent that Lynda and I had to. The aura of ‘special’ is still a long way off.

It was hard to remain calm when Paul and Lex were selling the company. It really was an astonishing achievement, causing them excitement and a lot of stress. How are you supposed to feel once your dreams are achieved and you’re not yet forty?

The world Paul moves in is cosmopolitan, fast-paced, glamorous and reckless. He employs fifty-five people at the last count, a large proportion of which are women younger, smarter and prettier than I am. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that I am bitter about what the beauty lottery has doled out or paranoid about the competition; life has always been this way for me, my looks are not notable and my personality is quiet – I grow on you. I have mid-length brown hair neither curly nor straight, hazel eyes with, apparently, an arresting fleck in them, and a kind smile. Men are normally drawn to girls like Jessie with her stand-out tits and bottle-blonde hair, women to her loud personality and store of amusing anecdotes; however, it was me who walked away with the greatest prize of all my contemporaries: a marriage to and a life with Paul. I pulled it off because I am single-minded. When I believe something is right, and Paul and I were right, nothing can really stand in my way. I worked very hard at putting his needs in front of my own, of living my life in his shadow. I made it impossible for him to live without me. I never tell anyone this of course, it would make me seem surrendered, and I am certainly not that. But after ten years and two kids I’m sensing a shift. It’s time I stepped out from that shadow. My man sobbing on the floor, jabbering of killing whatever it was, is not something I will surrender to. I will find out sooner or later what happened that night, and then I will work tirelessly to put it right.
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The glamour that clings to TV is in direct contrast to the scuzziness of the offices where Crime Time is produced. To get to work I cower from juggernauts spraying grit as they hurtle towards central London, and when I get there I never linger under the 1960s porch that has chunks of cement missing, as if some feral animal has adapted completely to its urban environment and started eating it. Inside is no better, the carpet tiles under my desk curl up at the edges like stale sandwiches, stains resembling blood splatter the floor.

I turn on my computer and wave at Shaheena, a fellow researcher who sits opposite. We joke to each other that our grotty surroundings match the subjects that we deal with day to day. A bin bag leans against my desk. Before I can ask what it is Shaheena leans forward and whispers, ‘Black Cloud blowing in.’

I sit down and turn to see Livvy, the producer, ‘uh-uhing’ someone on her mobile as she weaves past office chairs towards us. I haven’t worked on Crime Time long enough to have met everyone yet, but Livvy has certainly made an impression. She finishes the call and throws the phone on my desk, huffing with irritation.

‘Not a good day, I take it?’

Livvy snorts. ‘Cretins and morons all.’

I see Shaheena holding back a smile. We call Livvy Black Cloud because she’s relentlessly pessimistic, sees disaster lurking at every turn. ‘I thought we got viewing figures that were up?’

Livvy doesn’t smile. She sits on my desk and swishes a long ponytail back and forth. ‘We did.’ This great news is not enough for Livvy, it simply gives her further to fall later. The frown deepens. ‘But no one is to get complacent.’ She points at the black bin bag. ‘There are more and more videos coming in from viewers. This is just a sample. You need to go through them and find the hard-hitting stories, footage that really shows the nasty little toe-rags we all live among.’ She jabs a finger for emphasis across my computer.

‘No problem,’ I reply.

Livvy does her best to spread her bad mood. ‘Don’t get overexcited. It’s grunt work.’ Nothing I say can persuade Livvy that I really like my job. What she thinks of as tedious, repetitive sorting and collating I see as fascinating insights into the dramas, lives and troubles of the public. That we can then play these videos to millions on TV, help catch individuals who are terrorising estates and make people’s lives better makes me love my job. ‘And there’s more out the back. I’ll show you where and you can lug it all back here.’

‘What else did the feedback reveal about the show?’ asks Shaheena.

‘Marika is a real hit, at least something’s going right.’

‘Ah, the great Marika Cochran,’ I can’t help but gush.

‘Isn’t she just the best?’ Despite Livvy’s mood tending to be dark, even she can’t resist the lure of Marika.

‘It’s a world away from the dancing show she first presented, but she’s got such a young and fresh attitude it really fits,’ I add.

‘God, what a coup it was to get her! It was Paul’s idea of course!’

I smile my sweetest smile, which can be pretty saccharine at times. Marika was my idea.

Livvy has made herself too happy for too long. The frown returns with renewed vigour. ‘Yes, the show’s going well as it stands, but I still get “bring it in under, bring it in under budget”. God, I miss the free-spending Noughties. Look at this rathole of an office!’ The three of us stare forlornly around us and I hazard a guess that I was hired for the main because I was cheap.

‘Why are we in this office?’ Shaheena asks.

‘That’s a polite description! Some jerk-off at Forwood forgot to do something with leases.’ She stands and immediately looks panicked. ‘Where’s my phone?’ I pick it up for her. ‘Kate, the tapes.’

Shaheena gives me a pitying look as I trail after Livvy down a poky corridor. She yanks at a heavy door and we are transported into the Crime Time studio. Livvy marches past a large living-room set with a leather armchair and sofa behind a glass coffee table. This is where Marika holds court when Crime Time is broadcasting, but today the studio is abandoned and quiet. The show asks for the public’s help in solving all types of crime, from murder to rapes and criminal damage, and exploits phone and text voting to raise money for community campaigns – a CCTV camera on a dark corner of an estate, new locks on pensioners’ doors.

To the side of the set sits a bank of desks where the researchers take the calls, texts and emails from the public, and from where we organise the public vote each week. The show is populist and unashamed to be so.

Livvy bangs through a side door and from there into a delivery bay and starts riffling through a black bin bag next to a pile of cardboard boxes.

‘I feel like the people who end up on our show,’ I say.

Livvy grunts. ‘What fool put them out here I can’t imagine.’

I open a bag and see hundreds of envelopes and packages, each one containing a heartfelt letter describing the terrors their authors are living with and, more often than not, a video to accompany it. ‘It’s crime from the bottom up.’

‘The world is full of liars and cheats,’ Livvy adds with gusto. ‘Come on, you take one side and I’ll take the other.’

‘You know, when I did my course in interrogation techniques—’

‘You did what?’ Livvy turns to me in surprise and I realise with a touch of shame that she never read my CV when I applied for the job. Not for the first time I suspect that being Paul’s wife made things easier than it should have been.

‘A course in how to question suspects, whether suspects are lying, that sort of thing. It was me and a load of policemen (they were all men then) and private investigators with a weight problem.’

‘Why on earth—?’

‘When I worked in market research...’ Livvy is looking blank. ‘Before I was a TV researcher I worked in market research. I used to design questionnaires and interview people to test their reactions to consumer products – chocolate bars, washing powder or whatever. Problem was, I often thought the results weren’t very helpful, because I often thought the subjects were lying. The classic case is when you ask a housewife how many hours of daytime TV she watches, she’ll tend to claim she watches none, but then if you ask her what she thinks of Jeremy Kyle, she’s tutting at his subjects every morning. So I persuaded my boss to send me on an interrogation course – you know, the “is this person lying?” course, to find out if there might be a commercial application to police techniques. So they paid for me to study part-time.’ We pick up a side each and head back through the studio.

‘And is there?’

‘Mmm, I think so. I’m still not sure, or maybe I just wasn’t very good at reading people.’ Livvy nods. ‘But I










CHAPTER 1

Maggie

Eight weeks before

I was always intrigued when a real bobby-dazzler walked into my office and asked for my help. It proved yet again that no one is immune from betrayal – no matter how rich, famous or physically blessed, every walk of life needed my services: a husband watcher. I was a snooper, a sex detective, a marriage doctor, a destroyer of dreams, a killer of happy-ever-afters. I had spent my career down amongst the grubby pain of love betrayed, of lies exposed. Beauty wouldn’t save you, money couldn’t insulate you from it. The woman in the doorway proved just that. She smelled rich and she was a babe.

‘Don’t be shy, come on in,’ I said. I was in a good mood, joshing and joking with Simona, the studious young Italian who worked for me.

The woman in the doorway was blonde, casually dressed, hard to put an age to but somewhere just north of forty, and scared as hell.

She stepped uncertainly into the room and Simona jumped up and closed the door behind her. ‘Please, take a seat,’ she said, holding out her hand towards the sofa.

The woman declined our offer of coffee or tea so Simona gave her a glass of water.

The woman perched on the edge of a small sofa near the window, her ankles and knees clamped together in a pose that the royals used to guarantee no knicker shots. Her blue eyes roamed over the three desks in the room, mine, Simona’s and Rory’s, over my retro filing cabinet and the pot plants and the black fan that only gets used on the three hottest days of the year. I couldn’t tell if she was impressed by my stripped wood floors or my linen blinds, but I was. I loved my office and I loved my job. ‘How can I help you?’ I asked.

There was silence for a moment. The woman looked at her hands helplessly, twiddled with her wedding ring and gripped her bag. ‘God, this is so embarrassing.’ She tailed off, her voice was quiet. She conjured up English country gardens and mellow stone walls, scones and cricket matches and all that Olde English stuff.

Simona gave me a conspiratorial look and made herself scarce by heading into the small kitchen off the main room to make fresh coffee and pull out some little Italian cakes that always oiled the wheels when a client came in. ‘OK, let’s start at the beginning,’ I said. ‘I’m Maggie Malone, I run the Blue and White agency, and I’m going to find out if he’s cheating on you. I’ll tell you who he’s cheating with, where and how, I’ll show you the video, pictures or audio evidence if you want to see or hear it. And you’ll pay me.’ I smiled. Her mouth fell open, but only for a moment. ‘And then you get to skip all the bits where he claims it was a misunderstanding and he’s innocent and all that. It saves you a lot of time.’

I usually got one of three reactions at this point: tears, anger, or an empty seat and a banging door. Very rarely I got a fourth: she sat bolt still for about three seconds and then she burst out laughing. It was the first cocktail of the evening, that smile. She put her bag on the floor and sat back, twirling a shapely ankle that poked beneath her trousers. She ran her hands down her shiny hair, clasped them in front of her over her knees. Her beauty came out when she relaxed. ‘I think you and I are going to get on very well.’

I’d always been Marmite, people either loved me or hated me. This lady was a snob and I was a yob, and often opposites attract. Some people disliked what I do, they found it grubby and underhand, but I say, wouldn’t you want to know if he was cheating? Wouldn’t you open that envelope, click on that video file? Of course you would and anyone who says otherwise is a hypocrite.

I stood up and came over and we shook hands.

‘I’m Helene Moreau,’ she said.

Of course she had a name like that. Exotic, classy, I guessed the husband was French. There was no ‘which Helene?’ for her. She was one of a kind.

‘And how can I help you, Helene?’

Simona arrived back in the room with fresh coffee in a cup and a cake plate decorated with flowers, on which sat the Italian biscuits. This time she took both without hesitation. She sighed. ‘I want you to tell me if I’m married to a cheating bastard.’
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