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Prologue

He had such pretty eyes; they were his best feature, the colour of the ocean. Now they are as glassy and lifeless as a china doll’s, staring up at the darkening sky, empty, unseeing. The stone ornament falls from my open palm and spins towards his body, where it lands heavily against his thigh.

Fear takes hold of me so that, for a few moments, I’m rooted to the spot, staring at the dent in his skull and the arc of blood that has sprayed from the back of his head, staining the grass red. Then I kneel down beside him, my knees sinking into the damp lawn. I’m careful not to touch him. I can leave no evidence.

I glance up furtively. The building is over two hundred feet away, the windows opaque, some with curtains hanging open, others with the blinds rolled up. Was anybody watching? I’m already starting to think like a criminal. Was I seen at the bottom of the garden among the weeds and overgrown grass?

Was I seen killing my husband?
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Part One



CORNWALL
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Jamie twists the dial on the radio up to full volume so we can hear the Stone Roses over the wind whistling past our ears. He looks like one of those nodding dogs as he moves his head to the music.

‘God, I love this song.’

‘You don’t say,’ I tease, and then grimace when he starts singing along.

He notices. ‘What? I was the lead singer in a band when I was eighteen.’ But he squeezes my thigh, a playful gesture that shows me he’s not offended. ‘You could’ve been our groupie.’

I’m tempted to remind him that he was with Hannah then. She would have been his groupie. But I don’t want to dampen his mood. He seems happier than he’s been in ages. I turn to appraise him, to admire his sharp jaw that curves into his long neck, the fine blond hair just visible above the buttons of his polo shirt, and I feel a flicker of desire. I place my hand where his still rests lightly on my thigh and we interlock our fingers. He catches my eye and smiles before his gaze snaps back to the empty lane that stretches ahead of us.

‘I can’t wait to see the house,’ I say. ‘I wonder what it’s going to be like. I hope it isn’t some kind of dive.’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘A dive? I doubt that. Didn’t Philip Heywood describe it as –’ he puts on his telephone voice ‘– “an imposing seaside pile with panoramic views of the bay”, or some such …’

I laugh. ‘I don’t think so.’

He takes his hand away and places it back on the steering wheel to navigate a bend. ‘The Roseland Peninsula is supposed to be stunning.’

‘The name certainly suggests so.’

‘Apparently it’s derived from rhos, Celtic for heath.’

‘How do you know this stuff?’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Because I’m a geek.’

‘You are.’ But I’m smiling as I say it. I tug the collar of my coat further up my bare neck. It’s been years since I’ve had long hair but I occasionally miss the warmth of it against my skin, especially in the colder months. The sunshine bounces off the bonnet of the car yet there is a chill in the air, despite the blue skies, reminding us that the threat of an April shower is ever present. I don’t have the heart to tell Jamie to put the roof up. He needs this holiday just as much as I do. Our first nine months of married life haven’t been easy.

I catch sight of our golden retriever Ziggy in the rear-view mirror, lounging across the back seat, his eyes closed, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth. It’d been a last-minute decision to bring the dog. Katie, Jamie’s younger sister, had promised to look after him for us, but, as usual, she’d let us down at the eleventh hour.

I feel the drag of car sickness in the pit of my stomach as Jamie navigates another bend and I concentrate on breathing deeply, trying to push the nausea away, my nostrils desperately searching for the sea air that we’d been promised but instead finding the pungent scent of rapeseed from the yellow fields. My right arm feels heavy and itches beneath its cast, but at least it’s given me a good excuse not to have to drive. Not that Jamie encourages me to get behind the wheel any more. Not since early on in our relationship, when I nearly killed us both by pulling onto a busy A-road and narrowly missing an oncoming lorry.

Eventually, a speck in the distance grows bigger, breaking up the monotonous country road; a tiny petrol station stands forlornly, like a lost child amongst the wild foliage.

‘That must be the one,’ I say, pointing at it in excitement, trying to remember the instructions that Philip Heywood had given me on the phone two days before.

Jamie pulls into the forecourt and switches off the engine, and the world appears to fall quiet for a moment. It’s a welcome silence after the constant din of loud music and buffeting wind. Too much noise has always made me feel stressed and on edge, but Jamie loves to play music as loud as he can get away with.

He reaches over into the back seat and clips the lead onto Ziggy’s collar. ‘Do you want to go and get the key then, Libs? I’ll fill her up as we’re here. Then I’ll take Ziggy over there so he can do his ablutions.’ He indicates a patch of unruly grass to the side of the shop. I agree, relieved to get out and stand on solid ground for a bit.

The guy behind the counter is barely out of his teens. He stares at me with a nonplussed expression on his acne-scarred face when I ask about the key to the Hideaway. ‘I don’t know nothing about a key,’ he says while scratching a pimple on his neck. ‘I’ll get my manager. Name?’

‘Pardon?’

He tuts, not bothering to hide his annoyance. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Oh. Libby …’

‘Surname?’

‘Elliot … I mean, Hall. Mrs.’ I’m so used to calling myself by my maiden name at work that I sometimes forget I’m now part of someone else’s family.

He slopes off to the back of the shop, his long arms swinging like an ape’s, and disappears through a grey door. The shop is small, the shelves piled high with cans of tuna, beans and plum tomatoes. I’m the only customer. I pick up some mints from the rack in front of me and scan the confectionery for something for Jamie. Something with coconut, his favourite. Then I watch out of the window as Jamie coaxes a reluctant Ziggy back into the car. Our Mini Cooper is the only vehicle on the forecourt.

The guy doesn’t re-emerge and I feel the fluttering of panic that this is all some elaborate con and there is no key or house by the sea. Then a buxom woman with a mop of dyed blonde hair barrels through the door, key dangling enticingly from her chubby fingers.

‘Elizabeth Hall?’ she says in a thick Cornish accent.

I nod and she hands over the key, her face breaking into a smile. ‘Aren’t you lucky, going to stay at the Hideaway. Beautiful views. Not that I’ve ever stayed there myself. I didn’t know they rented it out?’

I take the key gratefully. ‘I don’t know if they do, usually. We’re doing a house swap.’

Her eyes widen. ‘A house swap? What a great idea. So they’re staying in your house while you’re in theirs?’

I push my debit card into the machine. ‘Yes. Although ours is a flat. In Bath.’

‘I’ve heard Bath’s lovely. I’ve never been.’ She rips off the receipt and hands it to me as I retrieve my card. ‘A house swap though. What a great idea.’ Then her eyes sweep over my cast. ‘Recovering from an accident, are you, love?’

I’d like to tell her to mind her own bloody business, and years ago I might have done just that. But those days are behind me; in my job I can’t afford to lose my temper. So I swallow down my irritation. I can’t tell her the truth – I’d be here all day answering questions.

‘I slipped and broke it,’ I say. It’s only a half-lie. ‘In the playground. I’m a teacher.’

She grimaces. ‘Ooh, nasty. Did one of those little blighters push you over?’

I shake my head and force out a laugh, explaining that I’d tripped over a skipping rope which had been left on the tarmac, all the while trying to extricate myself from the conversation by inching further towards the exit. ‘Thanks again,’ I say, waving the key at her and hurrying through the door before she can ask another question.

I spot Jamie through the windscreen, impatiently tapping the steering wheel with his fingers. We’ve had our fair share of rows lately, mostly over money, and I don’t want to upset the fragile equilibrium that we seem to have found since the miscarriage. I slide into the passenger seat. ‘Sorry about that. The woman wouldn’t stop asking me questions.’

His expression darkens. ‘What about?’

‘Oh, my cast. The accident.’

‘You didn’t tell her?’ His voice is unusually sharp.

‘No, of course not.’ I pull the seat belt over my shoulder.

‘Good. We’re supposed to be getting away from it all. Has she given you the key?’

I hold it up to show him. It’s attached to a small glass heart that glints in the sun.

He visibly relaxes. ‘Thank God. I thought it had all been a mistake. You know what they say? If it’s too good to be true …’

I lean over and kiss the side of his face where his jawline meets his ear, his soft stubble grazing my lips. I love that he’s excited about this. That he’s regaining some of his former spark. That’s what I’d loved about him when I first met him, his enthusiasm for life. He’s a pint-half-full kind of man, but being made redundant, setting up on his own and constantly worrying about money has taken its toll, and I’ve noticed, over the last few months, that some of his brightness has started to fade, like a tarnished coin.

As we head down another narrow lane, thick hedgerows sprinkled with white blossom rearing up on either side, Jamie almost shouts, ‘That must be it!’ his eagerness bringing out his slight West Country twang. He points towards a house on the other side of a T-junction. I follow his finger. Surely he’s mistaken? The house is huge, even grander than his mother’s.

‘That can’t be it,’ I reply as Jamie veers off the road and onto the driveway, gravel crunching beneath the tyres just as the nasal voice of the sat-nav informs us that we have reached our destination.

The car draws to a halt and Jamie switches the engine off. We sit and stare at the house in an awed silence, both of us taking in the detached, rectangular building with a round turret at one end; all traditional smoky-coloured stone and glass. A creeper grows halfway up the walls so that it looks like a beard. Trees and bushes in varying shades of green envelop the house as if they are embracing it. Beyond the property is a stretch of clear blue ocean sparkling in the distance. The only sounds are the cheerful chirruping of birds and the faint growl of the sea. I can smell the salt on the breeze, mixed with a trace of horse manure.

‘It’s quite remote,’ I say, suddenly feeling a little overwhelmed. I grew up in the countryside – a little two-up two-down on a small council estate in North Yorkshire – but I’d spent the best part of the last decade in a city. I’m used to having neighbours. Being surrounded by people makes me feel secure, less frightened.

‘It’s amazing,’ says Jamie, his face alight. ‘I can’t quite believe we’re going to be staying here. Good call, Libs.’ He takes a deep breath through his nose. ‘Ah, smell that air. So fresh and clean. No pollution, no fumes.’ Just cow shit instead, I want to say, but bite my lip. I can almost see the tension of the last few months ebbing away from him, transforming him back into the man I’d married.

A squirrel scrambles up a nearby tree and Ziggy barks, a deep woof that shatters the silence as he pulls against his restraint. Jamie laughs and leans over the back seat to unbuckle him, clipping the lead onto his collar. ‘Come on, boy, I know you’re dying to explore.’

Jamie jumps out the car and darts around to open the passenger door for me. ‘Very chivalrous,’ I say, trying not to flinch as I stand up.

He frowns. ‘Are you all right, Libs?’

‘I just can’t wait to get this cast off, that’s all. It makes everything so bloody awkward.’

‘Not much longer, my little heroine.’

I thump his arm playfully with my good hand. ‘Stop taking the piss.’

He kisses my forehead. ‘I’m not taking the piss, you are a heroine,’ he mumbles. ‘Don’t you forget it.’ Then he bounds away from me, dragged by Ziggy, and I follow with trepidation, half expecting the irate owner to come hurtling out of the house to tell us to get off his land. Noticing my hesitation, Jamie beckons me to the door, charcoal-grey aluminium, as clean and polished as the rest of the house. Philip Heywood told me on the phone that it has recently undergone a restoration.

Jamie’s eyes are shining as he looks up from the piece of paper he’s consulting. ‘It is the right place, look,’ he says, to reassure himself as much as me. He prods the paper with his finger, then indicates the slate sign with the words ‘The Hideaway’ carved into its face. ‘Apt name. There isn’t another house for half a mile. And it’s not far from Lizard Point. I’ve always wanted to see the lighthouse.’ He sounds like one of my six-year-olds.

I feel a stab of guilt that we’ve swapped our poky two-bedroom flat in Bath, with the animal hairs and the dog-food aroma, for this. It’s not even a Georgian flat, as one might expect in Bath, but late Victorian.

‘Do you think it was OK to bring Ziggy? I never thought to ask.’

Jamie’s eyes widen in alarm. ‘Shit, Libs. Why didn’t you check? I have no idea.’

‘I didn’t expect the house to be so big and posh, that’s why. Philip said there was still building work going on. I thought it meant it would be a bit more …’ I pause, taking in the neatly tended plants and bushes that encompass the driveway ‘… unfinished.’

My fears are confirmed as soon as we step over the threshold. It’s definitely not the sort of place to bring a dog. Everything is so white: the sofas, the rugs, the walls. I know we’ll stain it somehow, with our messy ways and Ziggy’s dirty paws. Apart from a pile of rubble near the tree in the far corner of the garden, there is little evidence that any building work has taken place.

I take the lead from Jamie, too worried to let Ziggy go, unable to shake the feeling that we are trespassing as I wander into the kitchen. It’s huge and open-plan, with white gloss cabinets and marble worktops. Bifold doors open onto a wide garden that overlooks an expansive beach below.

‘Look at this, Jay,’ I call, my head in the American-style fridge, practically salivating at all the food. ‘There’s enough here to feed a family of ten.’

Jamie joins me to peer inside. ‘Ooh, they have pâté, smoked salmon, a massive Stilton – and look at all those craft beers!’ He grins at me. ‘This is heaven!’

‘Our fridge is practically empty,’ I say, ashamed of the pint of milk and curled-up ham that I’d left behind. I never even thought about stocking it up.

‘Don’t worry about it, they’ve got more important things on their minds.’ He drifts over to the kitchen island and picks up a lined piece of paper that looks like it’s been ripped out of a notebook. ‘It says here we can help ourselves to the food. Isn’t that generous?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer as he tosses the note aside and wanders around the kitchen, touching appliances and tinkering with various knobs and buttons. ‘Wow, this kitchen is fantastic,’ he exclaims as a 20-inch TV pops up seamlessly from the island worktop.

I smile inwardly, knowing how much Jamie would love to have the money to spend on the latest gadgets.

‘You can fiddle later,’ I say, pulling him away from the spaceship-like coffee machine. ‘Let’s explore.’ I take Ziggy off his lead. Jamie grabs my hand and we race around the house like over-excited teenagers, the dog at our heels, barking joyfully.

There are solid oak floors throughout, with an impressive floating glass staircase in the large, square living room that curves up to the second floor. Colourful abstract paintings adorn the chalky white walls and there is a huge head-and-shoulders shot of a woman who must be Tara Heywood in the living room, her head thrown back, her large brown eyes dancing. Upstairs I poke my head around the door of the first bedroom, which contains a sofa bed and a faded, antique dolls’ house. Shelves along one wall are crammed with toys; not modern ones that my kids at school would play with, but old-fashioned and unsettling. Punch and Judy puppets are slumped against a china doll with one foot missing, and an ugly clown stands next to a stuffed weasel. Surely this isn’t their daughter’s room? It would have given me nightmares as a child.

The other two bedrooms are bigger and there is a traditional study with a leather-topped desk. I pad into the room. Bookshelves line the walls, although they are half empty; a few dog-eared romance novels, a classic-car manual and an encyclopaedia. I count three more stuffed animals: a ferret, a fox and a sad-looking rodent that looks a bit like a rat but could equally be some kind of mole.

At the end of the corridor, in the circular turret, is the master bedroom. It’s the largest room by far, with an en-suite bathroom and a separate dressing room. ‘Wow, this is bigger than our whole flat.’ I stand and gawp at it in amazement – at the floor-to-ceiling windows, the four-poster bed with floating white muslin, the roll-top bath. There is another head and shoulders shot of Tara, black and white, her expression more serious this time. I go to the window and gaze out at the beach below. I can’t see another soul. It’s idyllic.

‘I didn’t expect it to be so modern, so opulent,’ I say as Jamie comes to stand next to me. ‘I thought it would be a quaint cottage or something.’

‘Don’t you like it?’ Jamie looks astonished that I might not.

‘No, it’s not that. It’s amazing. Like properly amazing, the sort of house you’d see in a film. It must cost millions. It’s just … it doesn’t seem a fair swap.’

He shrugs and puts his arm around me. ‘It’s what they wanted, remember. It was their idea.’

‘I know …’

He sighs. ‘God, Libs, this is a stroke of luck.’ I face him, noticing the bags under his eyes, his grey complexion, and push down my uneasiness. The Cornish air will be good for him. And for me. I touch my stomach self-consciously and Jamie notices. ‘We need this,’ he says. ‘You need this. After what happened at school and then the miscarriage …’

Tears spring into my eyes and I blink them away. I can’t think about it. I’ve come here to help me forget. To heal. ‘Yes.’ My voice is thick. ‘It’s a beautiful place. We’re very lucky.’

‘We’d better keep it tidy.’ He pulls a face and I can hear the amusement in his voice. It’s a standing joke between us, our mutual messiness, and we take great enjoyment out of accusing the other of being the worst.

I glance at Jamie; he still dresses like a student in his faded jeans, ripped at the knee. ‘We should have taken our shoes off,’ I say, looking pointedly at his scruffy Converse. ‘And we’re going to have to keep Ziggy’s paws clean. We should’ve bought those dog socks we saw in that pet shop.’ I giggle at the thought of Ziggy in fluffy socks. He’d never forgive us.

Jamie laughs, loud and heartily. It echoes around the house. I haven’t heard that sound enough in the last few months and it makes my heart soar. ‘Do you know what we need to do?’ he says, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes as he grabs my hand.

‘No, what?’

He inclines his head towards the bed. ‘We’re going to have to christen it.’

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Really? What, now?’

‘No time like the present.’ He sweeps me up effortlessly – he is nearly a foot taller than I am – and carries me to the bed. We tumble onto the soft cotton sheets, our limbs entwined, and he starts kissing my neck in the way he knows I love. I wrap my legs around him, pressing my body to his, feeling more contented, happy, than I have in months.

We spend ages in bed, taking our time, exploring each other’s bodies, just like we used to in the early days, before we got married, before things became complicated. Before his family’s interference and Hannah’s quiet, unnerving presence in our lives. Afterwards I snuggle up against Jamie’s shoulder. It feels unnatural to have to lie on my left side, to avoid leaning on my cast. It feels so heavy and cumbersome. Less than two weeks, I remind myself.

I’m content for a while watching the sun going down, creating shadows across the lawn. Then I spring up from the bed, covering myself with a sheet, conscious that the windows have no curtains.

‘Where are you going?’ Jamie murmurs, gathering the feathered duvet around his armpits.

‘To nose through Tara’s wardrobe,’ I say, raising my eyebrow playfully.

‘Libs! You can’t do that.’

‘Oh, come on. Surely you’re intrigued? Don’t you want to know more about Philip and Tara Heywood?’

He shrugs, a lazy smile playing on his lips. ‘Not really.’

‘Well, I do.’ I shuffle over to the en-suite dressing room in my makeshift toga. Ziggy follows me and stretches out on the fleecy rug in the middle of the floor.

The dressing room is about the same size as our bedroom back at home. A floor-length mirror hangs on one wall and a button-backed chair sits next to it. It’s like a changing room in a fancy shop. This isn’t even their main residence, just a holiday home. It makes me wonder what their actual home must be like. I reach up to flick through the clothes: long evening dresses, strappy sun dresses, floaty skirts, tops in silky fabrics. I take a long emerald dress from the hanger and drape it against my body, admiring myself in the mirror, although it’s way too long for me and the extra material pools around my feet. I resemble a little girl trying on her mum’s clothes. Or even a boy, with my short pixie cut. I return the dress and open a drawer of underwear. There are sexy thongs and high-end lacy basques. I recognise one I’d seen on an Agent Provocateur website. All very classy and out of my price range. Nothing tacky here.

I move to the shoes. They are on narrow metal shelves that pull out from the wall and are in every conceivable style and colour. All designer brands, some of which I’ve never heard of. I think of my tatty ballet pumps that I bought from Top Shop as I cradle a pair of patent red stilettos. Size 7, much too big for my size 4 feet. I put them back despondently.

‘I can’t even borrow her shoes,’ I wail as I climb back into the four-poster bed. ‘She’s a giant. Or a supermodel.’

‘Or an alien,’ adds Jamie.

‘A very beautiful alien,’ I laugh. ‘How the other half live, huh?’

He pulls me into his arms and says softly against my hair, ‘Well, we’re that other half this week, Libs. So let’s enjoy it.’
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I’d never have considered going on holiday if it hadn’t been for the leaflet that came through the door a few days ago.


HOUSE SWAP URGENTLY NEEDED

My wife, Tara, and I are desperately looking for a place to stay for a week, maybe two. Your property would be ideal as we need somewhere close to the hospital asap to be near our precious daughter, who is undergoing a life-saving heart operation. We are willing to swap our beautiful, recently refurbished house in Cornwall with sea views. If you think you can help, please contact Philip Heywood.



His mobile phone number was written at the bottom of the page.

I dismissed it at first. I was in a rush to get to work. I’d been off sick for two weeks, ever since the fire and the subsequent miscarriage. My boss, Felicity Ryder, had insisted I take paid leave until after the holidays, but I wanted to go in for the last day of term to see my class and to wish them a good Easter break. I’d begun to care about those children. I felt responsible for their education, worried that the supply teacher hustled in to take over wouldn’t understand their needs like I did. I also missed the school: my classroom walls decorated with the children’s brightly coloured artwork, the camaraderie in the staff room, the shrieks of joy in the playground, gossiping with Cara, the young teaching assistant who worked alongside me, even the smell of disinfectant in the corridor. So I’d stuffed the leaflet in my handbag on my way out the door – and thought no more about it for the next few hours.

I’d been dismayed to see the evidence of the fire; the school hall had been redecorated and a new floor installed, but the burnt smell still lingered as though seeping through the fresh paint and the newly laid parquet. The dining room, where the fire was thought to have originated, was still out of bounds. When I pressed my face up to the glass doors I could see the blackened hole in the ground where the ovens had been. It was a depressing sight. The children had been told to bring in packed lunches until the kitchens were up and running again, and they sat, hunched over hummus, organic vegetables and cartons of juice, in the classrooms instead.

It was as the parents came to collect their children at the end of the day – congratulating me for my bravery and asking after Celeste – that the idea came to me. Mrs Hunting, Theo’s mum, touched my cast lightly and told me I deserved to get away somewhere. ‘You’ve had such a bad time of it, Ms Elliot,’ she’d said, in the sort of voice you’d use on someone whose close relative had just died. ‘It could have ended so badly. Celeste could have been killed in that fire if it wasn’t for you. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’ I knew she was contemplating her own child too. I touched my stomach automatically, thinking of the one I’d lost.

The incident had been all over the newspapers, much to my horror. There was even a picture in the Mail of me playing the guitar, surrounded by kids, fringe in my eyes. It must have been taken when I’d first joined and was the only photograph the school had of me.

A story about a school fire wouldn’t have made it past the local press if it hadn’t been for the fact that I’d successfully led not just my year group, but Celeste Detonge, the granddaughter of a famous stage actor, to safety. We’d been the only year group in the building that day; Reception and Year One had been on school trips. Cara had started to panic as the smoke filled the school hall where we were practising our assembly, and I’d had to keep calm even though the screech of the alarms made the memories of another time, another fire, slam into me, winding me. But I’d forced down my own terror, instead concentrating on getting the children, and Cara, out of the burning building. Celeste had tripped and fallen and I’d rushed back in to the hall, the smoke clogging my throat, blinding me and making me trip over too. I landed badly but ignored the pain as I scooped her up into my arms and carried her to safety. I don’t think I’m brave. I did what anyone would have done in the circumstances. I’m a teacher, a role that I love, that I live for. Those children are my first priority.

It was when I was having my arm X-rayed that the bleeding started. I’d been just days away from the twelve-week mark.

‘Are you going anywhere nice this Easter?’ Mrs Hunting had asked. ‘You deserve a holiday after what you’ve been through.’ Her sympathetic words made me realise how lovely it would be to get away somewhere. A proper break. Since Jamie had started his own business we had been strapped for cash. We hadn’t been away since our honeymoon, and that had only been a five-day trip to the Isle of Wight. After what happened in Thailand I’d been too fearful to travel abroad, too scared to get on an aeroplane, convinced it would crash. So we’d had the odd long weekend or week away in England instead. It played on my mind on the walk home from school, that enticing line about a beautiful house in Cornwall with sea views. I imagined a little cottage somewhere, maybe in a fishing village like the one in Doc Martin. I thought the sea air would do Jamie good. He worked from home so he could take his laptop. By the time I arrived back at the flat I had convinced myself it was the answer to our prayers.

I could hear Jamie on the phone in our spare room, which he used as an office. I flicked the kettle on, made a fuss of Ziggy and started on dinner. It was difficult to cook with one arm in a sling, but Florrie, Jamie’s older sister, had kindly made a batch of cottage pies and pasta sauces which I’d frozen. I grabbed a pie from the freezer and heated up the oven. Then, while the pie was cooking, I settled myself at the kitchen table in front of my laptop to google Philip Heywood.

It took longer than normal, having to type with one hand – it frustrated me how everything took twice as long – but then a list of Philip Heywoods popped up on-screen; a musician in the US, a biologist in Australia, a plastic surgeon in a private clinic in London. I clicked on the private clinic link and a photo came up of a respectable-looking man in his late forties with short, dark hair, greying at the sides, and a moustache. Could that be the same Philip Heywood? A bit more digging and I’d found his Facebook page, although the settings were too restricted to see more than two profile photos. One showed him on a deserted beach with his arm around a younger, very attractive woman with dark hair. His wife? And were they in Cornwall?

Jamie was still talking so I searched for ‘Philip Heywood + Cornwall’. A photo came up of a local benefit in Truro; Philip was dressed in black tie, his arm around the same woman. She was wearing a strapless floor-length emerald dress, her hair a cloud of dark curls around her head and shoulders. The caption read: ‘Avid supporters of the charity, surgeon Philip Heywood and his wife, Tara’. I studied their photo for a while, their wide smiles, their white teeth, their perfect skin. They looked like a successful, highly regarded couple. When their daughter became ill, they must have considered booking into a hotel, but found there wasn’t one close enough to the hospital. Surely they could be trusted to live in our flat for a week or two if I was in their home?

I then searched for Philip Heywood and ‘daughter’. A photo filled the screen of Philip, Tara and a girl in her early teens with a beautiful smile, sandy coloured hair and the distinctive features of Down’s syndrome. I skimmed through the article, a small piece on his charity work. I was disappointed to note there was nothing more personal, no insight into his marriage or what type of father he was. All I could glean was that he was a very successful consultant who gave his time generously to various charities. But by the time I had finished reading my mind was made up.

Jamie didn’t take as much convincing as I’d thought he would. I had my spiel ready: I was on holiday for two weeks anyway, it wouldn’t cost us anything, he deserved a rest, he could take his laptop as I was sure there would be Wi-Fi, I had never been to Cornwall, the Heywoods looked and sounded respectable, their daughter had Down’s syndrome and was obviously seriously ill if she needed a life-saving operation, we’d be doing a good thing … He sat opposite me, his long fingers entwined around a mug of coffee, not saying a word. When I finished he got up to put his mug in the sink, shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘OK. If you sort it all out, then we’ll go.’

I waited until we’d eaten dinner and Jamie was out walking Ziggy before ringing the mobile number. Philip Heywood had a warm voice with a Yorkshire accent similar to mine. He sounded younger than I’d expected as he enquired which part of the north I was from. I didn’t tell him, just made out I’d moved around a lot. ‘A week in your flat would work out wonderfully,’ he said, and I could hear the relief in his voice. We discussed where we would leave the keys – at the petrol station near his house for him, and with our upstairs neighbour, Evelyn, for us – and promised to ring each other if there were any problems. It was arranged for Saturday, two days later. I put the phone down full of excitement. How could anything go wrong?
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I can see the stars punctuating the black sky through the large windows that take up almost all of one wall. It’s like being in my very own planetarium. I lie in bed and try to spot Orion or the Plough, but I can’t make out any constellations. It reminds me of those postcards that were all the rage when I was about eight, where you had to find a 3D picture hidden in the pattern. I used to give myself a headache trying to pick out the hidden unicorn or woman’s face amongst the rows of triangles and squares.

I’m still finding it hard to believe we are actually here, in this beautiful house, with a beach at the foot of the garden. A beach. Happiness infuses me at the thought of the week ahead: romantic strolls along the shoreline with Jamie and Ziggy, relaxing in the beautiful garden with the sea views, pottering about the high-tech kitchen that looks as though it should be in an issue of one of those house-and-garden magazines I’m obsessed with buying. Now that it’s quiet I can hear the rush of the sea crashing onto the rocks below. It’s soporific. I haven’t felt this relaxed since before the fire.

I wonder how the Heywoods are getting on in our flat. Are they disappointed with it? They must be if they are used to living like this. I think of Tara in her elegant clothes having to slum it in our bedroom with the second-hand pine furniture from Sylvia. Or are they so wrapped up in worry for their daughter that they couldn’t care where they stay, just as long as they are close to the hospital, to her?

Jamie stretches lazily and says, half-heartedly, ‘We’d better get up.’

‘What time is it?’ I shuffle away from him to glance at my watch. ‘Shit. It’s gone eight. What can we make for dinner?’ I think of the fridge downstairs, bursting with food. ‘I’m starving. And we haven’t finished exploring.’ I can’t wait to have a further poke about their house. I’ve never done anything like this before; never stayed in an Airbnb or swapped homes. Even Jamie, who grew up in a leafy, middle-class cul-de-sac with his professional, university-educated parents, seems impressed by what he’s seen so far.

I swing my legs out of bed, the floorboards warm beneath my feet (they must have underfloor heating). The suitcase is still in the corner of the room where Jamie dumped it earlier, and I rustle around inside it for my dressing gown. I can’t go anywhere without it. Jamie can’t understand why I want to wrap myself up in it at every available opportunity – he doesn’t even possess one. I pull it around me now, snaking my good arm through the sleeve and letting the soft grey velour drape over my sling. It was one of the first things Jamie bought me, when we started going out together four and a half years ago. He’d stayed over in my little bedsit and when he clapped eyes on my threadbare towelling dressing gown with the pocket hanging off he’d taken the piss out of it. Two days later, on a cold Sunday afternoon, he’d surprised me with this one. That’s when I’d truly fallen for him.

‘Ziggy’s going to need feeding too. The poor mite, we haven’t left this room all afternoon.’ When Jamie doesn’t answer I turn around to see his naked silhouette groping the wall. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Looking for the light switch. I can’t see a bloody thing. How did it get dark so quickly?’

‘That’s the trouble with being in the middle of the countryside,’ I muse. No street lamps, no car headlights sweeping across the room as they pass outside our window. Not like our busy Bath street where you’re just one of a crowd. Safe. Anonymous.

I start to snigger.

‘What’s so funny?’ But I can hear the amusement in his voice. ‘This is fucking ridiculous, Libs. I can’t find the sodding thing.’

I blink, trying to encourage my eyes to adjust so that I can help him, but the darkness folds around us like smog. We both paw at the walls in vain, and my arm knocks against something hard, sending what I assume is an ornament to the floor with a thud.

‘Shit!’ I jump back, noticing a set of shelves above my head. I peer down at the object that’s fallen. It looks like some kind of bird. I take a sharp intake of breath. Jamie is by my side in an instant.

‘What is it?’

‘It looks like a dead animal.’ It’s face down on the floor but I can see that it’s large. And has feathers.

He crouches down and turns it over. ‘It’s an owl.’ He gently picks it up and moves to the window, holding it up against the scant moonlight. I look at it over his shoulder, surprised to see that it’s stuffed. Jamie gazes at it in amazement but it gives me the creeps with its staring, dead eyes.

‘Put it back, Jay,’ I hiss, as though expecting Philip or Tara to walk through the door any second.

‘Oh, so it’s all right for you to go through Tara’s wardrobe, touching her shoes and trying on her dresses …’

‘I didn’t try on her dress. It was too long. I probably only come up to her armpits.’ I give a snort of laughter, suddenly finding the situation ludicrous. I’m pleased to see that Jamie’s grinning as he reaches up and places the owl back on the shelf, stroking its head tenderly. He’s such a softy where animals are concerned, even dead ones it seems. ‘Shouldn’t you put some clothes on? You’re standing in full view of the window.’ I run my eyes over his lithe, rangy body dulled grey by the lack of light but I can still just about make out the fine blond hairs that travel from his belly button to his groin. I feel the deep stirring of desire. Today was only the second time we’d had sex since the miscarriage. Now, suddenly, I can’t get enough of him.

He flexes his pectoral muscles as though he’s in a body-building contest and I laugh. ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere. Who’s going to be able to see me?’

I roll my eyes in mock frustration. ‘There must be another way to turn the lights on.’

‘Of course!’ he exclaims. ‘It’s sound-activated. I’ve seen people doing it in films.’ He claps his hands together. Nothing happens. He claps again, twice, in quick succession and suddenly the spotlights overhead beam down on us, almost blinding us with their intensity.

‘Is there a more ambient setting?’ I ask, trying to blink away the black spots that are swarming in front of my vision.

‘How the hell should I know?’ He claps twice and we are once again plunged into darkness. ‘Oh, fuck this. Why can’t they have light switches like normal people?’ He bends over to pull on the jeans that are slung over the bottom of the bed frame and then we make our way downstairs, fumbling our way in the darkness, Jamie walking purposefully in front of me, guiding me down the stairs.

When we reach the bottom, Jamie claps and immediately the spotlights blaze on. ‘Surely there must be some sort of remote?’ he grumbles, heading towards the kitchen. ‘I feel like an idiot with all this hand clapping.’ I follow him, Ziggy at my heels. As I round the corner I stop, my heart thudding. The front door is wide open, swinging on its hinges. I can feel the draught blowing around my ankles. I see the frown on Jamie’s face as he goes to close it. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to.

‘We closed that door,’ I say, trying to keep the panic out of my voice.

He looks unconcerned but I know it’s an act. Ever since the fire at the school he’s been walking on eggshells around me, trying to convince me to talk to his mum or another therapist about the possibility of post-traumatic stress disorder. I know I haven’t got PTSD though. How can I have when I’ve survived something far worse before?

‘I couldn’t have shut it properly. It must have swung open in the wind.’ He avoids looking at me as he heads into the kitchen. I follow silently and sit at the island to watch as he opens and closes drawers in his hunt for a remote, my mind racing. How long has the door been open? We arrived at 4 p.m. Has it been open all that time? Anybody could have walked in off the street. Then I remind myself that there is no street. This isn’t the estate where I grew up in Yorkshire, or our busy road in Bath that’s nearly always full of traffic, people sauntering past, or kids coming home from one of the many schools in the area. Even in the dead of night the blue flashing lights of an ambulance or police car filter through the fabric of the curtains at our bedroom window.

‘Yesss,’ says Jamie triumphantly, holding up an electronic device. ‘This is the bad boy I’ve been looking for.’ He prods and presses at the buttons, causing the lights to flash as though we’re at a disco at the working men’s club my dad used to take me to when I was a kid.

The door has been open for hours. Somebody could be in the house.

The thought knocks into me, making me feel physically sick. Jamie will get cross if I mention it, I know he will. He’ll say I’m being irrational and he’ll start droning on about therapy again, and the happy, easy way we’ve been with each other since we arrived will be replaced by tension. I try to push the thought away, but it’s in my head now, it’s taken root and will grow if I don’t find a way to stop it in its tracks. I used to be good at pushing such destructive thoughts from my mind. But since the fire I can’t stop myself imagining the worst and I’m finding it harder and harder to remain positive.

Ziggy whines, staring at me beseechingly with his big brown eyes. ‘Oh God, Ziggy, I’m sorry,’ I say, jumping down from the leather and chrome bar stool. ‘Jay, where did you put Ziggy’s food?’

‘Hmmm,’ he says, not looking up.

‘Ziggy’s food? Where is it?’

‘Oh, in the top cupboard, by the sink.’

The units are handle-less and I press my palm against the cool gloss doors to open them. I empty a packet of dog food into Ziggy’s bowl, trying to avoid his nose as he immediately starts to guzzle it.

‘Right,’ Jamie says, ‘got this thing sussed now. We won’t be in darkness again, my darling.’ He grins at me, then the smile slips from his face. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Libby, you look terrified. What’s the matter?’

‘It’s the door …’

I can tell he’s forcing down a sigh. ‘What about it?’

‘It was open for ages, Jay. I don’t know, I just feel unnerved by it.’

He doesn’t tell me I’m being paranoid. He doesn’t have to – it’s written all over his face. Wordlessly he leaves the room and I stand with Ziggy, wondering if he’s gone off in a huff, although that’s not like Jamie. He’s usually so patient. I try not to play out scenarios in my head of Jamie being struck over the head by a burglar. All I can hear are the snuffling noises of Ziggy wolfing down his food. Eventually Jamie walks back into the kitchen.

‘I’ve been around the whole house to put your mind at rest. Nothing. There are no intruders. Statistically we’re safer here than in Bath. Although –’ his face breaks into a grin ‘– I found a few more stuffed animals. The Heywoods like their taxidermy.’

The stuffed animals seem at odds with the modern furnishings but I shrug, trying not to show how relieved I am that there is no madman lurking in the shadows. ‘I know I’m being silly …’

He snakes a hand around my shoulders and pulls me into him, kissing my hair. ‘I understand. It’s that fight-or-flight thing, Libs. After the fire, your senses are on high alert. But you have to switch off, now. You have to stop seeing everything as a potential threat. That’s one of the reasons we came away. I just wish you’d see someone …’

He sounds like Sylvia. ‘Jamie. We’re not all like you. Or your mum. I didn’t grow up having my own fucking therapist.’

He moves away, holding his hands up in surrender. ‘I know … I know. It’s not how you were brought up. You keep telling me. Which reminds me, I need to text Mum to let her know we’ve arrived safely.’ He reaches into his back pocket to retrieve his phone and looks at the screen. His face falls. ‘Great, no reception.’ He goes to the fridge and opens it. ‘Anyway, what are we going to cook up for dinner? There’s a plethora of organic delights in here. They’ve spoilt us.’

I smile but I’m not really taking in what he’s saying because another thought has entered my head. I’ve never shared it with him because if I did he would frogmarch me to a therapist himself. But I can’t stop replaying it in my mind anyhow.

What if the fire at the school wasn’t an accident?
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I wake up early on Sunday, a white light flooding the bedroom. I’m never going to get used to the lack of curtains. My paranoia of yesterday evening is forgotten in the security of the bright morning with the tweeting of birds and the gentle roar of the sea. I’d tossed and turned for ages last night, unused to the complete darkness and crushing silence. By the time we’d gone to bed there was no longer any moonlight filtering in – it was as dark as if I was closing my eyes. Even as a kid I had to have a night-light. I could sense, rather than see, Ziggy at the end of the bed and I’d strained my ears for any sound, but there was nothing apart from the wind and the distant roar of the sea. No road noise, no planes in the sky, no voices from neighbours, no indistinct music. The silence stretched on and on. Coupled with the darkness it felt oppressive, as though we were the only people left in the universe. I was relieved when dawn arrived.

Jamie is snoring gently beside me now, Ziggy slumbering on top of the duvet, his heavy body deadening my legs. I gently push him away with my feet. ‘Ziggy,’ I hiss, ‘you shouldn’t be on the bed.’ We allow him at home, but it feels wrong here on Tara’s pristine white duvet cover. He ignores me, only shifting his body enough to allow me to swing my legs out of bed.

Above the bed is a huge wedding photo of Tara and Philip. They look so in love, so handsome, her in a sweeping full-length gown, him in a dapper well-cut suit and ivory-silk tie. She’s looking up at him with such love on her face, and he’s smiling softly down at her. Did Jamie and I look like that when we got married? So devoted? They appear a lot younger here than they do in the newspaper; there is no evidence of grey in Philip’s dark brown hair and Tara’s complexion is flawless, her brown eyes larger in her slimmer face. I imagine them to be at least fifteen years older than us, which would make them around forty-four but they can’t be more than our age in their wedding photo. I want to know more about Tara, this beautiful privileged woman in whose house I’m living.

I kiss the top of Ziggy’s head fondly, then wrap my dressing gown around me and head into the bathroom without waking Jamie.

I go to the loo, glancing enviously at the roll-top bath, the shiny chrome taps and the shelves of extravagant scented candles on the wall above. I’ve always wanted one of those candles, but they are way out of my price range. I imagine Tara luxuriating in the bath filled with bubbles reading a book on mindfulness while the room is pervaded with its exquisite scent. I wash my hands, then reach out and lift one from the shelf and inhale deeply. I can smell the mandarin and lime. Excitement makes my heart pound. Would anyone notice if I took one? There are at least six of them. More than she needs. Surely she won’t remember how many she bought and she can’t be that bothered if she’s keeping them in her holiday home? I glance towards the door nervously, as though expecting Tara to be standing there. I can just about see the four-poster bed. Jamie is still asleep, one arm flung over his eyes. I look down at the candle in my hand. It’s stealing, whichever way I look at it. I put it back reluctantly.

I rootle around in the cupboard under the sink, not sure exactly what I’m looking for. Just being nosy, I guess. I find a bottle of Tom Ford perfume in a turquoise blue bottle. I remove the lid and spray the lemony fragrance onto my neck and wrists. This must be what Tara smells like. Expensive. I replace it, noticing a large wash bag pushed to the back of the cupboard. I’m just about to reach for it when I hear Jamie calling.

‘Libs, are you all right?’

I close the cupboard hastily and return to the bedroom. Jamie is leaning on one elbow, Ziggy still asleep at the foot of the bed.

‘Why do you look so guilty
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