

Chapter 1

JENNY

Wednesday

I stare down at my hands – the gold band is missing from my ring finger. My heart flutters wildly as I try to recall what I’ve done with it, noting at the same time the thick, dark lines beneath my short nails – which, instead of their usual, manicured, rounded shape are rough and jagged. My fingers tremble as I hold them up, my brain fighting to connect what I see with a memory of how they came to be like this. A plausible reason for the dirt embedded there doesn’t come to me.

A knock makes me jump.

‘You all right in there, love? You’ve been ages.’ It’s Mark. Obviously. Who else would it be? Images flit through my mind’s eye, like beetles scuttling to hide, but I can’t grasp hold of any that make sense.

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ I call, my focus fixed on the grey, marble-effect tiles above the sink as I speak this lie. I daren’t tell him I can’t even remember getting out of bed, or that I woke on the cold, tiled kitchen floor, stiff and aching having spent God knows how long lying there before sneaking back upstairs and into the bathroom, where I locked myself in, fearful; afraid of … what? Something. The unknown.

It’s been a while since I’ve had a blackout like this one. I’ve had night terrors, but no episodes of leaving the bedroom, or house, since … Oh, God. I take a deep breath and swallow hard, squeezing the panicky feeling back down. There’s something lurking in the recesses of my mind – something bad. I might not be able to recall what that something is, yet, but I’m sure it’ll rear its ugly head. It’ll surface and present itself to me in a way that’ll no doubt catch me off-guard.

‘You’re going to be late, Jen,’ Mark says, his tone gentle. He can probably sense something isn’t right. That, or he’s found my discarded wedding ring and is worried it’s happening again. The memory of the last time I slipped my ring from my finger and hurled it at Mark is still fresh in my mind. I cringe as I recall the stream of expletives and insults that flew from my mouth. It wasn’t my finest moment.

‘Be there in a minute. Can you hurry the kids along for me?’ I do my best to keep my voice steady, despite the fear rising within me. Why is my ring missing, and why is there mud under my nails?

I scrub at them with a nail brush for what feels like ten minutes before leaving the sanctuary of the bathroom with my dirty pyjamas bundled in my arms. I lift the lid of the hamper and shove them underneath the other clothes. I don’t want Mark to see them.

What the hell did I do last night?




Chapter 2

MARK

My eyes take a while to focus. I reach a hand across the bed, but it’s empty. What time is it? I feel groggy – no doubt due to the bottle of red I polished off last night – and my head hurts. I’ll pretend it’s because of the ‘my body isn’t used to getting that much sleep’ story I like to tell myself, all the while knowing it’s simply because I’m hung over. Midweek drinking is never a good idea. Although, every time I choose to partake, I seem to forget that. It was a celebration, the voice in my head says. Indeed, I do like to celebrate every achievement, however small – and last night’s was because I’ve reconnected with an old uni chum who is going to propel my IT business to new heights. Or so he repeatedly promised me. The details of how he’s going to help me accomplish this are hazy.

I slowly extricate myself from the tangle of duvet and stumble towards the en suite. Water is running; Jen must be getting ready. I collapse back on the bed and grab my mobile from the bedside table. I squint at the display. It’s 7 a.m. Damn. My alarm didn’t go off. Not that I’m a creature of habit or anything, but I have set my alarm for 6 a.m. every morning for the past ten years. And every time it goes off, I get up. Even if, like this morning, I’m worse for wear. Why not today?

Because it’s been turned off.

Surely I didn’t do that?

Lying with my head turned away from the light filtering through the curtains, I attempt to retrace my steps. Jen was in bed when I came up last night, having gone up before me while I drained the last drops of wine watching a repeat episode of Breaking Bad. I kissed her goodnight, placed my phone on the table and went to sleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I didn’t even go on my phone, and I certainly have no recollection of switching the alarm off. I frown and swipe the alarm notification across again to make sure it goes off tomorrow, and get up again. Jen has been in the bathroom far longer than usual.

‘You all right in there, love?’ I ask through the door.

She says she is. I tell her she’s going to be late, wondering if her alarm also malfunctioned. Then with a jolt I realise I, too, will be late. Jen asks me to get Ella and Alfie sorted and I suppress a sigh. I have to get them their breakfast and make sure they have everything for school. It’s the last thing I need right now on top of being late – my day is already going down the pan. And just as I chastise myself for negative thinking, telling myself the day will be what I make of it, something shiny on the fluffy cream rug at the end of the bed catches my attention. Nausea sweeps through me as I duck down to pick it up. A groan sounds through my pursed lips as I hold it between my thumb and forefinger. Jen’s wedding ring.

Shit.

Bar her need to remove it for work sometimes, it’s only ever come off her finger once before during our ten-year marriage. And on that occasion, all hell broke loose. Did she throw this at me last night? I couldn’t have been too drunk to remember. It was only one bottle of wine. But something made her take it off. And now she’s hiding away in the en suite.

I look at the closed door, half afraid of what I’m going to be faced with when she opens it. Then the squealing noises from downstairs remind me that I must hurry the morning routine along. I leave the bedroom and head to the kitchen, relieved at the excuse to put off confronting the reason Jen is avoiding me.




Chapter 3

JENNY

Mark has everything running like a well-oiled machine by the time I reach the kitchen, dressed for work, my face plastered with my usual make-up and a smile. Ella and Alfie are in their school uniforms, each sitting at the table eating two rounds of Marmite on toast, glasses of orange juice poured ready for them to down before packing them into the car to drive to Coleton Combe primary. Mark was going to do the drop-off today for once and I the pick-up, so that I could make an early start at the practice, but I’m guessing, given the time and the fact he is in a state of undress, I’m doing both.

It’s times like these I wish he’d made use of the ample space in our house to set up his office here – it would save a lot of bother as well as keep business costs down, but he was adamant he needed a place away from the home, somewhere he could separate his work and family life. So, for now, his workplace is in Exeter, about a forty-minute drive away. The plus with having my vet practice just on the outskirts of the village is that I’m there in minutes – no rush-hour traffic to cope with; no road diversions or traffic jams – so I usually take the kids. Because this morning hasn’t begun as planned, the early start is out of the window.

Mark looks up at me as I enter, his large, dark eyes filled with concern. ‘Morning,’ he says, placing his mug back on the table. No ‘love’ at the end, like normal. I swallow down my anxiety and muster a cheery response, quickly sidling up to him, leaning down and planting a kiss on his lips. His shoulders visibly lower as tension leaks from them. He was clearly expecting a different reaction.

‘Well, you two are being super good!’ I go to Ella and Alfie in turn, kissing the tops of their heads, then ruffling their mops of dark hair.

‘Aw, Mummy,’ Alfie moans, patting his hair down again. Ella merely rolls her eyes without comment. Mark casts his gaze towards them, then back to me. The tension in his body may have gone, but it remains heavy in the atmosphere and I realise I have to be the one to make the first move here.

‘Not sure what happened with the alarms,’ I venture. ‘Sorry to have hogged the bathroom – you go ahead and get ready. I’ll take the kids to school.’ I walk back to him and slip my arms around his bare shoulders, my eyes dropping to his sexy, brown torso. His hands reach up, covering mine and, for a moment, my anxiety melts away with his warmth. Then, he abruptly drains his mug of coffee and stands. He’s a foot taller than me, slim but with impressive, well-defined muscles in his chest and upper arms. He keeps himself fit with regular gym sessions and cycling. His strength has always been something I’ve adored. It was one of the things that drew me to him when we first met eleven years ago, yet it’s also something that scares me sometimes. As much as I’d been determined to choose a life partner who was as opposite from my father as possible, they did have that in common.

I push those thoughts away as Mark takes my hand and turns it palm-up, dropping my wedding ring into it and giving me a questioning look.

‘Are we okay, Jen?’

My throat constricts. ‘Yes,’ I say, keeping eye contact. ‘I don’t remember taking it off,’ I admit. I slip the ring back on and Mark takes me in his arms. Warm. Safe. Secure. Or, that’s how it used to be not that long ago. ‘I wish we could stay like this all day,’ I murmur into his smooth chest, then pull back, smiling up at my husband. The man who has stood by me all these years, the father of my children. He’s a good dad – really good. He puts Ella and Alfie first and spends time with them, never raising his voice or losing his patience, always giving them his best. He’s present, doesn’t disappear for days on end like my own father used to. Doesn’t leave them alone with a disturbed mother.

Or, maybe he does.

Am I disturbed? I have night terrors and, more worryingly, unexplainable moments in time where I’m unaware of what I’m doing. There’ve been occasions, like last night, when I’ve woken up, not in bed, and can’t recall where I’ve been. So, maybe I am disturbed? But I have to believe I’m as good a mother as he is a father. We’re a team. Despite what he did last year. However hard I try to dislodge it, though, an echo of mistrust remains wedged inside my mind like a cork stuck fast in a bottle.

‘So do I, love. But the bills won’t—’

‘Pay themselves,’ we say in unison.

‘Look,’ Mark says, ‘if there’s something playing on your mind …’

‘We’ll talk later,’ I say, smiling to reassure him. I need the next eight hours to come up with a suitable explanation – a reason why I’m feeling this way. One that doesn’t involve me telling him the truth.




Chapter 4

JENNY

I’m hot and flustered by the time I fling myself and the kids out the house to jump into the car, shouting goodbye up the stairs to Mark before I slam the door behind me and press my key fob to release the central locking.

‘Why isn’t Daddy taking us?’ Ella asks as she pulls her booster seat from the rear of the car and positions it in the passenger side of my Volvo estate.

‘Er … come on, missy,’ I say, my brow furrowing. ‘You know you have to sit in the back, it’s—’

‘The laaaaw,’ Ella finishes, her expression mocking as she yanks it back out. ‘Was worth a try.’ The fact that as a family we’re all able to finish each other’s sentences screams at me that we repeat the same things often. It’s like Groundhog Day.

‘And it’s because our alarms didn’t go off this morning, we’re running late and Daddy has to be in work by nine-thirty.’ I’m thankful Alfie has at least quietly climbed into his own booster seat and has secured his seatbelt without me having to ask or help. ‘Good boy, Alfie,’ I say, shooting Ella a ‘see – your six-year-old brother is better behaved than you’ glare.

‘Whatever,’ Ella says, then pokes her tongue out at me.

‘Ew! You’re not going to put that thing back in your mouth, are you?’

‘Ha-ha, Mum.’

I swear Ella has already begun the process of becoming a teenager, despite only being eight. As I walk towards the driver door, my gaze drifts back to the front of the house, and a black bin liner bundled beside the step catches my attention. I must have missed it when we rushed out. There’s no time to mess about, so I shouldn’t check now. I’ll see what it is later. My hand hovers on the handle. No. I can’t leave it – I have to know what it is and why it’s been left there.

‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ I mumble to myself. ‘Two secs, kids,’ I say, and jog back to the step. There’s nothing on the bag – no identifying labels or anything. It’s not secured with its green drawstring; the top is just twisted around. Maybe Mark put it there ready to throw into the wheelie bin. But then I remember that we don’t have black bin bags – I only buy the white ones specific for my Brabantia swing bin. My stomach lurches, a buried memory fleetingly resurfacing as I pick it up. It’s quite heavy. Something makes me hesitate and suddenly I don’t want to know what’s inside.

‘Hurry up, Mum!’ Ella shouts from the car.

‘Yes, sorry. Just got to bin this.’ I take the bag and have a quick glance around. The long gravel drive is empty, and there is no noise from the neighbours – we can’t even see their houses from here. I nip around the side of the house, where the wheelie bins and recycling boxes are kept. Out of sight of the children, I place the bag at my feet and crouch down. My hands shake as I carefully untwist the top, adrenaline shooting through my veins. It’s like my body knows what’s inside before I do.

The smell hits me first, and I gag.

‘Jesus!’ I automatically withdraw my face from it.

Inside is a mushy mess. The remnants of an animal, possibly a cat by the size and shape. Why on earth would someone put this on my doorstep? I’ve had live animals left outside my house before – presumably by those who knew I was a vet. Mark had joked that I was the local answer to unwanted pets – the equivalent to an abandoned baby being left at a hospital for a caring nurse to find. But leaving the remains of a pet is something else. There’s no possible reason for it. Other than to shock; disgust. Tears burn my eyes. How could someone do this to a defenceless domestic animal? I really hope it didn’t suffer. I’m about to twist the top of the bag again when I notice something else.

My heart plummets.

Gently rolling the top down, I uncover more of the mutilated animal, its tail, ginger and striped, curled to the side of the guts. More or less intact, albeit bloody.

Poor thing. Definitely a cat, then.

But that isn’t what makes me gasp.

It’s the dead butterfly lying on top.

Stumbling back from the bag, I lurch to the side of the house and throw up.

That can’t be a coincidence.

Someone must know.




Chapter 5

JENNY

‘Morning, Jen – thank God. I was beginning to worry.’ Hayley scoots her chair out from the reception desk and stands, reaching over the counter to pass me a piece of paper. ‘These are the early morning animals in for surgery. Nisha has done the preliminaries; Vanessa is organising the operating room and I’ve booked them in.’ Her voice is clipped.

‘Thanks so much – sorry I’m late.’ I’m flustered, more than I’ve ever been before. ‘Samir not here yet?’

‘No, and nor is Abi. I don’t know what’s going on this morning; everything is out of whack. You know, the place can’t run smoothly if we’re not all here on time. Wouldn’t be as bad if you hadn’t expanded the services we offer.’ Her cheeks are pink, but the rest of her face is pale. She looks tired. Hayley is the longest-serving staff member, apart from myself and Samir. He and I set up the Well Combe Pet Care practice after many long discussions, which began over a pint and a large wine at a dinner celebrating another vet’s practice opening. I’d worked as a vet since qualifying but always for someone else. And, hitting thirty-five and realising I didn’t want that forever, I had drunkenly divulged my ‘big plan’ to Samir – who, it turned out, was equally fed up with being stagnant in the current practice. It was a divine intervention, we’d decided.

We were lucky to have the money to buy the premises and accompanying land, thanks to Samir’s parents and to Mark’s grandparents, who’d left him a significant sum when they passed. Mark saw it as an investment opportunity, with the hope that eventually a small building to accommodate his IT business could be added within the grounds.

To begin with, the vet practice didn’t even have any veterinary nurses – we only had a small client list and Hayley ran pretty much everything while we did the direct pet care. Our plan had always been to build the business, though – and three years ago, things finally came together when we hired Vanessa, who is the senior nurse now. Nisha came on board more recently, at the same time as Abi who Hayley is training up on the reception but who also has her eye on becoming a veterinary nurse; she’s bright and enthusiastic and young enough to ‘mould’. It’s a happy practice. We all get along – each bringing a unique set of skills to the table.

Hayley’s been under the weather lately with a flare-up of her arthritis, and I don’t like to think I’ve caused her any stress. ‘You go grab a cuppa. I’ll call Samir and Abi – I’m sure they’re on their way. I don’t know if there’s been an accident or something, because the roads are busy and there seems to be a lot of activity for a Wednesday.’

‘Maybe there’s an issue on the main road then – often people use the village as a cut-through to town if there is.’ Hayley tuts and bustles off in the direction of the staffroom while I take some deep breaths and attempt to regain control of the day. I have a weird feeling, but it’s one I can’t place – like déjà vu, but not quite. As I’m about to call Samir, he bursts in.

‘Bloody hell – what a shit morning.’ His arms are loaded with a cardboard box and some files, topped with a Marvel Avengers lunch bag – ‘temporarily borrowed’ from his seven-year-old son because Duffy, the family cockapoo, destroyed his own when he left it lying around at home. Ella and Alfie are so desperate for a dog but if I’m honest, I’m afraid of the added responsibility. I’ve promised them a rabbit instead – although not given a specific date for its arrival. I’m hoping to put it off for another year or so.

I smile at Samir, shaking my head. His cursing is terrible, but he says it in such a way that it never sounds offensive. I think it’s his accent, which gives his bad language a certain charming quality, although it’s diluted since I first met him back when we studied at Plymouth university. There isn’t a huge Indian community locally and as he’s been living in Devon for almost twenty years, sometimes I catch a Devonian dialect slipping into his conversation. I have asked him to refrain from spouting profanities when clients are around, but he lets loose when it’s just us.

‘Not just me, then?’ I say, replacing the receiver. ‘Our alarm didn’t go off. I rushed the kids to school, practically flinging them into class late, then got stuck in traffic, something that never happens here – the whole day is on the wrong track now.’

‘Don’t you let Mark hear you saying that. Isn’t he always declaring, “The day is what you make of it”?’

‘Hah! Yeah – he’s all about positivity, that one.’ I raise my eyebrows. Samir laughs as he hurries through the reception, turning and bumping the swing doors open with his back, before disappearing into his consulting room. We’ve been friends long enough to be able to comfortably take the mick out of our respective spouses, as well as each other. I couldn’t ask for a better business partner and friend.

Returning my attention to the phone, I dial Abi. Her mobile rings twice then diverts to voicemail. I leave a brief ‘hope everything’s okay’ message, a niggling feeling creeping over my skin. Maybe she’s just caught up in traffic too. I walk towards my own room, the sound of barking greeting me as I open the door. Surprise mingles with relief when I see that it’s Abi, struggling to manage a large golden retriever – all I can see is fur and arms as she attempts to get him to sit on the weighing scale.

‘Oh, you’re here!’ I say, finally shrugging off my coat to hurry to her aid. ‘When did you sneak in?’

‘Nisha … let me … in … the back.’ Her words escape her in fits and bursts as she grapples with Goldie. I try not to laugh.

It takes several attempts to steady Goldie long enough to get his weight, but eventually we manage it, and Abi records it on the system. She straightens her uniform then redoes her ponytail, which had come undone during the wrestling, brushing the long, black-treacle-coloured strands with her fingertips, dragging it back and securing it with the band.

‘This isn’t really in your job description,’ I say. ‘But thanks.’

‘I wanted to help, seeing as I was a bit late. Felt bad when I saw clients waiting – thought I’d offer my assistance to speed things along. But, given my failed attempt at this, maybe I should stick to the desk job.’ She throws her head back, laughing awkwardly, then rushes out the door.

Too late, I realise I should’ve corrected her, praised her instead of letting her think she’d done a bad job, but my mind is not quite here. I need to make sure it is, though, because in twenty minutes I’m going to be operating on our first animal with Samir and Vanessa.

Get your head in the game.

During a quiet moment in the lunch break, the image of the mutilated cat barges into my mind. I’d successfully kept it at bay during operations, but now it’s forced its way in. Who would do such a thing? If it hadn’t been for the butterfly, I might’ve dismissed it as roadkill or something – maybe the cat had been hit by a car right outside our house and the driver had used what they had to scoop up the remains and deposited it on my step because they assumed I was the owner. A nice, neat explanation. But the butterfly ruins that theory.

The butterfly ruins everything.

The staffroom door swings open and I catch my breath, startled out of my thoughts.

‘Oh, Abi,’ I say, somewhat breathlessly. She walks in carrying a small, pink-striped box.

‘Cream cakes from Kelly’s – couldn’t resist. Sorry, it’s why I was late – had to wait for her to open up, then she took a while to serve me. Thought it’d be worth it?’ Abi gives me an apprehensive look as she stretches out her arm, offering me the open box. Does she think I’ll chastise her? I hope I’m not that kind of boss. I smile, keen to make up for my earlier omission, too. My gaze catches on the skin of Abi’s arm as her long-sleeved polo shirt rides up, revealing a succession of raised white lines that run horizontally along the inner forearm. Echoes of trauma, I think with concern, and I avert my eyes.

‘Thanks, Abi. They do look good.’ I reach in and remove the cream-filled chocolate choux bun and take a bite. ‘Oh. My. God,’ I say between mouthfuls. ‘Haven’t had one of these since I was a kid. My mother used to—’ I break off.

‘Used to …?’ Abi prompts.

‘Oh.’ I wave a hand dismissively. ‘Nothing.’ I stuff my mouth with another chunk, so that I can’t speak any further. I don’t want to make the day any worse by bringing that woman into my conversation. It’s the first time I’ve actually thought about her for ages. Every now and then, out of the blue, something random triggers a memory to pop into my head – but most of the time I manage to keep everything I ever knew about my mother locked up in the dark, cobwebby recesses of my mind. It’s been over twenty years since I had to see her hard-featured face.

‘Has she passed?’ Abi says, her expression soft. She obviously thinks that’s why I don’t want to continue talking about her. It would be so much easier if I were to just say ‘yes’, but I find myself telling the truth.

‘No. Or, at least, I don’t think she has. I wouldn’t know. We’re not in contact.’ I give a strained smile.

If she’s shocked by my admission, she masks it well. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘That’s sad.’

I shrug. ‘I guess it is, in many ways. But I’m better off without her.’ I feel a stirring of discomfort talking to Abi about this – she’s young, a relatively new employee, not a friend. But then, that may well be why I’ve chosen to open up to her. That’s enough for now, though, and I divert the attention away from myself. ‘You have a good relationship with your mum?’

‘Ah, you know – hit and miss, really.’ Now it’s Abi waving her hand dismissively. ‘She has her moments, but I feel sometimes she regrets having had me.’

I blink, not sure what to say – as much as we might have an uncaring mother in common, I don’t know her situation. But I can guarantee it’s not the same as mine past that one similarity. A memory of mother pulling away from the front door as my friends walked by on their way to school pops into my head. She was afraid her little girl was going to bolt, make a run for it and escape the confines of the four walls, leaving her there alone. ‘You aren’t like them; you are better off learning at home with me. You love spending time with Mummy, don’t you?’

I squeeze my eyes closed for a second, before casting around for a change of subject. ‘Thank you for stepping in to help this morning – I’m glad you’re thinking of undertaking veterinary nurse training. Being a receptionist is great, but I can tell you’ve got far more ambition.’

‘Yes, I have!’ Her face lights up. ‘I’d love to be like you. You’ve got a fabulous career and a family. You’ve really got it all – I’m in awe.’

‘Oh, Abi – that’s very kind of you to say.’ I give a nervous laugh. If only she knew what was really going on. ‘Sometimes you have to fight to escape your past, and have faith in yourself.’

‘I’m a little lacking on the self-confidence front.’ Abi drops her gaze. ‘Hard to see your own worth when others tell you you’re never going to amount to anything,’ she says, her voice quavering.

A lump forms in my throat, her words sparking empathy. ‘Well, you will prove them wrong, Abi. I have every confidence in you – make sure you back yourself. You’re doing really well here already. I’m so pleased we employed you.’

‘Yeah, me too.’ She flashes me a wide smile. Her features – high, sharp-looking cheekbones and small, round eyes – transform from severe to striking. She reminds me of Snow White, with her black hair and creamy complexion. I mean it when I say I’m pleased I hired her. There’s something about Abi that makes me want to take her under my wing. But I have to admit, I’m not sure whose benefit I’m doing it for – hers or mine. It’s like I’m compelled to do something really good, to make up for my family history; for all the badness. I suppose that’s partly why I chose to become a vet: I wanted to heal, where they hurt.




Chapter 6

MARK

My heart thuds against my ribs. I stand over the linen hamper, its lid gripped in my hand as I stare at the clothes inside. The edge of Jenny’s pyjamas caught my eye when I deposited my jogging bottoms, and now I’m almost doubled-up as though I’ve just been punched in the gut. I can see that the material is damp, and I can tell that the brown stains are mud even without dragging them out to give them a closer inspection. These were the pyjamas she was wearing last night, and yet they’re beneath other dirty laundry. Like she’s purposely hidden them. Her wedding ring, flung to the floor for whatever reason, might’ve been dismissible on its own. But together with her increasingly strange behaviour, this discovery makes it impossible to carry on brushing my fears aside.

I’ve always known that Jen held back certain aspects of her life from me – one of the first things she said when we met was that she’d had a ‘complicated and unsatisfying’ childhood, culminating in her leaving home as soon as she could – going off to university and never returning to her roots. She’d told me the bare minimum, then asked that we never speak of it again. When we married, none of her family were guests – it’s the way she wanted it.

And, to this day, I’ve never once pressed for details. Even in the throes of one of her night terrors, where she awoke screaming and terrified – shouting ‘they’re coming for me’ and repeating the words, ‘I’m not like him’ – I didn’t question her. Even after the times I found her passed out on the kitchen floor, or in the garden, cold and shivering as she’d been lying there for hours, did I ask her why she had these nightmares and blackouts; what it was in her past that haunted her.

And she’s never offered up an explanation.

It’s one of The Unknowns, as I refer to them, about my wife – of which there are a few. I find myself wondering sometimes if it’s just me she keeps in the dark, or whether she confides in Roisin. But, from the times we’ve spent with her best friend and her husband, Harry, Jen’s always changed the subject if the conversation ever touched upon our childhoods, so perhaps Roisin doesn’t know her as well as she thinks either. Despite having gaps in my knowledge, though, I’ve supported Jenny. Loved her. Trusted her.

She doesn’t trust me, though. It’s been festering just beneath the surface since last year, threatening to push through and spread its poison – destroying our marriage bit by bit. As I stare down at the bundle of dirty clothes, I realise that’s why she’d been locked in the bathroom this morning – why she was hiding from me.

It’s happened again.

How could I have missed it?

You were drunk.

I replace the hamper lid and plonk myself down on the bed. The sleepwalking – the blackouts – have been occasional; it’s mostly night terrors she suffers from. But they were more frequent last year. Dredging up the memories makes my stomach churn. After all, it was my fault. But I did everything I could to stop her from harming herself, including barricading the door one time. That failed as Alfie had needed us during the night and was distraught when he couldn’t get into our room. Jen was furious so instead, since then, I have made sure to intercept her – preventing her from leaving the house by following her, coaxing her back to bed.

But she must’ve slipped through the net on this occasion. That’s only happened once before that I know of. 

I wonder where she went this time.




Chapter 7

JENNY

The day, starting off as badly as it did, has actually ended up being a good one, and I’m feeling calm and relaxed as I steer into the driveway and park up next to Mark’s Audi. Maybe I over-reacted to the situation this morning – to both my blackout and the mutilated cat. The simplest explanations are often the right ones and I’m more confident now that I jumped to the wrong conclusion. Let’s face it, it wouldn’t be the first time. Someone from my past somehow finding out where I live seems unlikely after all this time, especially given the fact I’m a couple hundred miles away from my hometown and don’t even go under the same name anymore.

I mean, how could they have found out? I’ve managed to keep it a secret from my own husband for eleven years, and there’s absolutely no link between my ex-family and me. The butterfly is just a weird coincidence. Has to be. Probably got bundled into the bin liner accidentally, having landed on the bloody mess and getting itself stuck to it. I almost feel stupid for having reacted so badly this morning.

The smell of jerk chicken greets me as I step over the threshold, and I inhale deeply as I enter the kitchen.

‘Oh, my God, that smells divine,’ I say to Mark. He’s brandishing a plastic ladle and has donned a blue-check apron. He flamboyantly stirs the dish. Alfie and Ella are laughing at him as they sit at the table, knives and forks in hand. ‘Thanks for picking the kids up from after-school club. Hey, kids,’ I turn my attention to them. ‘Good days at school?’

Ella wrinkles her nose and I wait for her to respond with her usual ‘I don’t remember what we did’ answer. ‘It was good,’ she says instead. ‘We’re doing a nature project. It’s cool.’

‘Oh, is it?’ I raise my eyebrows, surprised to hear excitement in her voice. Lately, she’s not been showing much interest in schoolwork and even though I’ve kept it to myself, I was getting worried. I’d begun to think maybe she was being bullied. But she certainly seems happy in this moment as she’s rambling on about habitats and something about the physical characteristics of insects. I drop my bag on the worktop and go across to Mark, giving him a kiss. ‘And how’s the love of my life’s day been?’ I almost wince at my choice of phrase. It’s been a while since I referred to him in that way, and judging by his expression, he thinks the same.

‘It’s been productive. A bit stressy, though. You?’ There’s only a hint of a smile on his face and I sense there’s more to the abrupt ‘you?’ question. It’s loaded. I feel as though he’s angry with me, and I don’t know why. I explained the ring this morning – was quick to reassure him – but there’s something unspoken between us now. I take a step back, scrutinising his face for clues. Suspicion clouds my mind as apprehension surges, my muscles tensing. It’s like he knows something I don’t.

‘It was busy, the way I like it, really.’ I attempt to keep my voice steady, in spite of my rising anxiety. ‘I think the new team are all working well together and I had a good chat with one of the newest members today. She kind of reminds me of my younger self.’ I go to dip my fingertip into the pot of jerk chicken and it’s swiftly batted away.

‘Nooo! Do not spoil the chef’s special dish, Mrs Johnson – you must wait.’ The children laugh, but his tone is sharp and I can tell he’s being serious.

‘Sorry,’ I say, trying to catch his eyes, but he avoids mine. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ I keep my words hushed, so as not to alert Ella and Alfie to the newly tense atmosphere.

‘Didn’t you hear the news?’ He covers the simmering pot of food and walks away from the oven, heading into the lounge. Assuming he doesn’t want to share whatever was on the news in front of the children, I follow.

‘No. Haven’t had the radio on today. What’s happened?’ We’re standing just inside the doorway; the TV is on with the sound muted. Mark’s eyes flit from it to the floor, looking anywhere but at me. There’s a lump in my throat, and I cough to clear it. Whatever has happened must be pretty bad to cause this reaction in Mark. Maybe I was right: there was an accident this morning, causing the increased traffic through the village. Was it a fatality? Someone I know? My pulse jumps about – oh, God – something’s happened to Roisin. We’ve not had a catch-up in weeks. But no, I think. Mark wouldn’t be telling me like this if my best friend had been injured or died. I take a deep, calming breath. ‘What, Mark? For God’s sake, what is it?’

‘All day it’s been filled with reports of a local woman who’s gone missing. Didn’t return home after a quiz night at the pub last night.’

‘Our pub?’ I ask, shocked and appalled. It can’t have happened here, in Coleton Combe – I’d have definitely heard that.

‘The one and only Union,’ Mark says, finally looking at me. ‘They started the search early this morning, apparently, when her partner raised the alarm.’

‘You’d have thought we’d have heard the commotion then.’

‘We were late up. And I slept so heavily,’ he says, shrugging. ‘You don’t usually, though – didn’t you hear anything at all?’

My mind whirrs. I can’t confide about the blackout in this moment – not when I don’t yet know what I did. I decide to play dumb. ‘No, nothing. Actually slept well for once. Hence us both oversleeping. You know how it is, when you sleep heavily, it’s like your body was craving it and wanted more.’ I use one of his own beliefs. ‘Who is it, anyway? Who’s missing?’ Acid churns in my stomach as I wait for his reply. It’s a village where everyone knows everyone else, so it stands to reason I’m going to know the name he utters.

He stares at me intently, not blinking. It’s like he’s analysing me, trying to see something behind my eyes, and I find myself hoping to God that whatever he’s looking for isn’t there. Sighing, his face crumpling, he very quietly says: ‘Olivia Edwards.’

My innards twist and the ground seems to shake beneath my feet. I stumble to the sofa and sit down heavily, before I fall. My heart bangs against my ribs, its vibrations spreading through my body, and all I can hear is the whooshing of my own blood, a pulsating cacophony in my ears.

I do know Olivia Edwards. We both do.

She’s the woman Mark had an affair with.




Chapter 8

MARK

Since hearing the news on the way to work this morning, I’ve thought of nothing else. By the time I reached my office – a room I’m temporarily renting on a floor of a communications building – my head was banging again, despite the paracetamol I’d taken for the hangover. The details were sketchy at that point, but hearing the murmurings of shocked and concerned villagers and seeing the local news discussing Olivia’s last-known movements, a fresh horror swept through me like a tidal wave.

Now, Jenny’s ashen face, her features frozen in a thousand-yard stare, drives this horror up even further. It’s not just shock I see, it’s fear – her dilated pupils almost obscure her forest-green irises. My pulse smashes hard in my throat. The last time I saw her face like this was last year, when I brought her out of a trance-like state by taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. She had no recollection of what she’d been doing for the hours previous to me finding her like that. I’d been drinking that evening, and she’d got out of bed without me hearing.

I still don’t know how long she’d been gone before I awoke and found her side of the bed empty; cold. I’d had no choice. I had to go looking for her. Even now, I can still feel the sheer panic in my gut as I drove around searching the streets. Can still feel the tug of guilt when I realised where she was. The vision of her standing there, in Olivia’s garden, a rock in her hand still vivid. I shudder at the memory.

Jen sits mute in front of me, her lips twitching. The entire village, and now the whole country, are talking about Olivia’s disappearance, but I’m only interested in what she has to say.

‘They’re saying she was taken from the street.’ My eyes implore hers as I try to snap her from her thoughts.

‘Taken?’ The word is a whisper.

‘Yes. Abducted.’

‘Shit.’

I feel a twinge of irritation. Isn’t she going to utter more than single-word responses? ‘I mean, that’s really scary, isn’t it? In our little village. Who’d do something like that?’

She shakes her head, then sucks in a deep breath. ‘Right,’ she says, blinking rapidly, then straightening. ‘We can’t talk about it now. Let’s have dinner. I don’t want the kids to know there’s something wrong.’

I stare at her. Let’s have dinner? How can she be so calm after what she’s just learned? Before I have chance to ask, she gets up from the sofa and heads back into the kitchen. I stand frozen, dumbstruck. I’m not altogether sure what reaction I expected, but it’s not this. A little voice in my mind says she’s acting like this because she already knew. She’s
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