
DEAR WHAT LIES BENEATH

[image: ]

The Exiled Self Series · Book Four



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEAR WHAT LIES BENEATH

    

    
      First edition. August 30, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 christine joanna hart.

    

    
    
      Written by christine joanna hart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

CHRISTINE JOANNA HART

CHAPTER ONE: AWAKENING

CHAPTER TWO: BAD NEWS

CHAPTER THREE: JD COLLINS, LITERARY GENIUS

CHAPTER FOUR: STRANGERS

CHAPTER FIVE: TALITHA

CHAPTER SIX: TAROT

CHAPTER SEVEN: MEETING AT ST MARGARET'S

CHAPTER EIGHT: FERRY VIEW

CHAPTER NINE: THE RETREAT

CHAPTER TEN: ZARA

CHAPTER ELEVEN: WHERE PEACOCKS CRY

CHAPTER TWELVE: RAY O'NEIL

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: NICK PHILLIPS

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: TOM

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE GIRL

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: JOYCE COLLINS

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: ALEXANDER J. DRAGOMIR

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: TOM SAGNIER

CHAPTER NINETEEN: RAYAN KHAN

CHAPTER TWENTY: STAG LODGE

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: LETTERS FROM A SUPERSTAR

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: BLOOD JARS

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: UFO CONSPIRACY TRUTHERS

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: DON'T FEAR THE REAPER

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: ARTHUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: DEVIL'S BREATH

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: THE TESSERACT

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: HOUSE OF SAGNIER

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: A PUPPY CALLED MARLEY

CHAPTER THIRTY: ST TROPEZ

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: OWNING THE KEW HOTEL

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: THE MASKED BALL

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: FACE TO FACE WITH A SERIAL KILLER

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: MK ULTRA

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: ABYSS

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX: THE HOLLOW EARTH

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN: THE MINISTERS

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT: WHOSE HOUSE YOU'RE IN

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE: THE LORD OF THE FLIES

CHAPTER FORTY: PRISON PLANET

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE: THE OWNERSHIP BIRD

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO: DEAR LITTLE GREEN MEN

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Richmond and for What Lies Beneath. 

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHRISTINE JOANNA HART

[image: ]


Christine Joanna Hart is an investigative psychotherapist and writer with a background in frontline journalism, criminal profiling, and psychotherapeutic training. Trained by ex-MI6 officers she worked as an intelligence gathering operative for many years before becoming a Fleet Street journalist, later a psychotherapist. She has worked with vulnerable children in schools, contributed to investigations into terrorism and organised crime for TV and international press; she continues to explore the psychological patterns behind extreme behaviour. Her bylines include investigations in The Sunday Times and Daily Mail. Publishing her personal memoir of childhood abuse propelled CJ to Sunday Times bestseller status. She has been featured as a guest on BBC World Service, BBC TV, & GMTV.

Praise for C. J. Hart’s writing

Val Hennessy, Daily Mail. If only she’d had a better editor; we might have the best book ever written about a childhood.

Doug White, reviewer, News of The World: ‘Reminiscent of Silence of the Lambs, hard to put down.’ *****

Jim Dole; editor, Sunday World. ‘This is Lady

Chatterley's Lover, in the shadow of a gunman instead of a Game-Keeper.

Prohibition Magazine

‘An uplifting true story about courage and loneliness, a real page-turner.’     *

Lancashire Times. A salute to the struggle made by the author throughout her life. This is a perfect guide for anyone suffering from family problems.’    

Henry Mc Donald, Observer: Good story throughout, but more Mills and ‘BOOM!’ than Mills and Boon.

Christopher Berry-Dee, author of Talking with Serial Killers.

A super and rather unusual book. Well written with plenty of personal anecdotes. What appeals to me, as it will anyone with an interest in true crime, is Hart's unique talent in `accessing all areas', specifically getting to interview Kenneth Alessio Bianchi, aka, `The Hillside Strangler'. She will have her critics, of course, and we all do, but Hart not only talks-the-talk, she walks the-walk, and spent years corresponding with Bianchi before, at great expense, she visited with him at the Washington State Penitentiary, Walla Walla. Having dealt with Bianchi, on a one-one-one basis myself, this serial killer, and master-manipulator is not someone to trifle with.

As the author of a score of books on serial homicide and a media consultant on the subject (two of my books are required reading by students at the FBI's Behavioural Science Unit, Quantico, VA), I would say that Hart’s research on serial killers is a must-read, most especially for any student with an interest in serial murder. *****

Published in the United Kingdom by Pale Horse Press.

Copyright; Christine J Hart, London, England, 2026.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any mechanical, photographic or electronic, or in the form of a phonographic recording nor may it be stored in a retrieval system, transmitted or otherwise copied for public or private use, or misuse.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE: AWAKENING
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The single magpie: "one for sorrow," the country children still chant, and cross themselves, and look away; for one magpie at the glass is a death already on the road to you.


I woke a half-second before the phone rang. I've always done that. My body hears a thing coming before the rest of me is told.

I turned and glanced at the alarm clock with a frown. The subtle red glow of the liquid-crystal digits appeared to stare, even to follow my movements. Red digits do that at that hour. Patient, and unkind. A flash of bright lightning pierced through a break in the beige curtains. A rumble of thunder followed. I felt tired and moody; but instinctively I got up and went to the windows in the rented house I shared with my teenage son, Arthur.

The weather that whole week had been behaving badly, the way animals do before a quake, and I should have read it. All day the heat had stood over Richmond thick and yellow and wrong, a held breath with a headache in it, and near midnight the sky simply lost its nerve. 

The storm came up the river from the west the way bad news comes, unhurried and certain, shouldering the heat aside. I want it noted, because I've come to believe the sky over this whole story was never once natural, that it watched, and answered, and knew things before I did.

At this early hour, with the feeling of nothing good, the phone rang, sounding angry, insistent in my mind.

My first impulse was to ignore it, but what I was sensing overcame that impulse. I knew that when the phone rang so very early it wouldn't be good. It. The damn thing sounded angry. Perhaps it was the time of day, a time of shadow and illusion. A phone at that hour is never a wrong number; it's the world coming for someone, low and certain, and when it rings like that it has come for you. 

Down the landing my boy slept the flat hard sleep of the teenage male, and I didn't want to lift a receiver in a house where he was sleeping. I knew not to answer, but did anyway. I've never once been able to leave a ringing thing alone. It is the flaw that made me good at the work I used to do, and it has cost me most of what I ever had.

The phone's voice cut through the stillness of the early morning, carrying an air of authority. Clutching the handset, I felt an uneasy premonition, as if the day ahead would be tainted with bad news. A sudden burst of light illuminated the room, casting a beautiful pink glow. I pressed the phone closer to my ear and felt as if my breath had been stolen.
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CHAPTER TWO: BAD NEWS
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The crow calling from the left: the old people wouldn't set out on a journey if they heard it, for it meant the road ahead would take more than it gave.


'So sorry I just swore,' I offered, licking my dry lips. "It's just so early!"

'No problem. Are you Chrissy Hart?'

'Speaking.'

'This is constable Angus McDonald. Do you know a Rayan Khan who owns an agency in London called Company X?'

'Yes, I do; Rayan's my ex-boss. I no longer practice investigations!' I felt my fingers grip the receiver hard and suddenly noticed that the cottage was suddenly freezing.

'Is Ray, ok?'

There's a way they leave the pause open, and you've fallen into it before they've said a single word.

The constable continued to explain his penthouse flat in London had been broken into.

"There are signs of violence, a crime and, I'm afraid, a body, as yet unidentified. A note has been left for you, and there are several other things that require a face-to-face interview."

He requested that I travel and meet him at Rayan's.

I tried to control my fright and explained, being some hours away in Richmond, with a youngish son, that it would be difficult to get to South East London immediately.

'It's a matter of official police business to find out if this is Mr Khan, ma'am,' he insisted in a heavy Scot's brogue.

'He's one of my best friends, OK, I'll get there as fast as I can.'

Confident my neighbour and friend, Zara, would watch over Arthur for the day. With that call ended, I phoned my friend who kindly agreed to watch over Arthur. She's the kind of friend who answers at five and says only of course, love, send him over whenever, don't you fret about a thing.

My thoughts turned to Rayan, and for some unknown reason to the fact he enjoyed risky relationships.

I stood beneath the invigorating spray of the shower, the scent of grapefruit filling the humid air. With practiced efficiency, I squeezed the last remnants of the body-wash from its nearly empty container, a mundane ritual in the quiet solitude of my bathroom. I let the hot water do the feeling I couldn't.

Minutes later, wrapped in a towel with sopping wet hair clinging to my shoulders, I reached into a nondescript box and retrieved a ring, sliding it onto my left middle finger with a sense of familiarity and purpose. I wear it when I need reminding that I'm a person with a history, and not just a woman being summoned to look at a body. And my mind delved into the facts surrounding Rayan Khan.

Neighbours had sounded the alarm when Rayan's loyal German Shepherd, Max, had barked relentlessly. Rayan, inseparable from his furry companion, would never have left without him.

Max's absence during the months Rayan's flat remained deserted was an unsettling mystery, a guardian gone silent.

The steam-clad bathroom became a realm of contemplation as I ruminated on his dangerous life-style. There had been one in particular, that last year. I met her once, a Tuesday, sitting up on the edge of his desk with her ankles crossed like a girl waiting at a bus stop. Twenty-two if she was a day. Nails a hard acid yellow, a gold hoop through the top of one ear, and a scent on her you could taste from the doorway, sweet and cheap and entirely deliberate. 

She laughed at his jokes a half-beat late, which is always how you tell. And Rayan, a man twice her age who could read a room through a wall, sat there lit up like a boy at a fairground. She had a flat off the Old Kent Road he was paying for and a boyfriend he knew nothing about, and I'd all three of those facts inside four minutes and said not one word, because you don't. Each encounter offered a fleeting escape from personal demons, leading him into a world of misconceptions and dark sexual fantasies.

I'm intimately familiar with the weight of my own baggage, and I recognised the false hope that filled lives like hers. I combed out my wet hair and thought about the risky path Rayan had chosen. I'd always sensed that such a journey could eventually catch up with him, unravelling into an unfortunate or tragic end.

Yet, the question lingered; was there truly an end to our friendship? How can my very best friend have just disappeared?

The warm air in the bathroom held an unspoken tension, laden with unanswered questions and the subtle fragrance of grapefruit and melon lingering from the shower. Leaving the bathroom, I moved through the flat like a silent investigator, my senses attuned to every detail.

The weather outside painted the scene with a palette of grey clouds, mirroring the dread that gripped my thoughts. My anxiety has been with me a long while, and I manage it the way I manage most things, privately and by halves; ashwagandha with the morning tea, lemon balm at night, CBD oil under the tongue when the floor starts to tilt. None of it works. All of it helps. 

As I stood by the window, the fragrant St Margaret's village beyond was veiled in a dew laden morning mist, the ghostly grey atmosphere mirroring the haze that enveloped me.

Ferry View cottage, my shabby rented hovel, echoed with unanswered questions and a sense of absence. Caught between the mundane and the enigmatic, I went about tidying up the place with purpose.

The image of Rayan resurfaced in my mind; standing before his living room window with the sage green velvet curtains parted, seeking more than I was willing to give. 

He wasn't a handsome man exactly; he was better than that. Average height, the grey coming in at his temples like something he had commissioned. He wore Savile Row the way other men wear weather, as though the suit had simply happened to him on his way out of the house. And the eyes: Asian grey-gold, an unnatural colour, almost yellow in a low room, the eyes of something that hunts at dusk; a thing everybody noticed and nobody ever mentioned. He was half blind without his lenses and wouldn't wear them in company, so he looked at you always with a faint narrowing, as though you were a document he was choosing to believe. I used to tell him that was the whole of his charm; that he could never quite make you out, and so you spent your life trying to be worth the squint.

His charm was never the half of it. The work had been extraordinary. He walked into a Mayfair compound past four bodyguards with a clipboard and a borrowed accent. He sat eleven nights in a cold car outside a Harley Street clinic for a duchess who never paid him a penny. 

He got a confession out of an old Bermondsey villain by admiring the man's pigeons for a fortnight and never once asking a question. He found a girl in Marseille that four police forces had written off, and gave the story to nobody, because the finding was the thing and the credit bored him. That was Rayan. He could get into anywhere at all, and he couldn't, in the end, keep anything out. Perhaps, against all odds, he'd finally found that one woman, lonely enough to seek the elusive perfect partner with an interest in tying up and tying down.

He told me once, laughing, over the last good bottle of a bad year, that men like him don't get to grow old. He was right. He made me promise to laugh when I heard. I didn't laugh.

I couldn't shake the unsettling feeling that something was drastically wrong. The constable's cryptic mention of something 'horrific' about the man found in Rayan's flat. Like what exactly?
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I TOOK THE RIVER ROAD down and was through Shadthames before seven, a place I'd once lived in and loved hard, and I noticed only afterwards that I'd driven through the whole of it without slowing. That is what grief does in its first hours. It makes an efficient driver of you.

London closed round the car the way it always does, all at once and without apology, and I'd the old sensation of being absorbed rather than arriving. Traffic, exhaust, the particular hurry of people with somewhere to be. I'd loved it once. I'd been good in it.

Richmond, by contrast, is a place people go to be finished with. Virginia Woolf lived there and hated it and left behind a line I've never been able to shake: Richmond or death. I choose death. She meant the quiet. I've now spent four years inside that quiet and I understand her rather better than I'd like to.

Richmond; or rather its hamlet, St Margaret's, had offered me sanctuary when everything else had crumbled. My finances and my love life failed in the same season, which isn't coincidence but consequence; they were strung on the same nerve. There is a clinical term for what happened to me afterwards. I preferred then, and prefer now, to call it bad luck.

There is a particular weather that belongs to St Margaret's and nowhere else I've been; a soft grey standing damp that isn't quite rain and never quite lifts, that beads on the cobwebs and silvers the slate and hangs in the willows like breath that has forgotten to disperse. The village lives inside a held cloud. I came to it the way you come to a place like that; broken, and grateful for anywhere quiet to be broken in.

The shabby rented cottage owned by Hugh, an old editor friend, became my refuge after the phone-hacking scandal had turned my life upside down.

When it went through Fleet Street it didn't trouble itself to distinguish between the guilty and the rest of us. Anyone who had ever done the quiet listening work for a newspaper became, inside a fortnight, unemployable. I'd done nothing. It made not the slightest difference. Innocent or not, anyone with ties to investigative journalism was marked as untouchable. 

It had cost me dearly; a hard-won career on Fleet Street, my reputation built on years of meticulous reportage. Eleven years of it, gone in a single spring, and the going wasn't dramatic, which is the part nobody warns you about. Nobody came to the door. The telephone simply stopped.

A tabloid hack named Graham, now masquerading as a legal assistant for celebrity claimants, had set out to ruin me, smearing my name online. I'd bought that man drinks. He did it for the sport of the thing, and he was thorough. A nervous breakdown followed and my hysteria and clinging had cost me the love of my life.

I came apart. (That’s the polite word.) 

The truer one is that I unravelled at the seams in front of my lawyer partner, Phillip King, and gripped him with both hands as I went down, and lost him for it, the way you lose everything you grip too hard when you're drowning. 

He was patient with me a good deal longer than I'd any right to expect. Then he wasn't; and there was a twenty-one-year-old in his chambers with very large breasts; and that was that. There was no scene. I've never entirely forgiven him for the lack of a scene.

There was a man before Phil, and a wreck before this one, and I've set that down elsewhere and don't propose to set it down again. A woman ought to be allowed one great ruin in a lifetime. 

Job offers as a Private Investigator had vanished into thin air. What was left of me went to ground at the bottom of Trevan Lane, in a rented hovel with damp in its bones and mould coming through the ceiling in the shape of a country nobody has named.  A green-blue door shedding its paint in scales, and the slow trains going by at the foot of the garden like a lullaby that never quite finishes. Thirty-six years old. One son, no money, and a name I couldn't put down anywhere. Now, I lived a world away from that fast-paced, high-stakes London existence, in a retreat overlooking the breathtaking expanse of Kew Gardens.

The stillness, the isolation: the sound of slow trains and birdsong; it was truly healing, but something gnawed at me. What had I truly left behind? What was I missing? I knew the answer, of course. It wasn't just the thrill of solving cases. It was the gift that had always set me apart.

I'd always known things I'd no business knowing. As a girl in the care home it frightened the nuns. On Fleet Street I learned to call it instinct and won prizes for it. Out here, with nothing left to lose and nobody left to perform for, it stopped being instinct and became plainly what it was.

So, I made a decision. If I couldn't be a PI, I'd lean into my other gift. 

I studied for four years and became a Certified Psychotherapist. The people in the local villages of St Margaret's, Kew and Richmond became drawn to me, yet the gift of second sight also seemed to fear and isolate me.

My healing abilities grew so powerful that they started calling me a Witch, though it was always said in back-stabbing whispers by women who enjoyed large villa-like houses and banker husbands who commuted from London and had city pads they stayed in during the week.

It began, as these things do, with small matters. I told Elaine at the post office not to take the position in Twickenham and couldn't tell her why; the firm folded inside the year and she has looked at me sideways ever since. 

I told the Hendry boy's mother to have his chest seen to again, after two doctors had sent her home with a pat on the arm, and there was something there, and they caught it in time. 

I laid my hands either side of Mrs Vickers’ head for forty minutes and the migraines she had endured for nine years stopped that afternoon and haven't come back. 

I knew Marion was expecting before she did, and said so, out loud, in a shop, which she has never quite forgiven. 

None of it was reliable. All of it was true. And there's only ever the one word a certain kind of woman reaches for when another woman does something she can't account for.

Locals in the village spoke of my gift in hushed voices, saying I'd more than just the talent for seeing beyond; the air around me buzzed with spooky energy. 

They believed I could commune with forces they didn't dare acknowledge. My healing touch was so effective that some began leaving small tokens at my doorstep, charms to stay in my favour; sage, crystals, boxes full of various essential oils.

Even as I smiled and denied it, there was something about my new identity, my power, that even I couldn't fully explain. And I didn't, if I'm honest, entirely disbelieve them. 

Whether I was a witch or not, it seemed the village itself had decided that I belonged there.

My work was in the nearby hamlet of Kew Gardens, and I liked it there, or liked it well enough, which at that stage of my life came to the same thing. The Stepford wives I no longer had to endure daily, now that my son was at secondary school, and that helped more than the therapy did.

But there's a thing about those Gardens I ought to set down here rather than later, because it isn't scenery. It is the whole of what follows.

Inside the Gardens, shut up and photographed and half forgotten, sits Queen Charlotte's Cottage.

Three years before any of this, on a warm night during the summer festival, when the lawns were crowded and the light was going and there were a great many more people in those gardens than anybody afterwards could account for, a six-year-old boy named Anthony Blackstaff walked round the side of that cottage and didn't come out the other side.

No body. No sighting. No ransom and no arrest, nothing on a mast, nothing in a ditch, not a scrap of him in a hedge. 

Four hundred people within a hundred yards and not one of them saw a thing. I've read the file. That’s the detail that won't lie down and go to sleep; not that nobody saw the person who took him, but that nobody saw the boy leave.

The local account, given carefully and only after dark, is that the cottage took him.

His mother is called Maura. She still goes over the railings after the gates are locked. She still sits out by the hundred-year-old oak on each of his birthdays with a coat across her knees, and she asks the building, politely, the way you would ask a neighbour over a fence, to give him back. 

The gardeners have long stopped moving her on. There’s a limit to what a man can bring himself to do to a woman like that at two in the morning.

And I have also felt it.  I've stood in that place at dusk and felt the ground go thin beneath me. 

I don’t offer that as a therapist. I offer it as a woman who has spent her whole life knowing things she had no business knowing, and I'll say only this much for the present: whatever is in those Gardens, it isn't a story.

Two years after the boy, a creepy horror novel appeared.

The cottage in the novel is a door. The heroine goes through and finds a man in fifteenth-century Richmond who listens to her, which is the fantasy, the rest is upholstery. 

Six million copies. Nineteen languages. Penguin, then Miramax.

The author is Joyce Deborah Collins, who publishes as JD, and who once came within four months of being my sister-in-law.

The coach parties started the following summer and haven't stopped. 

They come off the Heathrow service onto the green with their hat boxes, they photograph the cottage. Every August a book club drives down from the Lake District to stand round it in a ring at midnight with candles, hoping to be sent somewhere better.  Hungry women needing to meet the perfect man; and believing that there’s a portal to reach that man inside of Kew Gardens. 

Nobody on those coaches has ever heard of Anthony Blackstaff. 

I've watched women weep at that rope over a fictional man in a jerkin while his mother sat forty yards off under the oak, and I've never once found a way to say it that didn't sound like envy.

I missed London. Not the work. The altitude. Knowing a thing on Tuesday and reading it in eight million hands by Sunday. Being in the room where it was decided.

Suburban therapy doesn't do that. It soothes. I've never managed to pretend the difference away.

The Hart Practice was a log cabin on Thornmere land, opposite Kew Gardens, rented. Local stone to the sill, Druid marks cut into the lintel, three hundred years old or 1974 depending which gardener you asked, and I never asked the one who would have told me. Heather on the hills behind. Pine, and the cold coming off the lake.

Three rooms. The consulting room at the front for the light, two chairs at an angle, because nobody tells the truth facing. 

The long room behind, boards bare, where the rugs went down and the work was done lying flat. A kitchen the size of a cupboard, a kettle that took four minutes, a biscuit tin I've watched grown men weep into.

Eighty pounds the hour. I should like that fact to stand next to the others.

Mrs Parjit came on Tuesdays for two years to talk about her sister and talked about her knees. David, a retired dentist out of Kingston, wept through his first four sessions and never again after, and I still couldn't tell you which of those was the work.

And there was a man I'll call Gethin, which wasn't his name. He booked six weeks ahead and paid cash in an envelope. In the third session he asked me, pleasantly, over the tea, whether I could tell him what a person was thinking if he brought them along with him.

I said no.

He said he thought I was being modest.

He didn't come back. I locked the cabin behind me every night for a month afterwards, which I'd never done before, and I've thought about him a great deal more since Rayan than I did at the time.

By the second year there was a school of a sort, because the workshops paid the rent the therapy didn't.

Saturday mornings, Journeying for Beginners. Ten of them on the floor with the lamps off and a drum at four beats to the second, which is roughly the tempo at which the brain gives up its objections.

I'd talk them down through the roots of a tree and out the other side. Most got as far as a corridor and lost their nerve. Two, in four years, came back with something they couldn't have known.

One Sunday a month, Finding Your Power Animal. Exactly as ridiculous as it sounds, and I said so at the top of every session, because the ones who laugh are the ones it works on. You would be astonished how many London men in good coats lie down on a floor in Surrey and get up forty minutes later weeping about a rabbit.

Wednesdays were couples who had driven ninety minutes to sit in silence in front of a stranger. 

Winters were grief work. I dreaded them and did them.

And then there was the other list. Never advertised, never written down, for the ones who came because they had heard the other thing about me. 

Those didn't happen on Saturdays. Those happened after dark, and they're most of why I'm writing any of this.

I was no longer only seeing ahead. I was journeying, and taking people with me, and combining shamanism with everything the four years of training had put in me. 

I intended to be doing it in California inside a decade, for people who could pay. I am not ashamed of having wanted that. I would want it again.

The land belonged to an American. A film director, Tom Sangnier, handsome in the way that's a career rather than a face, who had let me the cabin at a rent that made no commercial sense and whom I saw perhaps four times in a year. He was always elsewhere. It didn't occur to me to ask why a man with that money kept a woman like me on his land and never once came to a session.
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I GLANCED AT MY MOBILE as the miles went by. Resentment and nostalgia at once, which is the honest condition of anyone driving back into a city that finished with them.

Rayan's flat was a two-million-pound warehouse conversion in SE1, in among the OXO building and the Shard and all that low riverside brick.

The afternoon had come up grey with streaks of vanilla in it. I parked, and felt the cold off the water, and put my collar up.

My mind ran what-ifs the whole way to his door and discounted suicide on the first pass, on nothing but instinct, and I've never revised that.

The hall stood wide open. Nobody had thought to close it.

Without bothering to knock, I went in. The living room, once painted in deep ochre, now bore the marks of an official intrusion.

I'd been in that room perhaps two hundred times. It’s a particular obscenity, seeing a room you know well after they’ve done it over properly; not the mess, you expect the mess. It is the light. 

They open everything and they photograph everything and some quality of privacy goes out of the walls and doesn't come back, and the room afterwards isn't the room. It is a diagram of the room.

A stringy thin cop rose from a nearby table as I entered, the place having been systematically combed for evidence. The thick curtains were drawn shut, and the atmosphere carried the weight of untold secrets.

The police vehicle outside hinted that the crime scene had been meticulously examined, and a body removed.

With a pause, I clocked the room's disarray, questions lingering painfully in the air. Had the neighbours heard more than Max's incessant barking? 

Was there an argument, or signs of a struggle that went unnoticed? Was the body even Rayan's?

I scratched my head and realised I was being mad, and had spent far too long in salty old Richmond.

I felt suddenly sick. Was Rayan actually dead?

The place had been tossed in that official sort of way; the nearby surfaces dusted with powder used to locate prints. Grey on the dark wood, black on the white gloss, and every one of them somebody's hand. There were prints on the inside of the door I knew were mine, from a Sunday in March, letting myself out with a bottle of his wine under my coat and him laughing at me down the hall.

I put on my best smile as he held out a hand of greeting.

'Hi.'

'Hi there and so sorry to get you all this way under such circumstances.'

'It's alright. Rayan would've done the same for me.'

'I take it you were good friends with Mr Khan?'

'Yes, you could even say best friends. He used to be my boss; although we haven't seen each other in months.'

'The reasons why I asked you to come is this!' He held out what looked like a piece of waste left after the melting of ores and the separation of metal.

'That looks like an egg, but it's only half of it.'

'Pardon?'

'Rayan was a Faberge egg collector.'

'He was a what?'

I cleared my throat. 'Rayan had been adopted and spent years across the pond; the west side of Los Angeles, in California. He was eccentric, as Californians often are; adored Faberge eggs; he collected them from all over the world.'

'I see, well, a lot of people love Faberge eggs! My wife collects similar, but they're all fake, of course, on my meagre salary.'

I took it from him without asking whether I might, which is a habit, and turned it over twice in the flat of my hand. It had been an egg. Somebody had taken an object made to be perfect and applied heat to it until it wasn't, and then let it cool, and the cooling is what undid me; because you can't do that in temper. 

Temper takes seconds. This had taken somebody the better part of an evening, and they had stood over it, and waited, and watched it go.

The lanky cop put away the phone, walked over to the door, pointed first to a post-it note that had my name and number, then to a small mark just above the door handle.

'Do you know anything about this?'

I moved closer and stared for a bit, trying to make sense.

It hadn't been scratched and it hadn't been drawn. It had been pressed into the paint while the paint was still soft, which meant it had been put there a long while before anybody died in that room, and had sat at the precise height of a hand reaching for the handle through every one of my two hundred visits to that flat, waiting for the day somebody would be told to look at it.

A cup, or a chalice, laid down in one unbroken line. A cross beneath it. Beneath that a shape like a V lying open on its side. The whole no bigger than a thumbnail.

And I knew it. That is the part I didn't say, standing there in my faux fur with a policeman watching my face for exactly the sort of thing that was happening on it. I knew it the way you know a word in a language you were made to learn as a child and haven't spoken since.

There were books at Bourne End House. The priests bound them in cloth and handled them a good deal better than they handled us, and I was a curious child with poor judgement, and I'd opened one I'd been expressly told not to open. The mark was on a right-hand page, in ink gone brown, with a name written beneath it. I was young enough to be frightened by it and old enough to remember it exactly, which is the worst of the two ages to be.

The Sigil of Lucifer. 

Somebody had pressed that into a door in Southwark with the ball of their thumb before the paint had set, and then, years afterwards, had left a note beside it with my telephone number on.

I've since found it in two other places, and I wish to God I hadn't.

'No idea.'

'And this?' The constable held out a clear evidence bag, and inside was a silver angel charm bracelet; mine, with my initials inside.

I was, for a moment, speechless. The last place I'd seen that bracelet was about a week ago, at home, in my ballerina-pink velvet jewellery box. It meant so much to me.

I want to be exact here, because I've gone over it a great many times since and exactness is all I've. It wasn't a bracelet like mine. The catch had been mended badly, by me, with a pair of eyebrow tweezers, in 2011. I could see the mend through the plastic. 

Somebody had been in my bedroom, at the bottom of Trevan Lane, in the week just gone, while my son slept across the landing; had opened a pink velvet box on my dresser; had chosen the one object in that house I'd have recognised at forty paces; and had carried it thirty miles across London and put it in a dead man's pocket.

And the cold that went through me then wasn't fear. 

I want that on the record too. It was the other thing, the old thing, the thing the nuns didn't care for; the absolute animal certainty that whoever had done this knew my name, knew my road, knew which side of the bed I sleep on, and had done all of it not to hide a crime but to send me a letter.

'No idea how it got here. Where was it found?'

'In his left pocket. I thought you hadn't seen him in months?'

There was an awkward moment, but before it grew into greater suspicion than what likely already existed, I spoke up.

'The last time I saw my angel bracelet was in my jewellery box on my dresser a week ago.'

'So, you're unable to explain how this got here, or the mark on the backside of the door just centimetres from a note with your name and phone number.'

I frowned. 'No, not at all.'

He wrote it down. He was perfectly civil about it. But I've sat on the other side of that table more times than he had, and I knew exactly what had just happened in the room; I'd walked in as the bereaved and I was leaving as something else, and there wasn't one thing I could say that wouldn't make it worse. The innocent explain. That is the whole difficulty with being innocent.

There was a pause as we both moved to leave. I turned.

'Did anyone hear any noise of arguing or indicating a struggle?'

He paused, clearly deciding how much to share with me.

'No, and there were no defensive marks on the body we found in this room.'

No defensive marks. I turned that over on the stairs and I've been turning it over ever since. A man of Rayan's training doesn't stand still. Which leaves you three doors and none of them good: he was drugged; he was already gone; or he knew them, and wasn't afraid, and was still not afraid at the end.

'How did he die?'

'Sorry. Official business.'

'Do you need me to identify his body?'

'His adoptive father's flying into London to do just that.'

'You mentioned horror, though a dead body has a horror all its own.'

'He was decapitated, Ma'am; his head’s missing.'

I felt my legs buckle beneath me and the police officer moved a chair and guided me into it, then went to fetch a glass of water. 

As I sipped the ice-cold water, I tried to stop my vision swaying, the feeling of losing my grip on reality.

There is a mercy built into us that I'd never had cause to be grateful for before. The mind won't make the picture. I tried, sitting in that chair with the glass in both hands, and it wouldn't come, and it has never come since, not once, not in four years of nights; and instead what arrives, every time, without fail, is his hands. Rayan had beautiful hands. He talked with them. He was vain about them. That is what I got, and go on getting, and I understand now that it's the mind putting a sheet over something, and I've stopped pulling at the sheet.

I stayed for as long as I could, then stood to leave feeling as if I was caught in a nightmare.

"I've to go."

'I'll see you out.'

'Oh. But before you do; one more thing, if you wouldn't mind. Where was the broken egg found?'

The constable followed me out, reached and locked the door behind us, pulled up his collar against the chill. Reaching his vehicle, he turned.

'Placed in his back passage.'

And he got into the car, and started it, and drove off up the ramp, and left me standing in a car park in SE1 with my keys in my hand and my best friend's front door locked behind me. I stood there a good while; because a thing had just been said to me that I couldn't put down anywhere, and there was nobody left alive I'd have rung to say it to except the man it had been done to.
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BY MIDDAY MY BRAIN had come up out of the shock and begun sorting. It does that whether I ask it to or not. Twice in my life I've been grateful for it.

It was a different drive back.

Past old St John's, and then the pre-war power station with its vapours going up off the stacks, and the sight of them brought up the thing I don't tell people about, which is the time the gift failed.

The timing had felt right. The advice to sell had felt right. The advisor I'd have put my hand in the fire for. I sold, and it went, and it went quickly, and the flat in South Kensington with the dove greys and the mouse browns and the windows down to the floor went with it.

People ask whether the gift ever lies. It doesn’t lie. It goes quiet and lets you talk, and from the inside there's no difference at all.

The country came on and the country was kinder. I thought about Hugh, a colleague from the old days who found a roof for me and my boy when nobody else was returning my calls, and who has never once mentioned it since.

I'd hated the village at first. Stone-built, slow, the end of the world; a Stepford place where nothing happened except at the big houses, and even there it happened behind hedges. Though there was paganism in it, and mysticism, and several other isms besides, all going on quietly under the Roman-influenced English who lived a different reality entirely and wouldn't have called it that.

Villas. Ponds with the mottled sky lying in them. Farm machinery going to rust in the verges. And the déjà vu came over me the way it does, from nothing, for no reason.

'Rayan,' I said, out loud, in the car. 'Rayan. What happened. You daft bastard. What were you into, to get yourself beheaded.'

And I closed my eyes.

I want to be accurate about this, because I haven't been, to anyone, until now. I did not blink. I closed my eyes on a road at sixty miles an hour, because the picture had finally come and I didn't want to look at it.

When I opened them I was in the other lane with a Volvo coming at me, and a man behind the glass with his mouth open and his hand flat on the horn.

I turned the wheel. I got back. I braked.

He went on up the road still sounding it. I sat in the layby with the engine ticking and my hands at ten and two, and I couldn't make them let go.

Then the cat hit the window.

It came from the near side at head height and struck the glass hard enough to rock the car, and it hung there. I know how that sounds. It hung there long enough for me to see the roof of its mouth. Teeth back, claws spread white on the glass, and its eyes had light in them, and there was no light on that road to give it.

I heard myself make a noise. It wasn't a word.

I got out. Nothing on the tarmac. Nothing in the verge. Nothing crossing the field, and in a field cut that flat you would see a cat leave it for a quarter of a mile.

I stood with my eyes shut and breathed, and found both my hands had gone into fists at my sides, and made them stop.

Which is when I saw the shine.

It lay behind the front wheel on the driver's side, no bigger than a marble. I crouched and picked it up and turned it over in my fingers.

Slag. What comes off metal when you melt it and the good of it runs away.

I put it to my nose, and couldn't have told you why, and it smelled of burning.

There was a stack a long way off across the fields putting out slate-coloured smoke, and I stood in a layby thirty miles from Southwark and worked extremely hard at believing it had blown from there.

Four hours earlier a policeman had put a piece of the same stuff into my hand and told me it had been an egg.

'Oh, Rayan,' I said. 'What a way to go. Sucking on stone.'

I got in and drove.

It took an hour. I checked the mirror the whole way. There was nothing behind me the whole way. I checked it anyway.
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I PARKED AT ST MARGARET'S and the wind took my hair about and I bought a cappuccino from the Milky, Milky Comfort and Rest Café, which is the actual name of it, and which I've never once been able to say without a small internal apology.

I drank it standing up. Too much sugar. I wanted the past to come and be kind to me and it wouldn't.

Yellow wildflowers on the edge of the green and the dog roses gone over and asleep. Heather on the air. That smell is the smell of my arrival here, and it brings the whole of it back whether I want it or not: bankrupt, heartbroken, and so lonely I'd begun talking to the radio.

I came to this village a stranger with nothing, and it took me in without asking, which I've decided is what tight-knit means when you're the one being knitted.

Phillip King. A London lawyer, blonde, built like something from a gym advertisement and dressed by Armani, and for four years the cornerstone of everything.

We were the couple people were pleased to be seen with. Gucci and Prada and other men's yachts. Rebekah Brooks at one end of a table and Rupert Murdoch at the other and my name on the front of things.

Then a twenty-one-year-old in his chambers, and he was gone, and the whole edifice came down at once, and the last of it to go was my name, which strangers took apart on the internet for months after there was nothing left of me to take.

I walked up through the cobbled streets. Dinging taps, hosepipe bans, sheep somewhere out beyond the wall. A corner of Surrey doing an impression of somewhere much further from London than it is.

Rayan stayed. Rayan always stayed. He wouldn't have lasted a fortnight in a place where the shops shut on a Sunday.

Back in the car I put the windows down and let the peat smell come in. A couple went past on a tandem, laughing at something, and their laughing went off up the lane and left the lane quieter than it had been.

I took the photographs of Phil that I keep in my head and tore them up and let them go, which is a thing I do perhaps twice a year and which has never worked yet.

Because I was going to have to ring him. 

Rayan had worked cases for Phil, and Phil had trusted him, and Phil would want to know, and the thought of needing to speak to that man about this turned my stomach over so thoroughly that I ate a Danish pastry in four bites to put something on top of it.

Zara still had Arthur. So I drove up to the Gardens.

I told myself it was for the walk.

I stood in the doorway of Queen Charlotte's Cottage with my hand flat on the wooden eave, and I shut my eyes, and I asked it.

I'd like that on the record, since I've spent this whole account establishing that I'm not a credulous woman. 

I asked a building to take me somewhere else. Anywhere that wasn't the year I was standing in, with its dead friend and its lost man and its unpayable rent.

Then it snapped back the way it does, and I took my hand off the wood, and stood there feeling every one of my thirty-six years.

Spirit is real. 

I've staked my living on it. Journeying is real; I've been out of my body and come back with things I couldn't otherwise have known.

Time travel is a novel. 

It sold six million copies. 

It doesn't work, and I knew it didn't work, and I'd just tried it.

I cried then, properly, for the first time that day. 

Rayan was my best friend and I hadn't managed a tear in a room where they told me his head was gone.  I managed it in a garden over a fictional door.

I bought a bottle of beer in the souvenir shop, which they must have thought odd, and drove home.

Arthur was asleep. 

Hugh was in the kitchen moving things from one surface to another the way he does when he has nothing to say and no intention of leaving.

I went to bed and slept as though I'd been struck.
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I WAS UP EARLY. DECAFF into a flask, and out.

I parked by the shops and took my bench, the one under the nutmeg tree, and sat with the flask between my feet feeling deranged, which is the only honest word for what the death of someone you’ve known that long does to the inside of your head.

Mick came past and I gave him five pounds, which I couldn't afford, and which I gave him because of the sentence that arrived in my mouth as he walked away.

Not homeless yet. 

Only because of Hugh.

I'd my reporter's pad on my knee and a biro that had gone through and inked my fingers, and across the road the Tesco was opening up and the shutters went, and the sun came round onto the bench.  I sat and let the sum of it be true for a while: that I'd been at the top of a profession, and was now a woman on a bench with an inked hand.

Then I did what I always do, which is start planning something.

I'd JD's novel in my bag. 

I'd been carrying it about for a fortnight like a stone in a shoe.

The premise is a portal and a man in a jerkin. 

Anna goes through and finds him and can't come home, and the reason she can't come home is the sex, which is at least honest of it. Fifty Shades with a wormhole.

Six million copies. Optioned. And every interview calling my nearly-sister-in-law a storytelling genius with the imagination of Stephen King, which I've had read to me down the phone by people who thought I'd like to hear it.

I sat under that tree and thought: the door isn't the story. The door is a way in. Put a woman through it and put her somewhere that will cost her something.

Not fifteenth-century Richmond. Nineteen forty-one.

A woman goes to the cottage in grief and comes out the other side into a war, with the wrong papers and the wrong accent, and has to learn in four days what it takes to survive a country under occupation. Allies she can't verify. Enemies who are charming. No perfect man anywhere in it.

I wrote the title at the top of a page and I'm not putting it here yet.

I closed JD's book and put it away and I was, for about eleven minutes, entirely happy.
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FRIDAY AFTERNOON AND the whole village out in pastel. Loose shorts, sunflower dresses, children with ice cream running down their wrists, and me going down a mental list.

No husband. Tick.

No partner. Tick.

Alive. Tick.

A job dealing with wealthy guests at Thornmere who can't meditate and blame me for it. 

No prospects. Tick.

Bills going up faster than anything coming in. 

Tick.

A personal resolution not to quit, and not to let the past decide the future. 

Tick, I suppose.

Shut up moaning. You’re in shock. 

Your friend is dead. Tick.

I sat with my head back and my eyes shut and the last of the sun on my face and asked myself the question I'd been avoiding for four years, which is what precisely a highly experienced private detective is doing teaching breathing exercises to bankers' wives.

And under that, the worse one.

Rayan was the way back. Company X was still his, and one day he was going to ring me, and I was going to say yes.

That’s what I lost this morning. I want to be truthful about it: my first grief was for my own future, and it took me until the layby to grieve for him.

I let myself go back over the things. The silver Lotus with the soft top. The house in Kensington. Six figures, from every paper on Fleet Street, back when I was worth it to them.

Fleeting Street. Rayan called it that.

All of it gone in the same season, because somebody in our trade sold newspapers a trick with voicemail and the newspapers were stupid enough to use it, and afterwards nobody would touch any of us.

I shopped in the open market and came back to the bench, my proper bench, the mossy one in the half shade of the war memorial where the stone has chipped away from the soldier's face. I sit there most weekday afternoons before I buy the supper.

With Rayan gone I could feel my identity going out with the tide. So much for not letting the past decide the future.

And out of nowhere I thought of the woman on Carnaby Street.

Years ago. Lavender hair in a bun, and shoes that didn't match, and she stopped in front of me in a crowded street and said that headaches were the price of it. Of having a second reality. Of knowing.

Then she walked off and I stood there with the traffic going by.

I've had a headache most days since.

A breeze came in and lifted the heat off the green, and I picked up my bags and walked home past a cat pissing against a fence.

On the other side of the fence Zara Adebayo was squatting in her front garden with her hands in the soil.

She is thirty-five, six feet of her, hair to the middle of her back, and she used to be photographed for a living, which she will tell you about if you leave a gap. 

I leaned on the fence and admired the lily of the valley and frowned at the Sweet William, which I've never liked.

We are both women who live inwardly. The difference is she prods and I don't.

'Hey Zara.'

She sat back on her heels and shaded her eyes and gave me the mouth that's more smirk than smile.

'You ok? You must be wrecked after driving through London, Missy.' Then she looked at me properly and stood up. 'Are you alright, Chrissy? You look so pale.'

'Yeah. Sort of. A man I used to work with...a friend, actually...was murdered in his flat. That's why I'd to drive into London. You?'

'Hell. Not bad, but Chris, oh God, I'm so sorry for your loss. That's terrible news. Would you like a brandy and a talk in my kitchen? Settle yourself, you'll still be in shock.'

'Nah, I'm fine. Thanks for taking care of my Arthur.'

'My pleasure, he's the coolest kid.'

I was in far too black a mood to be any use to anybody and was working out how to get away, when the Richmond-Victoria coach came round into the green and leaned on its horn.

It stopped and stood there steaming from somewhere underneath, dinging as it cooled, and the dogs went and the gulls went up off the rooftops shrieking.

The Collins family got down onto the grass. They come every summer to the B&B and they linger on the High Street like cornered mice, and they're nothing whatever like mice.

Zara came round the fence and stood next to me and wiped her lip with a muddy finger, and I saw the back of her hand.

There was a black dot on it, between the thumb and the forefinger. Mud, I thought. Or a birthmark.

She saw me see it and took the hand away.

'You know my great-grandfather was a mystic,' she said, in the voice she uses for the weather. 'Just as my grandmother was a seer. A prophet.'

I didn't look at her. She was watching the coach.

'But in the end my grandmother, back in Africa, just baked gingerbread and canned forest fruits and vegetables.'

Her two boys were at the back of the coach hauling out luggage. Hat boxes. Shoe boxes. A great many more of both than anybody needs.

'God, why are my two helping like that? Little weirdos. What's going on?'

'Weirdos?'

'Yeah. Those little dumb kiss-asses.'

I stopped listening. Rayan, and then Phil, who fell in love with somebody else and put me back on the market in my middle thirties. Some gulls went over on a current without moving their wings.

'Rayan,' I said, to nobody.

And thought, in the plainest voice I've: maybe Phil was right, and I was a little in love with him.

'I'm thinking of starting a knitting club.'

I turned round. 'Since when are we in our nineties?'

'Oh, forget it. Thinking out loud.'

I nodded at the coach, half of it now emptying into the Cricketers. 'What's all this with the fancy arrivals?'

'Americans, so I've heard. Here to taste our Royal history.' She sounded personally affronted by it.

'I know they bring in the tourist money. But all those hats and shoes. Nobody owns that many hats. And why are your kids unloading them?'

She was quiet for a couple of heartbeats.

'My kids never help anyone. I reckon they've been in the sun too long.'

I knew what brings Americans up to Thornmere summer after summer. It isn't the fishing.

It is the stories. The Royal borough, the deer park, the old palaces, and one legend in particular: a cottage that took a boy, and a tear in the year itself.

'Wonder if they'll buy my yellow goddess candles,' Zara said. 'My re-virgin jasmine oil. Dragon's blood soap. If they're that into portals.'

'Still holding out hope of becoming a virgin again, Zara?'

'Why not. Pinch of jasmine, pinch of vanilla. Secret pinches of this and that.'

'You'd need a time machine and twenty-five years to make a dent in that body count.'

'Well, I could just time travel through the cottage, couldn't I. Like this lot think you can.'

We both laughed, and it was the first time all day that anything had gone through me cleanly.

'How do you know that's what they're here for?'

'They're filming JD's book in Kew Gardens. You must have heard. And that lot look like exactly that.'

'Hmm. Interesting.'

'Hey. I'm off to buy supper for Paul to cook. Come and eat with us; aged rib-eye. Do you good, some red meat. He does that dry wine sauce you go mad for.'

I looked at my watch. Nearly half six.

'Late supper?'

'Come about half eight.'

'I'm dog tired. But yes. All right. With wine?'

'No, just Paul whining about his hair going and Downing Street and the pubs shutting.' She laughed. 'Of course wine.'

'Nothing with a twist top.'

'I shall pluck a corked Pinot from our cellar.' She said cellar the way you say it about a rack under the stairs. 'And thank God it's Friday.'

'Stealing your husband's wine. Sounds like a plan.'

'Make it eight-ish. We might have the place to ourselves, actually. Paul's cooking then going out to a meeting. He's taking me on a Caribbean cruise at the end of the summer.'

A cruise.

I felt it go through me and I knew exactly what it was and I was ashamed of it. 

She wasn't showing off. Zara has never once shown off. We met working the same shifts at that hotel and she married upwards and I didn't, and the father of my son went off with somebody else years ago.  Phil stepped into the gap and then out of it, and Arthur still misses him, and Meg has made very sure no money comes from that direction.

Which is fair. I earned my own when I had him.

I put it down and picked up the gratitude instead, which is a trick I've got good at.

Then I noticed the quiet.

'Where's your little Skipper?'

Her eyes went wet and one tear went down.

'Still missing.'

I got a tissue out of my bag and she took it.

'Springers wander. You know that. He'll come home when he's hungry.'

'Two weeks now.'

'That boy at the grocer's found him after three, remember.'

She blew her nose and smiled and turned to go in, and then stopped.

'See you tonighhht....wait. Damn. I forgot. Some man came by looking for you.'

She went inside and came back out and handed me a small box wrapped in brown butcher's paper.

I shook it. It rattled.

'What did he look like?'

'Average.'

'That's it?'

'Average.' A pause. 'He had an American accent.'

She was already back down in the soil.

I unwrapped it on the way up the lane. A Russian doll, painted, in traditional dress. I opened her, and the next, and the next.

Six of them.

The last one wouldn't open.

There was no card.
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THE SUN WENT DOWN OVER the river in vanilla and pink, doing its Monet, wasted on me.

Dragonfly Villa sits at the very bottom of Trevan Lane, past where the streetlights give up, with the water at the end of the garden. The front door is green-blue and the paint comes off it in scales if you lean on it. There is mould on the sitting room ceiling in a shape I've stopped looking at.

The kitchen was a crime scene of a different sort. Every surface in use. The whole room smelling of last night's fish and chips, which we had eaten out of the paper because I couldn't face lifting our two dinner plates out of the cold grey water in the washing-up bowl.

I stood at the sink turning a pint glass on a beige tea towel and looked out of the dusty window at nothing.

The nags started up, the way they do at that hour. Rent. Electricity. Food. My gut, which has been in open revolt since 2013 and is managed with peppermint capsules and raw garlic and the sort of diet that makes dinner parties awkward.

And there on the floor by the settee, face up, where I'd thrown it: The Time Travellers, by Joyce Deborah Collins.

I went and got the chocolate.

I've wanted to be a novelist since I was seven years old and telling lies to other children in a playground for the pleasure of watching their faces. 

I'd the whole of it mapped by nine. The reviews. An imagination to die for. The interviews, the yachts, the film people, some man in Los Angeles saying my name wrong on a stage.

Instead I've a certificate in psychotherapy and a shift at a hotel.

And she has it. All of it. My almost-sister-in-law, who can't write a convincing dog, is on the radio being called a storytelling genius with the imagination of Stephen King.

I ate a mint Aero in what I'd estimate was nine seconds and immediately felt sick.

She has long conker-coloured hair, JD. So does Meg. I've considered this at length and I'm aware of what it suggests about me and I don't wish to discuss it.

I picked the book up off the floor. 

Anna goes through the door of a hundred-year-old cottage, meets a pagan in a jerkin, and can't come home. 

Not because of the physics. Because of the sex.

Six million copies. Nineteen languages. Miramax.

I held it at arm's length and pinched the cover between two fingers like something out of a drain, and I said, out loud, in an empty kitchen, 'That was what I wanted to do with MY life.'

And then I threw it at the wall.

It hit the plaster spine-first, dropped behind the settee, and knocked down a photograph of my son, which felt pointed.

I caught myself in the mirror above the sofa mid-shout, thirty-six years old, in a cardigan, holding a chocolate wrapper, having just assaulted a novel.

I sat down on the arm and I wept.

Because this is how I'm cast, apparently. 

The plain one. The one who doesn't self-actualise. 

The Great Loser, who watches other women arrive at the lives they wanted and has to say how wonderful out loud, in a kitchen, with her own face going.

Men don't like me. 

That is the whole difficulty and I'd thank the universe to stop illustrating it.

Then, because I'm not well, I got the pink lipstick out of my make-up bag and put it on and rehearsed.

'Why, yes, I know JD. Yes, I absolutely adore her.' A small gracious tilt of the head. 'And Meg. I'm so glad she and Phil found each other.'

Warmer. Try it warmer.

'I've nobody at all, and that's fine. No money, no assets, and that's perfectly fine too. You can't have everything. As children we think we're going to have everything. Life isn't like that.'

I held my own eye until I could see exactly how much older I was going to get, and then I wiped the lipstick off with the back of my hand, because the pink has never suited me and I've owned four of them.

Zara has a husband who cooks. 

Zara reached the point some years ago where sex became more reliable than chocolate, which she has mentioned.

I had that.  With Phil. Generous, sweat-inducing, the whole apparatus.

And underneath it, always, the low hum of a man who was doing this elsewhere as well. You can smell it. I could smell it for two years and said nothing, because I wanted the life more than I wanted the truth, and there's my whole character in a sentence.

'JD being successful doesn't stop me writing a bestseller,' I told the mirror. 'Phil and Meg finding love doesn't stop me finding someone.'

Then I unpacked the shopping and found a forgotten six-pack of cheese and onion Hula Hoops, and was, briefly, restored.

Pressure of single motherhood shouldn't mean nonstop comfort eating, Zara said to me recently. Then winked.

I took them to the sofa and got the box out again.

The paper. The string. Six painted women inside one another and the last one solid.

An American, Zara said.

And I sat up so fast I put the crisps on the floor, because a thing had arrived at last that I should have had four hours earlier.

Rayan's car.

The red Volvo. Late model, his pride, kept like an altar.

It wasn't outside the flat. It wasn't in the residents' bay. There had been no Volvo anywhere on that street and I'd walked its whole length twice.

I rang the number the constable had given me and let it ring out.

I rang it again and let it ring out again.

I was still holding the phone when it went in my hand.

Zara.

'Actors.'

'I don't follow.'

'Those odd summer transplants on the green.'

'The coachload?'

'Yeah. The one my kids were falling over themselves to help.'

'Actors.' I shut my eyes. 'Oh no. They're not starting on JD's book already, are they. That was supposed to be years off.'

'Fraid so. We're going to be invaded by the author herself and a slew
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