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  Chapter 1


  Saturday 17 July 2010


  I lie on my back with my eyes closed, waiting for Kit’s breathing to change. I fake the deep, slow sleep-breaths I need to hear from him before I can get out of bed – in and hold, out and hold – and try to convince myself that it’s a harmless deception. Am I the only woman who has ever done this, or does it happen all the time in houses all over the world? If it does, then it must be for different reasons, more common ones than mine: a cheating wife or girlfriend wanting to text a lover undetected, or sneak one last guilty glass of wine on top of the five she’s had already. Normal things. Ordinary urgencies.


  No woman on earth has ever been in the situation I’m in now.


  You’re being ridiculous. You’re not ‘in a situation’, apart from the one you’ve brewed in your imagination. Ingredients: coincidence and paranoia.


  Nothing I tell myself works. That’s why I need to check, to put my mind at rest. Checking isn’t crazy; missing the opportunity to check would be crazy. And once I’ve looked and found nothing, I’ll be able to forget about it and accept that it’s all in my head.


  Will you?


  It shouldn’t be too long before I can move. Kit’s usually dead to the world within seconds of the light going out. If I count to a hundred . . . but I can’t. Can’t make myself focus on something that doesn’t interest me. If I could, I’d be able to do the reverse: banish 11 Bentley Grove from my mind. Will I ever be able to do that?


  While I wait, I rehearse for the task ahead. What would this bedroom tell me about Kit and me, if I didn’t know us? Huge bed, cast-iron fireplace, identical alcoves on either side of the chimney breast where our two identical wardrobes stand. Kit likes symmetry. One of his reservations, when I proposed buying the biggest bed we could find to replace our ordinary double, was that it might not leave room for our matching bedside cabinets. When I said I’d be happy to lose mine, Kit looked at me as if I was an anarchist agitator plotting to demolish his well-ordered world. ‘You can’t have a cabinet on one side and not the other,’ he said. Both ended up going in the end; having first made me promise not to tell anyone, Kit admitted that, however inconvenient it was to have to lean down and put his book, watch, glasses and mobile phone under the bed, he would find it more irritating to have a bedroom that didn’t ‘look right’.


  ‘Are you sure you’re a genuine, bona fide heterosexual?’ I teased him.


  He grinned. ‘Either I am, or else I’m pretending to be in order to get my Christmas cards written and posted for me every year. I guess you’ll never know which is the truth.’


  Floor-length cream silk curtains. Kit wanted a Roman blind, but I overruled him. Silk curtains are something I’ve wanted since childhood, one of those ‘as soon as I have a home of my own’ pledges I made to myself. And curtains in a bedroom have to pool on the floor – that’s my look-right rule. I suppose everybody has at least one, and we all think our own are sensible and other people’s completely ridiculous.


  Above the fireplace, there’s a framed tapestry of a red house with a green rectangle around it that’s supposed to be the garden. Instead of flowers, the solid colour of the grass is broken up by stitched words: ‘Melrose Cottage, Little Holling, Silsford’ in orange, and then, in smaller yellow letters beneath, ‘Connie and Kit, 13th July 2004’.


  ‘But Melrose isn’t red,’ I used to protest, before I gave up. ‘It’s made of white clunch stone. Do you think Mum was picturing it drenched in blood?’ Kit and I called our house ‘Melrose’ for short when we first bought it. Now that we’ve lived here for years and know it like we know our own faces, we call it ‘Mellers’.


  What would an impartial observer make of the tapestry? Would they think Kit and I were so stupid that we were in danger of forgetting our names and when we bought our house? That we’d decided to hang a reminder on the wall? Would they guess that it was a home-made house-warming present from Connie’s mother, and that Connie thought it was twee and crass, and had fought hard to have it exiled to the loft?


  Kit insisted we put it up, out of loyalty to our home and to Mum. He said our bedroom was the perfect place, so that then guests wouldn’t see it. I don’t think he notices it any more. I do – every night before I go to sleep and every morning when I wake up. It depresses me for a whole range of reasons.


  Someone peering into our bedroom would see none of this – none of the wrangles, none of the compromises. They wouldn’t see Kit’s missing bedside table, the picture I’d have liked to put above the fireplace if only the hideous red house tapestry weren’t there.


  Which proves that looking at a room in someone else’s house doesn’t tell you anything, and there’s no point in my doing what I’m about to do, now that I’m sure Kit’s sound asleep. I ought to go to sleep too.


  As quietly as I can, I fold back my side of the duvet, climb out of bed and tiptoe to the second bedroom, which we’ve turned into a home office. We run our business from here, which is a little absurd given that it’s about eleven feet long by ten feet wide. Like Kit’s and my bedroom, it has a cast-iron fireplace. We’ve managed to cram two desks in here, a chair for each of us, three filing cabinets. When our certificate of incorporation arrived from Companies House, Kit bought a frame for it and hung it on the wall opposite the door, so that it’s the first thing that catches your eye when you walk into the room. ‘It’s a legal requirement,’ he told me when I complained that it looked uninspiring and bureaucratic. ‘Has to be displayed at company headquarters. Do you want Nulli to start life as an outlaw?’


  Nulli Secundus Ltd. It means ‘second to none’, and was Kit’s choice. ‘Talk about tempting fate and dooming us to failure,’ I said when we were discussing what to call ourselves, imagining how much worse liquidation would feel with such a conceited name. I suggested ‘C & K Bowskill Ltd’. ‘Those are our names,’ Kit said scathingly, as if this fact might have passed me by. ‘Have a bit of imagination, for God’s sake. Confidence would help, too. Are we launching this company in order to go bankrupt? I don’t know about you, but I’m planning to make a success of it.’


  What else have you made a success of, Kit? What else that I don’t know about?


  You’re being ridiculous, Connie. Your ridiculousness is second to none.


  I tap my laptop’s touchpad and it springs to life. The Google screen appears. I type ‘houses for sale’ into the search box, press enter, and wait. The first result that comes up is Roundthehouses.co.uk, which declares itself the UK’s leading property website. I click on it, thinking that obviously the Roundthehouses people subscribe to Kit’s way of thinking rather than mine: they have no worries about bankruptcy-induced humiliation.


  The home page loads: exterior shots of houses for sale beneath a dark red border filled in with lots of tiny pictures of magnifying glasses, each with a disembodied pair of eyes inside it. The eyes look eerie, alien, and make me think of people hiding in the darkness, spying on one another.


  Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing?


  I type ‘Cambridge’ into the location box, and click on the ‘For Sale’ button. Another screen comes up, offering me more choices. I work my way through them impatiently – search radius: this area only; property type: houses; number of bedrooms: any; price range: any; added to site . . . When would 11 Bentley Grove have been added? I click on ‘last 7 days’. The ‘For Sale’ board I saw in the front garden today – or yesterday, since it’s now quarter past one in the morning – wasn’t there a week ago.


  I click on ‘Find properties’, tapping my bare feet on the floor, and close my eyes for a second. When I open them, there are houses on the screen: one on Chaucer Road for 4 million pounds, one on Newton Road for 2.3 million. I know both streets – they’re near Bentley Grove, off Trumpington Road. I’ve seen them, on my many trips to Cambridge that nobody knows about.


  11 Bentley Grove is the third house on the list. It’s on for 1.2 million pounds. I’m surprised it’s so expensive. It’s big enough, but nothing spectacular. Obviously that part of Cambridge is regarded as a choice area, though it’s always looked fairly ordinary to me, and the traffic on Trumpington Road is often waiting to move rather than moving. There’s a Waitrose nearby, an Indian restaurant, a specialist wine shop, a couple of estate agents. And lots of enormous expensive mansions. If the asking prices for all the houses in this part of town are into the millions, that means there must be plenty of people who can afford to pay that much. Who are they? Sir Cliff Richard springs to mind; I’ve no idea why. Who else? People who own football clubs, or have oil wells in their back gardens? Certainly not me and Kit, and we’re doing about as well, professionally, as we could ever hope to do . . .


  I shake these thoughts from my mind. You could be asleep now, you lunatic. Instead, you’re sitting hunched over a computer in the dark, feeling inferior to Cliff Richard. Get a grip.


  To bring up the full details, I click on the picture of this house I know so well, and yet not at all. I don’t believe anyone in the world has spent as much time staring at the outside of 11 Bentley Grove as I have; I know its façade brick by brick. It’s strange, almost shocking, to see a photograph of it on my computer – in my house, where it doesn’t belong.


  Inviting the enemy into your home . . .


  There is no enemy, I tell myself firmly. Be practical, get it over with, and go back to bed. Kit has started to snore. Good. I’ve no idea what I’d say if he caught me doing this, how I’d defend my sanity.


  The page has loaded. I’m not interested in the big photograph on the left, the one taken from across the road. It’s the inside of the house I need to see. One by one, I click on the little pictures on the right-hand side of the screen to enlarge them. First, a kitchen with wooden worktops, a double Belfast sink, blue-painted unit fronts, a blue-sided wooden-topped island . . .


  Kit hates kitchen islands. He thinks they’re ugly and pretentious – an affectation imported from America. The avocado bathroom suites of the future, he calls them. He’d got rid of the one in our kitchen within a fortnight of our moving in, and commissioned a local joiner to make us a big round oak table to take its place.


  This kitchen I’m looking at can’t be Kit’s, not with that island in it.


  Of course it’s not Kit’s. Kit’s kitchen is downstairs – it also happens to be your kitchen.


  I click on a picture of a lounge. I’ve seen 11 Bentley Grove’s lounge before, though only briefly. On one of my visits, I was brave enough – or stupid enough, depending on your point of view – to open the gate, walk up the long path that’s bordered by lavender bushes on both sides and divides the square front lawn into two triangles, and peer in through the front window. I was afraid I’d be caught trespassing and couldn’t really concentrate. A few seconds later an elderly man with the thickest glasses I’ve ever seen emerged from the house next door and turned his excessively enlarged eyes in my direction. I hurried back to my car before he could ask me what I was doing, and, afterwards, remembered little about the room I’d seen apart from that it had white walls and a grey L-shaped sofa with some kind of intricate red embroidery on it.


  I’m looking at that same sofa now, on my computer screen. It’s not so much grey as a sort of cloudy silver. It looks expensive, unique. I can’t imagine there’s another sofa like it.


  Kit loves unique. He avoids mass-produced as far as is possible. All the mugs in our kitchen were made and painted individually by a potter in Spilling.


  Every piece of furniture in the lounge at 11 Bentley Grove looks like a one-off: a chair with enormous curved wooden arms like the bottoms of rowing boats; an unusual coffee table with a glass surface, and, beneath the glass, a structure resembling a display cabinet with sixteen compartments, lying on its back. Each compartment contains a small flower with a red circle at its centre and blue petals pointing up towards the glass.


  Kit would like all of these things. I swallow, tell myself this proves nothing.


  There’s a tiled fireplace with a large map above it in a frame, a chimney breast, matching alcoves on either side. A symmetrical room, a Kit sort of room. I feel a little nauseous.


  Christ, this is insane. How many living rooms, up and down the country, follow this basic format: fireplace, a chimney breast, alcoves left and right? It’s a classic design, replicated all over the world. It appeals to Kit, and to about a trillion other people.


  It’s not as if you’ve seen his jacket draped over the banister, his stripy scarf over the back of a chair . . .


  Quickly, wanting to be finished with this task I’ve set myself – aware that it’s making me feel worse, not better – I work my way through the other rooms, enlarging their pictures. Hall and stairs, carpeted in beige; chunky dark wood banister. A utility room with sky-blue unit fronts, similar to those in the kitchen. Honey-coloured marble for the house bathroom – clean and ostentatiously expensive.


  I click on a picture of what must be the back garden. It’s a lot bigger than I’d have imagined, having only seen the house from the front. I scroll down to the text beneath the photographs and see that the garden is described as being just over an acre. It’s the sort of garden I’d love to have: decking for a table and chairs, two-seater swing with a canopy, vast lawn, trees at the bottom, lush yellow fields beyond. An idyllic countryside view, ten minutes’ walk from the centre of Cambridge. Now I’m starting to understand the 1.2-million-pound price tag. I try not to compare what I’m looking at to Melrose Cottage’s garden, which is roughly the size of half a single garage. It’s big enough to accommodate a wrought-iron table, four chairs, a few plants in terracotta pots, and not a lot else.


  That’s it. I’ve looked at all the pictures, seen all there is to see.


  And found nothing. Satisfied now?


  I yawn and rub my eyes. I’m about to shut down the Roundthehouses website and go back to bed when I notice a row of buttons beneath the picture of the back garden: ‘Street View’, ‘Floorplan’, ‘Virtual Tour’. I don’t need a view of Bentley Grove – I’ve seen more than enough of it in the past six months – but I might as well have a look at number 11’s floorplan, since I’ve got this far. I click on the button, then hit the ‘x’ to shut down the screen within seconds of it opening. It isn’t going to help me to know which room is where; I’d be better off taking the virtual tour. Will it make me feel as if I’m walking around the house myself, looking into every room? That’s what I’d like to do.


  Then I’d be satisfied.


  I hit the button and wait for the tour to load. Another button pops up: ‘Play Tour’. I click on it. The kitchen appears first, and I see what I’ve already seen in the photograph, then a bit more as the camera does a 360-degree turn to reveal the rest of the room. Then another turn, then another. The spinning effect makes me feel dizzy, as if I’m on a roundabout that won’t stop. I close my eyes, needing a break. I’m so tired. Travelling to Cambridge and back in a day nearly every Friday is doing me no good; it’s not the physical effort that’s draining, it’s the secrecy. I have to move on, let it go.


  I open my eyes and see a mass of red. At first I don’t know what I’m looking at, and then . . . Oh, God. It can’t be. Oh, fuck, oh, God. Blood. A woman lying face down in the middle of the room, and blood, a lake of it, all over the beige carpet. For a second, in my panic, I mistake the blood for my own. I look down at myself. No blood. Of course not – it’s not my carpet, not my house. It’s 11 Bentley Grove. The lounge, spinning. The fireplace, the framed map above it, the door open to the hall . . .


  The dead woman, face down in a sea of red. As if all the blood inside her has been squeezed out, every drop of it . . .


  I make a noise that might be a scream. I try to call Kit’s name, but it doesn’t work. Where’s the phone? Not on its base. Where’s my BlackBerry? Should I ring 999? Panting, I reach out for something, I’m not sure what. I can’t take my eyes off the screen. The blood is still turning, the dead woman slowly turning. She must be dead; it must be her blood. Red around the outside, almost black in the middle. Black-red, thick as tar. Make it stop spinning.


  I stand up, knock my chair over. It falls to the floor with a thud. I back away from my desk, wanting only to escape. Out, out! a voice in my head screams. I’m stumbling in the wrong direction, nowhere near the door. Don’t look. Stop looking. I can’t help it. My back hits the wall; something hard presses into my skin. I hear a crash, step on something that crunches. Pain pricks the soles of my feet. I look down and see broken glass. Blood. Mine, this time.


  Somehow, I get myself out of the room and close the door. Better; now there’s a barrier between it and me. Kit. I need Kit. I walk into our bedroom, switch on the light and burst into tears. How dare he be asleep? ‘Kit!’


  He groans. Blinks. ‘Light off,’ he mumbles, groggy with sleep. ‘Fuck’s going on? Time is it?’


  I stand there crying, my feet bleeding onto the white rug.


  ‘Con?’ Kit hauls himself up into a sitting position and rubs his eyes. ‘What’s wrong? What’s happened?’


  ‘She’s dead,’ I tell him.


  


  


  ‘Who’s dead?’ He’s alert now. He reaches under the bed for his glasses, puts them on.


  ‘I don’t know! A woman,’ I sob. ‘On the computer.’


  ‘What woman? What are you talking about?’ He throws back the covers, gets out of bed. ‘Your . . . what have you done to your feet? They’re bleeding.’


  ‘I don’t know.’ It’s the best I can do. ‘I did a virtual . . .’ I’m having trouble breathing and speaking at the same time.


  ‘Just tell me if everybody’s okay. Your sister, Benji . . .’


  ‘What?’ My sister? ‘It’s nothing to do with them, it’s a woman. I can’t see her face.’


  ‘You’re white as a sheet, Con. Did you have a nightmare?’


  ‘On my laptop. She’s there now,’ I sob. ‘She’s dead. She must be. We should call the police.’


  ‘Sweetheart, there’s no dead woman on your laptop,’ Kit says. I hear the impatience beneath the reassurance. ‘You had a bad dream.’


  ‘Go and look!’ I scream at him. ‘It’s not a dream. Go in there and see it for yourself!’


  He looks down at my feet again, at the trail of blood on the rug and the floorboards – a dotted red line leading to the bedroom door. ‘What happened to you?’ he asks. I wonder how guilty I look. ‘What’s going on?’ The concerned tone has gone; his voice is hard with suspicion. Without waiting to hear my answer, he heads for the spare room.


  ‘No!’ I blurt out.


  He stops on the landing. Turns. ‘No? I thought you wanted me to look at your computer.’ I’ve made him angry. Anything that interrupts his sleep makes him angry.


  I can’t let him go in there until I’ve explained, or tried to. ‘I did a virtual tour of 11 Bentley Grove,’ I say.


  ‘What? For fuck’s sake, Connie.’


  ‘Listen to me. Just listen, okay? It’s for sale, 11 Bentley Grove is for sale.’


  ‘How do you know that?’


  ‘I . . . I just know, all right?’ I wipe my face. If I’m under attack, I can’t cry. I have to concentrate on defending myself.


  ‘This is just . . . Connie, this is so fucked up, I don’t know where to . . .’ Kit pushes past me, tries to get back into bed.


  I grab his arm to stop him. ‘Be angry later, but first listen to me. Okay? That’s all I’m asking.’


  He shakes me off him. I hate the way he’s staring at me.


  What do you expect him to do?


  ‘I’m listening,’ he says quietly. ‘I’ve been listening to you talk about 11 Bentley Grove for six months. When’s it going to stop?’


  ‘It’s for sale,’ I say, as calmly as I can. ‘I looked it up on Roundthehouses, a property website.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘Now, just . . . before.’


  ‘You waited until I was asleep?’ Kit shakes his head in disgust.


  ‘There was a virtual tour, and I . . . I thought I’d . . .’ It’s better if I don’t tell him what I was thinking. Not that he couldn’t guess. ‘There was a woman, in the lounge, face down on the floor, blood all around her, a huge pool . . .’ Describing it makes me feel as if I might throw up.


  Kit takes a step back, looks at me as if he’s never seen me before. ‘Let’s get this straight: you went onto Roundthehouses, took a virtual tour of 11 Bentley Grove, which you happen to know is for sale, and saw a dead woman in one of the rooms?’


  ‘In the lounge.’


  He laughs. ‘This is inventive, even for you,’ he says.


  ‘It’s still up on the screen,’ I tell him. ‘Go and look if you don’t believe me.’ I’m shaking, freezing cold suddenly.


  He’s going to refuse. He’s going to ignore what I’ve told him and go back to sleep, to punish me, and because it can’t possibly be true. There can’t be a dead woman lying in a sea of blood on the Roundthehouses website.


  Kit sighs. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’ll go and look. Evidently I’m as big an idiot as you think I am.’


  ‘I’m not making it up!’ I shout after him. I want to go with him, but my body won’t move. Any second now he’ll see what I saw. I can’t bear the waiting, knowing it’s going to happen.


  ‘Great,’ I hear Kit say to himself. Or maybe he’s talking to me. ‘I’ve always wanted to look at a stranger’s dishwasher in the middle of the night.’


  Dishwasher. The tour must be on a loop. In my absence, it’s started again at the beginning. ‘The obligatory kitchen island,’ Kit mutters. ‘Why do people do it?’


  ‘The lounge is after the kitchen,’ I tell him. I force myself onto the landing; that’s as close as I’m willing to go. I can’t breathe. I hate the thought that Kit’s about to see what I saw – no one should have to see it. It’s too horrible. At the same time, I need him to . . .


  To what? Confirm that it was real, that you didn’t imagine it?


  I don’t imagine things that aren’t there. I don’t. I sometimes worry about things that maybe don’t need to be worried about, but that’s not the same thing. I know what’s true and what isn’t. My name is Catriona Louise Bowskill. True. I’m thirty-four years old. True. I live at Melrose Cottage in Little Holling, Silsford, with my husband Christian, but he’s always been known as Kit, just as I’ve always been known as Connie. We have our own business – it’s called Nulli Secundus. We’re data management consultants, or rather, Kit is. My official title is Business and Financial Director. Kit works for Nulli full-time. I’m part-time: three days a week. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, I work for my mum and dad’s business, Monk & Sons Fine Furnishings, where I have a more old-fashioned job title: book-keeper. My mum and dad are Val and Geoff Monk. They live down the road. I have a sister, Fran, who’s thirty-two. She also works for Monk & Sons; she runs the curtain and blind department. She has a partner, Anton, and they have a five-year-old son, Benji. All these things are true, and it’s also true – true in exactly the same way – that less than ten minutes ago I took a virtual tour of 11 Bentley Grove, Cambridge, and saw a dead woman lying on a blood-soaked carpet.


  ‘Bingo: the lounge,’ I hear Kit say. His tone sends a chill shooting up my spine. How can he sound so flippant, unless . . . ‘Interesting choice of coffee table. Trying a bit too hard, I’d say. No dead woman, no blood.’


  What? What’s he talking about? He’s wrong. I know what I saw.


  I push open the door and make myself walk into the room. No. It’s not possible. 11 Bentley Grove’s lounge turns slowly on the screen, but there’s no body in it – no woman lying face down, no pool of red. The carpet’s beige. Moving closer, I see that there’s a faint mark on it in one corner, but . . . ‘It’s not there,’ I say.


  Kit stands up. ‘I’m going back to bed,’ he says, his voice stiff with fury.


  ‘But . . . how could it disappear?’


  ‘Don’t.’ He raises his fist, smacks it against the wall. ‘We’re not going to talk about this now. I’ve got a good idea: let’s never talk about it. Let’s pretend it didn’t happen.’


  ‘Kit . . .’


  ‘I can’t go on like this, Con. We can’t go on like this.’


  He pushes past me. I hear our bedroom door slam. Too shocked to cry, I sit down in the chair that’s still warm from Kit’s body, and stare at the screen. When the lounge disappears, I wait for it to come back, in case the dead woman and the blood also come back. It seems unlikely, but then what’s happened already is also unlikely, and yet it happened.


  I sit through the tour of 11 Bentley Grove four times. Each time the kitchen fades, I hold my breath. Each time the lounge returns spotless, with no dead woman or blood in it. Eventually, because I don’t know what else to do, I click on the ‘x’ in the top right-hand corner of the screen, shut the tour down.


  Not possible.


  One last time, starting from scratch. I click on the internet Explorer icon, go back to Roundthehouses, retrace my steps: find 11 Bentley Grove again, click on the virtual tour button again, sit and watch. There’s no woman. No blood. Kit is still right. I am still wrong.


  I slam my laptop shut. I ought to clear up the broken glass, and the real bloodstains on my own carpet. I stare down at Nulli’s certificate of incorporation, lying on the floor in its shattered frame. In my shock at seeing the dead woman, I must have knocked it off the wall. Kit will be upset about that. As if he hasn’t got enough to be upset about.


  Reframing a certificate is easy. Deciding what to do about a disappearing dead woman that you might have imagined in the first place – not so easy.


  As far as I can see, I have two choices. I can either try to forget about it, talk myself into believing that the horrific scene I saw only ever existed in my mind. Or I can ring Simon Waterhouse.


  


  *


  


  POLICE EXHIBIT REF: CB13345/432/12IG


  


  CAVENDISH LODGE PRIMARY SCHOOL


  BULLETIN NO. 581


  Date: Monday 19th October 2009


  


  Autumn Thoughts from Mrs Kennedy’s class


  


  Conkers are . . .


  Silky smooth,


  Velvety and chocolate brown


  And rusty red on the outside.


  Their shiny shells are crusty


  Creamy and cool to touch.


  I love Autumn because


  Conkers fall off the trees in Autumn.


  I love conkers SO much!


  by Riordan Gilpatrick


  


  Conkers


  They fall off trees


  Hit you on the head.


  You can tie them on strings


  Have fights with them


  You can collect them


  And put them on your shelf.


  Green-brown-orange-red, that’s the colour of . . .


  Conkers!


  by Emily Sabine


  


  Well done to both of you – you have really brought Autumn to life in all our minds!


  Thank you!


  Chapter 10


  19/07/2010


  ‘I asked her if there was any possibility that she programmed the address into her husband’s SatNav herself,’ Simon told Charlie. They were sitting at the large wooden table on one side of the swimming pool – Simon under an umbrella and Charlie in the full glare of the sun. She knew it was bad for her, but she loved it: the way it burned its glow into her skin and made her feel as if her brain was dissolving, so that she had no choice but to hurl herself into the pool.


  On the lunch front, the unthinkable was happening: Simon was peeling prawns and handing them to her, one by one; that was how guilty she’d made him feel. She was no longer hungry, but she wanted him to keep peeling. He didn’t seem to mind, which irritated her a little, but then he’d only done eight prawns so far and she reckoned she could eat about fifty, even if she did end up being sick afterwards. She was confident he’d be fuming and swearing before she was ready to let him off the hook.


  ‘Why would she programme the address in herself, then accuse her husband of doing it?’ she asked Simon.


  ‘Because she genuinely believes he did it. If she’s erased the memory of herself doing it, and then she finds it there – well, he must have done it, mustn’t he? And she wants to know why. Why’s he putting this unknown Cambridge address into his SatNav as “home”?’


  ‘Bollocks,’ said Charlie. ‘People’s brains don’t erase memories. Why that address, anyway? Your post-traumatic memory-wipe hypothesis would make more sense if the address she’d found in the SatNav had been 17 Pardoner Lane.’


  ‘Unless 11 Bentley Grove has equal significance for her,’ said Simon. ‘Which it might. If she’s traumatised enough to delete the memory of putting it into the SatNav, who’s to say she wouldn’t delete all her memories connected to the house? So that, when she sees the address, it means nothing to her.’


  Charlie groaned. ‘Here’s what happened: the husband, Kit, programmed in the address. The simplest solution and all that.’


  Simon held up a peeled prawn and stared at it. ‘Occam’s Razor? It’s a myth,’ he said. ‘If you think back over the last few years of our working life . . .’


  ‘Connie Bowskill isn’t work, so don’t pretend she is,’ said Charlie. ‘She’s your latest fucked-up hobby. And our working life doesn’t exist. I left CID years ago. I have my own paid job working for the police, in addition to being your unpaid reality-check provider.’


  ‘All right, then, my working life,’ Simon said impatiently. ‘Nothing I’ve ever had to deal with has been straightforward. Nothing’s ever what it looks like, nothing’s predictable.’ He sighed. ‘Maybe the simplest solution’s the winner every time when I’m not around, but it’s never worked for me.’


  ‘The husband’s the one who was a student at Cambridge,’ said Charlie. ‘He was the one who suggested moving there in 2003, and the address was programmed into his SatNav, in his car. I’d think exactly what Connie Bowskill thought: that he must have another wife and family at 11 Bentley Grove—’


  ‘He hasn’t,’ Simon cut her off. ‘I went to Cambridge, called round at the house. The owner’s a woman called Selina Gane, a doctor. Late forties, no kids, lives alone. I asked her if she knew a Kit Bowskill. She said the name meant nothing to her. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, so . . .’


  ‘When was this?’ Charlie snatched the prawn from his hand. ‘When did you call round at 11 Bentley Grove?’


  ‘Few weeks ago. I took a couple of days off.’


  ‘You told me you were buying a new suit and shoes for the wedding.’


  ‘I did that as well.’


  ‘In Cambridge?’


  He knew he’d been caught out.


  ‘You told me you’d bought both at Remmick’s in Spilling.’


  ‘Only because I didn’t want to tell you I’d been in Cambridge. You’d have asked why. It’d all have come out, and I didn’t want to tell you then. I wanted to tell you now.’


  ‘I’m not hungry any more,’ Charlie said, when he tried to hand her another prawn. ‘You saved it up, to tell me on our honeymoon?’


  He nodded. ‘I planned the whole thing – writing the address down somewhere for you to find, denying I wrote it . . . the whole thing.’ For about two seconds, he tried to look contrite. When he saw Charlie trying not to laugh, he smiled, and she saw that he was still pleased with himself for staging his reconstruction so successfully. ‘We’ve never spent two weeks alone together before,’ he said. ‘I was worried we’d run out of things to talk about.’


  ‘Trust me, that’ll never happen. So, is she attractive?’


  ‘Who? Connie Bowskill or Selina Gane?’


  ‘Both.’


  ‘I don’t know. You always ask me that.’


  ‘No, I don’t,’ Charlie protested automatically.


  ‘You even asked it about the face in the mountain. Look.’ He pointed. ‘You can see it from here, surely?’


  Charlie wondered if this was another of his circuitous games. Perhaps Connie Bowskill wasn’t the only damsel in distress he had on the go at the moment. Maybe there was some other woman whose husband had claimed he’d seen a face in a mountain, one that she couldn’t see however hard she tried. Maybe she’d ended up drowing him in a Spanish swimming pool.


  ‘Selina Gane’s what most men would call attractive, I reckon. Shiny blonde hair, decent face, bobbly figure.’


  ‘Bobbly?’


  ‘You know.’ Simon did an outline with his hands.


  Charlie narrowed her eyes at him. ‘More commonly known as “hourglass”,’ she said. ‘She’s in her late forties, did you say?’


  ‘Around that. She’s rich, as well.’


  ‘How old’s Connie Bowskill?’


  ‘Thirty-four.’


  ‘Attractive? For God’s sake, Simon, there’s nothing embarrassing about saying whether someone’s attractive or not!’


  ‘Skinny, dark. You’d say she was very pretty.’


  ‘Oh, I’d say that, would I? How do you know Selina Gane’s rich?’


  ‘The way she looked,’ said Simon. ‘Her clothes, everything. Loaded, I’d say.’


  ‘So, if Kit Bowskill’s involved with Connie and Selina, he’s got it sewn up all ways, hasn’t he? One dark, one blonde; one skinny, one bobbly; one older, one younger; one rich, one not so rich. Maybe he’s like Sellers – as long as she’s female, she’s his type.’


  ‘He’s not involved with both of them,’ said Simon. ‘I spoke to a few of the neighbours while I was at Bentley Grove, asked them about anyone they’d seen coming and going from number 11 . . .’


  ‘I assume you asked in your professional capacity, even though your being there had nothing to do with work?’ Charlie said snidely, knowing Simon wouldn’t have allowed ethical considerations to get in his way. His own take on whether something was right or wrong was all he ever cared about; the general consensus of opinion was irrelevant to him. He and Charlie had that in common; in his shoes, she’d have abused her power in exactly the same way.


  ‘I checked with the Land Registry. 11 Bentley Grove’s listed in Selina Gane’s name only – no mention of Kit Bowskill. I also showed the next-door neighbours on both sides a photo of Bowskill that I’d got from Connie. One of them said he didn’t look familiar, she’d never seen him before. Told me she’d only ever seen various women and an elderly couple visiting number 11. The other neighbour, a bent-double guy who looked about two hundred and had the longest name I’ve ever heard – Professor Sir Basil Lambert-Wall – he said the same about the visitors: lots of women, a couple he described as middle-aged, but I reckon they and the other neighbour’s elderly couple are one and the same – Selina Gane’s parents, probably. Lambert-Wall took one look at the picture of Kit Bowskill and said, “Of course I recognise him. He installed my new burglar alarm.”’


  ‘Alzheimer’s?’ Charlie asked.


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said Simon. ‘Mentally, he seemed as sharp as a twenty-year-old, even though he was leaning on a stick twice the width of his body. I didn’t want to dismiss what he’d told me just because he was an antique, so off I went to Safesound Alarms in Trumpington . . .’


  ‘Where they’d never clapped eyes on Kit Bowskill before, or heard of him,’ Charlie summed up.


  ‘No. They hadn’t.’


  ‘So the old man made a mistake.’


  ‘He seemed sure,’ Simon said doggedly. He sighed. ‘You’re right. Despite his spectacular name, he must have got it wrong. What would Kit Bowskill be doing fitting burglar alarms?’


  ‘If I were as mad as you, I might say that if he’s got two lives running concurrently, with a wife and a home in each, then he might have a job in each – data-system blah blah in Silsford, burglar alarm fitter in Cambridge. Maybe there’s a strong anti-cop culture at Safesound Alarms, so they automatically deny everything when the police turn up.’ Seeing Simon’s worried frown, Charlie slapped his arm. ‘I’m kidding. I hope you told Connie Bowskill her husband’s in the clear.’


  ‘Not yet. I didn’t want to get her hopes up. Just because none of the neighbours have seen him at the house doesn’t mean he hasn’t been there. Maybe he and Selina Gane are careful. No.’ Simon did this when he was in obsessive mode: disagreed with himself out loud. ‘They’re not romantically involved. They can’t be. So what’s he doing programming her address into his SatNav as “home”?’


  ‘Why can’t they be romantically involved?’ Charlie asked.


  She watched as Simon realised what he’d said, that he’d sounded a bit too certain. He looked trapped.


  ‘I’m sorry, did you not want to tell me the whole story now?’ she asked. ‘Are you saving the punch-line for week two?’


  ‘Something strange happened when I was talking to Selina Gane,’ Simon said.


  ‘Even stranger, you mean. The whole thing is strange.’


  ‘I showed her the photo, and drew a blank. She’s not a good liar – I found that out about ten seconds later – so I’m pretty sure her lack of response to the picture was genuine. Kit Bowskill’s face meant nothing to her. Then I put the photo away and asked her if she knew the name. “No,” she said. “Who is she? I’ve never heard of her.”’


  ‘Fair enough.’ Charlie yawned. ‘Kit could be a woman just as easily as a man.’ The heat was having a sedative effect on her. How did anyone manage to work in this climate? If I lived in Spain, I’d have to be a cat, she thought.


  ‘When I told Selina Gane that Kit Bowskill was a man, something happened to her face,’ said Simon.


  Charlie couldn’t resist. ‘Did you see a mountain in it?’


  ‘She was surprised – shocked, even. There was this . . . I don’t know how to describe it – this outbreak in her eyes of “No, that can’t be right”. I watched her readjust her assumptions. When I asked her about it, she clammed up, but she couldn’t have made it more obvious she was lying if she’d tried.’


  ‘That is strange,’ Charlie agreed. ‘So . . .’ For a second, she couldn’t get her head round it. No one should have to think so hard on holiday. ‘She didn’t know his face, and she didn’t know his name. So . . .’ Eventually, her sun-frazzled brain came up with the question it had been fumbling for. ‘So why was she so certain Kit Bowskill was a woman?’


  


  


  When Sam got back to the CID room, there was no sign of Sellers or Gibbs. Proust wasn’t in his office either.


  Sam checked his emails. He had seven new ones, five of which looked as if they could safely be ignored; the other two were from DC Ian Grint and Olivia Zailer, Charlie’s sister. Sam opened the one from Grint, who’d been trying and failing to get hold of him. Sam wasn’t sure he had the energy to ring him back after his exhausting session with Connie Bowskill; he felt like an unpaid shrink – another meeting like that and he’d need to see a shrink himself. Grint had probably called with a current phone number for the Beaters, the couple who had owned 11 Bentley Grove before Selina Gane; Sam had requested it at one point, thinking he might ask them about the Christmas tree stain on their carpet. He smiled to himself. Grint probably thought he was crazy; Sam wouldn’t have blamed him if he did.


  The email from Olivia contained a string of confusing instructions, double negatives and veiled non-specific accusations – ‘I’m not saying you should or you shouldn’t . . .’, ‘please don’t, or rather, only do if you feel you have to . . .’, ‘after I’d mulled it over, I decided I just couldn’t not give you the number . . .’, ‘clearly no one else was going to tell you . . .’ – and provided Sam with a means of reaching Simon, which put him in a position he’d have given anything not to be in. Unforgivable to disturb someone on their honeymoon, even with a quick phone call. Which, Sam had to admit, wouldn’t be especially quick. There was so much he wanted to ask Simon, and tell him, he wasn’t sure he’d know where to begin; the honeymoon would be over by the time he’d filled him in, and Charlie would be marching towards the CID room to bash Sam unconscious with a heavy suitcase.


  The phone on his desk started to ring. Sam prayed for it to be Simon: bored, killing time while Charlie had a nap, calling in the hope of a long chat.


  It was Ian Grint. He launched in without preamble. ‘Looks like your lady’s telling the truth. I’ve had a woman turn up this morning, saw exactly the same thing. Do you believe in synchronicity? I never have, but I might have to start.’


  ‘That’s . . .’ What was it? Sam didn’t know. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected to happen, but it certainly wasn’t this.


  ‘Same description,’ said Grint. ‘Of the woman and the room. Framed map, coffee table, the works. Woman: slim, petite, green and lilac patterned dress, dark messy hair fanned out around her head, large pool of blood, darker around the stomach. The timings coincide too. They must have pressed the virtual tour button within seconds of each other. Probably the only two people in the country who did, as it was past one in the morning.’


  ‘Maybe not,’ said Sam. ‘Maybe other people are on their way to you – or aren’t, because they’re not sure how to prove they saw it.’


  ‘It disappeared from the website almost immediately after the two known sightings, there’s no doubt about that,’ said Grint. ‘Jackie Napier – that’s the lady here – she says she shut the tour down, then started it up again and the body wasn’t there. That’s exactly what happened to your Mrs Bowskill, right?’


  ‘It is,’ Sam told him.


  ‘How soon can you and she get down here?’ Grint asked.


  ‘Me and . . . me and Connie Bowskill?’ He’d extricated himself from her barely controlled hysteria less than five minutes ago, and had no desire to seek her out in the near future. She’d ordered a taxi to pick her up, since her husband had taken the car and left her without a means of transport. She was probably long gone by now. As for dropping everything and heading for Cambridge, Sam could imagine Proust’s reaction. ‘I’m not sure I can.’


  ‘Oh, you can, believe me.’ Grint’s chuckle made it clear that he was unamused. Sam heard the underlying seriousness, the hint of threat. ‘There’s quite a bit more to it, and I can’t go into it over the phone – you need to hear it for yourself. We’ve got a mess on our hands, the like of which you’ve never seen before. I know I haven’t. I need you both here, you and her.’


  A few seconds later, Sam was sprinting along the corridor, in case Connie Bowskill was still waiting in the nick car park for a cab that hadn’t yet arrived.


  


  *


  POLICE EXHIBIT REF: CB13345/432/23IG


  


  Dear Elise, Donal, Riordan and Tilly


  


  Just a quick note, very belatedly, to say thanks SO much for that fab weekend! It was just what we needed after a hellishly stressful few months – a real tonic! Cambridge is every bit as beautiful as you described, and we can’t wait to come and stay again! On the way home, we asked the kids what was their favourite part of the weekend and they said, ‘All of it’ – which pretty much sums up how we all feel. That punting trip down the river was sublime: the beautiful college buildings, the sun . . . Oh, by the way, we think we might have solved the mystery of that punt we bashed into under the bridge: ‘Step to Heaven’. A mate of ours here was a student at Trinity College, and he says they have their own punts, and each one is named after something that’s one of three – there’s a song called ‘Three Steps to Heaven’, isn’t there? Gene Vincent, or was it Eddie Cochrane? Anyway, we’ve been trying to work out what the other Trinity punts must be called: Musketeer? Blind Mouse? Wise Man? Let us know if you see any of those on the Cam (or the Granta, for that matter!).


  


  Your house is a stunner – we're so jealous! Does it feel like home yet, or do you still feel like you’re playing house? I remember you said that about the last place too, and felt as if someone might snatch it away from you when you weren’t looking! Relax, it’s yours! Meanwhile, I wish someone’d snatch our dilapidated hovel – and preferably sort the leaky roof out while they’re at it! Anyway, thanks again for making us feel so welcome!


  


  Leigh, Jules, Hamish and Ava


  


  PS. Jules insists that one of the Trinity punts must be called ‘Lion on a Shirt’, but I think that’s probably stretching it a bit!


  Chapter 11


  Monday 19 July 2010


  I walk out into the heat, stop as the dizziness takes hold. I close my eyes and lean against the police station wall, propping myself up to make sure I don’t end up on the ground. A car horn beeps. I can’t tell how far away it is. It’s probably my taxi. I ought to look, but I know better than to risk it when my mind is breaking up into clumps of woolly grey. I won’t open my eyes until I’m certain the world will look normal again. The worst thing about these attacks is the visual distortion. If I keep my eyes open, it’s terrifying – like falling further and further back inside my head, being dragged by an internal current away from my eyes, which stay fixed where they are as I recede into the depths.


  ‘Connie!’ The car horn again. I recognise the voice, but can’t identify it. I’m still resting against the wall with my eyes closed when I feel a hand on my arm. ‘Connie, are you okay?’


  My sister. Fran.


  ‘Just a bit light-headed,’ I manage to say. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute. What are you doing here? How did you know . . . ?’


  ‘I rang Kit when your phone went straight to voicemail. He told me you’d need a lift home.’


  Because I made him angry, and he left me stranded.


  ‘I’m not taking you home yet, though. Get in the car.’


  Not taking me home? Where, then? I open my eyes. Fran’s Range Rover is parked half in and half out of the disabled space closest to the building. The driver and passenger doors are hanging open. It makes me think of a film I saw when I was little about a magic car that could fly; its doors were its wings.


  Fran’s wearing the faded jeans and orange and white striped rugby shirt that I think of as her non-work uniform. Sometimes, when I’m at her house and see them drying on the clothes rack, I think about stealing them and throwing them away, though there’s nothing particularly wrong with them.


  ‘I’ve ordered a cab,’ I say. ‘I ought to wait.’


  ‘Forget the cab. I’ve called Diane in on her day off to cover for me because I need to talk to you – now. Like it or not, you’re coming with me.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘The tea rooms at Silsford Castle. We’re going to have a cup of tea and a chat.’ Fran sounds grimly determined. Nothing about her tone suggests that any of it will be fun.


  I allow her to push me into her car. It smells of a mixture of crisps and Johnson’s aloe-scented baby-wipes, which she still uses all the time, even though Benji is five and there is currently no baby in her branch of the family. I’m aware that I have no right to find this irritating. Fran gets in on the driver’s side, dumps her bag in my lap and sets off without bothering to fasten her seatbelt.


  ‘Why Silsford Castle?’ I ask. ‘Why not somewhere that’s on our way home?’


  ‘Home? Where’s that, then?’ Fran turns to look at me, to check her words have shocked me as they were intended to.


  ‘What?’ I snap. A stab of fear makes my gut twist. ‘What do you mean?’


  She shakes her head as if to say ‘forget it’. ‘Is your phone still switched off?’ she asks.


  ‘No. I turned it on when I—’


  ‘Turn it off. Don’t ask why, just do it. I don’t want any interruptions.’


  I obey the order, aware that I probably ought to protest; that would be most people’s response. Does it say something bad about me that I find it soothing to be told what to do, so I don’t have to think for myself?


  Why did Fran ask me where home was?


  ‘You need to go back to the doctor,’ she says as we leave Spilling town centre behind.


  ‘What’s the point? He can’t find anything wrong with me.’


  ‘He can’t be looking very hard,’ she mutters.


  We drive the rest of the way in silence. As Fran pulls into one of five disabled parking spaces on the cobbles outside Silsford Castle, I can’t stop myself from saying, ‘You’re not allowed to park here.’


  ‘I don’t care about allowed. And I’m okay with it ethically because I’ve got you with me,’ she says. ‘If walking out of the police station and nearly collapsing for no reason doesn’t count as a disability, I don’t know what does.’


  I hate her for saying it, for making me panic about what will happen when I get out of the Range Rover. Will the dizziness strike again? What if I don’t have enough time to get to something I can lean against?


  Fran hasn’t asked me how it went with the police. She must know why I was there.


  I’m fine when I step out of the car into the sunny afternoon. Therefore it can’t be going from inside to outside that sets me off, and it can’t be standing up when I’ve been sitting for a while. All I’ve managed to establish, after months of monitoring myself, is that I can have a dizzy attack at any time, in any circumstances – there’s no way of predicting it. Or avoiding it.


  The tea rooms at Silsford Castle smell of cinnamon, ginger biscuits and roses, as they have since I was a child. The waitresses’ aprons haven’t changed either – they’re still pale blue, frilly-edged, spotted with tiny pink roses. Without asking me what I’d like, Fran orders two cups of Lavender Earl Grey, then heads for the round table in the corner by the window, the same table Mum always made a beeline for when she brought us here as kids for what she called our ‘weekend treat’, after our Saturday morning trips to the library.


  Right, then, girls – shall we get out our library books and read one while we have our chocolate fudge cake?


  ‘Why am I here?’ I ask Fran.


  She narrows her eyes, peering at me. ‘Is it Benji?’ she says. ‘It must be.’


  ‘Is what Benji?’


  ‘The reason you’re pissed off with me.’


  ‘I’m not.’


  ‘If you don’t want to babysit every Tuesday night, you don’t have to – just say the word. Tell you the truth, Anton and I don’t like it any more than you do. It’s like you’ve got a timeshare in our son. Often we want to do things as a family on a Tuesday and we can’t – it’s carved in stone that you have to have Benji, or that’s how it feels sometimes.’ Fran sighs. ‘Loads of times I’ve nearly rung you and asked if it’d be okay for us to keep him just this once, and I’ve chickened out, in case you’d be offended. Which is ridiculous. Why am I scared to be honest with you? I never used to be.’ I’m not sure if it’s herself she’s angry with, or me.


  A timeshare in our son. She didn’t think up that phrase today. She and Anton have been bitching about me and Kit – probably as much as we’ve been bitching about them.


  Mum was the one who said, after the first time I babysat for Benji, ‘Maybe it could be a regular thing. You and Kit could have him every Tuesday, overnight – give Fran and Anton a break, and give you a chance to get to know him properly, not to mention a bit of practice for when you have your own.’ It didn’t matter what Fran or I thought; Mum wanted it to happen, so it happened.


  This can’t be why Fran has brought me here, to talk about babysitting. ‘I don’t care,’ I tell her. ‘I’m happy to have Benji every Tuesday, some Tuesdays, no Tuesdays – whatever you want. You and Anton decide.’


  Fran shakes her head, as if there was a right thing to say and what I’ve just said wasn’t it. Sometimes I feel as if, more and more, I’m speaking a different language from the rest of my family; translation in either direction adds a dollop of provocation, a patina of offence, that wasn’t present in the original.


  ‘That house in Cambridge, 11 Bentley Grove – you’re not buying it, are you?’


  Why does she sound triumphant, as if she’s caught me out? I open my mouth to remind her that I can’t afford a 1.2-million-pound house, but she talks over me: ‘You’re selling it.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Come on, Connie, don’t bullshit me. It’s your house. You own it, you and Kit. You’re the ones who’ve put it up for sale.’


  This has to be one of the more absurd things that’s been said to me in my life so far. It almost cheers me up. I start to laugh, then stop when I see the waitress heading our way with a serving-trolley. As she lays out saucers, cups, spoons, tea strainer, milk jug and sugar, I can feel Fran’s impatience radiating across the table; she wants an answer.


  ‘Well?’ she says, as soon as the waitress has retreated.


  ‘That’s the maddest thing I’ve ever heard. Where did you get that idea from?’


  ‘Don’t lie to me, Con. I don’t know how the dead woman face down in a pool of blood fits into the story – I’m not convinced you didn’t make her up, though I can’t think why you’d—’


  ‘Will you shut up and listen?’ I snap. ‘I didn’t make anything up – I saw what I told you I saw. Do you think it’s my idea of fun, spending the whole morning at the police station for no reason? I don’t care if you believe me or not – it’s the truth. I don’t own 11 Bentley Grove. A doctor called Selina Gane does. Ask the police if you don’t believe me.’


  ‘Then why were you looking at it on Roundthehouses in the middle of the night, if you don’t own it already and you can’t afford to buy it?’ Fran asks. ‘Don’t pretend you were just browsing. There’s a link between that house and you and Kit.’


  ‘How can you know that?’ Damn. Have I just admitted she’s right? She seems to think so, if the gleam of triumph in her eye is anything to go by. Why aren’t I a better liar? ‘All of a sudden, you’re interested in 11 Bentley Grove,’ I say bitterly. It’s easier to be angry with Fran than with myself. ‘On Saturday you didn’t give a shit. I asked you if you thought I’d imagined what I saw – do you remember what you said? “I don’t know. Not necessarily. Maybe.” That was it – the sum total of your response, before you turned your attention back to Benji’s supper.’


  Fran pours cups of tea for us both. I wait for her to defend herself but all she does is shrug. ‘What should I have said? I didn’t know what I thought – how am I supposed to know whether you saw a dead woman on Roundthehouses or not? Mum and Dad were both kicking off in their different ways – I figured you had enough to deal with from them, so I took a back seat.’ She puts down the teapot and looks at me. ‘Soon as I’d put Benji to bed that night, I logged onto Roundthehouses myself. While you were stewing about my lack of interest, and slagging me off to Kit for sure, I was looking at photos of 11 Bentley Grove. I did nothing else all evening, even though the pictures didn’t change. That’s how uninterested I was.’


  Something made her connect the house with me and Kit. It’s an effort to swallow the tea that’s in my mouth. ‘What did you see?’ I ask, my voice cracking. ‘Tell me.’ Why didn’t I see it, whatever it was? I spent hours looking.


  ‘You’re pathetic, Connie,’ Fran says matter-of-factly, ignoring my question. ‘You sit there thinking the worst of everyone, harbouring your secret grudges and resentments, blowing stupid things up into huge problems and dwelling on them endlessly, making sure never to say a word about what’s bothering you so that no one has the chance to explain that they’re not quite as bad as you’ve decided they are.’


  ‘What did you see, Fran?’


  ‘You flinch every time Mum opens her mouth, as if she’s the devil in oven gloves. Yes, she can be annoying, but you should do what I do: tell her to get a grip and then move on, forget it. Same with Dad. Tell all of us to piss off if you want to, but be upfront about it, for God’s sake.’


  She’s clever, Fran. She makes everything sound so manageable and normal. Listening to her, I could almost believe that the Monk family was an entirely harmless organisation, that its members were allowed to leave Little Holling as and when they pleased, and would suffer no adverse effects if they chose to exercise that freedom.


  ‘Tell me what you saw,’ I say again.


  ‘You tell me first,’ Fran says, leaning towards me across the table. ‘Everything. 11 Bentley Grove – what’s the deal? For fuck’s sake, Con, are we sisters or strangers? Let me know, because I can be either. It’s your choice.’


  ‘Yes. It is, isn’t it?’ She expects me to refuse. I’m going to surprise her. She asked to know everything, so everything is what I’ll give her: not only the bare facts, but all the tiny permutations of possibility, all the ways in which I’ve changed my mind and then changed it back, sometimes ten or twelve times a day. As I talk, I begin to enjoy myself. I know from my own experience of the last six miserable months that this story I’m telling offers no narrative satisfaction whatsoever, only a series of insoluble problems. Let Fran be as confused as I am; let her be drawn into the nightmare that never ends. I wonder if she can hear the sadistic relish in my voice as I make sure not to spare her one single detail.


  When I finish, finally, she doesn’t look as confused as I hoped she would. She doesn’t
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  I can only imagine how sick of me the estate agents of Cambridge are. They might be pleased to know that I found the right house in the end, or they might simply shudder and growl at the thought of me. Whichever is the case, thank you anyway to Nick Redmayne, Chris Arnold, Oliver Hughes, George Moore, Stewart Chipchase, James Barnett, Richard Freshwater, Robert Couch, Michael Higginson, Zoe and Belinda from Carter Jonas and the rest. I promise I won’t move again soon.


  Thank you to my virtual spiritual home, the Rightmove website (on which I can safely say there are no images of dead bodies, having examined every single house and each floorplan in great detail). I’m not an addict; I could stop anytime I wanted to. And besides, it’s not bad for you if you do it in moderation, and I’m down to an hour a day. Thank you to both Trinity College and Lucy Cavendish College in Cambridge – my non-virtual spiritual homes.


  Thank you to Will Peterson for being amazing and lovely, to Morgan White for the bench plaque witticism, to Jenny and Ben Almeida for the new married surname idea.


  Finally, I would like to thank Alexis Washam, Carolyn Mays, Francesca Best and Jason Bartholomew for rallying round during the fraught (nay nightmarish) Chapter 27 emergency. Without your help, Chapter 27 would never have pulled through.


  The poem ‘When First My Way to Fair I Took’ is by A E Housman.
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