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Chapter 1

Karen

‘The things we do for Alice,’ says Rex, reversing the hired van around a corner. The tarmac under the wheels turns to cobbles. The crate on my lap, carefully packed with beads and chains, starts to clack and rattle. A peacock feather stuck in a vase nearly stabs me in the eye.

‘The things we do for Alice,’ I echo.

He has no idea.

It’s December, dark at four o’clock. This back alley, at the Angel end of Islington, was made for horses, not motor vehicles. Currently dressed for Christmas in white lights and cut holly, Camden Passage is flagstones and wrought iron, alleyways and pubs straight out of Hogarth, antique shops and boutique galleries. Even the modern barber shops are done up to look like something from the Industrial Revolution.

A kid on an e-scooter with no lights punctures the snowglobe illusion, shooting out from the van’s blind spot, forcing Rex to brake hard. Something in the back of the van shatters.

I lower the window and lean out. ‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’

The kid raises his eyebrows at Rex. ‘Can’t talk for yourself, bruv?’

I slide the window up, not wanting to get into it. The boy can’t know why Rex outsources his road rage duties to his missus. He can’t know that Rex does not have the luxury of losing his temper. It’s safer if I funnel his anger through my lungs.

‘At least this is the last drop.’ Rex inches the van backwards into the space we’ve been illegally using as a loading bay all day and throws on the hazard lights. In the wing mirror our daughter approaches, dressed against type in an old sweatshirt and leggings that make her look a lot younger than twenty-three. Behind her, the logo she designed herself gleams gold and black on the window. It’s her take on Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man sketch, only instead of a spreadeagled naked man it’s a young woman in the kind of flowing gown Alice specialises in, arms flung out so it looks as though she’s dancing. Above that, the shop’s name, in writing that flows like thread through a needle: she’s called it Dead Girls’ Dresses.

‘I still hate the name,’ murmurs Rex, and of course he has good reason to. Dead girls are not an abstract concept for him.

Alice throws the van doors open and the three of us fall into place, a human chain passing the stock from the van to the shop. Lace froths in my face, ribbons trail on the floor.

‘I’d better . . .’ says Rex, nodding backwards at the empty van, which has miraculously escaped a parking ticket, but Alice throws her arms around our necks.

‘Thank you both. So, so much,’ she says. ‘I won’t let you down.’

A horseradish tingle starts up behind my eyes and when Rex says, ‘Better take the van back,’ there’s a crack in his voice.

The shop still has its fresh-paint smell. ‘I’ve made a start on it,’ says Alice. ‘Tried to, you know, evoke a demi-monde.’

She has more than made a start. This morning the space was black walls, naked brass clothes rails and a mound of charity-shop furniture under dust sheets. Now it’s a . . . a . . . I want to use a word like realm. A jade glass chandelier glitters overhead. A stuffed swan’s head hangs above a cast-iron fireplace. Two gilt mirrors face each other, a glass concertina projecting Alices into infinity. A Chinese silk fan hangs behind an old-fashioned cash register, and Venetian masks and figurines wink from a cabinet of curiosities.

‘The vibe’s supposed to be sort of Dickensian hovel meets Weimar Republic boudoir. What do you think?’

What I think is that Dead Girls’ Dresses is like Biba’s old bedroom in the house in Queenswood Lane, that it’s like going back in time, that it’s uncanny. What I think is that all it would take is one line of an old song and I would be a young girl in a bikini dancing in a garden again, rather than a middle-aged woman in a FatFace midi dress and orthotic inserts in my boots. What I think is that there’s a hand pulling a scarf tight around my throat, making it hard to breathe. But what I say is, ‘Very good. Very Instagrammable.’

She adjusts an ostrich feather in a cloisonné vase. ‘Well, what’s the point of having a bricks-and-mortar shop if you don’t make it a destination?’

‘There’s just so much to look at, wherever you – oh.’ My eye falls on a dressmaker’s dummy, bound tight in a corset decorated with a painting of a shepherdess. Vivienne Westwood, 1990.

Alice reads my mind and rolls her eyes. ‘For the last time,’ she says, ‘it was an investment.’ In her third year of university, she spent her entire student loan buying this in an auction. ‘It’s already doubled in value,’ she adds. ‘It’s virtually a pension.’

‘Hmmm.’

I turn my attention to the gallery wall of her fashion heroes: Marilyn in her ‘Happy Birthday, Mr President’ sequins, Princess Diana in her off-the-shoulder revenge dress, Kate Bush in a red gown, Billy Porter at the Oscars, a full skirt twirling beneath his tuxedo.

‘All the major icons.’ Her big black eyes dart towards a smaller, faded picture and then hopefully towards me. ‘I found it in an old Vogue. It’s perfect for my brand.’

‘Oh, love.’ My hand flutters to my heart. She’s framed one of the most famous advertisements of the 1970s, the Natura shampoo girl with her gleaming dark hair in her white dress in the meadow. It’s a multi-sensory experience, that photograph: you can hear the harp music from the TV advert and smell the herbal tang of the shampoo. I had no idea, when as a child I sat in the bath and screamed as the lather stung my eyes, that one day I would marry the Natura girl’s son and raise her grandchild, although I would never meet her. Sheila Capel hanged herself on the landing of the Queenswood Lane house when Rex was sixteen and Biba was twelve.

Rex’s dead girl number one.

‘You must know you can’t have this on the wall.’

‘I can say it’s me?’

Anyone Alice’s age would believe it; a bit of retro dress-up, run through a filter to give it a sun-drenched vibe. The likeness is certainly strong enough. Sheila’s pale face with its huge dark eyes and strong nose is Alice’s face, it is Rex’s, it is Biba’s. It passes down the generations like an heirloom. It bulldozes other genes out of its way. But anyone my age and older would recognise it at once, note the similarity between the girl in the painting and the girl behind the till, and the questions would begin.

‘But it’s a famous picture. It connects you to Dad’s old name. It only takes one person to join the dots and he’ll have to start all over again.’

I could remind her what it was like last time she slipped up, but we agreed not to use The Fallout as leverage. Gently, I take Sheila Capel down from the wall and set her face-down on the counter.

Alice’s hands form fists. ‘I’m not going to throw it away.’

‘I’m not asking you to. It’s a beautiful picture. You should own it.’

Alice capitulates with only the briefest of scowls. ‘Right . . .’ she dusts her palms ‘. . . let’s hang some of these girls.’ She looks at Sheila’s picture, realises what she’s said, and is horrified. ‘Jeez. I didn’t mean . . . good thing Dad didn’t hear that.’

I tear the cellophane off a pack of pink velvet hangers. ‘Let’s go.’

The clothes are already grouped by colour and size. I was up all night double-checking the measurements of bust-darts and waistbands. When everything is in place, the shop looks less like Biba’s bedroom. Her clothes were more likely to be found on the floor than all facing the same way on matching hangers.

My belly growls. ‘Have you not eaten?’ asks Alice, apparently forgetting that I’ve been on the move since dawn. My Fitbit tells me I’ve climbed fifty flights of stairs today. ‘OK, I’m going to go to the coffee shop over the road, introduce myself to the neighbours, get some grub.’

She grabs a peach kimono from a railing, throws it on over the leggings and instantly looks like something from an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel. She swishes out of the door, all tassels and hair. Half a minute later, the brass bell above the door clangs, and Rex enters, holding a Morrison’s carrier bag.

‘Bloody hell.’ He runs the fingers of his free hand through his hair. ‘It looks like . . .’

‘I know.’

Rex’s dead girl number two.

He removes the Paisley scarf that Alice has draped over a standard lamp. ‘She never had any fucking sense of fire safety either.’ He coughs one of those laughs that’s not really a laugh and looks at the door. ‘I almost expect her to . . .’

‘I know what you mean. But this is Alice. This is all Alice.’

It’s not, and we both know it.

Biba’s ghost, never far away, has put on her best dress and slid in through cracks in windows, gaps under doors, through tightly closed eyes. She moves like mist, like poison gas.





Chapter 10

Karen

It’s the first real scorcher of the year so naturally the train tracks on the line to London have buckled and I have to drive to my meeting with Georgia. She lives in Muswell Hill, literally a minute’s drive from Queenswood Lane. The easiest way to go is via Crouch End, so I don’t have to force myself into a diversion. Over the years I’ve added hours on to journeys to avoid the two-mile radius around Highgate station.

‘Karen!’ She opens the door and bends down to hook a finger in the collar of a rotund beagle. ‘Come. Come. So good to see you in the flesh.’

‘You look great!’ I say, and mean it. Georgia must be over sixty now and I always presumed her flame-red hair was natural. But she started growing out her grey during Covid and the transformation is finally complete, a silver curtain that makes her look younger rather than older. ‘Lovely place,’ I add. Her house is stuck in the nineties, in the best possible way: terracotta walls, furniture made of rattan and cast-iron, lots of pottery that looks as if it’s been painted by a three-year-old. In a pine kitchen, an old-fashioned kettle approaches climax on the hob. She serves Earl Grey tea and lemon drizzle cake while we whinge about Brexit and talk about dogs. Snoopy has been spitting his heart medication out and hiding it behind the sofa. She found a pile of tablets an inch high while she was vacuuming.

It’s a good hour before we get to the point of our meeting.

‘How would you feel about fiction?’ asks Georgia. I stifle an ironic laugh: I can do fiction alright. ‘Because I’ve just acquired a German author, two-book deal, sort of literary crimey thrillery novels. I know it’s a leap but I think you’d be perfect.’

My body answers for me: a full-spine tingle at the thought of a new challenge, followed by an internal thud. Murder mysteries are not escapism for those who live inside them. But it’s only a story, and I need the money.

‘I would love it,’ I say. ‘How exciting, to branch out at this stage in my career.’ I raise my teacup in a toast.

‘I’m so pleased,’ says Georgia, and then there’s the kind of gear change you get on daytime television when they’re about to segue from the cookery section to a tragic story. ‘There’s another reason, apart from your suitability for the job.’ She splays her fingers on the tablecloth like a fortune-teller. ‘I wanted to let you know face-to-face that, as of next year, I’m winding up.’

‘You’re retiring?’ I squeak.

‘I’m tired, Karen,’ she says. ‘It’s getting harder and harder every year. I’m being squeezed in all directions by Amazon and Google Translate and now there’s bloody AI on the horizon . . . Better to go out now while I still love what I do.’

‘Right.’ I press my fingertip into individual cake crumbs, gathering a little ball of dough as I dot my way around my plate. Georgia isn’t my employer, we have no contract, she doesn’t owe me anything, but she is well aware that she is my main source of income.

‘I thought if I gave you some fiction, you’d have another string to your bow. And this author’s only thirty, so if she likes you, hopefully she’ll take you with her. And of course I’ll be recommending you to all my contacts.’

Georgia didn’t have to do this for me. I can feel tears pressing the back wall of my eyes. I thank her, and hug her – a first – and get back in the car, which I left facing up the hill, towards Highgate, as though it knew where I would go before I could admit it to myself. As suburbia gives way to the wildwood, the trees throw their familiar lace scarf over my windscreen. Is it my imagination, or is the green less vivid than it was back then? I don’t drive as far as the house, pulling up instead at the first parking space I see. I’m nervous, as though I’m visiting an ex; in a way I suppose I am.





Chapter 11

Karen

Queenswood Lane. Sheila Capel and Tom Wheeler and Guy Grainger died here but it’s where I came to life. Before I lost my innocence to guilt, I lost it to experience, and it’s that which draws me back. As though if I breathe in hard enough I might inhale a trace, snort a line of whatever pixie dust was in the air that summer.

The paved footpaths through the trees were unmade back then. The Capels could find their footing on moonless nights, and eventually I could too. It’s fanciful, I know, but I can’t help thinking that the paths had to be made good when their original custodians left.

The wood is a shallow bowl, all paths sloping to a central point. I head for the lowest point, where there is a concrete circle, once a paddling pool, its base a faded blue. Rex and Biba played there as children. As a young woman I lay in the centre of the ring, on my back, grit against my spine, and watched the stars spin above me. If I hadn’t passed out I would have kissed Biba. It’s been re-wilded now, fenced off and turned into a frog pond. I turn my back on the space, but not the memory, and my feet decide what happens next.

The House.

The house.

I find myself smoothing down my hair. An ivy-choked faded beauty when I lived there, today the Victorian villa gleams with the polish of Jules Capel’s renovations. There are five buzzers next to the lacquered black front door. The first time I came here, for Biba’s twenty-first, I spent hours looking for buzzers like that, which would show me their flat. I couldn’t believe that a house this big could be all one residence, not in London, and certainly not occupied by someone my age.

It wasn’t theirs to keep, though, and soon they would be expelled.

There must have been a hundred people in that house that night, crammed into what we called the Velvet Room, but only a handful I came to know by name. Nina the silversmith, with her blackened fingers and skirts full of children. Tris and Jo, the eco-warriors with their dreadlocks and army boots. Intimidatingly beautiful Rachael, the natural blonde.

Guy Grainger was at that party and Tom Wheeler too, the uninvited guest standing in the black-and-white hall in his chinos, both men unaware that they only had weeks to live, that they were standing more or less where they would die, overseen and chopped into fragments by the crazed overmantle mirror.

And of course that was the night I met Rex, walking from room to room filling a bin bag with litter. We watched the sun rise together and he said, ‘I’ve always thought it was funny that dawn should be called daybreak. This is when the day is made: it’s the beginning. It’s the best part: you’ve got all the potential of the day to come, and you haven’t wasted it yet. When it gets dark, that should be daybreak. When the day is broken. When it turns into night-time, that’s when it all starts to go wrong.’

Rex isn’t generally given to poetry or prophecy, but that speech contained both. My days that summer were his, but the nights belonged to Biba. The nights were where it went wrong, more wrong than any of us would have guessed.

I look up to the top of the house, my old room where we first kissed, an awkward boy with string-bean limbs and messy hair and a girl who didn’t appreciate her loveliness, both exhausted, wrung-out after a different kind of all-nighter, one that began in a theatre and ended in a corridor at the Whittington hospital. That was the night I began to transfer my affections from her to him, a process I still sometimes wonder if I ever truly completed.

The memory makes me shiver. My eyes travel down a storey to a window once hung with lace and tie-dye, now battened with white plantation shutters. Biba’s room. The first time I saw it, the unmade bed and the overspilling wardrobe, someone – I think it was Jo, or maybe Nina – said, Don’t go too far or you’ll end up in Narnia, not understanding that the wardrobe was Narnia.

A face appears at the window and I step backwards, off the pavement and into the road without checking for traffic, my heart banging. What the hell am I doing?

I couldn’t tell you what route I take home, only that at some point I seem to come to and I’m on the M25 at the junction with the A12, bound for Suffolk. Even after that I’m only going through the mirror-signal-manoeuvres on autopilot. Really I’m walking through The House, the hotch-potch of rooms with its mismatched carpets and furniture from all the decades of the twentieth century. Bought with Sheila Capel’s money, morally, ethically The House belonged to him and Biba. God knows Rex loved the place as if it were his name on the deeds and not Roger’s. God knows he tried to take ownership.

The letters he wrote to his dad, that were never meant to be read.

That were never meant to be sent, and when they were . . .

If he hadn’t—

If I hadn’t—

If we hadn’t—

The blast of a car horn alerts me to the sparks I’m making on the crash barrier and I am back in the present just in time. Heart racing, I pull over at the next services. I’ve scraped a line of pewter into the silver bodywork of the car. I get a doughnut and a coffee at Greggs and sit at the table until I’m fully in the here and now.

Life, not death, I tell myself.

Now, not then.

Alice, not Biba.

I text her.

Enjoying the sunshine?

It’s disgusting. Literally I’ve got sweaty shins I didn’t even know that was a thing.

Any plans for tonight?

Out with my uni mates.

Have fun!

My spirits soar. It’s good. The more she sees of people who aren’t Gabe, the better. I send her a line of yellow emojis and get back on the road. The commuter towns and industrial estates of Essex turn into the villages and churches of Suffolk, and I turn back into myself, whoever she is these days.





Chapter 12

 

The drama corridor at Queen Charlotte’s College is congested with final-year drama students. Theatre people are not known for their easygoing natures but even by their standards the air is humming with tension. You wonder what the collective noun for actors is. An ego of actors, a childhood trauma of actors, a neediness of actors.

One of the musical theatre boys is cracking his knuckles. ‘This is what the last three years have been leading up to!’ He’s not a serious person, just another West End Wendy who’ll be lucky if he ends up in cruise ship cabaret.

Never mind the last three years. Your whole life has been leading up to this moment.

The graduate shows – the casting of which is the cause of today’s agitation – are make or break. You perform for the biggest agents in London and if you don’t get signed on the back of that performance you become tainted. It’s not like being a writer, where you can do the work alone. Actors die in a vacuum. You need an agent because you need to keep working. I mean, everyone does; but you must keep working at the rate and intensity with which you have been studying. Once you’ve finished your degree, only jobs will keep you in that glorious state of flow.

Acting is the safest way to get rid of The Feeling, which has been stirring lately after a couple of mercifully dormant years. The Feeling is an emotion, a state, a condition, that lacks a name. It is peculiar perhaps to you. It is a broken bottle to the heart, a cigarette stubbed out inside you and you will do anything to make it go away.

Your tutor emerges from his study, his arms laden with scripts. He announces the roles by production. First up, A Doll’s House. A ripple runs through the women. You want the lead, along with every other actress here. Nora is the dream role for a showcase. No nasty surprises. Everyone knows who she is and expects you to make her your own.

They give it to fucking Rachael. Rachael who doesn’t understand that the gap between her ambition and her talent is bridged only by her Barbie-doll looks. The best you can say about Rachael is that she is very good at hitting her marks and remembering her lines.

‘Amazing!’ You clasp your hands to your bosom. Lying is so much a part of the acting life – everything is always wonderful – that you wonder they don’t teach a module on it.

The tutor presses a script into your hands. ‘Congratulations,’ he says.

Fucking . . . you’ve been cast as Elma in As You Desire Me. You are a nightclub singer in post-war Germany who may or may not be who she says she is. When you studied the play people said things like ‘it’s a meditation on identity’ or ‘a tantalising intrigue’ which is what you say when a play is boring or hard work.

Rachael tries to thread her elbow through yours. ‘Let’s celebrate!’ She senses your reluctance, and adds, ‘I’m buying.’

You just want to get out of there. You read the script on the Northern Line to Highgate and in the tunnel between Kentish Town and Tufnell Park, the text prompts an internal shift. They’ve given you this because you’re the only one in the year who has the talent to turn a metaphor into a thriller. Any old turn can play Nora.

The only problem is, they want you to sing a song in German. Not English with a German accent but German in a German accent. You can’t learn foreign languages for shit.

In Queenswood Lane, cherry blossom petals are browning on the pavement but the trees are in vibrant green leaf. The front door of your house is open. Fuck’s sake, Rex. This happens every summer: the wood swells and the door won’t shut. It’s been three years. It’s not like he’s got anything else to do all day. In the black-and-white hall, with its bloodstained tiles – you’ve given up on Rex ever doing anything about them – you dump your bag and let your script slap to the floor.

‘Rex?’ The walls bounce his name back at you.

You go upstairs, past the landing, where—

no point dwelling on that

—to the floor where you and Rex sleep, and push his door. His spartan room is empty. Maybe it’s his signing-on day. You check the attic for signs of life. Tris and Jo are out. Down in the kitchen there is no one at the table. No food in the fridge or the oven. Nina has been cooking less and less lately. This feels ominous. Uncertainty vibrates at the exact frequency that the Feeling feeds off.

You go through the kitchen to the garden room where Nina is at her desk, working by the late sun’s rays. She’s wearing a kaftan with a flamingo print and a halo of honey curls.

‘You must know a German,’ you say.

She puts a sooty finger to her lips.

‘Sorry.’ You sit on the edge of the bed, taking care not to wake the sleeping children whose limbs are tangled in the blankets. The cloths are silk-route-and-spices colours, orange and purple. Nina brought them with her when she moved in; threw them over the bed and turned the garden room into a Bedouin tent.

You repeat your question, in a whisper this time. ‘You must know a German. Your social circle is like the United Nations.’ You show her the script. ‘They want me to sing this.’

She sets down the silver wire she’s twisted into a coil. ‘I honestly don’t think I do.’

You twizzle the tassels on the edge of the bed. Inigo snuffles in his sleep. Nina puts a hand on his head but it’s you she’s looking at. ‘Since you’re here . . .’ she says in a we-need-to-talk voice that rings a bad bell inside you.

You sit in stunned silence as she tells you she’s moving on. Taking the children travelling before they are absorbed by the school system. She says it’s nothing personal, nothing to do with you and Rex. She says it three times, so you know it’s everything to do with you and Rex.

The Feeling bubbles up: black lava in your guts. As though it has never been away, as strong as it was the day it was born, the day you came home and dumped a different bag on hallway tiles, looked up those stairs, saw—

Do you know what? It’s time for a drink.

There’s a bottle of aniseed-smelling spirit in the kitchen with lettering on it that you guess is Greek. No matter how fast you drink, the alcohol and The Feeling are neck-and-neck, like two raindrops on a window pane. You find a packet of Skittles in a cupboard. They’re out of date but you drop them in the ouzo, where they dissolve and you can’t tell. You’re halfway down the bottle when Rex comes in. His eyes are red. It is a long time since he and Nina were lovers but she means as much to him as she does to you, and the children mean more.

‘Where ya bin, Rexamundo?’

He mimes two fingers walking. You have no idea where he goes on these walks.

‘Nina told me she’s leaving,’ you say.

Rex’s chin takes on the texture of orange peel. ‘It’s like Mum all over again!’

Oh, you think. So that’s why it’s hurting.

‘It’s really not.’

Rex drops his head on to his folded arms and his shoulders are shaking. You should comfort him, you know you should, it’s what he’d do for you but right now you’re too full of The Feeling to absorb anything from Rex. You have no reserves of comfort to offer. That’s Nina’s job, you realise. She is where he puts his anxiety. She and the children are the focus of his nervous pacing energy, his fussing, his questions. When she goes, it’s all going to be trained on you. Rex will want to know where you’re going and when you’ll be back and what you’re drinking and if you’ve eaten and whether it’s really a good idea to go out in that skirt. The thought makes you pull at your collar; it makes you open a window, it makes you itch.

You plus Rex equals too much and also not enough. What you’ve come to understand is that there should always be three of you. You haven’t retained much maths but you do remember learning that the triangle is the sturdiest of shapes, the hardest to collapse.

You need a new person.

 

Another week goes by and you still haven’t found your German. In despair you visit the Modern Languages department. It’s a replica of the Theatre Studies floor: fire doors and fire extinguishers repeating to a vanishing point. You write your request on the noticeboard and when you’re done a mouse behind you squeaks, ‘I can help.’

First you think her pretty, then plain. She has the ostensible good looks that come from ticking boxes. Nothing’s too big. Nothing’s too small. She’s thin without being scrawny, clear, even skin already tanned in May, girl-band highlights. Her features are all just the right size but you couldn’t pick out her nose, say, or her mouth if you had to reconstruct her for a photofit.

‘I can speak German?’ She says it as if she’s asking you to confirm it for her.

You take her to the godforsaken student bar and her eyes widen as though it’s the ballroom at the Dorchester. Karen Clarke – even her name is forgettable – is odd without being particularly interesting. Clever, in a savante, prodigy sort of way, but utterly without ambition. Four years in London but she’s suburban to the core.

To begin with you are her pupil but within hours she is yours. You put pills on her tongue and clothes on her back. You’ve never been able to see something pure and leave it alone. When Tris and Jo move out of the attic, you move her in. It’s the room above Rex’s. He spends most of May lying on his back, staring at the ceiling.

By true summer, Karen’s face has changed. She is no longer plain. You could even call her beautiful. Love did that, although you couldn’t say whether it is yours or his.

You doubt she could tell you herself.





Chapter 13

Alice

I wait for Mum’s final sign off. There’s always a you-hang-up-no-you-hang-up element to our text conversations that can only be closed by a few paragraphs of emojis. When she’s exhausted herself, I acknowledge the message with a double-tap love-heart, set my phone down and look up to see Gabe in the doorway, cycling clothes tight to his frame, helmet swinging on a tanned forearm, bearing a cup that says I AM BIODEGRADABLE on it. He presses it into my hands and kisses me on the lips. I peel back the lid to inspect his offering.

‘It’s that matcha latte shit you like,’ he says. ‘Four quid. Four quid for something that looks like algae.’

‘Algae’s actually very rich in iodine,’ I say, taking a sip. ‘What’re you having?’

‘Builder’s tea.’ He raises his collapsible cup. ‘A pound from the caff. How’s it going with all the haunted nighties?’

‘You mispronounced “high-end vintage fashion”. How’s your day going?’

‘Got hands like an iguana.’ He reaches for the lotion on my counter, rubs it into the rough skin on his knuckles. ‘Same shit, different day. No mystery visitors this morning?’

I shake my head. ‘No, but let’s get this CCTV shit sorted anyway. The doodah’s on the back of the thingy.’

He scans the QR code on the camera, downloads the app and I log him in on my account. He swishes through the feeds: one exterior, someone eating one of DeShaun’s churros: one interior, the two of us curved in the fish-eye lens.

‘There’s a blind spot outside,’ he says. ‘You could do with another camera facing the arcade.’

‘I’m still paying for this lot.’

‘Something to think about. Have you got any food? I’m starving.’ He looks at the stuffed swan as if it’s a snack. Gabe has the appetite of a stoner and the metabolism of a meth addict. He has to drink vile protein shakes, gets through about six thousand calories a day, and often gets to restaurants half an hour before me so he can have a main meal before the real meal. Otherwise he snarfs down his main course in sixty seconds and he’s still hungry.

‘There’s a packet of Hobnobs near the kettle,’ I say. By the time he emerges from the stock room it’s already half its size. ‘I forgot to tell you,’ he says through the crumbs. ‘Big Nonna’s moving next week.’

Big Nonna is Stef’s great-grandmother, and she’s going into sheltered accommodation. Older women downsizing often have a lifetime’s worth of clothes to pass on. It’s one of my favourite ways to source stock. Every dress has a story and I’m all ears. Clothes are so much easier to sell when they have meaning. I’m especially excited about Big Nonna’s wardrobe. She was a nightclub singer back in the day, and, as her name suggests, she was no toothpick. Most vintage clothes are tiny, made in the era of corsets and malnutrition, or cut for a time when food and fabric were rationed, or women kept skinny with cigarettes and amphetamines.

‘What does she want for it?’

There’s a bit of a situation going on with my company credit card. I didn’t read the small print and the interest rates are insane. I mean, it’ll be fine, I’m sure I can sort it, they wouldn’t have given me such a high limit if they didn’t think I would need it and most new businesses take a year or two to turn a profit. It just means I haven’t got much cash to hand.

‘Nothing. She’s just glad to give them a good home.’

‘Oh, thank God.’ I could cry with relief.

‘Let me take you out to dinner to celebrate.’

‘Oh, no.’ I have other plans with neglected friends. Along with ‘poor impulse control’, another feature of my school reports was my tendency to flit from one clique to another, never settling. ‘I’m out with the uni lot tonight.’

Gabe’s face hardens along with his voice. ‘You didn’t tell me that.’ He picks up a 1930s compact mirror and squeezes it so hard that a delta of veins rises on the back of his hand.

‘I’m telling you now.’

He goes missing for a moment, as if he’s fighting something I can’t see, then just as quickly sets down the compact and puts his sex face on, a dimple big as a fingerprint appearing at the top of his right cheek. ‘Come here.’

‘No. You’re covered in Hobnob.’

He wipes his mouth, then hooks his thumb over my lower lip. He knows what this does to me.

‘Come on,’ he says. ‘A quickie on the counter.’

When his other hand creeps under my skirt, I don’t stop it, although I do say, ‘Not the petticoat!’ Lesson one for my lovers: tearing off my clothes is not an act of passion but of desecration.

His radio interrupts us. ‘Pick-up at Coal Drops Yard.’

‘Aw, man.’ He disentangles himself from me and backs out of the shop. ‘Tell your parents,’ he says as he unlocks his bike. ‘Then it can be a double celebration.’

‘I’ll do it tomorrow. And I didn’t say I was coming with you.’

Gabe rises from the razor of his saddle. ‘I’ll see you in the Alpaca at seven,’ he says over his shoulder. I watch him ride away, his calf muscles pumping like hearts.

If I’m honest I could do with a quiet one. I text my uni group chat to cancel.

Not AGAIN, Alice.

Quelle surprise.

I feel bad, but what can I do? When they meet their person, they’ll understand.





Chapter 14

Karen

I carry the jangled energy of Queenswood Lane and my near-miss in the car almost to my front door. As always the sight of my home, its thatched roof, and its wonky walls plastered in the shade called Suffolk pink, re-sets me.

In the living room Rex is trying to read a building supplies catalogue while shoving twenty kilos of red fox Labrador off his lap. ‘This dog would want to sit on my lap in hell.’

‘You need a haircut, let the heat escape.’ I tousle his hair, threaded with silver now but as thick as the summer I met him. He got his name because when he was born he had a full head of hair and three thick dark whorls coming out from every angle. A man with three crowns, his mother Sheila had said. I have to give him a name that means king. ‘Could’ve been worse,’ he always says. ‘It could’ve been Roy.’ I’d never tell him this, but I would miss his hair if he lost it. His father would have been around the age Rex is now when I met him and he had pretty much no hair by then. If you’re going to go bald, will it happen by fifty? I search my hands for strands between my fingers and find only two, one mink-brown, the other brilliant white.

‘It’s too hot to cook.’ I flop on the other sofa.

‘I thought that,’ says Rex. ‘So I’ve booked us a table at the Gallery.’

‘What’s the occasion? Can we afford it?’ The Gallery is proper fine dining, a cut above our usual chain restaurant or gastropub date night.

‘Got a voucher from a client, so it’s guilt-free. Go on. Put your glad-rags on.’

Standing in front of my wardrobe is the usual depressing experience. It desperately needs an edit. There are three different sizes of clothes here: a handful of size tens from my youth, the maternity clothes I wore when the fibroids made me look pregnant, and then about five hangers of things I actually wear. At one end, hidden in a blue suit carrier so I don’t have to see it, is a dress I know I’ll never throw away. It’s the red dress Biba gave me on my twenty-first birthday. Like Alice, she only had to look at a garment to know who it would suit, how it would fall, who it would allow the wearer to become.

‘Come on!’ Rex jangles the keys downstairs.

I yank on the same black jersey dress I wear to everything and let platform sandals and loads of costume jewellery do the heavy lifting.

‘You look stunning,’ he says, which is bollocks, but I appreciate the gesture.

The evening is yellow and wide. Pollen dances over the kind of field in which Sheila Capel had her most famous photograph taken.

‘She’s in a restaurant with Gabe.’ I show Rex the photo. The caption says Date nite. Worth it just for the air-con.

‘‘What’s he eating, a whole cow? How does that sit with the eco-warrior thing?’

‘It’s probably some grass-fed cow that had its own butler,’ I say, before steering back to my point. ‘She was supposed to be going out with her friends tonight. He’s isolating her. This is stage two of the coercive process. He’s swept her off her feet; now he’s making sure no one else gets a look-in. You wait, any day now it’ll be, Gabe thinks we should get a joint bank account, or Gabe wants me to cut my hair. Look at the body language.’ I thrust my phone under Rex’s nose. ‘Rex, I’m serious. His hand on her shoulder like that. It’s not affectionate, it’s controlling. And it’s her phone but he’s the one taking the photo. I personally see the potential for something really dark between them.’

I watch him closely. What’s he really thinking? The slightest threat to Biba and he was pacing the floor, making hysterical phone calls and she was only his sister: this is his kid.

‘Well, there’s always the potential for that, isn’t there?’

Sometimes I think Rex is the most predictable man in the world. Other times I can’t read him at all.

 

Lavenham is a pretty little town apparently untouched by the past five hundred years. Americans and film crews love it. So do I. In the restaurant, white tablecloths are laid in diamonds under medieval beams.

Every night echoes another one.

Another beautiful restaurant, atmospheric, torches of real fire on the walls and the three of us dressed up to the nines. It was just the three of us then, or so we thought. Guy was back on the scene, but Biba hadn’t told us and we were too wrapped up in each other to notice.

When the waitress comes to take our orders Rex has to snap his fingers in my face to bring me back to the present.

‘Try not to dwell on today.’

I feel my mouth making goldfish shapes. How the hell does he know I went to Queenswood Lane?

‘Georgia’s not the only publisher in the world. You’re so talented. I have faith in you.’

I shake out my napkin and allow my heart rate to drop back to normal. ‘I don’t think talent means what it used to. AI’s coming for us all.’

‘It’ll all come out in the wash,’ he says airily.

The resentment is so permanent I almost don’t notice it except in moments like these when it spikes. For a man obsessed with providing, Rex has always been provided for. First by his father, then by Her Majesty, and then, for a long time after his release, by me. I wash my irritation down with celeriac soup and cold Picpoul. He’s boring me about some new time-management software that’s going to revolutionise his working day when he sees something over my shoulder and his eyes blow wide.

‘Don’t look,’ he says, but I don’t need to. A voice I haven’t heard in five years carries through the room, cutting through the chatter like a clarinet soloist rising above an orchestra.

‘I’m sorry, we can’t sit here. You’ll have to find us another table.’

‘Style it out,’ I instruct Rex.

He grimaces. ‘We should go.’

Grow a pair, I think, rising from my seat and turning around to face a lioness in gold lamé, the mother of Sophie, Alice’s childhood best friend, architect of The Fallout. ‘Hello, Dawn,’ I say.





Chapter 15

Karen

It was bittersweet: the last sleepover before the girls left for university; Alice to London, Sophie to Edinburgh. They were young women by then, old enough to drive, vote, drink, marry, but that evening they set up a den in the living room and had a nostalgia movie marathon, Mean Girls and Legally Blonde and Heathers. Rex and I turned in at around eleven o’clock and were woken an hour later by a frenzy of barking and screaming and a hammering on the door.

‘The girls!’ said Rex, and thudded down to the living room. I put a hand on Peggy’s collar and went to the front window. Andrew Saunders’ Lexus hummed on the road outside. The screams were turning into words. From Alice, how could you and I’m sorry and from Sophie I just want to go home. The girls had had some bust-ups before but never anything like this. Even Peggy’s barking couldn’t drown out the noise from outside. Any attempt Dawn had ever made at cultivating her grating, adenoidal voice was abandoned in her panic. ‘Sophie! Sophie! Get out while you still can!’

I heard Sophie say frantically, ‘I can’t open the door!’ and then, when Rex tried to calm her down, ‘Get him away from me!’

I knew that the little life we had built was over. I found that I was surprised it had taken this long.

‘You promised!’ Alice screamed. ‘I trusted you.’

‘I’m scared,’ cried Sophie.

‘What’s happening in there?’ shouted Dawn outside. ‘I’m calling 999!’

I shut Peggy in the bedroom and watched from the top of the stairs as Alice yanked open the door, karate-chopped Dawn’s phone from her hand, then did the same to Sophie’s. Andrew bolted from the car as Sophie scrambled into it. He came to stand at Dawn’s side. She looked almost satisfied as she regarded the splinters of glass and silicone on the ground. ‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?’ she said. ‘Maybe we can add criminal damage to kidnap and fraud.’

‘It was hardly fucking kidnap, Dawn,’ said Alice.

‘Everything alright?’ Our neighbour’s voice carried on the cold air.

‘Did you know you were living next to a convicted murderer? Double murderer?’ asked Dawn.

‘What?’ gasped the neighbour.

I stood next to Rex. ‘You know he’s a good man,’ I appealed to Andrew. ‘Have you ever heard him raise his voice? Has he ever let you down? Andrew, come on.’

But Andrew was more frightened of his wife than any man, no matter how violent his crime.

 

‘Karen.’ Dawn thrusts forward her bust now, aiming for authority but getting ship’s figurehead. Andrew wobbles behind her, an egg on legs.

‘We cannot sit near these people,’ Dawn tells the teenage waitress who, out of her depth, summons the maître-d’.

‘I’m so sorry, madam,’ he tells Dawn. ‘This is our last sitting. We can offer you a drink and snacks at the bar?’

Andrew looks longingly at our plates. ‘I had my heart set on the pork belly.’

Dawn huffs. ‘We’ll take our custom elsewhere.’ She rounds angrily on the waitress, who looks on the verge of tears now. ‘I expected better of a place like this.’

The other diners are staring at us, and we leave before dessert. We drive in silence through fields that are a dull dark green under a weak moon.

‘I’m sorry,’ Rex says, and my heart twists for him. There’s nothing to say that we haven’t already said a hundred times, so I take him to bed to have sex we’ve had a hundred times, hoping he’ll find comfort in the verse-chorus-verse familiarity of it.

At half-ten, when I’m brushing my teeth in the en-suite, one of our phones rings. I drop my toothbrush. Who calls this late unless something is very wrong?

In bed, Rex is propped on one elbow, half his face lit up, the rest a map of caves. Something’s happened to Alice, I know it. I’m looking for clean underwear, yanking a T-shirt off its hanger, pulling leggings out of the laundry basket.

‘When?’ he asks, and then, as the other voice tickles the speakers, ‘Right. Are you OK?’

There’s concern in his voice, the tone he only ever uses to talk to family. It is Alice. I drank but with dinner and that was hours ago now. I’ll have to stop for petrol in Saxmundham but there won’t be much traffic on the A12. I struggle to put on a bra as if I’ve never worn one before. All the straps are in the wrong places.

‘What’s happened?’ I mouth. Mentally I am choosing a dress to lay her out in. Rex swats me away. A dismissive gesture but one I find reassuring. If it were life-and-death he wouldn’t do that. I pause my struggle with my bra.

‘Well,’ he says, ‘good of you to let me know. Will there be . . .’ His face falls. ‘Of course. Yes, I understand. Well. Er, take care, I guess.’

I know what Rex’s face looks like when the news is bad. I have been the one to deliver it. But his mood is one of resignation, not urgency or even horror. Alice is not in immediate danger. Still half in, half out of my bra, I sit next to him, knowing only that he needs me.

‘That was Jules,’ he says flatly. ‘My dad died yesterday.’

I am shocked and I shouldn’t be. It’s hardly a surprise. Roger Capel must have been in his . . . he may technically be my father-in-law but I still have to do a bit of mental arithmetic to work it out – mid-eighties, at least.

‘Oh, Rex. I’m so sorry. How?’ I touch his neck. There’s nothing, no racing heartbeat, no heat coming off him.

‘A stroke. He’d had a mild one a few weeks ago, apparently, then a massive one yesterday morning. Instant. Painless.’

‘Well. I suppose that’s something,’ I say, inanely, then his words sink in. ‘Hang on. He died yesterday and she’s only telling you now?’

‘She said she thought she’d better tell me before they put out the press release thingy. That’s me. Ever the afterthought.’

‘What do you want to do? Do you – shall we get back up? Go downstairs for a drink, or . . .’

‘I think I’d just really like you to hold me,’ says Rex.

I curl myself around the familiar knobbles of his spine and hook an arm over his chest. I place my right hand over his heart. It seems to be beating more slowly than usual. My chin is soft in the crook of his shoulder.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t change anything. I hadn’t spoken to him since 1997; it’s not like he was ever going to thaw.’

Rex had never stopped hoping for that thaw. How can a shunned child stop hoping for reconciliation with a parent? Now it will never come.

‘Will there be a funeral or anything?’

‘Jules said it was best if I gave it a miss,’ he says. ‘The other kids . . .’

The other kids. Roger Capel’s second marriage produced three more children. Rufus, Xanthe and Oscar. The only time I saw them the boys were blond preschoolers and Xanthe was a babe in arms. They’ll be in their late twenties and early thirties now.

‘No, I get it. No one wants to be the spectre at the feast. All eyes on me. I’d hate it.’

‘We should tell Alice,’ I say.

‘Why? It’s not like they had a relationship. She hasn’t mentioned my family since . . .’ Rex grits his teeth. He’s still ashamed of his drunken slip last December, but he’s right: Alice, the girl least able to contain her thoughts, hasn’t uttered the name Biba for months.

‘Yes, she’s too caught up with work and Gabe to care about anything else.’ And thank God for that. ‘But he was still her grandfather. And he was well-known. There’ll be obituaries and stuff.’

‘And they’ll mention me,’ he says. ‘Christ. Churning all the details up again.’

‘Honestly, Rex, she’s dropped it,’ I say.

He gives me a sidelong look. ‘I was thinking more of the victims’ families.’

‘Well, yeah, that’s a given,’ I say, even though I hadn’t thought of them at all. The Graingers and the Wheelers had melted back into anonymity after the case. ‘But, Rex, Alice lives on the internet. You don’t want her finding out about this on bloody Twitter or something.’

Rex nods. ‘You’re right. Can we tell her in the morning, though? I just want to absorb the fact that I’m an orphan.’

With the word, the years peel away. We’re orphans, me and Rex. It was one of the first things Biba said to me. It wasn’t real – only her mother was dead – but Roger’s abandonment made her feel like an orphan, which she deemed grounds to justify the lie. Now it is finally true.





Chapter 16

Alice
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I wake up after one of those midsummer nights where it feels as if the sun never set, to find a lime-green Post-it stuck to my forehead upon which Gabe has written TELL YOUR PARENTS. He made me swear on my Vivienne Westwood corset that I’d do it today. There’s a similar note on the landing mirror, another on the bathroom mirror, and when I flip the toilet seat I’m instructed to tell my parents again.

I ball the Post-its in my fist and shout, ‘Alright, then!’ into the empty flat. ‘I will.’

I wake up my phone for the day and ignore my gazillion emails and WhatsApps and Google alerts and call Mum before I have a chance to chicken out.

‘Is Dad with you?’ I ask, opening the fridge in the hope of a beautiful cold can of fat Coke and finding only another Post-it stuck to a carton of oat milk.

‘Hmm?’ She seems distracted, like I’ve interrupted her at work, even though it’s only seven-thirty. ‘Why?’

‘Is he, though?’

‘No, he’s gone to walk Peggy before it gets too hot. Listen, I—’

The words burst out of me like shot from a cannon. ‘I’m getting married!’

The quiet on the other end is so complete I have to take the phone away from my ear, check the call is still connected. I watch ten digital seconds pulse by before breaking the silence. ‘Well, technically it’s a civil partnership. We feel that marriage is very patriarchal and we want to show that—’

‘But you’ve only known him, what . . . a few months?’

‘When you know, you know. Dad says he loved you when he first set eyes on you.’

‘You’re very young,’ she says feebly.

‘You and Dad were younger than me when you got together. Nanna and Grandad had you when they were my age.’

The phone buzzes against my ear as a bunch more notifications land. Mum inhales noisily. ‘Are you pregnant?’

‘What era are you living in? I’m civil-parterning Gabe because I love him.’ Now I’m saying it to someone other than Gabe, civil-partnering does seem like a bit of a mouthful. Say what you like about the patriarchy, at least marrying trips off the tongue.

Mum presses on. ‘So you’ve told Gabe about Dad’s conviction?’

‘There’s no right answer to this, is there? If I say I have, you’ll have a go at me for spilling the family secret. And if I say I haven’t, you’ll say, Oh Alice, how can you marry someone you can’t trust with something so important?’

I can hear her swallow. I have a long history of shouting her down but it’s not often I get the better of Karen Clarke using logic, or her own twisted brand of it. I savour the moment.

‘I know what I’m doing,’ I say. ‘Can I not just have your blessing?’

‘Of course you’ve got my blessing.’ She’s gone from vague to hyper-focused, but the tired note in her voice that’s been there from the moment she picked up is increasing. ‘Listen, I promise I’m not trying to change the subject but I’ve got some bad news. Your grandfather passed away a couple of days ago.’

My legs go from under me. ‘Grandad?’ I have a sudden memory of him teaching me to ride a bike, going fishing in rock pools, ferrying me to swimming lessons, drama club, ballet. Doing that stupid thing where he pretended he’d got my nose but it was really his thumb.

‘Jesus, Alice, no! God, Sorry. No, not Grandad. I wouldn’t have been so calm, would I? Dad’s dad. Roger Capel.’ She snarls his name. Even after all these years she’s still furious that he didn’t want to know me. ‘Anyway, given his high profile there might be obituaries of him and so on and they’re bound to bring up the, you know, and that means . . . I’m so sorry you’re in this position, Alice, but there’s a very tiny chance that journalists might come crawling out of the woodwork.’

‘There was someone here yesterday,’ I say. ‘She knew my name.’

Mum’s voice sits up straight. ‘What did you say to her?’

‘Well, nothing. She just asked who I was and then left.’

‘What time?’

‘Hang on.’ I find the screenshot and check the CCTV time-stamp. ‘10.03.’

The sound Mum makes has me picturing her blowing her cheeks out. ‘He was already dead by then. It could’ve been a reporter.’

I almost correct Mum, tell her that if Roger’s death had been in the news I’d have had an alert, but I check myself in time.

‘Some of them seem to know things even before they happen. What exactly did she say?’

‘She said, Alice, is it, so that’s what you look like, and then, I can’t, not now. Like she was chickening out of something.’ Repeating it to Mum, recalling The Woman’s words, it’s clear she wasn’t a dealer after my trade secrets. This was personal. Some memories change their meanings when you say them out loud. ‘Does that sound like a reporter to you?’

‘No. The ones I encountered were vultures,’ she says. ‘It’s pos-sible she was just confirming your identity. Which means there’s a House of Horrors article on the way. Fuck.’

‘It might not be that.’

‘What else could it be? The timing’s hardly a coincidence.’

I pull the telephone wire so tight that the tip of my finger goes purple. I focus on that, rather than the sacrilege I’m about to utter.

‘I don’t want to be dramatic, but I thought it might be Biba,’ I say. ‘I mean there still isn’t a body so there’s always a chance—’

‘Trust me, love, I know how tempting it is.’ Mum’s using the special voice she puts on on the rare occasions when she talks about Biba: like a school psychologist, or an especially patronising teacher. It is, I think, designed to soothe herself as much as me. ‘But we left no stone unturned. And – Biba hated Roger Capel. If she were still alive, she wouldn’t have come back for him. She’d have come back for Rex.’

The Biba-shaped genie in my head is sucked back into her lamp; it’s a relief to see her go.

‘If anyone else gets in touch, you know the drill. Deny, deny, deny.’ There’s a triple beep on Mum’s end of the line as the dishwasher cycle comes to an end.

‘I remember it well. How’s well,’ I say. ‘How’d Dad taken it?’

‘It’s thrown up all his other losses, you know, but he’ll be OK. As he says, it doesn’t really change anything.’

‘Can I talk to him? When he gets back?’

‘I don’t know how long he’ll be. He’s gone for one of his yomps.’

‘Oof.’ Dad’s epic solo walks are legendary. I used to presume it was a reaction to all those years circling a prison yard but Mum says he’s always done it.

‘I tell you what, we’ll come up to see you later in the week, shall we? I’ll cook.’

I glance at my iCal. ‘We’re already going to Wimbledon next week.’

‘But that’s just a girls’ day out. I meant both of us. It’ll be good for Dad. Nothing like a wedding to take your mind off a tragedy.’

‘Civil partnership.’

‘You know what I mean.’

She won’t stop until I concede. ‘So long as you promise not to try to talk me and Gabe out of it.’

‘Hand on heart,’ she says, but I can hear her unloading the dishwasher, and that’s a two-handed job.

The call ends, but my phone keeps buzzing, the Roger Capel alerts I set up in the winter finally spitting out gold coins. I scrub through my mounting notifications so fast things blur but certain words leap out of me. House of Horrors, The Curse of the Capels, Rex, Sheila, suicide, tragedy, Jules, Wheeler, Grainger and the odd, less prurient reference to his work. Groundbreaking, pioneering, working-class royalty, Swinging Sixties, boomer, Carnaby Street.

I put my own name into a search engine along with Roger Capel’s. There are no results. I am one quarter this man and there is nothing to link us. If The Woman was a journalist she must have found out through some source I don’t know about. How do they do it? How?

I make a pint of orange squash and read as many Roger Capel puff pieces as I can stomach. The events
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