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Praise for Tess Stimson

‘Dark. Twisty. Addictive. I couldn’t put it down’ 

Lisa Jewell

‘More chilling than Gone Girl and twistier than The Girl on the Train, this emotional, raw, dark family drama keeps you guessing until the end’ 

Jane Green

‘Truly gripping: the opening is heart-breaking and it never lets up, all the way to a genuinely shocking denouement’ 

Alex Lake

‘Well-drawn characters, believably complex relationships and relentlessly twisting plot keep the reader guessing. Plus, Tess Stimson writes beautifully’ 

Debbie Howells

‘Tense, twisty, and that ending – wow!’ 

Jackie Kabler

‘Such a gripping, fast-paced book. I just couldn’t put it down and read it within a day!’ 

Short Book and Scribes




Dedication

For my mother, 
Jane, my father Michael, 
my sweet sister Philippa 
and beloved brother Charles.

Holding you all in my heart until we’re together again.
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part one



   
chapter 01

millie

The silence of a house that’s been broken into is unlike any other. It’s as if you’ve flipped up its skirts and made it gasp, taking all the air with it.

Those first few stolen seconds of stillness are like a drug to me. I could spend a lifetime in this moment, at peace.

But it doesn’t last long.

It’s broken by the soft patter of feline paws running down the hallway. A grey cat slinks into the laundry room, ignoring me completely as she heads to her bowl. She isn’t the least bit interested in me, or what I’m doing in her house.

Cats have refined survival of the species to an efficient minimalism. Even the most self-absorbed cat will nurture her own kittens. But by the time they’re eight weeks old, the mother, having accomplished the important work of teaching them independence, is done with them. She’ll still intervene if they’re in trouble or get too rough in play, but she won’t interact with them on a regular basis. She’ll swat a youngster who disturbs her rest. And once they reach adolescence, at around twelve weeks, it’s every cat for herself. The mother will hiss if they come near her food. She won’t grieve when they disappear from the home. In fact, she’ll be relieved.

We don’t blame a cat for being a cat.

You knew what you were getting into, Tom says. You’re an intelligent woman. You knew what having children would mean.

The cat twines herself in a figure-eight around my legs, seeking more food. I pick her up, stroking the back of her head, enjoying the sensual pleasure of her fur beneath my fingers as I wander into the kitchen.

I had high hopes for this property, but it looked a lot better on Rightmove than it does in person. The pictures were clearly taken with a wide-angle lens, and then Photoshopped. The kitchen has very little natural light, and even on a bright morning like this, it feels dingy.

The owners obviously renovated before putting the house on the market – the house smells of paint – but they’ve made the same mistake most people do when they remodel a kitchen: they’ve upgraded the cabinets and appliances, but kept the same inefficient, dated layout.

It’s nicely done, with granite countertops and interesting stainless-steel backsplashes, but the way people live has changed a lot in the last few decades: a kitchen isn’t just where you cook any more, but where you live. They should’ve taken down that wall to the dining room – who actually uses a dining room these days? – and created one large, open-plan space. It would’ve given them a lot of natural light, too, from the west-facing front of the house, and they could’ve put in some French doors at the back to get that indoor/outdoor feel.

I check out the cupboards. Emma Bridgewater crockery, yawn. Expensive Le Creuset saucepans but cheap knives, which tells me everything I need to know about the people who own this house.

Upstairs is equally disappointing. A cramped fifth bedroom that should’ve been used to expand the master bathroom, or, better yet, create a decent walk-in wardrobe. Original features no one’s had the courage to either eliminate completely, or assimilate into the new design.

None of the beds are made. The cupboard doors in the master bedroom are flung wide, as if they’ve left in a hurry. Her sweaters are neatly folded in colour-coded stacks, but his side of the wardrobe is a tangled mess, with ties dribbling down the shelves, and balled-up socks on the floor. In my experience, incompatibility in a wardrobe is a more reliable indicator of divorce than infidelity.

I open the cabinet in their ensuite bathroom, scrutinising the prescription labels.

She’s had two bouts of cystitis recently. He’s got bad haemorrhoids. She’s missed a couple of her contraceptive pills this month. I wonder if her husband knows that.

Bored suddenly, I go back downstairs and scan the knick-knacks on the bookshelves in the sitting room, looking for a souvenir before I leave.

I never take anything valuable, or clearly sentimental. A fridge magnet. A bulldog clip. Nothing that will be missed.

There was a time I broke into houses on a weekly basis. Whenever life got too complicated, I’d slip away and disappear into the silence of a house that wasn’t mine. I’d spend hours in other people’s homes, perusing their wardrobes, reading their books. I find it profoundly soothing to exist in a world where I’m not supposed to be, for reasons I’ve never been able to explain.

It’s been months since I allowed my darker self to call the shots, but I’m tense and exhausted. Some people drink or take drugs to relax. This is my addiction.

I know what I’m doing is wrong: I’m violating someone’s private sanctuary. But I only visit houses that have been put up for sale, whose owners are inviting scrutiny. I’m careful never to leave a trace of my presence. I made a promise, and I never break my word.

First do no harm.

For a moment, I consider taking one of the photographs. Mr and Mrs Unmade Bed, with their two children, Boy and Girl. Here they are on their ski break in Zermatt. Oh, look! Boy and Girl have a new puppy, Dog! Look, Dog! Look!

They make family life seem so easy.

In the end I slip one of a pair of dice into my pocket, and go back through the kitchen, leaving via the same back door in the laundry room as I came in.

I even lock it behind me, which is more than the owners remembered to do.



 

 


SETtalks | psychologies series

Science ♦ Entertainment ♦ Technology

Inside the mind of a psychopath | Original Air Date 9 July 

The transcript below has been lightly edited for length and clarity.

I appreciate the introduction, Ken, but I’m guessing you all know who I am, or you wouldn’t be here.

[Laughter]

I know you’re all desperate to get to the juicy stuff, the Glass House Murders, and we will soon, I promise.

But this talk is supposed to be educational, so let’s kick off with a statistic: one in a hundred normal people – and I’m putting normal in inverted commas here – is a psychopath.

I can see you all doing the maths, so let me save you the trouble. There’s about a thousand of you in this room.

So that means roughly ten of you are psychopaths. But since the stat I just gave you rises to one in twenty-five when we’re talking about business leaders and CEOs, we’ve probably got about forty psychos in here this evening. It could be carnage by the end of the night.

[Laughter]

But let’s get serious for a minute. It’s essential you approach this subject with something other than a pop-culture understanding of psychopathy.

Think of it as Psycho 101. I’ll do my best to make it as painless as possible. 

Thanks to Hollywood, when you hear the term psychopath you imagine a knife-wielding maniac with crazy eyes. Jack Nicholson in The Shining, Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs, Norman Bates in Psycho. Well, I guess the clue’s in the name with that last one.

[Laughter]

But what about this young lady who looks like Sandra Bullock sitting here in the front row? If you could just stand up – thank you. Lovely sweater, by the way. Looks like butter wouldn’t melt, doesn’t she? The archetypal girl-next-door. But trust me, she’s the one you need to be scared of.

[Laughter]

Well, not literally. Thank you, Ms Bullock, you can sit down now. My point is, not all psychopaths are wild-eyed serial killers. It’s a spectrum disorder, like autism. At one end, you’ve got Ted Bundy and Charles Manson and Jack the Ripper, Hollywood’s bloodthirsty predators.

And at the other you’ve got the brain surgeons and TV presenters and tech moguls and corporate business leaders. The people everyone needs to be ruthless and focused and unemotional in a crisis.

People like me.

When I tell people I’m a psychopath, their response is usually a mix of horror and fascination. I mean, who admits to being ‘deceptive, callous, manipulative, reckless, superficial, predatory’, right?

[Laughter]

And I’m not going to lie to you: I’m all of those things.

You’d think it’d put people off me, but no. You might be nervous, but you’re riveted and excited, too, aren’t you?

And why wouldn’t you be? I’m extremely charming when I want to be. I’m well-liked. I have lots of friends. Functionally, I’m a good person. I’m one of the ‘safe’ ones. I love to cook, and I’ve got a dark sense of humour. I often make people laugh. People come to me with their troubles.

So what makes me so different from most of you?

Well, I’m not going to bore you with lots of science about the amygdala and the orbital frontal cortex, but the bottom line is, psychopaths like me are biologically incapable of empathy.

A dozen scientific studies have confirmed it: we literally can’t feel your pain. We don’t experience fear or remorse. So we don’t care about blending into society. We’re not bothered by punishment or disapproval.

It’s a miracle more of us aren’t serial killers, to be honest.

We’ll lie and cheat to get what we want, but we don’t make moral choices; we make pragmatic ones. Usually we’re not out to get you. We’re like water: we’ll always find the quickest and easiest route to where we want to be, and if you get in our way, you’ll be washed away.

But we’re as capable of love and nurturing as we are indifference and destruction. Most of us aren’t a threat; remorse and empathy may not come naturally to us, but we can learn to care. It takes practice: it’s like learning a different language, and it’s exhausting. But we want to fit in, we want to be good people, and so we work at it.

Like I said, usually we’re not out to get you.

Usually.

A small minority of psychopaths have a predisposition to calculated violence; violence that’s cold-blooded and planned, and scary as hell.

I’m as terrified of people like that as you are. It’s not like psychos give each other a hall pass.

I’m often asked how something as ordinary as moving house descended into such chaos and bloodshed, and the truth is, I honestly don’t know. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, and, with retrospect, the signs were there. You’d think someone like me would have been able to spot them.

But at the time we had no reason to suspect anything. 

We just wanted to sell our house.





   
chapter 02

millie

By the time I get back home, Tom is in the kitchen, organising breakfast, packed lunches, the day, our lives.

‘How was your run?’ he asks me. 

‘Good. Just what I needed.’

Tom and I have been married for nineteen years. He knows it’s not the run that’s rejuvenated me, and put a spring in my step.

I left a bouquet of pink roses on the doorstep of the house I borrowed to say thank you to the owners, with a cryptic note: Pay it forward. They’ll be confused, but I hope the flowers will make them as happy as the house made me.

I hand Tom the dice I stole earlier as he puts two slices of wholewheat bread into the toaster. I don’t permit white bread in the house, or sugar, crisps, fizzy drinks. No screens at the table, or in bed.

Tom pockets the dice without comment. Later, he’ll add it to the other mementos of my extracurricular activities that he keeps in a drawer beneath his desk. I’m like a cat, bringing home a mouse as proof of my hunting skills.

Proof I still have my darker impulses in check.

The kids tumble down the stairs, already bickering and shoving at each other as they tussle for stools at the breakfast bar.

Medusa, our daughter, is thirteen, clear-eyed and knowing. She’s inherited Tom’s Black Irish hair and blue eyes, but in every other respect she takes after me. Sometimes this makes me sad; sometimes not. Naming her was my privilege, part of the deal Tom and I struck when we decided to have a child. I’d planned to call her Artemis, after the Greek goddess of the hunt, but that was before I endured a thirty-hour labour that ended in a forceps delivery and fourteen stitches.

Our son, Peter, named by Tom, is soft. Clay to her marble. He inherited my honeyed colouring, but people always say he takes after his dad. Amenable, sunny, accommodating. Ten years old, but he seems younger. He’s cerebral and dreamy; he gets bullied at school, and frequently comes home without the new computer game or collectible for which he’s saved for months.

I try not to play favourites, but if we were animals in the wild, Peter would be first to be picked off from the herd. He needs me in a way Meddie never has.

Peter sits down at the breakfast bar now and fills his bowl with plain yoghurt and granola. He reaches for the last banana in the fruit bowl to slice on top. His sister doesn’t like bananas, but now that Peter’s taken the last one, she wants it. She snatches his bowl away, and he sighs, but doesn’t object.

‘Give that back,’ Tom says.

Our daughter regards him, flat-eyed, and spoons a mouthful of granola and yoghurt between her lips.

‘Give the bowl back to your brother,’ I say.

Medusa shrugs and sends it skittering across the counter towards him. ‘I don’t want it, anyway. The granola’s got mouse droppings in it.’

Peter yelps and shoves the bowl back. ‘Ewww!’

‘Enough,’ I say, in a tone of voice that silences the pair of them. ‘I need to shower and change for work. You’d both better be ready to go when I come back downstairs. Your father doesn’t have time to take you to school today, so I’m dropping you off.’

This is a rare event. Part of our deal when we decided to have a child was that Tom would assume the lion’s share of hands-on parenting. We both knew that however good my intentions I’d quickly lose interest in the repetitive routines of childcare, perhaps with disastrous consequences.

I was quite clear when Tom asked me to marry him: I had no desire to replicate myself, no romantic longing to blend our genes. Frankly, given my childhood, I was a rotten proposition as a wife all round, but Tom was touchingly undeterred.

Perhaps it’s because we grew up together. He was, quite literally, the boy-next-door. Our parents owned adjoining semis on Kennedy Road, a cul-de-sac in what an estate agent would no doubt call a ‘leafy’ part of West Sussex. My parents bought Number 17 when my mother was newly pregnant with me. Three months later, Tom’s parents moved into Number 19.

My mother wasn’t sick then. There are photographs of her and Tom’s mother showing off their baby bumps together in the back garden. In some of them, my mother’s even smiling.

We were born two weeks apart in June 1982, just as the Falklands War was coming to an end. We went to the same nursery school and we were inseparable. Even when we moved up to primary school, and Tom made friends with other boys, he stayed loyal to me.

I spent more time in his house than mine; his mother, Amy, showed me more love and care than my own indifferent, sometimes hysterical, mother ever did. Amy fed me when my parents neglected to, and gave me a lift home from school when my father was drunk and my mother had taken to her bed with ‘nerves’.

Our bedrooms were separated by a thin partition wall, through which I’d hear Tom playing retro hits by Blondie and The Cure well into the small hours. Sometimes I’d touch my palm to the wall and almost feel him breathing in the bed on the other side.

I wasn’t like other teenage girls. I didn’t care about the things they cared about: boys, clothes, approval. I couldn’t afford to let myself care about anything. If I allowed myself to feel, the emotion uppermost would be rage.

Rage at my father, a violent narcissist who took pleasure in reducing my mother to a cowering wreck with his fist and his words. Rage at my mother, for letting herself be used as a punchbag and coming back for more again and again.

Rage at my own powerlessness.

In the absence of feeling, I’d do almost anything to force a jolt of emotion. I climbed higher up the chestnut tree to shake down conkers than any of the boys. I scaled a mobile phone mast for a dare. When I was thirteen, I sneaked out of the house in the middle of the night to climb the fence into a nearby railway yard, so that I could run the roofs of the trains parked in the sidings just for the hell of it; a fall into the gaps between carriages would have broken my neck. I hung onto the rear bumpers of passing cars on my skateboard to get a lift up the hill to our road. I was fearless, a daredevil, the leader of the pack. And Tom was my wingman.

Then – and now.

He never asked what I used to get up to when I disappeared, sometimes for days at a time, in the early years of our marriage.

We called these absences my ‘prison breaks’. Afterwards, when I returned to him, the restlessness that fuelled me would be sated for a while. Without me ever having to discuss it with him, Tom understood.

Six years into our marriage, I was the one who put motherhood back on the table, because I wanted to please him.

And I was curious. A child was the ultimate challenge.

Tom’s only condition was that my prison breaks must stop. As a mother, I couldn’t disappear for days on end. If I was to teach discipline, I must practise it.

We agreed that when the need became too strong, when the stresses and frustrations of ordinary life drove me to act out, I would limit myself to day trips and ensure I was back by nightfall. And I would tell him afterwards. Not in so many words, but with my mementos. He knows he can trust me. And so I never stray too far outside the lines.

The key to our marriage has always been honesty. My loyalty to the truth is the bedrock of our relationship. If he ever asks what I do when I’m not with him, I will tell him.

He never has.



   
chapter 03

tom

My wife’s very much an acquired taste. Even people who like Marmite rarely eat it out of the jar. She’s very … intense. Very focused. She likes to think she lives in the shades of grey between right and wrong, but the truth is, her moral world is very black and white.

You’re either with her or against her.

She’s not the psychopath she thinks she is. She loves fiercely and furiously, but she doesn’t wear her heart on her sleeve. She’s had to fight for everything she’s achieved: the child of an abusive drunk doesn’t easily climb out of the pit. Her fists are still raised against a world that tended to hit first. She doesn’t always follow the rules – or even the law – but she has her own personal code of honour, and she sticks to it. She never lies. And she’s loyal to a fault. If she decides to fight your corner, she’s all in – whether that’s what you want or not.

To be honest, a little of Millie goes a long way. But she’s a taste I’ve been hooked on for forty years. Back in the day, Victorians used to take arsenic regularly, using it as a tonic and an aphrodisiac. Who knows: maybe my addiction will kill me in the end.

I watch her now as she gets ready for bed, smoothing some kind of goo onto her flawless skin with deft upward strokes. Millie Downton is the woman I should not have been able to get: a nine to my four. Her thick gold hair is twisted up into a loose knot, and she’s wearing a plain white T-shirt and white cotton underwear. The soft glow from the bathroom light makes her look seventeen again. We’re the same age, forty, but she looks a decade younger than me. She’s in excellent shape, thanks to daily cardio and strength-training. She has an orthodontically perfect smile, a full mouth, and wide eyes that shift in shade between dark honey and black coffee, depending on her mood. If you were casting her in a movie, Rosamund Pike would be a good choice.

She catches my eye in the mirror as she snaps the lid of her lotion bottle closed. ‘Did you have fun this afternoon?’ she asks.

I took our son to visit the Holocaust Exhibition at the Imperial War Museum. It’s not recommended for children under fourteen, but Peter said his class is doing a block on it later this term. ‘Fun isn’t the word I’d use,’ I say.

‘I’m sure Peter enjoyed it.’

I can’t tell if she’s making a crack about our son or not. Even after loving this woman for four decades, I still don’t often know what’s really going on inside her beautiful head.

My lovely wife would be quick to acknowledge she isn’t easy to live with. She has rules for the children, rules for me: breakfast and dinner together, always. No shorts when we go out to dinner, even in Greece, even in August. Three peremptory strikes against each family member’s friends, no questions asked.

Honesty, no matter what.

Yes, that dress makes you look fat.

No, I don’t think you deserve to be on the school team.

The kids rebel on occasion. Sometimes I even join them. But Millie holds firm.

She’s giving us structure. She’s making us safe.

She’s teaching us discipline. She’s teaching us the power of family.

She has her issues, certainly. I’m the first to admit her habit of breaking into other people’s houses is less than ideal. But she never takes anything they’ll miss. No one ever knows she’s been there. For some reason it soothes her soul – maybe because it reminds her not all families are as dysfunctional as the one in which she grew up. If it keeps her sane, what’s the harm?

The truth is I don’t care what she does, within reason: I’d never leave her. Not just because I love her, or because I love my children, although both those things are true.

I won’t leave because I can’t. 

Millie is my obsession.

My dance with the dark.

I’ve loved her since we were infants in our prams. I never thought of her as a girl – she was just Millie, wild and fearless, tougher and braver than any of the boys. I took on all-comers to defend her right to run with us, frequently returning home with bruised knuckles and a bloody nose. I assumed we’d grow up and get married one day, because why wouldn’t we? I loved her far more than she loved me, but there’s always a lover and a lovee in any relationship. We complemented each other perfectly. Of course we’d get married.

The first time I proposed to her, the summer we turned eighteen, she laughed in my face.

In retrospect I can see I was suffering from some sort of romantic white knight syndrome. Millie made it clear she considered herself neither vulnerable nor in need of saving. As if to prove her point, I responded to my rejection with maturity and calm: I gave up my place at university and ran off to join the army.

I didn’t see her again for three years, not till the summer my mother died and I was given compassionate leave to return home for the funeral.

On the long journey back from Basra, my head was filled with thoughts not of my dear, sweet mother, but of seeing Millie again. I knew she’d just graduated from Cambridge and returned home for the summer: her father was dead by then. As my taxi pulled up outside the house, I looked for her, but the curtains next door were drawn, the house silent and still.

That night, I was lying on my bed, my hands clasped behind my head, staring blankly up at the ceiling. A new tattoo with a Latin inscription poked out from beneath the left sleeve of my T-shirt. I thought it made me look cool.

A tap on the glass made me look up. Millie had climbed out of her window and used the guttering to traverse our houses from her room to mine, just as she had when we were kids. She swung one leg into the room and sat astride the windowsill, half-in, half-out, dangling an object from her fingertips.

‘I have something for you,’ she said.

‘My mother’s dead,’ I said, without moving. 

‘I know.’

‘Is that all you have to say?’ 

‘What d’you mean?’

‘You could at least say you’re sorry.’ I sat up and rubbed the palms of my hands back and forth against a buzz cut I still wasn’t sure suited me. ‘Jesus, Millie. I know feelings aren’t your thing, but she loved you.’

‘I know.’ She twirled something between her fingers and held it out to me. ‘Do you want my present or not?’

I’d had a front-row seat to Millie’s messed-up childhood. I honestly couldn’t tell you whether she’d have been a softer, easier person if her parents hadn’t been such almighty screw-ups or if her spiky personality was written in her DNA, but even as a kid Millie threw up walls to keep people out, then dug a moat around them and filled it with Greek fire and barbed wire for good measure.

Of course I knew she cared about my mother. Just as I knew she’d never be able to admit it, least of all to herself.

‘For fuck’s sake, get in here before you fall,’ I said.

She swung her legs over the windowsill and climbed into the room. ‘I went to a lot of trouble to get this for you,’ she said, holding it out to me.

I took the object. It was a solid silver keyring shaped like a scuba diver, complete with belt weights and two tiny silver oxygen tanks. ‘Where d’you get this?’ I asked curiously.

‘Mr Taft.’

‘Mr Taft? Like, our history teacher from school?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘Why would Taft give this to you?’

‘He didn’t give it to me, idiot. I took it.’ 

‘You took it?’

She thumped down on the bed next to me. ‘I know your mother’s just died, but you need to stop repeating everything I say,’ she said. ‘I took it from his office. His home office,’ she added. ‘His stupid dog woke up. I’m surprised he slept through the barking. He must be going deaf.’ 

‘Why would you do that?’

‘He was so mean to you. And he loved that stupid keyring. He was always playing with it in class.’ She shrugged. ‘I thought having it might cheer you up.’

‘You’re crazy, you know that? What if you’d got caught?’ 

‘I never get caught,’ she said.

I put the keyring down, and kissed her. 

It was our first kiss.

And it told us both everything we needed to know.



   
chapter 04

millie

I’m out on my morning run when I spot the For Sale sign going up outside the Glass House.

The property is a landmark in this part of south-west London, tucked away in the labyrinth of streets between Fulham and Putney. Most of the period housing stock in SW6 has a uniformity to it not found in other parts of London, because it was all built in a single thirty-five-year span when Fulham’s prosperity turned from market gardening to housing after the District Line arrived in 1880. Rows and rows of identical Edwardian and Victorian terraced houses, punctuated now and again by post-war semis built on old bomb sites.

And then there’s the Glass House.

The land sits on the inner right-angle of an L-shaped street, jammed between perpendicular rows of houses like a Trivial Pursuit wedge. A small workman’s cottage used to stand on it, but after it was bombed to rubble in the Second World War, the land was considered too small to redevelop until people started paying three-quarters of a million pounds for a parking space.

The house looks like a glass lantern, with its milky translucent facade and black ironwork. It comprises two cubes, stacked at angles to each other, and has an almost glowing effervescence, thanks to the clear-and-frosted-glass exterior walls. According to the architect who designed it in the Sixties, he drew inspiration from an iconic Modernist glass house in Paris, a 1930s building known as La Maison de Verre.

The main living rooms are in the cube on the upper floor, which is capped by a rooftop garden, while three sprawling bedroom suites are all on the ground level. The inverted layout and walls of glass allow light to cascade into the living spaces, the effect enhanced by internal translucent sliding screens of the type found in traditional Japanese homes.

If the home had been built anywhere else, its asking price would run into eight figures. But the only access to the property is via a right of way less than six feet wide which slices from the street at an angle of forty-five degrees between the two adjacent properties. There’s no parking, of course. There’s no exterior space at all other than the rooftop and a narrow swimming pool – designed for exercise rather than recreation – that takes up the entire rear garden.

The house is smaller than ours in terms of square feet but the use of space is so effective the floorplan looks like a work of art. It’s changed hands just once since it was built. According to land registry records, it’s currently owned by Salome Ltd, a company with two directors, Felix and Stacey Porter. They bought it twelve years ago, just after Ms Porter got her gig on morning television.

I know all of this because I’ve stalked this house for years.

The first time I saw it was when I was out jogging with Peter in his pushchair, making efficient use of my maternity leave. We were living across the river then, in a two-bedroom flat in Wandsworth. At the time, it was all we could afford.

I stopped on the pavement so abruptly Peter almost got whiplash. It’s the closest I’ve ever come to understanding the phrase coup de foudre.

A stroke of lightning: this is my house. It just didn’t know it yet.

As soon as I got home, I told Tom I’d found the house we were going to grow old in. He knew better than to dismiss it as a fantasy, even though we could barely keep up the payments on the Wandsworth mortgage.

The following weekend, we stood on the pavement outside the home and agreed: the Glass House got a free pass.

Other couples keep lists of celebrities with whom they’re allowed to sleep without recrimination should they ever have the opportunity.

We have a list of houses.

Five each. If any of them becomes available, and we’re financially able to swing it, the other party has no choice but to agree.

I’ve had property crushes before, of course, but never like this. There was a stunning apartment in Narni, a hilltop town in Umbria, in central Italy, that captured my heart a few years ago. An extraordinary house on the Pacific West Coast with sweeping views of the ocean we saw on a trip to California the summer before last. But the Glass House is my one true love. There’s something about the property’s cool self-assurance, its uncompromising commitment to form over function. This is not a house that will ever apologise for being what it is.

It doesn’t matter that I’ve never seen inside it. The Porters have a sophisticated security system I’d be a fool to attempt: I’m not a cat burglar. I know my limits. And the woman is notoriously private; unlike most small-screen celebrities, she’s never allowed cameras inside her home for voyeuristic magazine spreads.

But I don’t need to set foot inside. When you know, you know.

The estate agent gives the post holding the For Sale sign a good shake, to check it’s solid. ‘You interested?’ he asks, as I stand transfixed on the pavement.

Tom and I can afford it now. I make good money, and the last ten years have been very kind to Tom’s work in the high-tech security market.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I’m interested.’
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kyle and harper find their forever home!

1,309,564 views [image: Like Image] 301K [image: Dislike Image] 1.4K

Hi, my lovely Kyper peeps, welcome back! I hope you’re all doing really well – oops, my hair’s gone all static! I just brushed it before I turned the camera on, my bad, sorry about that, let me just tie it back. There we go.

Anyway, my loves, I’m so glad you’re all here, because today’s a really important day for us! This amazing house just came on the market and me and Kyle are going to see it now! We’ve got about an hour before our appointment, so I thought I’d take a minute to update you all, and then we can see the house together.

For those of you who’ve been following Kyle and me’s house-buying journey, it’s been a bit of a roller-coaster, hasn’t it?

Just to catch you up if you haven’t seen the show before – and we’re so happy you’ve decided to join our Kyper Nation, my loves, it’s so lovely to see you! – Kyle and me decided to put our house on the market this year. We love it here in Putney, and this is a such a sweet, sweet house, it’s got so many lovely memories, but the boys really need their own rooms now, and we’re just running out of space.

So anyway, we put our house on the market back in March and we were super lucky, we got an offer straight away, but then the problem was, we just couldn’t find anything to buy. We were getting super stressed, but then we finally found a place in Brixton, the nice end, you know what I’m saying, my loves, don’t you? But then two weeks ago the seller pulled out at the last minute and everything fell through.

Oh, God, it was awful, wasn’t it? We were so disappointed.

But we kept looking and then yesterday this amazing house in Fulham came on the market, and I said to Kyle, this is it, this is the one. I just knew.

God, it’s so scary, this whole house-buying thing, isn’t it? You look round a place for, like, half-an-hour, and then you have to decide if you want to buy it. I mean, I don’t know about you but I spend longer choosing a pair of shoes!

Between you and me, it is a teeny bit over our budget – well, a lot, really – but it’s for our little family, so like I told Kyle, it’ll all be worth it in the end. You can’t put a price on love, can you?

And thanks to you, our Kyper Nation, we can just about manage it financially, we’re so blessed, thank you, guys! Especially thanks to our sponsors at SugarPop. Seriously, peeps, I hope you’re not paying full price when you shop online, because with SugarPop, you just download the app and they’ll find the discounts for you! It’s so awesome! Just click on the SugarPop link below this vlog and sign up, it’s that simple.

Anyway, Kyle says I shouldn’t get my hopes up about this house, there’ll be loads of people interested and we can’t afford it anyway, but we just have to get it, this is the one, I keep telling him. The thing is – I let my hair dry naturally again today, guys, I don’t think I’ve straightened my hair for so long, what do you think? Tell me in the comments section below – anyway, the thing for me is, after everything that’s happened, me and Kyle really need a fresh start, and I think this house could be it.

Honestly, my loves, I’m so glad you’re here with me to share this moment. I know it’s crazy, but the house feels like it’s mine already!





   
chapter 05

tom

When Millie’s in this kind of mood, she’s almost impossible to resist.

‘It’s perfect timing,’ she says, her eyes shining. ‘The market’s really strong right now, so we’ll have no trouble selling ours. If we’re quick off the mark, Tom, we could be settled into the Glass House before the new school year. The estate agent said he can get us inside first thing next week—’

‘A strong market works both ways, Millie,’ I caution. ‘We’ll be bidding against cash buyers. We may get over the odds for our place, but we’ll be paying it, too.’

‘We can afford it,’ she says. ‘It’ll be a stretch, but I’ve done the maths. If we get our full asking price—’

‘A big if,’ I warn.

‘Come on, Tom. If not now, then when?’

Millie’s a risk-taker. She’ll always spin the wheel, take the chance. She’s not reckless: she assesses the odds rationally and makes an informed, considered choice. But while I’ll always opt for the safer, higher ground, she’s never afraid to step out onto the ice.

‘You’ve only just finished renovating this place,’ I say. ‘The paint’s barely dry!’ 

‘Which is why it’s the perfect time to sell.’

I sigh. ‘Millie, I’ve got a shit-ton of stuff going on at work at the moment. It’s my busiest time. And I’m not sure the kids need the upheaval right now, either. Peter’s still finding his feet, and Meddie’s already got to cope with changing schools in September.’

‘The Glass House is closer to the Tube,’ Millie wheedles. ‘Meddie will be able to get herself to and from school without a long walk home in the dark during the winter. And you’ve been saying for ages we need more space,’ she adds. ‘You’ll be able to have a proper office instead of having to use the basement. It’s our dream house, Tom. You can’t say no.’

I never could, not to her.

She senses me weakening, and laughs, throwing her arms around my waist. ‘It’s on the list, Tom,’ she says. ‘It’s one of my five. You don’t actually have a choice.’

She isn’t joking. Her persuasive coaxing is no more than a fig leaf for my pride. There was never any question I’d agree. It’s a shame: I like the area we’re in now. We’ve got good neighbours – everyone turned out for the street party last summer. The kids have grown up here. It’s going to be a wrench.

But Millie isn’t asking for my permission. I should be grateful the twelfth-century stone tower she fell in love with in Italy a few years back never came onto the market.

‘Can you imagine?’ she says dreamily. ‘Us in the Glass House?’

Where we live, what car I drive, the number of zeros in my bank account – none of it’s ever mattered to me, not really. But I understand why it matters to Millie.

Her father worked as a carpet fitter – when he was sober, anyway. Nothing wrong with that: good, honest work. And Millie’s not a snob. But Terry Lennox knew he’d married up – Millie’s mother, Charlotte, was a teacher whose family had had money once upon a time – and he never forgave his wife for it. And he never forgave his daughter either: for being smarter than he was, for having ambitions beyond his horizons.

He blacked her eye when she won a scholarship to a private convent school at seven. He broke her arm when she was awarded a national science prize. He put her in hospital with a ruptured spleen when she came home with thirteen A* grades in her mock GCSEs. If he hadn’t died before she got into Cambridge, he’d have probably killed her for doing so.

Terry Lennox worked for people who owned places like the Glass House. It doesn’t take Sigmund Freud to work out why his daughter wants to buy it.

‘We might not get it,’ I warn. ‘That house is a landmark. The owners are going to be fighting off buyers.’

‘We’ll get it,’ she says confidently.

My wife is a mass of contradictions. She’s cool and forensic; she’s passionate and hot-tempered. She can be chillingly detached when she assesses our children’s flaws, but she wouldn’t think twice about killing to protect them. She has absolutely no self-doubt when it comes to her work, but she’s so afraid of being hurt she’s never learned to make friends. And she’d rather believe herself a sociopath incapable of human connection than admit that particular truth.

But when Millie sets her mind to something, there’s no stopping her. Like I said: it’s all or nothing with my wife. If she says we’ll get the Glass House, I believe her.

Put it this way: I wouldn’t want to be the person standing in her way.



   
chapter 06

millie

The estate agent twitches her high blonde ponytail forward over her left shoulder. It’s her tell: she does it every time she’s about to lie.

‘The Conways are interested in several other properties,’ Julia says. ‘A bit more competitively priced, I’m afraid, Mrs Downton. But I’ll let you know if they’d like to come back here for a second viewing.’

‘That’s fine,’ I say. ‘I’ve got several offers on the table already, so just email me before Friday if they want to put in a bid.’

‘Friday?’

‘I’m asking everyone to make their best offer by the end of the week,’ I say. ‘I’ll review them and make a decision on Monday. I think it’s fairer than the back-and-forth of a bidding war, don’t you?’

She swallows. She’s nervous and tentative just at the moment she should be assertive and bold. Most of her lipstick has gone now, a pale pink smear on the lip of the plastic water bottle she’s been toting from room to room as I’ve shown her and her buyers around. Her white skin is stretched over birdlike bones; a blue vein pulses at her temple.

‘The Conways have a lovely little pied-à-terre in Putney,’ she says. ‘I believe it’s about to go under offer. I know they’d be able to complete very quickly if they decide to put in a bid after all.’

I watch the young couple as they confer beneath a silver birch tree in the small, walled garden to the rear of the house. Earlier, I pushed back the frameless glass accordion doors that run the width of the sitting room, opening up the entire space to the outdoors. Frankly, on a warm summer day like this, the house sells itself.

We’re at the end of a row of classic Fulham terraced houses painted in delicate pastel shades of periwinkle and lemon and mint green, which means we only have neighbours on one side of us, so more light, less noise. You can get into the garden directly from the side street rather than having to go through the house, a boon when you have to deal with pushchairs and bicycles and all the rest of the paraphernalia that comes with children.

We had to renovate from top to bottom when we moved in eight years ago: we were among the last in our street to dig out the basement, but doing so increased our square footage – and property value – by thirty percent overnight. I had a floor-to-ceiling glass light well put in where the side return used to be, extending down into the basement and up through each of the three main floors of the house: the architect was sceptical, but it was more than worth the cost.

Smoked oak flooring. A Chesney fireplace, bespoke kitchen cabinets, Miele appliances and Carrara marble, a walkout rooftop terrace. Our asking price is simultaneously audacious and reasonable.

We’re going to need every penny to buy the Glass House.

To be honest, I’m surprised a couple in their late twenties with two young children can afford a house anywhere near our price point, but apparently they’re successful lifestyle vloggers with their own Instagram and YouTube channel, KyperLife, an irritating portmanteau of their names. The woman’s been videoing herself as they’ve viewed the house, despite me asking her not to – I don’t want our kids’ bedrooms all over the internet.

They’re holding hands now as they gaze at the house from the garden. It’s clear they love it. They’re already feeling a stirring of possessiveness as they imagine where they’ll put their furniture.

When they come back inside, he’s the one who reaches me first, squaring over-muscled shoulders and extending his hand with a simulacrum of spousal authority, but she’s the one in charge. It’s always the woman who picks the house.

‘Kyle Conway,’ he says. ‘This is my wife, Harper.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you,’ she says.

He gestures around the sitting room. ‘Julia says you renovated the whole house, top to bottom,’ he says. ‘You’ve done an amazing job.’

‘The previous owner hadn’t touched it in forty years,’ I say. ‘Some of the rooms didn’t even have light fittings. It was easier to rip everything down to the studs and start again than try to fix it.’

I try not to wince as Harper scratches hot pink acrylic nails across the textured sisal wallpaper, a hungry look in her eyes. ‘It must be hard to sell after all the work you’ve put in,’ she says.

I’m impatient for them to leave. We need our house to go under contract as soon as possible to put us in the best negotiating position when we make an offer on the Glass House, and this couple are just tyre-kickers: they haven’t sold their own place, and I can’t afford to get stuck in an unreliable housing chain.

‘I’m afraid I have another viewing in fifteen minutes,’ I lie, heading towards the hallway.

‘We want it,’ Harper says instantly.

Her husband throws her a startled look. ‘Harps—’

‘Come on, Kyle. You know it’s perfect. It’s just what we’ve been looking for. It’s our forever home.’ She turns to me. ‘We’ll offer you full asking right now if you take it off the market.’

The agent’s eyes gleam as she calculates her commission. Harper’s offering nearly double the money we put into the house. Tom would kill me if he knew I was even hesitating.

I’m seriously tempted. We’ve had numerous viewings in the three days since we put it up for sale, but we’re overpriced: no one has come back for a second look.

But I know what it’s like when you find the one.

They say it takes just ten seconds when viewing a new house to see yourself living there. I recognise the property lust in Harper’s eyes.

‘It wouldn’t really be fair to my other interested parties,’ I demur.

‘Whatever offers you’ve already had, we’ll beat them,’ she says. 

‘I really can’t—’

‘Fifty thousand over asking.’

Her husband grabs her arm. ‘Harper!’

‘Kyle, we’ve looked at, like, forty-seven houses,’ she says impatiently. ‘Do you want to trail round another forty-seven? And this one’s so much nicer and more homey than that other glass one we just saw. I want this one.’

‘We can’t afford it!’

‘We can if we get that new SugarPop deal,’ she says. ‘We’ll get some great storylines out of moving here. You know we will.’

I can’t decide if Harper Conway is exceptionally smart or a complete idiot. No one goes into a negotiation tipping their hand like this. Either she’s caught up in bidding fever, or she’s playing a clever game: an offer like this certainly cuts through the noise. Either way, it’s a win for me.

‘If you can provide a ten percent non-refundable deposit now rather than wait until we exchange,’ I say, ‘I’ll give you forty-eight hours to prove your house is under contract and that you’ve got the financing to complete.’

Kyle looks shocked. ‘Non-refundable? Harper, we can’t—’ 

‘It’s a deal,’ Harper says.



 

 


SETtalks | psychologies series

Science ♦ Entertainment ♦ Technology

Inside the mind of a psychopath | Original Air Date 9 July 

The transcript below has been lightly edited for length and clarity.

When I was eight, I fell through the ice while skating on a duck pond in Richmond. I was submerged in icy water for nearly fifteen minutes before being rescued by firefighters.

I was blue by the time they fished me out, and I wasn’t breathing.

The paramedics rushed me to hospital, but, after forty minutes of CPR, my parents were told it was hopeless.

Doctors told them to say goodbye to me, and they were actually discussing transplant donation when I woke up.

Let me tell you, I played the guilt card for years afterwards: ‘Clean my room? But you wanted to give away my kidneys!’

[Laughter]

The thing is, when my mother told me what’d happened, that I’d been clinically dead for over an hour, I laughed.

I wasn’t afraid of death. I wasn’t afraid of anything. The signs were there, if anyone had bothered to look.

Tell me, have any of you ever tried those immersive sink-or-swim language courses? Let’s see a show of hands—

Almost half of you. Well, aren’t we a roomful of overachievers?

[Laughter]

For those who haven’t had the pleasure, you’re basically dropped into a situation where you don’t speak a word of the language you want to learn, usually with a host family.

No one explains anything to you, and if they do, you can’t understand them.

It’s not so much immersion as submersion. And these courses work because there’s no way out. Even when you’re tired, even when you’re hungry and fed-up and frustrated, you can’t break the fourth wall and appeal for help.

Your only option is to use the language you’re learning to survive. Well, that’s what it’s like for a person like me to exist in a social world.

Thanks in no small part to Hollywood, the word psychopath is so loaded with meaning, it’s hard to see past the stigma of the label to the human being beneath.

But I’m biologically wired not to feel shame or guilt. I was born without the ability to empathise, just as some people are born without limbs. It’s not our fault.

To paraphrase the immortal Jessica Rabbit: I’m not a bad person: I’m simply drawn that way.

[Laughter]

If you have no inherent sense of right or wrong, being told something is ‘bad’ means nothing to you. Sociopathic kids need extra help with these kind of concepts, but most parents haven’t got a clue where to begin.

Remember that statistic I gave you at the start of this talk? Psychopathy is as common as autism and bipolar disorder, but there are no support groups for the parents of budding sociopaths. Try typing ‘I think my child is a psychopath’ into a search engine and see how far you get.

You won
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