

Part One

Relapse

When we are struck at without a reason, we should strike back again very hard; I am sure we should – so hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again

Charlotte Brontë
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Visitor

Friday, 15 November

Muswell Hill is a leafy suburb on a hill overlooking North London. It’s not Hampstead or Highgate, of course, but a five-bedroom house in one of its prime locations will still set you back over two million.

I live with my husband and two children at 44 Ennerdale Avenue, a highly desirable tree-lined road close to the shops of the Broadway and the open green spaces of Alexandra Palace. It’s within walking distance of three good schools, and in the spring the street is full of cherry blossom.

Our home is a double-fronted Edwardian villa with all its original features. Marble fireplaces, stained glass panels and ornate cornices abound, to which we’ve added the requisite architect-designed kitchen extension. It’s the perfect blend of period charm and contemporary style.

The house boasts panoramic floor-to-ceiling glass doors, a generous south-facing garden, five well-appointed double bedrooms, three exquisite bathrooms, and two light-filled reception rooms – one of which currently contains a dead body.

I’ve not called the police because it was I who stabbed him. Seven times in all, which no doubt the authorities will call overkill. The truth is, it’s surprisingly difficult to kill someone with a vegetable knife. But as I was preparing carrot sticks at the time, it’s all I had to hand. Wounds two through seven, therefore, were more to do with an eagerness to avoid any interruptions to Nathan’s birthday party, than any deranged psychopathic impulse.

To be clear, I’m not of diminished responsibility, nor am I drunk or under the influence of any kind. I can assure you that I couldn’t chair the junior school winter fair committee unless I was absolutely on my mettle at all times. Besides, any forensic pathologist worth their salt would confirm that the axillary artery was severed rather precisely – a surgical rather than an impassioned incision, and I’m rather proud of my steadiness after so many years of self-restraint.

The specific blood vessel in question is hidden just under the armpit, and usually quite inaccessible, but when someone grabs you around the neck and tries to strangle you, it presents a decent target. You thrust your blade upwards, drag it backwards, et voilà.

It’s only fair to say that I’ve been slightly overwrought recently: Nelly’s admissions tests, for one thing, my mother-in-law’s interference in our lives, for another. Not to mention Stephen stopping all conjugal activity, which really hasn’t helped my mood.

In case you’re wondering, the dead man is not my husband. I do resent the lack of sex, but I wouldn’t kill him for it. Not yet, anyway. More annoying is his lack of grit. I set him the task of making partner a year ago, and he’s still trying. It’s unsettling when you work hard to build a successful marriage, and your husband can’t keep up his side of the bargain. The uplift in income is essential to my plan to move to Hampstead and have a third child. Our marriage depends on it.

Speaking of children, Nathan, who’s four today, slept through the whole affair, which is a relief as he’s moody if interrupted during a nap. My friends and their offspring arrive in under thirty minutes and I’ve got to finish the party tea, fold the organic napkins, and bring up two bottles of Chablis from the cellar. And now, I also have to change my outfit and somehow dispose of a corpse.

This presents something of a dilemma. Do I cancel, and face the wrath of Sophie, who believes that regular access to chilled white wine is an inalienable human right, or simply close the door and deal with the corpse after I pick up Nelly from school? As we chose not to extend our open-plan kitchen-diner into the living room, I do have the option of sealing the area off with a ‘Do Not Enter’ sign.

I chastise myself for being indecisive but, in my defence, I’ve not had to deal with this kind of situation since Stephen and I were married, seven years ago now, and, since the children came along, well, I wouldn’t have had the energy anyway. I’ve often wondered whether becoming a mother has softened me, but looking at the ravaged corpse at my feet, I think this is hard to argue.

After considering my options, I decide to go ahead with Nathan’s birthday party. The cake alone cost nearly £400, and I’d hate to waste the opportunity to pass off someone else’s talent as my own. Anyway, the deceased isn’t going anywhere, and if I let something slip from my to-do list today, there’s no telling where I’ll be by the end of the week.

I just need to tidy myself up a little, as I look like I’ve been visiting an abattoir on Ladies’ Day. By my estimation, there are several pints of blood all over my Persian rug and parquet floor, not to mention my Oscar de la Renta dress. I unzip and let it fall in a puddle of silk at my feet. The blood has soaked right through to my underwear, and that will have to go too.

Kicking off my splattered heels, I stand completely nude amid these human remains. For a moment, I feel a bit sorry for myself, because I did love that dress, and no amount of dry cleaning will remove all the forensic evidence. The same goes for the nine thousand pounds’ worth of dyed Persian sheep’s wool.

As I leave, I notice a fine spray of arterial blood on the wall that has almost dried to a Tuscan red, and suddenly I’m looking at the paintwork, which was done last year in Little Greene’s Pompeian Ash and Lute, and realize this is a wonderful opportunity for a whole new colour scheme.
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Monsters

The doorbell rings persistently. I rush downstairs with Nathan struggling in my arms, holding his ears dramatically. If it’s the Metropolitan Police, I’ll take back everything I’ve ever said about their capabilities.

I’ve managed a quick shower, and changed into a silk cream blouse with dark wide-legged trousers. Not a party outfit, but sometimes corners have to be cut. I even tried some new facial expressions in the mirror as I reapplied my make-up. Looking delighted when your child receives another plastic monstrosity is a challenge, but YouTube helps enormously.

I find Sophie jiggling on our stone steps wearing a slightly stained puffer jacket, a tired pink roll-neck, faded blue jeans, and scuffed Chelsea boots. On the positive side, she has beautiful long hair, and eyes that make you feel like she adores you.

She’s holding Jethro up to the bell with one arm, while carrying a Sainsbury’s bag full of gifts in the other. She pulls a face that I don’t immediately understand. There are sixteen major facial expressions in the human repertoire, and I’ve learned to read them all when used individually, but even now I struggle when people use several at once. While it’s acceptable to ask people to repeat words, asking them to repeat facial expressions is considered odd.

‘Sorry, Lalla darling, I desperately need the loo.’

‘Who doesn’t love an insistently pressed doorbell?’ I reply and remove Jethro’s grubby finger from the bell. Just seeing Sophie floods me with calm. Although she says I’m on the spectrum a little too often, I do like her. I think it might be because she’s so unsuccessful.

‘If I did that at Tor’s, she’d have me arrested for damaging the ears of her musically gifted children.’ Sophie mimics Tor’s vowels to a T.

‘You’re welcome to press my bell anytime.’ I wink at her. ‘Anyway, Tor’s still recovering from her “spa break” in Switzerland.’

‘I’m running a book on what she’s had done,’ says Sophie, kissing my cheek. I smell eau-de-motherhood – coffee, crayons, wet wipes and white wine.

‘I’ll put twenty pounds on Botox. She’s been bemoaning her neck bands for weeks,’ I say.

‘Not being rude, darling, but Nathan’s left half his lunch in your ear,’ Sophie laughs, pointing at my head.

‘Nathan loves spitting his tom-toms all over the place,’ I say, hastily picking off a crusty flake of what I presume is dried blood. I jiggle Nathan in a gesture I hope conveys motherly affection. He squeezes my cheek in return but I feel only mild irritation. In truth, I’m still trying to bond with him, and it’s infernally difficult.

Sophie loves easily and undiscerningly. She’s even bonded with her partner’s annoyingly perfect child. My children and I get by through familiarity and routine. But if love is the irrational continuation of affection in the face of continual disappointment, then I do love my children. And perhaps even Stephen too.

Loving anything as demanding, noisy and erratic as a child seems quite heroic to me. Mothers are expected to react with joy and delight from the moment a child is born. All I felt was a vague resentment that this parasite had lived inside me for so long without paying a penny in rent.

‘Happy Birthday, little Nate, you’re so adorably cute.’ Sophie squeezes his fat cheek and Nathan buries his head in my chest.

‘Sorry – he’s no good for anything till he’s had his first shot of organic almond milk.’

‘Oh, I’m exactly the same,’ says Sophie. ‘Now while I’m in the loo, open a bottle, and we can get one in before Aisha arrives and starts guilt-tripping me.’

‘Everyone has a cross to bear. You have wine, Cait has Owen, Aisha has yoga, and I have astonishing beauty,’ I say, and Sophie laughs even though I’m quite serious, then thrusts the bag of poorly wrapped presents into my free hand and darts into the loo.

I put Nathan down and pat his head as kindly as I can. He runs off to the kitchen with his presents. I expect Jethro to follow. Instead, he smears snot across his cheek, and yanks on the handle to the toilet door (mothers are not permitted loo-breaks). He then spots Purdy, my blue-eyed Turkish Angora, slinking down the stairs like a debutante arriving at a ball.

‘Cat!’ shouts Jethro and runs towards her. Purdy is unamused, increases her gait elegantly, and pushes open the living room door. Her fluffy tail disappears through the gap as she heads to her favourite sunspot. Jethro bolts after her and shoulder-barges the door.

Unless I stop him, he’s about to face his first significant trauma.

‘No!’ I bellow. He stops dead, turns and stares at me, his face a cubist miasma of fear and shame.

‘There’s a monster asleep in there,’ I whisper, pulling the door closed. ‘If you wake him, he’ll be extremely hungry. Do you know what he likes to eat?’

Jethro’s eyes widen as he shakes his head.

‘Little boys,’ I say, with a cold blank expression.

Jethro shivers, his eyes glued to the door, when we hear a faint scratching sound from the other side.

‘You’ve woken the monster,’ I say, my face exaggerated with mock fear.

Jethro’s eyes crease, and he runs down the hall screaming. I open the door, and Purdy walks out imperiously, leaving a trail of little red paw prints across the shiny tiles.
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Chablis

We’re all gathered around my large kitchen island (Italian marble). There’s an open bottle of chilled 2020 Chablis Montmains between us, which is possibly too good for Sophie, but you try to improve people where you can. If it were a drinking race, Sophie would be dipping for the tape, Aisha would be jogging slowly in her Lululemons, while Cait would be at the starting line tying her laces.

There’s a scattered mass of abandoned presents on the brightly coloured party table. The children have all charged outside following Nathan, who has a cardboard box on his head. An unruly pile of wrapping paper is making everyone feel guilty (three comments so far, two from Aisha), and we quickly cycle through the ‘can you recycle wrapping paper, or have you tried re-usable Japanese wrapping cloth?’ conversation again, which probably saves several forests all by itself.

As we’re chatting, I fold each piece of wrapping paper into a neat pile and tie with a ribbon. I tell my friends I’ll reuse it, which I won’t. This leads to a discussion of how everyone’s parents used to save pieces of string, make meals out of leftover animal fat, and share baths. Halcyon days.

‘Can you hear someone calling?’ says Aisha, and we all go quiet. There’s a plaintive cry coming from the direction of the hallway.

‘It’s just Purdy,’ I say, more in hope than expectation, but she does meow sometimes like she’s in the last act of an opera.

After a quick check on the man in the living room, who has not moved one inch, I decide I need to focus on happier things and fetch the cake.

Homemade birthday cakes are directly proportionate to parental love, so it’s important to devote appropriate resources. A supermarket cake, even if you choose the pricier option, just won’t convey the necessary level of motherly devotion. I baked and discarded a small Victoria sponge earlier – the aroma adds authenticity to the masquerade.

I return to the kitchen and place my masterpiece on the table for everyone to admire before the children arrive to undo all the good work. It’s a Winnie-the-Pooh extravaganza with Pooh, Piglet and Eeyore at Eeyore’s birthday party. My friends coo in approval. There’s even a low gasp.

There are two kinds of children’s parties – the couture and the diffusion line. The diffusion line involves inviting every member of your child’s class, is inevitably crowded and stressful, and relies on ultra-processed snacks and a supermarket cake. The couture party is for select friends, and characterized by fine wine, dips, self-entertaining children, and a showy cake.

‘Oh my god, Lalla, that’s absolutely amazing!’ gushes Sophie. ‘How did you do it?’

‘Trial and error … it’s not quite as good as it seems, but marzipan and butter icing hide many flaws,’ I say with a self-deprecating shake of the head.

‘The glaze on the honey pot looks almost real,’ says Aisha, leaning in closely with an artist’s eye for detail. Even in November, Aisha is a vivid picture of health – flawless skin, dark glossy bob, sculpted cheekbones, and boundless energy levels. She dresses permanently in Lululemon, which shows off her impressively toned physique. She has three overly clever children, runs her own design business, and is married to a cardiologist. She’s also unfailingly nice to everyone, so we do our best not to hate her too much.

‘Trade secret,’ I reply, and put my arm around her shoulder in the way I’ve seen Olympic gold-medallists hug the losers. However, Aisha’s replica of Hogwarts’ Castle for her son’s sixth birthday still reigns supreme. I don’t think any of us had ever seen a lighted candelabra inside a cake before.

‘I love it,’ says Cait, staring longingly at the little pig in a striped shirt with a sniffle of self-pity. Cait is like Piglet but without the energy or enthusiasm. She’s short and thin, and her affection for Toast’s oversized peasant clothes doesn’t do her any favours at all. With her pale skin and long red hair, she looks like a struck match.

She was supposedly happily married until she revealed that her charming and witty husband, Owen, was a systematic abuser. He was arrested, a court case followed, and he was given a suspended sentence and restraining order, which keeps him away from her now. She’s left with her twin flame-haired girls, an untidy house, and almost permanent paralysing fear.

‘We all love Piglet,’ I say and smile at her. Cait tries to smile back, but her expression is more the look of someone about to tell you they’ve been diagnosed with an incurable disease, so the impact is limited. On a cheerful note, Cait does have a passion – a morbid true crime obsession that she pours into an earnest podcast that has two subscribers (one is her mother).

I don’t tell my dear friends that I had the cake made, bespoke, at great expense, from GC Couture in Mayfair. I asked them to make it look slightly homemade so that it was more believable. Apparently that’s not an unusual request. They even had it delivered in an unmarked van to avoid detection.

We sip Chablis, observe our children in a rare moment of blissful calm, and admire the beautifully landscaped garden designed by the charming Luca, although his efforts have been ruined by an assortment of slides and swings, as well as the new trampoline Stephen bought for Nathan’s birthday. We openly objectify the poor man, but it’s not our fault: he’s speaks in an Italian accent, and knows how to handle an axe. Meanwhile our husbands get increasingly angry at car parking infringements and bin collections.

Nathan is digging up tulip bulbs with Jethro. Cait’s twins are trampolining together and giggling hysterically. Aisha’s son is completing the sudoku from last Saturday’s Telegraph that Stephen failed to finish. It’s a rare sunny mid-November day; even the trees seem elegantly poised.

‘Your garden’s still looking smart,’ says Aisha, staring out. ‘Ours is completely covered in leaves.’

‘Luca does most of it, but Stephen attacked the privet rather aggressively at the weekend,’ I say. ‘The pressure of the bank’s partner process is probably getting to him.’

‘I think he just likes a well-pruned bush,’ says Sophie, half-pissed, pointing at our denuded hedge. Everyone giggles. All except Cait, who’s still staring down at her phone, probably finding holes in some police investigation as armchair detectives are so adept at doing.

‘Anyway, I can’t mock, I’m meeting an old flame tonight, so I’ll have to get the razor out,’ says Sophie. She’s a part-time secondary school teacher, which explains her drinking of course, but also why someone with such a beautiful figure would dress in clothes that seem disappointed to be there.

‘Oh, and how is that going to help things?’ says Aisha, our icy moral compass. ‘You don’t throw oil on a fire, you cover it in a blanket.’

‘Oh, I don’t want a blanket. I want to remind him that you can’t take this for granted!’ Sophie thrusts out her chest and raises her wine glass. ‘But making him jealous would be a lot easier if men were a bit more effing impressive.’

‘Why don’t you ask him yourself, if it bothers you that much?’ says Aisha.

‘Ask him to marry me?’ says Sophie, astonished. ‘It’s below my dignity.’

‘Why does being married matter?’ says Aisha.

‘Because he married her,’ says Sophie, the drink allowing more honesty than usual. Her partner, Paolo, is also a teacher (head of geography, aged forty-seven, but not as unattractive as that makes him sound), and his first wife died, which I had nothing to do with (it was cancer). Sophie met Paolo when he was still grieving, and she became pregnant with Jethro soon after, but Sophie still feels second best to the dead wife.

‘You should try couples therapy,’ says Aisha.

‘I don’t want anyone fiddling with parts of me that I can’t fiddle with myself,’ Sophie says, arching her eyebrows.

‘I would’ve thought that’s exactly what you’re after,’ I say. Some of my jokes are successful and many are not. Sexual innuendo is an easy win in social situations. Less so in a job interview, as I once found out.

Everyone is laughing when Cait suddenly jumps up and gasps. A short panic attack, or maybe an itch. She cradles her phone as if she’s foreseeing doom.

‘What is it, Cait?’ says Aisha.

‘He was in my fucking house last night!’ she says.
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Owen

About eighteen months ago, Cait and I were sitting in the sunshine watching our children playing together in the sandpit in Highgate Wood, when I asked her, ‘What’ll happen to the girls if he ends up killing you?’

Cait looked quite surprised by my question, but I have a nose for such things and Cait’s habit of covering up even on the warmest of days meant she was hiding either an eczema outbreak or bruises. With a child’s pink spade in her hand, Cait explained quite matter-of-factly and completely tearlessly how Owen punched and kicked her, and, more recently, had started to strangle her.

I suggested various quick solutions using everyday household items (bleach, iron, even the kettle, a favourite of mine), but these were all rejected. I even offered to do it myself at one point and Cait laughed. As she was unwilling to do anything, I told her to take pictures, make notes, and record as much as she could, which she did with impressive thoroughness, and hid rolled up in her headboard until required by the courts.

I met them in the autumn, at a school fete, working side by side on a second-hand stall. A picture of familial unity. I asked Owen, quite loudly, why he beat his wife and whether he intended to stop. He tried to shout me down, but I had so much detail that Cait had shared with me, and such a large audience of other parents, that I didn’t stop until the police arrived. He never much liked me after that, but someone tried to hurt me once too. The difference being, with me, it was only the once.

‘Who was in your house?’ says Sophie, her arm already around Cait’s shoulder.

‘Owen,’ says Cait, shaking now. ‘He texted me a photograph he took of me asleep in my bed.’

‘He’s not supposed to be near you, is he?’ says Aisha. ‘You’ve got a court order.’

‘The number is anonymous. He sent me another text last week, asking for money. He says he’s in debt to some bad people. Probably gambling again.’

‘So this picture is a threat?’ I say. ‘He broke into your house, right?’

‘What else could it be?’ Cait stifles her tears, then presses her finger to her nose. ‘He was probably searching for money while we were all asleep.’

‘Fucking bastard,’ says Sophie. ‘He should be locked up.’

Cait looks up, her face etched with fear, nails scraping across her red neck. Sophie is hugging her tightly.

‘You must tell the police right now,’ says Aisha, sensible as ever.

‘But there’s no proof it’s him.’

‘Does he still have a key?’ says Sophie.

‘I was going to get the locks changed, but it’s two hundred pounds. I thought the court order would be enough,’ says Cait.

‘It’s never enough with men like that,’ says Sophie, stroking Cait’s long red hair.

We don’t get into too much more detail, as Jethro decides he wants Nathan’s spade and Nathan objects by throwing soil in his mouth. Other children take sides, and a small skirmish breaks out on the patio. We all rise to intervene.

‘Drinky-time!’ I call out, trying to keep my mood light and cheerful. A horde of small people stop fighting and career towards me as I stand between our voluminous double-fronted fridge (my husband seems to think we’re American) and the rather quaint old-fashioned butler sink, diluting some blackberry and raspberry juice. If I didn’t dilute, at least two of the mothers here would react as if I were feeding rat poison to their children.

My mind wanders to the dead man as I pour the bright red drink into their little organic bamboo beakers. At first, I presumed he was just a common burglar after cash, jewellery or the key fob for the Porsche. But he didn’t seem like a burglar. He was dressed quite smartly, but perhaps they go upmarket when raiding Muswell Hill. No, it was something else. The way he looked at me, with recognition. And why did he strangle me? Why not just run?

As I muse, Jethro grabs at the tray and a beaker tips over. I feel a strong urge to tip the rest of the beakers over his head. I often have such urges, but I have learned to resist and now have excellent self-control. If I didn’t, I’d probably be a widow by now. Instead, I mouth the word ‘monster’ and Jethro starts to howl again. Nathan, who’s consumed too much sugar, starts to cry along with him. Sophie rises, looks at her son, and then turns away and heads over to her handbag for her vape.

I’m rushing towards my son when I hear Cait’s phone ping again and, out of the corner of my eye, I see her jump up and run into the hall. I suspect Owen has texted something even more unsavoury, but I can’t follow her because I’ve just grabbed hold of Nathan and he’s struggling the way sheep do when they’re about to be shorn.

‘Not the living room, Cait!’ I call out. Even if I had Aisha’s creative powers, I don’t think I’d be able to come up with something believable if Cait stumbles across a fresh corpse.

‘Stop,’ I say harshly to Nathan, as he pulls my lip down with his grubby fingers. I can taste soil. I put him firmly on the floor, and dart for the door.

I am only halfway across the kitchen when a piercing scream echoes from the hall.
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Rabbit

Human beings are adept at distinguishing between different types of scream. They each awaken several of our senses, but only the scream of genuine fear grips your nervous system by the throat and applies sudden pressure.

At least that’s what I can gather from Aisha’s and Sophie’s frozen stances as their faces drain of colour. Each child, a moment ago lost to their own squabbles and antics, stops dead. A short silence is followed by children sobbing.

I’m pleased that no one sees the faint smile on my lips. It’s just as quickly gone, however, as I need to contain the situation. Although this discovery could land me in prison for several years, I’m palpitating with excitement. I’ve always been excited by danger. I lick my lips and rush to the hall.

‘Leave it to me,’ I call over my shoulder, although I’ve no idea how I’ll silence Cait if she’s face-to-face with the man I’ve turned into a sieve. Cait is standing outside the living room door, visibly shaking. I can practically hear the thump of my pulse, and feel goosebumps tingling.

‘What’s the matter?’

Her shoulders heave up and down. I want to put my hand over her mouth to stop her whimpering, but I’ve learned to resist my first urges. They are rarely acceptable to others. I breathe deeply, count to four (there’s no time to get to ten) and approach her.

The living room door is still closed, so I conclude it’s just Owen again. I put an arm on her shoulder. It’s the acknowledged way to comfort people in distress, but Cait flinches.

‘Has he texted again?’

‘It’s not him.’ Her frightened eyes stare into mine.

I glance over my shoulder and see Aisha and Sophie at the kitchen door holding subdued children in their arms. ‘Cait needs some space. She’s got another text, that’s all,’ I lie.

I turn back to Cait, look her dead in the eye, and whisper, ‘Did you go into the living room?’

‘There’s … something … in there,’ she says, her voice rasping.

‘You’re overwrought,’ I say. ‘It’s just the horrible shock about Owen.’

‘No, no,’ she says quietly. ‘There’s blood everywhere …’

Cait’s hair is tangled and her top lip is lined with sweat. She looks slightly post-coital. I take her hands in mine. They feel like porcelain against my warmth. I sense she’d break into pieces with the slightest pressure.

‘Listen to me carefully, Cait. The mind plays tricks sometimes, especially when we’re scared.’

‘Please just look!’ She withdraws her hands and wrings them like a child.

I have no choice. I open the living room door and peer into the room.

‘Oh,’ I say, then shut the door quickly, my mind racing through ideas, a slot machine of turning possibilities. I know something will turn up.

‘I told you!’ says Cait. ‘What is it?’

I wait for the reels. They stop turning, one by one.

‘It looks like Purdy disembowelled our pet rabbit.’

‘A rabbit?’ says Cait.

‘Just a rabbit,’ I say. Her brow wrinkles in disbelief, but I remain firm. ‘Please don’t mention it or Nathan will be inconsolable.’

Cait’s expression changes again. She nods conspiratorially, as if she’s understood something.

‘Now let’s get you a cup of tea. Not a word or we’ll have the worst birthday ever.’

With Cait’s distress ruining the party mood, everyone finds their children and party bags, and starts packing them away. We smile and hug, even though we’ll meet at school pickup in an hour. Aisha supports Cait with a motherly arm, and agrees to take her home, so she can arrange to have the locks changed and call the police.

I head to the living room to tape a hastily constructed sign on the door to repel Aimée, our faeces-intolerant nanny – Cat Shit – Do Not Enter
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Hamster

The school playground is pitted with unrepaired tarmac and criss-crossed with faded lines. I stand along with another thirty mothers and three fathers, two of whom have found each other and are talking about the best route to Lord’s Cricket Ground. Sophie, Aisha and I are waiting by the classroom doors for our elder children to be personally delivered back to us by their class teacher. Cait, we discover, has gone to her mum’s to wait for the police to call back. As far as I can tell, she has not yet spilled the beans about the ‘rabbit’.

Sophie’s partner’s annoyingly precocious daughter, Ellie, runs out first; her long, light brown ponytail swishing as she shows us all a rather good copy of a Matisse. Sophie opens her arms and hugs her like a woman who hasn’t seen her child in several years. I squeeze Nathan’s hand at my side. He shows me a worm he’s carried all the way to the school.

‘Don’t eat it,’ I say.

‘Can I play for five minutes please, Sophie?’ asks Ellie, patting Jethro on the head.

‘Of course you can,’ says Sophie, who can’t take her eyes off Ellie as she runs across the playground, and within a moment is hanging upside down on a bar alongside two other girls.

‘She’s so talented,’ says Aisha, looking at the painting in Sophie’s hands. I sigh inwardly.

‘No sign of Tor,’ says Sophie, spotting Tor’s nanny waiting for Hero.

‘Healing takes time,’ I say.

Aisha’s eldest zooms out of the classroom next, side-swerves his mother, leaps up the grassy bank, barges into another boy, and starts wrestling. We watch to see if this is an act of camaraderie or a vicious assault. A moment later, the two boys are kicking a ball against a wall together and all is well.

No sign of Nelly. She’s six years old but won’t be rushed, even by a teacher. I think being last helps her to avoid other children. She finds friendship difficult, as I did at her age.

Nelly finally walks out holding the one thing in the world that she seems to love, an ageing blue-eyed doll with a filthy gingham dress and a fixed expression, which has been passed from mother to daughter. A visible bond between us.

Her teacher follows her over to me, which is unusual as they do tend to keep their distance since my animated lecture to Nelly’s previous teacher on why she deserved to be at the top table despite her poor showing in maths tests.

I turn swiftly to make my escape. I not only want to avoid small talk, I have a lot to do before Stephen gets home for Nathan’s family party.

‘I wonder if we might have a word,’ says Miss Hammond. She’s wearing a shapeless corduroy smock dress. The floral embroidery on the collar is the only sign of life I can see.

‘About?’ I say.

‘About Nelly.’

‘I think we should make a fast getaway,’ a smirking Sophie says to Aisha.

‘What about her?’ I watch Sophie making a crucifix symbol behind Miss Hammond’s head and smile. Miss Hammond glares at me disapprovingly, then looks down at Nelly.

‘We had a little accident today, didn’t we, Nelly?’

My daughter stares up at her teacher, her angelic expression devoid of understanding.

‘Do you remember what happened in class? Do you want to tell your mummy?’

Nelly shrugs.

Miss Hammond turns to me. ‘There was an incident with the class hamster.’

Nelly has decided to appear nonchalant, and starts swinging her hips and rocking her doll in her arms.

‘I might need a private word with Mummy, Nelly. Can you play?’

We watch Nelly wander off to a bench, sit down alone, and place her doll beside her as a kaleidoscope of children in colourful coats cascade all around her.

‘So, Miss Hammond, I’m glad of the opportunity to speak. I wanted to ask if you could set Nelly some more demanding homework. Her entrance exam for Adams Prep is approaching at pace.’

‘Please call me Rosie,’ she says, which I won’t. ‘And Nelly doesn’t do any of her homework, which I’ve mentioned a number of times.’

‘She throws her homework in the bin because it’s too easy for her,’ I say. ‘That’s at the root of her behavioural challenges. Nelly is not like other children.’

‘Well, yes, I can see that,’ she says in a tone that is close to the bone. My guts churn. I know what it’s like to be locked away from opportunity and friendship just because your mind works differently, and I don’t want that for Nelly.

‘Praise works. But she’s thick-skinned, so you have to praise her wildly for minimal effort.’

‘Mrs Rook. I don’t know how else to say this. Your daughter drowned the class hamster.’

‘But she loves animals.’

‘She filled the art sink with water, put the hamster in it, and just walked away.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, but it’s hardly the fault of a child if a hamster can’t swim.’

‘I found it floating there,’ says Miss Hammond.

‘Just to be clear, she made it a swimming pool, presumably in the belief that the hamster would enjoy it. Nelly loves swimming.’

‘Hamsters don’t.’

‘Is this something you taught her?’

‘What?’ says the teacher, her face screwed up quite melodramatically.

‘Is it in your class plan?’

‘No, it’s not,’ says Miss Hammond, looking flustered and turning around as if looking for support. ‘She’s the pet monitor this week. Her job was to look after the hamster.’

‘I think she was clearly trying to, Miss Hammond. We all make mistakes.’

‘I’m concerned about her lack of basic empathy.’

‘And I’m concerned about your lack of basic pedagogy,’ I say, quite firmly.

‘When I told her it was dead, she smiled at me,’ she says, wringing her hands.

‘Do you want me to pay for the hamster?’

‘It’s not about money.’

‘Well, the learning point here is that you should teach the children about risks if you give them responsibility. I mean, that’s your job.’ I shake my head and look the teacher straight in the eye. ‘I hope she’s not traumatized by your accusation. I don’t want to make a complaint against you, Miss Hammond, so let’s just put it down to experience, shall we?’
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Tapping

Returning from school with Nathan and Nelly, plus a little shopping from Sainsbury’s (bleach, bin bags, Marigolds and parcel tape), I discover Aimée in her bedroom in the loft extension. I know she’s there because the boiler is going at full blast, which means someone is showering. She doesn’t respond to texts, so I turn off the boiler.

Not too long after, my disgruntled employee arrives with her hair wrapped in a towel and gives me a withering look. I respond with a gesture of my hand to the stacks of party dishes that she was tasked with clearing, push Nathan and Nelly into her arms, and point outside. Aimée makes a noise that sounds like a growl and tells me it’s too dark. I flick a switch, and the garden lights up like a stage set.

I rush straight upstairs, take out the bag of clothes awaiting the charity shop and change into an old pair of pyjamas. I head down to the utility room, tie my hair back, pull on the new Marigolds, grab the bleach and bin bags, plus a mop, several old sheets, and a bucket of water.

The living room smells like a bus shelter on a Saturday night – a heady mix of blood and urine. I stare at the man’s bloody face and wonder who he is. In truth, I’ve been preoccupied with the task of clearing him up rather than wondering about his identity.

I kneel beside the body and search him. I find a white handkerchief in his back pocket which is stained dark red, and a car key fob and phone in his jacket. I put the key fob back and try to open his phone.

The home screen shows a photograph of a grinning woman and a child, probably his family, but no one I recognize. I try to open it using face recognition, but his features are too bloody. I take a sheet, dip it in the bucket and start to clean. As his eyes and nose reappear, I feel I’ve seen him before, and recently too. I try to place him but nothing comes. I point the phone at him again, but it won’t open. I imagine it’s designed to reject the dead to avoid situations just like this.

I switch off his phone in case it can be tracked, and put it in a Jiffy bag. I use the sheets to mop up the blood, although the Sarouk rug has done an excellent job of absorbing most of it – a quality the man at Liberty failed to mention. I stuff the bloody sheets into bin liners, tie them shut, then wipe up the residue and turn to the body.

Time is of the essence, not least because I’ve got a spaghetti bolognaise to make before six, and have to get rid of the corpse and change before Stephen arrives home. He’s not been himself lately, in fact not since his father died a year ago, and there’s no doubt that a dead body would exacerbate his rather tiresome morbidity. When most men find life pointless and meaningless, they play golf, but Stephen prefers to mope.

I’ve no idea how to remove the body. Strictly speaking he’s ‘organic waste’, but he certainly won’t fit in the little green bin that Haringey supplies for the purpose of composting.

There’s no time to dig a pit, and even if I did, I imagine Purdy would investigate – she’s dug up several of Nelly’s deceased guinea pigs, which seem to die at an alarming rate.

The only option is to remove him from the premises, which is difficult because he’s heavy and rather messy. Wrapping him up carefully is vital. I find that the clingfilm is almost out and the bin liners I bought are only 70 litres – I’d need one for each limb.

I search the kitchen for larger bin-bags, and see Nelly and Nathan bouncing on the new trampoline. Nelly is throwing Nathan about like a rag doll, but he seems to be laughing. Aimée is less engaged. She’s sitting in the vicinity of the children, staring at her phone with her head still in a towel.

I don’t know why Nelly dotes on her. It might be because she lets Nelly use her make-up, but I think it’s because Nelly’s attitude is so similar to Aimee’s own Parisian disdain for the world.

Stephen thinks Nelly is more like me than Aimée, which means he thinks she’s cold and detached, and his mother, Madeleine, actually refers to Nelly as ‘the maniacal one’.

As I stare into the garden, I have a sudden thought and head for the garage. I rejoice as I see that Stephen hasn’t taken the gallons of thick plastic wrap from the trampoline to the dump. I’ve found my body-wrap. I now realize my single roll of parcel tape will be inadequate and search for duct tape. I come back with half a roll of masking tape and three rolls of Sellotape, one of which has a Christmas theme.

In the living room, I flatten the plastic as it’s not very malleable, then begin the dance of the dead. I lift his legs, drag the plastic under them with my foot, and with a heave, slide it just under his buttocks. It’s rather like changing a nappy, but significantly larger.

I wriggle and tug the plastic under his torso, pull it under his head, and am pausing for a moment to dwell on my accomplishment when I hear three sharp taps on the window.
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Corpse

I don’t know how long Cait’s been staring in at me, but her ghostly face suggests she’s seen everything. I smile as casually as possible, which I realize is inappropriate when wrapping up a dead man, but then what is the right expression?

Presumably Cait didn’t believe my story about the dead rabbit. I wipe my hands and pull a sheet over the body, which will at least hide the stab wounds – damage limitation.

I answer the door dressed in bloodstained Liberty pyjamas. If it were Halloween I could justify the outfit, but that was weeks ago. Cait stares at me intensely. I’m not sure what approach she’ll take, but I wonder if professional interest brought her back. I mean, what better for her podcast than a real-life corpse?

‘Are you on your own?’ she whispers.

‘Aimée’s with the children in the garden.’

‘I knew it wasn’t a rabbit,’ she says, and pushes past me into the living room, which is quite un-Cait-like.

I follow her in, intrigued by her brisk, confident tone. She stands at the fireplace fixated on the dead man under the sheet, biting her lower lip and taking everything in, slowly and methodically. I’m expecting her to take out a roll of crime scene tape, but she just stares.

‘It was an accident,’ I say, to interrupt her reverie.

‘Did he hurt you?’ Cait turns to me and holds my gaze.

‘Yes,’ I say, as it sounds better given the nature of his injuries.

‘I’m so sorry. I should’ve known.’ Cait wraps her arms around me and hugs me tightly, without a care in the world for the forensic integrity of the crime scene or her Toast linens. I can feel her skeletal frame pressing against me, and want to fetch her a slice of birthday cake.

‘I’ll do whatever I can to help you. I won’t tell,’ she confides, stifling her low sobs.

‘No?’ I say, surprised. I wonder if she’s afraid of me, but the hug suggests female solidarity.

‘It can happen to anyone. I always wondered about you,’ says Cait, rubbing my back. ‘You’re always so perfect, but perfection is a just a mask. We’re all hiding from something. And the way you knew instinctively about Owen’s abuse. I knew you understood how it feels.’

Cait is so understanding that it crosses my mind that she’s found something out about my past and I’m angry at myself for letting the memory back in. I remember sitting for so long in the cellar that I couldn’t distinguish myself from the darkness, listening to the world above – carpet-muffled footsteps, the drone of television, clinking cutlery, my mother sobbing.

‘Perfection isn’t a mask, it’s full body armour,’ I say, and prise her arm from my back.

‘When did it happen?’ she says, leaning over the corpse.

‘Just before Sophie arrived.’

‘And you just went on with the party?’

‘I had no time to think, Cait. I just went on automatic,’ I say, steering her away as her foot steps in a pool of blood.

‘I used to do that,’ she says. ‘Owen would punch me, then the children would come in and I’d be weeping in a corner one minute and singing jolly nursery rhymes the next. You just put on a face, right?’

‘That’s exactly what you do, Cait. You put on a face.’

‘How long’s the abuse been going on?’ she asks.

‘The abuse?’

‘Stephen,’ she says, gesturing towards the corpse. ‘How long’s he been hitting you?’

‘Stephen?’ I say. ‘Stephen doesn’t abuse me, he’s a kitten. I mean, I sometimes wish he was a little more forceful, to be honest.’

‘If that’s not Stephen,’ she says, her face a caricature of confusion, ‘then who’s dead?’

‘I think he was a burglar. He didn’t say. It all happened so quickly.’

‘He was in your house?’ says Cait.

‘I was getting ready for the party and heard a noise. I went to investigate and he went for me. He had a knife,’ I lie, realizing that this story works better from a legal perspective. In truth, I think he realized I’d heard him, and then hid behind the door, but when I came in, he panicked and grabbed me.

‘Oh my God! How did you escape?’ She is trying to be sympathetic but is shaking with prurient excitement.

‘It’s a blur, Cait. I’m still in shock.’

‘Have you called the police?’

I shake my head.

‘Why not?’ she asks slowly.

‘Well, there was the party,’ I say. Her expression indicates I might have said the wrong thing. I reach out, enfold her tightly in my arms and pretend to sob. ‘I couldn’t call the police. They’ll send me to prison. I’ll lose my children.’

‘They won’t send you to prison. It’s not murder, Lalla, it’s self-defence. He attacked you.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I fought back and he fell. He must’ve fallen on his knife.’

‘Well, that’s not even self-defence. That’s accidental death. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’

Cait focuses on the corpse with a little glint in her eye. Her shoulders twitch and her tongue touches her top lip. It’s clear that her anatomy is enjoying this, even if her mind is still resistant to the idea.

‘Can I look at it?’ she says. ‘I’ve read so much about dead bodies, but I’ve never actually seen one.’

I nod as Cait picks up the corner of the bloody sheet with her thumb and forefinger and peels it back with a low squelch. She stares, completely still, at his dark red clothes and clean face.

Cait leans left and right, to get a clearer sight of the body, then pulls back the rest of the sheet and stares at the torso, a quizzical look on her face.

‘How many times did he fall on his knife?’ she asks.
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Soap

I spot a box of Lindt on the bookshelf left over from Stephen’s birthday. Cait is counting knife wounds, and I am thinking about chocolate. I walk over, open the box and take one. It is the right decision. It removes the taste of blood from my mouth.

‘Do you want a choccy?’ I hold the box out towards Cait but she glares back.

‘Lalla, I don’t think he could’ve fallen on his knife seven times, do you?’ she says, sharply.

‘Who knows what happens in those fleeting moments?’ I shrug, which doesn’t appear to appease her curiosity.

‘The police’ll ask these questions. I’m just trying to help.’

‘Police? You said you’d do anything to help, and I need help wrapping him up.’ I kneel down and pick up a roll of adhesive tape from the floor as she peers closely at the knife wounds.

‘You definitely shouldn’t move him, Lalla. You have to leave everything exactly as you found it … for the police.’ She seems to have decided to take on the role of head girl at a crime scene.

‘The oak parquet will stain,’ I say, but even this concern doesn’t move her.

‘Did you stab him all those times?’ she asks. ‘Is that why you didn’t call the police, Lalla?’

‘Well, he wouldn’t stop fighting. I had to fight back,’ I say.

Her small hand reaches out for mine and she squeezes my fingers. I pull her down and she kneels beside me. I think this is a good sign.

‘It’s manslaughter at most. But you’ll need a good lawyer.’

‘You know how courts are with women. How they were with you even though it was Owen on trial. Insinuating you were a liar. We’re women, Cait, the law doesn’t work for us.’

‘But a man’s dead. You have to tell the police.’

‘How will that look now? A mother stabs an intruder seven times and carries on with her son’s party. I can see the headline already.’

‘Just explain that you were traumatized,’ says Cait quietly. ‘It does happen. You block things out that you can’t cope with, and just carry on for the sake of the children.’

‘So traumatized, I spent the next two hours laughing and drinking with friends?’

‘They’ll find out eventually,’ says Cait, scratching away at her neck.

‘Not if you help me. You know all about crime scenes. You’re an expert.’

‘No,’ she says, slightly preoccupied. I see that she’s staring at the knife that’s still embedded in the man’s chest like a sacred object.

‘Pass me the knife,’ I say, realizing additional leverage might help.

‘No! I don’t want my fingerprints all over it. It’s a murder weapon.’

‘It wasn’t murder.’

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I mean the manslaughter weapon.’

‘I’m going to scrub it anyway, just pass it over.’ Cait shakes her head so vigorously it really annoys me so I reach over, grab her hand, pull it across the corpse and close it around the knife handle. She shrieks as I force her to pull the knife out of his chest, then let go of her hand.

‘There. Not so difficult, was it?’

Cait stares at the bloody knife in her hand and looks like she’s going to be sick.

‘How does that feel?’

‘Not good,’ she says, but her face betrays passion rather than revulsion. Even so, she drops the knife. ‘I could never do what you did. It’s wrong.’

‘You might need to if Owen breaks in again,’ I say.

‘I’m not brave enough,’ she says. ‘I never was.’

‘Cait, look, just help me get him out of here. We can dump his body somewhere in Wood Green, the police’ll think it’s just another everyday London stabbing. What do you say?’

‘You can’t just dump a dead body on the street,’ she rails. ‘It’s teeming with your DNA, clothes fibres, saliva, hair … And my DNA now! They’d have our genetic fingerprint within hours.’

‘You see, that’s the kind of thinking that’ll help us get away with it. You’re so good at this,’ I say, smiling at her enthusiasm.

‘I can’t do this. I won’t,’ she says, and stands quickly. One foot slips on a sticky trail of blood and she lurches forward. She manages to stop herself by grabbing one end of the sofa, but not completely, and her other hand lands on the dead man’s chest.

‘Blood!’ she cries and stares down at her hand like an amateur Lady Macbeth, her whole palm dark crimson like an autumn leaf.

‘It washes off, Cait. A little bit of soap and water and it’s gone,’ I say, trying to calm her down.

‘I’m going to the police,’ she shouts, unhelpfully.

‘Cait, your fingerprints are all over this knife. They’ll arrest you,’ I say and take her arm.

She acts as though she’s going to be my next victim, recoils from my hand, shoots me a terrified look and rushes to the door holding her bloody hand out in the air, looking rather guilty, I can’t help thinking to myself.
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