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Saturday, 4 January 2020

LUCY 

My first thought, when I open the door and see William standing there, is about the bell, of all things. It makes a repellent noise: loud and harsh-sounding – more so than any other doorbell I’ve ever heard or lived with – and there are times, like today, when I seriously consider ignoring it because I’m too busy and mentally overloaded to contend with any unexpected visitors. I never do ignore it, though, because the prospect of it ringing again is too awful. I always hurry to open the door to whoever it is, and this time it’s him, and it’s the bell’s fault, and I hate it and I’m going to rip it off the wall with my bare hands as soon as I can.

And now here he is – and my house is open to him, no barrier – because I couldn’t stand to hear that shrill blare one more time.

William. William Gleave. His full name drags in my mind, clogging and cumbersome. He’s tarnishing so much with his presence: my doorstep, the brickwork his right hand is touching as he waits to be invited inside, the home that I love, where I live with Pete and Evin, where I’ve felt safe until now. He’s ruining it all by being here. When I gave him this address, we were divorced but on good terms. I was the one who made that happen, and I was proud of myself. In spite of everything he’d done, I liked him again. I never dreamed that one day I’d develop such a strong aversion that an unexpected visit from him could make me feel this bad.

Get a grip, Lucy.

The scene in front of me breaks up into shades and shapes that I can’t interpret. Then, slowly, the elements start to define themselves again: the newly resurfaced road, its tarmac still wet and sticky in places; Audis, Minis and Land Rovers on the other side; pairs of semi-detached yellow-brick Victorian houses with pale stone bay windows in a row behind the cars. The picture is irretrievably broken by its central corrosive element, which now takes a step towards me. 

His breath touches my face. Neither of us has spoken.

This is bad. He shouldn’t be here. He can’t be.

‘Hi,’ he says, as if this is nothing unusual – as if he popped out to the shops half an hour ago to stock up on the ingredients for his regular breakfast: two Weetabix with skimmed milk, an apple, one slice of toast with butter. Does he still have it every day? Probably. His dress sense hasn’t changed since I first met him – still some permutation of the thin-striped shirt and the tweedy jacket and trousers combination, all of it the colour of wet, muddy moorland in autumn.

I try to force from my mind the image of the two of us eating our very different breakfasts together. I don’t want to think about William sitting at a table, either with me, as we used to, or with Jane at Tevendon the day it happened. 

Me and Pete sitting nearby … Nearby, but not the nearest. None of our tables was any nearer to Jane and William’s than any of the others. That was what made no sense. One of the things.

The couple at the table. 

But which couple?

Stop, for God’s sake. Stop before you get caught up in that old familiar thought loop that leads nowhere but craziness and frustration. That’s what Pete would say. Has said, more than once. He used to follow it up with, ‘Leave it to DC Waterhouse. I’m 100 per cent sure he’ll give us all the answers in due course.’ He stopped saying that last reassuring part towards the end of last year. Even optimistic Pete had to concede that the sudden drop-off in activity and communication from the police wasn’t a good sign.

I can hear his footsteps upstairs. Oh, God. Any minute now, he’ll bring Evin down and—

‘Luce?’ he calls out, at the exact moment that William says, ‘Lucy? Are you all right? I expect it’s a shock, my being here.’

‘Luce? Was that someone at the door? Is it my Oliveology stuff?’

The jumble of words makes me feel faint, as if everything solid is collapsing beneath me.

‘Can I come in?’ William asks, walking in at the same time. ‘I need to talk to you. Sorry, I should probably have rung or texted.’ He heads towards the door to the lounge, then changes his mind and leans against the hall wall, knocking a picture frame and tilting it to the left. Should I straighten it? If I do, will he notice it’s a new painting, not one I owned when we lived together? William and I would never have bought any of the pictures that Pete and I have bought together. This one’s a big, colourful mess of block colours that suggests, while not actually depicting, pink flowers in a mint-green jug against a cobalt-blue background.

Why should William need to talk to me after all this time? I haven’t spoken to him since last July. Since Tevendon.

Please let this not be about Evin. She’s nothing to do with him any more. He agreed. Surely he can’t go back on—

I cut myself off mid-hope, aware of the absurdity.

Footsteps thud down the stairs, accompanied by giggles from my daughter. Any second now she and Pete will appear. 

This isn’t fair. I’m not prepared. I never imagined that this was something I had to fear: a move on William’s part from the past into the present. It’s the most impossible thing that’s happened so far. His desertion of me and Evin, even Jane’s murder … both of those events, though shocking, were somehow easier to fathom and less implausible than him being here now. One of the few things I know for certain is that, given the choice, I would never have sought out William Gleave again, no matter how long I lived. I was sure, so sure, that he felt the same way about me.

Does this mean he is braver than I am?

The letter I wrote him … I can’t believe I’ve only just thought of it. I wrote it for precisely this moment – so it can’t be true that I didn’t anticipate him reappearing in my life. I must have known there was a chance he’d turn up eventually.

I wrote the letter so that I wouldn’t have to think about him or the two of us or Jane ever again – so that, if the worst happened, I’d be able to hand it to him with a quick, ‘Oh, it’s you. Here are my final words on every subject that concerns us both. My closing statement. Take it, leave and don’t come back.’

I know exactly where the letter is, even though I wrote it and stashed it away a month and a half ago and haven’t seen it since. It’s tucked into my copy of Appetites by Geneen Roth, on the shelf above the sink. So why aren’t I saying to William, ‘I’ve got something for you’? 

I remember how furious I was when I wrote it. Would I still stand by every word? I’d like to check it through before handing it over, just in case I’d be horrified by my own vitriol. And … 

Shit. Why didn’t I anticipate that I might respond this way if William ever came back into my life? I want to feel safe again, as safe as I did before he rang my doorbell. How can I if I give him the letter and throw him out without first finding out what he wants? That’s not an acceptable option. I need to know why he’s here, or I’ll be stuck with this unsettled feeling for longer than I’ll be able to bear.

‘Luce? Oh!’ Pete stops halfway down the stairs. ‘William. Hello.’

‘Pete. Hi. Sorry to barge in on you all like this. I … I need to talk to Lucy.’

I nod and give Pete a look. Luckily, he understands the silent message: I’m fine. Please get our daughter out of here and far away from this, whatever it turns out to be. ‘No problem,’ he says. ‘Evin and I were just going out, so we’ll leave you in peace. Right, then, so … Luce, text me if you want to join us at the park, or in town.’ He gives me a pointed look. He knows today’s a do-all-the-work-I-can-while-alone-in-the-house day for me – or rather it should be. Would have been.

I nod to show him I’ve understood. Thank you. I’ll call if I need you.

William seems to notice none of this silent signalling. He’s terrible at subtle communication and believes his every utterance to be crystal clear, even when it’s ambiguous bordering on unintelligible. Once I texted him ‘Shall I buy bread or have we got lots?’ He texted back: ‘no need’. I took this to mean there was no need for me to stock up, and later discovered he’d meant the opposite: no, we did not have lots of bread. We had none, and needed some.

‘It’s obvious that’s what I meant,’ he snapped at me, annoyed not to be able to make himself the lunch he’d been eating every day for his whole adult life: a sandwich consisting of Hovis ‘Best of Both’, thinly spread butter, six small rectangles of mild cheddar cheese and nothing else: no pickle, no salad, no ham. No variation, ever. It’s hardly surprising, really, that I didn’t expect him to leave me for another woman.

Normally I’d kiss Evin goodbye, but Pete has bundled the two of them and her buggy out of the door in record time. He’s probably explaining to her now why they had to hurry. William didn’t even glance in her direction as Pete swept her past him. Does he really have so little interest in his own and only child? 

Except she’s not his child any more. Pete’s her dad now. William’s the past. All that matters is sending him back there.

‘What do you want to talk about?’ I’m not going to be a gracious host. No offers of comfortable chairs or hot drinks.

‘Shall we …’ William gestures towards the closed lounge door.

‘No. Just say it, whatever it is.’

‘All right.’ His wire-rimmed glasses have slipped down his nose and he pushes them up. ‘I hope you’ll forgive me. I thought I could … well, get away with not asking you this, but it’s been bothering me. I need to know, Lucy. The truth.’

‘Yes, knowing the truth is nice, isn’t it?’ I say before I can stop myself.

William nods. ‘I deserved that, I suppose.’

‘You suppose?’ I make a noise that sounds like disgust. I can’t help it.

‘I’m willing to offer you a lot in exchange for the truth.’

‘I’ve no idea what you mean,’ I tell him. ‘Are you trying to bribe me? With what?’

He opens his mouth. I wait. Then I notice that he seems to be waiting too.

‘Are you offering me money, William?’ He never had much when he and I were together. His only income comes from teaching maths part-time at a small, mismanaged private school with about fifty pupils in total and no outside space, fields or playgrounds apart from a kind of weird balcony on stilts that hovers over the staff car park. The salaries are an insult: nowhere near what state school teachers are paid. Most teachers unfortunate enough to work there leave within two years at most, but William never did, probably for the same reason that he insisted on eating the same lunch every day. ‘Teaching is a good, reliable job,’ he repeated like a mantra every time I complained. ‘My salary is good too, relatively speaking.’ I used to wonder if he said this – and genuinely seemed to believe it – because his parents had been on the verge of going under financially for most of his life. They ran, and still run, a small fish and chip shop in Lancashire that barely makes enough money to stay open from one week to the next. 

Jane, on the other hand … The only daughter of Lord Brinkwood of Tevendon. No money worries there. It’s likely that William would have inherited significant wealth from Jane when she died. 

He says, ‘Please answer the question I’m going to ask you as if your life … no, as if Evin’s life depended on your honesty.’

I feel sick. How could I have married a man who thinks it’s acceptable to say that about the daughter he abandoned, to her mother? Bandying her life about like that. I wish whoever killed Jane had stabbed him to death too. 

No, you don’t. 

But I do hate him.

‘Did you know?’ he says.

‘Know what?’

‘That we’d be there.’

‘You’re going to have to be a bit less cryptic if you want an answer.’

‘Did you know that Jane and I had booked a cottage at Tevendon for our honeymoon, on those particular dates? Did you deliberately book a holiday there for you and Pete, knowing we’d coincide?’

I laugh. It’s such an anti-climax. Scorn surges up inside me, a frothing tide of it. ‘You know I didn’t. Don’t you remember when we first bumped into each other and couldn’t get over the coincidence? Couldn’t you see that my surprise was genuine?’

‘I thought so at the time, but in retrospect it struck me as unlikely. And if you did it deliberately, you can tell me. A lot of time has passed. There’s no point keeping any secrets now. I won’t think less of you, but I do need to know.’

‘Why? Also, I couldn’t give the slightest shit what you think of me.’ 

‘I can see I’ve made you angry, and I’m sorry,’ says William. ‘I know I have much to apologise for. But I’ve lost so much – everything, really – and I think I have a right to know.’

‘Do you really think I’d deliberately gatecrash your and Jane’s honeymoon? Why would I want to subject myself to that particular torture?’

‘I can’t think of a reason. That doesn’t mean there isn’t one. And you didn’t leave when you saw that Jane and I were there.’

‘No, I didn’t. By then I was happier with Pete than I’d ever been with you, and the four of us were friends: you, Jane, me and Pete. Weren’t we?’

‘Yes, we were,’ William concedes.

‘So why would Pete and I abandon the amazing holiday we’d booked and look for a new one, fork out extra money? I thought there was no need, since we were all friends at that point. I wanted to show you and Jane that I could be perfectly happy on holiday with Pete even if she and you were on your honeymoon nearby – because that was the truth. It felt like the best, most mature and practical way to handle the situation.’

William looks disappointed. ‘I’m not sure I believe you, Lucy.’

‘And I’m sure I don’t give a shit whether you do or not. Maybe it was naive of me – clearly it was – but the idea that you might have a honeymoon didn’t even cross my mind. I think I probably assumed that couples who get together in as shitty a way as you and Jane did don’t bother with honeymoons.’

He stares at me. ‘I will get a truthful answer from you, you know. However long it takes.’

‘Or however short. You’ve got it already: I had no idea you and Jane would be at Tevendon. Sorry, were you hoping I’d admit to some kind of secret plan to ruin things for you? I don’t understand what difference it would … Oh!’ Suddenly I see what this is about. I’d have got there quicker if I’d been in a normal frame of mind. ‘This is a gateway question, isn’t it? What you really want to ask is: did I murder your wife? Admit it.’

William says nothing. A look of distaste appears on his face; I have been crass and used the M word. This is how he must look immediately before giving one of his pupils a detention.

‘It’s fine. You might as well admit it,’ I say. ‘At Tevendon, you were quick to accuse me. Then Waterhouse told you I couldn’t have done it and you backtracked and apologised. But you’ve had time to think about it since and, let’s face it, no one else has been caught for it, and detectives make mistakes. Police aren’t infallible. So, you brood and stew for a few months and come back to your original hunch: “Maybe it was Lucy after all. I know: I’ll go round and ask her! Wait, I can’t do that. I’ve already had to apologise for accusing her once, and it’d be a bit much to ask her outright, so what could I ask instead? Ooh, I know: what if I ask her if she knew that Jane and I would be at Tevendon for our honeymoon and planned the whole bumping-into-each-other thing? Because that’s what she’d do if she was intending first to torment Jane with threatening anonymous notes and then to kill her.”’

‘For Christ’s sake, Lucy, stop!’ 

‘Okay,’ I say breezily, glad to have got to him.

‘Did you or didn’t you?’

‘Know you were going to be at Tevendon? Or …’

After a small pause, he says quietly, ‘You know what I’m asking. And … you won’t believe me, but I mean it, I’ve thought about the pros and cons: you have my solemn promise that I won’t take it any further, whatever you tell me. If you did kill Jane, I’d regard myself as being the true guilty party.’

‘Right. So, what, I’m just a robot with no real agency in this fantasy scenario? Programmed by you?’

‘What?’ He looks confused. 

How did I ever manage to have regular conversations with him? He’s like a computer that’s only had a quarter of its software installed. 

He shifts away from the tilted picture and leans against a different part of the wall. ‘Squabbling won’t get us anywhere,’ he says eventually. ‘I’ve been over and over that night and the time we all spent at Tevendon, and … I think it must have been you.’

‘Thanks for sharing,’ I say flatly. 

‘You were the only one who had a motive. Why would anybody else there want to kill Jane?’

‘So you want me to confess to stabbing your wife to death, and in exchange for my cooperation, you’re offering me amnesty? Immunity?’ 

‘Yes.’ I hear relief in his voice. Does he believe he’s going to get what he came here for: a full confession?

Is it the truth about Jane that you need so urgently – about her death and what caused it – or the truth about me, my character? My pride would never allow me to ask him that, not if we were to stand here for a hundred years. 

‘Knowledge matters to me more than justice,’ he says as matter-of-factly as if he were talking about the weather. ‘And as I say: I believe I’m the root cause of all of it. If I hadn’t fallen in love with Jane …’

‘Knowing matters to me too. More than anything.’ As I say this, the barrier I’ve so carefully built up comes crashing down, and I’m overpowered by it: my own need for the truth. Who have I been trying to kid? Before Christmas, I promised Pete that I would try to shut it all down in my mind. I thought I’d been doing so well, too, but obviously not. William’s intrusion today has torn down the wall I’d imagined I was building between the past and the future. Now, I have to find out.

William must have killed her. No one else could have. He was in the room when it happened. He doesn’t deny that part.

But it can’t have been him, remember? Blood spatters don’t lie.

Even police experts can make mistakes. There’s only one problem: William adored Jane. She had, to use the exact words he used when he told me he was leaving me, turned his life from ‘drab monochrome to the most radiant technicolour’. Why would he murder her? For her money? I’ve never met anyone who craves wealth less than William; it doesn’t add up. 

I haven’t had this argument with myself for a long time. It’s like meeting up with an old friend. 

‘How about you tell me the truth and I won’t go to the cops,’ I say. ‘You killed her, didn’t you? And for some reason you’re keen for me to believe that you didn’t, and this is part of that, this act of being desperate to know. Clever.’

‘Forget it,’ says William. ‘I should leave. Your face has given me the answer I need, anyway. I know you didn’t do it. I can see it in your eyes. There’s no guilt there.’

I can’t help laughing at this. William Gleave, claiming to be able to read someone else’s emotions? It’s too much for me.

‘You could never kill a person,’ he says. ‘I couldn’t either, for what it’s worth, but … I can hardly object if you don’t trust a word I say.’

I hate myself for the gut feeling that tells me I ought to believe him, if only about this one thing.

Then who did it, if not him? 

I want, more than anything, to go back to being the person I was before he rang my doorbell. I had resigned myself to never knowing. I was fine. I’d stopped pestering DC Waterhouse for news and feeling a spike of agonising disappointment each time he told me there was none. It was over for me – firmly jammed into the never-think-about-it-again box, with the lid welded shut, a lid that no one but William could have opened.

He says, ‘I had a dream about it, you know. I’ve never told anyone. I certainly didn’t tell Jane. It would hardly have been the perfect start to our honeymoon.’

‘A dream about her murder?’

‘No. Not quite, but …’ He looks embarrassed. ‘The night before we set off for Tevendon, I dreamed about the two of us sitting at a circular table, just like the ones there. Cutlery neatly laid out for several courses.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ I don’t know if I want him to stop or carry on.

‘We were about to eat dinner, except we couldn’t because we were both dead. Sitting with our backs straight and our eyes open, but dead. I … was scared of us. The part of me that was still alive was scared, I mean. And – I swear to you, Lucy, this is true – there were other couples sitting all around us, at similar round tables. None of them seemed to notice or care that we weren’t alive. It was horrible. I mean, I know it sounds macabre, but … it really was hideously awful.’

‘Am I meant to feel sorry for you?’ 

‘No. That’s not why I’m telling you. I don’t think we’d been murdered, come to think of it.’ His tone suggests that this is something we might both be pleased about. ‘I suppose it’s not that strange, really, apart from the detail of us both being dead at the table. God knows Jane had shown me the Tevendon resort website enough times, and there’s probably a picture on there of the outside dining area and the tables. I must have taken it in subliminally.’

‘You should go,’ I say.

He nods and moves towards the front door. Halfway there, he turns back. ‘What about the police? DC Waterhouse and Sergeant Zailer. They weren’t with the rest of you the whole time, were they? They must have separated off from the group in order to walk round to our cottage, where they found Jane dead, or …’ 

‘Or what, William?’ Is he this desperate, really?

‘What if one of them killed her? Or both of them?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake. That’s absurd. Why would they?’

‘I don’t know, Lucy. I don’t know why anyone would do it.’

‘Neither do I.’ Suddenly, I feel brave. ‘You know what else I don’t know? How you could have been there, in the room while she was stabbed, close enough for her blood to hit the back of your shirt, and not see who killed her. How the fuck was that possible?’

His face adjusts into the expression I know so well, the one that says, This is too hard, therefore I’m opting out. I had a nickname for it: ‘the official position’. He used it throughout our marriage, to ward off any and all discussions I wanted to have that he didn’t.

‘It’s a real shame you didn’t see or hear anything despite being in such close proximity,’ I say, fighting back tears that seem to have come from nowhere. ‘If you had, you’d have known it wasn’t me and there’d have been no need to come here and do a quick, mid-morning, is-my-ex-wife-a-murderer check. I didn’t kill her, William. I think you want it to have been me because that would make sense to you, but it wasn’t.’ I hate myself for hoping that he believes me.

‘I know. I can see you’re telling the truth. I’m sorry I bothered you. You’re a good person, Lucy. You deserve a good life.’

Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off. I’m really not that good. You should see the inside of my head sometimes.

Once he’s gone, I shut the door and lean against it. Despite my certainty that he’s not a murderer, I’m furious, suddenly, with DC Simon Waterhouse. If he’d sorted this out by now, William would know who killed Jane and wouldn’t have come round and pressed his finger down on my doorbell. How dare Waterhouse never contact me again after I stopped chasing him? It’s his job to chase up everything and everyone until the case is solved. 

I ought to tell him about what’s just happened. It might be relevant. I’d much rather talk to his more approachable and chatty wife, Charlie Zailer, but it was Waterhouse’s case. Is, not was. Charlie isn’t even a detective, as she kept telling us all. Still, I’d love to know what she would make of William’s sudden appearance in my life – his questions, his bizarre offer of his silence in exchange for my confession to a crime I didn’t commit. 

I’d love to know who she thinks killed Jane, too. She had a theory at the time, one I couldn’t persuade her to share with me. What was it? I wonder if she still believes it or if she’s changed her mind since. Do she and Waterhouse even discuss the case any more? Do Waterhouse and the rest of his team – polite, charming Sergeant Sam and the slightly-too-friendly one with the sideburns – still talk about it? July last year was only six months ago. Surely a murder case isn’t considered cold after that short a time?

I can find out, and I will. All I need to do is pay a visit to Spilling police station on the pretext of reporting William’s strange behaviour today. There’s also the letter I wrote him, still in my kitchen. Maybe Waterhouse would be interested in seeing it. If I were a detective, I’d want to read every single word I could that might help me to gain new insight into the people and relationships surrounding my unsolved case.

Anything that’s gone cold can easily be warmed up again. If I want it to. I need to decide if knowing the answer after all this time, assuming it’s possible, will be worth it.

Which do I want more: to find out the truth, or for Jane Brinkwood’s murderer to get away with it?
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Tuesday, 2 July 2019

1.54 p.m.

Lucy was striding towards the open door, about to walk into Anita’s office, when she heard a man say, ‘Just … beware?’ Something about his tone made her stop. ‘Beware’ wasn’t a word you heard often in real life. Lucy associated it with grizzly monsters in children’s books: fangs and claws, the ground shaking as the ogre thudded closer … 

Just beware. The man, whoever he was, had said it slowly and deliberately. It had sounded almost theatrical.

Who was he? Apart from the kitchen staff who left after breakfast and didn’t reappear until around 5 p.m., there were only four men at Tevendon as far as Lucy knew: Pete, William, Jack McCallion and Mick Henry. The voice she’d heard was deeper than Pete’s and William’s, and neither broad Liverpudlian like Jack’s, nor American, which ruled out Mick. The accent was unmistakably English. 

Had it been a threat? If there was even a chance of that, Anita might need help in there … But no, it hadn’t sounded sinister or aggressive. More like a question. ‘Just … beware?’

How strange. Lucy moved away from a window and closer to the edge of the building, partly to get out of the glare of the early-afternoon sun, but mainly because she was keen to hear whatever was about to happen next and didn’t want Anita or the man to know she was listening. Come to think of it, the route to the resort office actively encouraged eavesdropping. The building’s front door stood wide open for most of each day and the only way to get to it was through the gate from the outdoor eating area, which took you into the back of the office building’s private walled garden. There was a back door, but it was always shut and locked, so you had to walk right round the building to the front, past the two wide-open windows behind Anita’s desk, if you wanted to talk to her about anything. It was easy to feel as if you were sneaking up behind her back. If anyone was in the office with her already, you’d have to try hard not to pick up any of the conversation before you walked in. 

Lucy let out the breath she was holding and, as if in response, she heard Anita repeat the words ‘Just beware’, as if in answer to the man’s question. She too sounded very deliberate. Declarative. 

‘And the second one?’ That was the man again. ‘You said there have been two since she arrived?’ 

Lucy wondered if he might be the Tevendon Estate’s owner, Lord Brinkwood. Jane’s father. There had been no sign of him at the resort so far – which wasn’t surprising. When she’d first told Lucy about her family’s estate, Jane had said that her dad had nothing to do with the day-to-day running of the holiday cottage business, having hired Greg and Rebecca Summerell first to renovate it and then to run it. Anita, the deputy manager who covered for the Summerells when they were away, as they were now, had described Jane’s father, when she’d first given Lucy and Pete the full resort tour, as ‘Lordian’. ‘That’s what I call him,’ she’d said in a tone that suggested it served him right. ‘His first name’s Ian.’ 

‘There can’t be many Lords called Ian,’ Pete had said to Lucy later. Lucy had wondered if Anita called him ‘Lordian’ to his face or only in his absence. She found it easier to believe in a Lord called Ian than in one who allowed the staff on his estate to address him by an obviously mocking nickname.

Maybe the man with the deep voice was Greg Summerell, back unexpectedly from his holiday in Croatia. ‘Two since she arrived,’ he had said. Two of what? Since who arrived?

‘Yes,’ Lucy heard Anita reply. ‘The first one must have been pushed through her letterbox the first night she was here, while she was asleep. She found it on the doormat when she came downstairs the next morning. The second one she found this morning, in the same place. This is it.’ 

A few silent seconds followed. Then Lucy heard the man say, ‘Beware of the couple at the table nearest to yours.’

She frowned. Something peculiar was going on. What were they looking at in there – some kind of note? What couple, at what table? Tevendon was a couples-only resort, but none of the couples had a particular table that was theirs, either officially or unofficially. Lucy and Pete had sat at a different table for every meal so far, and so had everybody else. The divine breakfasts and dinners were included in the price of the holidays here. For lunch, everyone was supposed to fend for themselves in their own houses. So far, Lucy hadn’t bothered; the breakfasts were so generous that she was never hungry again until the evening.

If she walked into the office now, would she be able to join in with the conversation, or would Anita and the man hide whatever they were looking at and pretend nothing unusual was happening?

‘Something’s been crossed out,’ said a woman whose voice Lucy also didn’t recognise. ‘Very thoroughly, so there’s no chance of reading what was there before. Why not bin it and write a new note?’ 

Lucy adjusted her mental picture of inside the office: not Anita and a man alone together, but Anita with a man and a woman. It was bound to be Greg and Rebecca Summerell, Lucy decided. Clearly something was wrong, and maybe Anita hadn’t felt qualified to deal with it.

Unless the whole ‘Beware’ thing was a joke, or a game. It was hard to imagine anything seriously malicious or dangerous happening here. Who would need to tell anyone to beware in such idyllic surroundings? 

Really? Are you that naive, still? Lucy’s mind filled with the handful of non-idyllic aspects of her stay at Tevendon so far. None of them had been the resort’s fault. Anita was lovely, and seemed to be one of those rare people who was naturally selfless and generous, without any resentment. She’d insisted on driving into Silsford to buy Lucy a bottle of factor 30 sun cream when it turned out that the office’s ‘shop corner’, as Anita called it, didn’t have any in stock. Lucy had said to Pete at least three times, ‘I wish some of the people I interview for jobs had Anita’s work ethic and attitude.’ Why was it so rare, that kind of happy, can-do approach? Lucy couldn’t produce it herself half the time, so she had no room to talk. Maybe medical tech people were gloomier and grumpier than most.

It was fascinating to Lucy that Anita, who didn’t get to spend any of her time at Tevendon reclining on a cushioned sun-lounger with a book by the heated pool, seemed more relaxed and jollier than all the people who had paid a small fortune to come here for the sole purpose of unwinding and enjoying themselves. Polly and Jack McCallion had been arguing yesterday, Lucy was pretty sure, and Harriet Moyle-Jones had been red-eyed at dinner last night; she’d clearly been crying. Mick Henry had rudely – in Lucy’s opinion – marched away from her when she’d tried to chat to him near the woods behind Tevendon Mere, the resort’s private swimming lake. 

She couldn’t help smiling at the memory of her telling Pete about it later, indignantly accusing Mick of not even bothering to invent a credible excuse. ‘He said he had a bus to move. I mean, what the hell does that even mean? What bus?’

Pete had pointed out that Mick, being American, had probably said, ‘I’ve gotta bust a move.’ This had cheered Lucy up a bit, but still, would it have derailed Mick’s day so much to stop and chat for two minutes? 

Several people had seemed especially on edge yesterday. Pete had put it down to the rain, which no one welcomed when on holiday. Lucy had overheard Caroline and Harriet Moyle-Jones discussing whether or not they ought to regret not booking a holiday somewhere with an indoor pool that wasn’t good-weather-dependent. One couple had left early – the couple from Number 6, the only ones who hadn’t mingled at all. Lucy had overheard the wife saying to the husband at breakfast yesterday, ‘Are you finished? Because I cannot get out of here fast enough.’ Lucy didn’t even know their names. Polly McCallion and Susan Henry had labelled them ‘Mr and Mrs Friendly’ one morning, after they’d left the pool area without acknowledging anyone, and everyone else had made a studious effort not to call them that or laugh too much (well, Lucy supposed she could only speak for herself) because they didn’t want to think of themselves as people who would give bitchy nicknames to their fellow guests or be amused by anyone who did.

Polly and Jack and Susan and Mick were evidently both couples who like to befriend other couples on holiday. Harriet and Caroline joined in sometimes, as did Lucy and Pete. William and Jane noticeably did not. Mr and Mrs Gaze-Into-Each-Other’s-Eyes-All-Day-Long-As-If-No-One-Else-Exists would have been an apt nickname for them.

Had Mr and Mrs Friendly left because of the rain? It seemed unlikely. Maybe they’d heard what Polly and Susan were calling them and weren’t impressed. Susan obviously liked making up her own names for people and things. Lucy had twice heard her call her flip-flops ‘my flat spaniels’. She’d asked why, and Susan had giggled and said, ‘You know what? I honestly don’t know. There’s no good reason. It just came to me one day and I liked it.’

When Susan had found out that Lucy had once been married to William, she’d said in a shocked whisper, ‘Oh, my gosh, you were married to Professor Tweed? Does he always wear a tweed suit through the summer?’ Lucy had told her that William wasn’t a professor, he was a secondary school maths teacher, and yes, she’d admitted, his clothing choices had not changed since Lucy had first met him. ‘I love it!’ Susan had replied. 

Thoughts of William led to other less welcome thoughts about Jane. Determinedly, Lucy pushed them away. Equally insistently, they came back: Jane had been noticeably cool towards her since she’d arrived at Tevendon, even though Lucy had explained that her and Pete’s presence there was pure co-incidence, and even though the four of them were meant to be friends.

After everything I’ve already forgiven her for … 

Enough was enough. Lucy wasn’t going to think about William or Jane any more this week, apart from simply as ‘the other guests’, like everyone else at Tevendon. If Jane wanted to withhold smiles and warmth, let her. Lucy would shrug it off from now on, and retaliate with relentlessly friendly and understanding thoughts. Of course Jane was a little thrown. This was her honeymoon, and Lucy was William’s ex-wife, and no one liked to be ambushed by the unexpected. Jane could hardly be blamed for having a little wobble. And if she wanted to blame Lucy, that was up to her and also her problem. As Pete said, she would be the only one to suffer from her unfriendly, uncharitable thoughts. 

Lucy inhaled deeply. This was her and Pete’s holiday and nothing could be allowed to spoil it. Jane had been right about the perfection of Tevendon as a holiday destination – in the Culver Valley, of all places (and why, by the way, had Jane raved about it to Lucy in the first place if she hadn’t wanted Lucy to be tempted?). Lucy had been to Mauritius on her honeymoon with William ten years ago, to Bali for her mother’s sixtieth birthday, to San Francisco for a conference … In none of those places had she found the level of luxury that Tevendon offered. Every tap, every light switch, each square foot of landscaped garden and pool terrace looked as if it had been chosen after someone had asked, ‘But haven’t you got anything rarer, smoother, more perfect and more expensive that we can use instead?’ All the aesthetic choices had clearly been made by someone who understood, on a level that went beyond interior design and quite far in the direction of art, how to create beauty. 

Lucy knew how to make a house look good in an ordinary kind of way – Persian rugs, white walls, not too many colours or patterns in each room – but she wouldn’t have known where to begin to create anything as stunning as Number 7, the cottage she and Pete had booked for the week. She had also briefly been inside the McCallions’ cottage, Number 2, which was equally gorgeous.

Pete had pointed out, and he was right, that Anita never said ‘Number’ when talking about the houses. She’d thrown open the door and said, ‘Welcome to 7,’ as if that was its name.

Lucy realised she’d been lost in her thoughts and neglecting her eavesdropping when she heard the words ‘contact the police’. It was the woman who’d said it, the one who wasn’t Anita.

‘We are the police,’ the deep-voiced man said irritably.

Not Greg and Rebecca Summerell, then.

‘Yeah, and we’re on holiday,’ said the woman. ‘We’re here for a break. If you’re worried, there’s no harm in ringing Silsford nick and asking someone to come over and look at these. How does the guest feel, the one on the receiving end? Is she worried?’

‘She’s angry. She thinks it’s a malicious joke rather than a serious threat,’ said Anita. 

‘Probably right,’ the woman agreed. ‘Does she have any idea who’s sending them?’

‘I mean … I don’t know. When I spoke to her she was in a state, so …’

‘I’d contact the police and ask their advice on next steps.’ The woman sounded as if she was keen for the conversation to end. ‘Can we go to our cottage now?’

‘Yes, 6 is all ready for you,’ said Anita. ‘Thanks for the advice. And sorry to land this on you when you’re on holiday. It’s just that when your husband said he was a detective—’

‘It’s fine,’ said the man. ‘You were right to mention it.’ 

The talk turned to sets of keys, and breakfast and dinner times, and soon the voices moved nearer. They were on their way out of the office. Lucy took a few steps back so that she could walk forward again and pretend to be only just arriving now. 

Anita came outside first. She waved and said, ‘Hi Lucy! Did you want me? I’m just taking these lovely people to 6. Lucy, meet Detective Constable Waterhouse and Sergeant Zailer!’ 

‘Simon and Charlie,’ the woman corrected her. ‘I’m Charlie and I’m on holiday so please don’t call me “Sergeant”.’ She smiled. She was tall and thin with chin-length hair, brown and wavy. Lucy liked her outfit: white linen wide-legged trousers with an orange top and orange and white raffia sandals. Much more presentable than her husband, who was wearing badly fitting faded jeans and lace-up brown shoes that didn’t go together at all. 

Lucy smiled at Charlie and tried not to feel belittled by the way Anita had introduced her. Just plain old Lucy. She’d made the booking under the name Dr Lucy Dean, but it was ridiculous to imagine that Anita would still think of her as ‘Dr’. The two of them had become a bit more than resort office deputy manager and guest since Anita had found Lucy crying near the fountain the other day and asked if there was anything she could do to help. The whole story of William and Jane had soon come flooding out, and Anita had listened carefully and, instead of showering Lucy with pity as so many people did, she’d suggested going to the restaurant immediately for some ‘special medicine’, which turned out to be a delicious Negroni, though it was only midday. The building that housed the kitchen and indoor dining room was closed and locked, and no waiters or kitchen staff were there, but Anita had a special key for ‘situations like this’. She’d told Lucy not to worry and that she certainly wasn’t the first guest who’d needed the ‘emergency Negroni treatment’, as she called it.

Lucy normally hated drinking in the day, but not on this occasion. She’d loved talking to Anita. There had been hardly any ‘Oh, how awful for you and what a tragedy for Evin’ and quite a lot of Anita pronouncing, tipsily (in response to Lucy saying maybe it was her own fault for not knowing all along that William was the kind of man who might do this), ‘Yes, it was really silly of you not to realise, let’s face it. I mean, his surname is mainly the word “leave”, isn’t it? William Leave. With a G in front of it to hide his true intentions.’ 

‘Yeah. The G probably stands for “Gonna”,’ Lucy had said with a straight face. ‘William Gonna Leave.’

‘And there’s the title of your first album as a country music star, right there.’

They’d then had another Negroni each and written some of the lyrics of the album’s title song. Pete, hearing Lucy’s report later, had said, ‘Wow, talk about five-star service. Free cocktails for distressed guests and a therapeutic song-writing session. You wouldn’t get that at the Premier Inn in Rawndesley.’

‘I’ll be back in ten or fifteen minutes, once I’ve taken these lovely people to their house,’ Anita said now, nodding towards DC Waterhouse and Charlie Zailer.

‘No problem,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ll wait.’ What had she come here for? Oh, yes, to ask if she could use the office printer. Again. She sighed. Founders of start-ups didn’t get to go on holiday and leave it all behind in the way that normal people did. Lucy envied Pete his job at the hospital, which could be properly put out of mind whenever he was somewhere else.

‘How have I lived in the Culver Valley for most of my adult life and never known this place was here?’ Charlie Zailer looked around. ‘Isn’t it amazing, Simon?’

Waterhouse shot her a quizzical, slightly disapproving look, as if she’d said something that made no sense. She gave up on him and turned to Anita. ‘Apparently there’s a private swimming lake somewhere?’

‘Yes, Tevendon Mere,’ said Anita. ‘The wild stuff is on the other side of the road: the mere, the woods. All totally private and exclusively for the use of our guests. On this side we have nature tamed and manicured, and a gorgeous heated pool. Full disclosure: Tevendon Mere is chilly at the best of times, though lots of our guests brave it.’

‘I’m heading over to the wild side as soon as I’ve unpacked,’ said Charlie. ‘Can’t wait. I love cold-water swimming if it’s hot like today.’ 

‘Oh, the mere’s definitely cold,’ said Lucy. ‘I lasted about four minutes. Pete, my fiancé, did slightly better.’

‘After yesterday’s downpour it might be significantly colder now, no matter how sunny it is today,’ said Anita.

‘You’re not going to put me off,’ Charlie told her as she and Waterhouse followed Anita round the side of the building. 

The office door had been left open. Lucy went in, hoping to find either one or two ‘Beware’ notes conveniently positioned on Anita’s desk for her to have a nosy at. No such luck. She wandered in a slow circle round the office, glancing every now and then at the large mirror on the far wall to check that no one was on their way in from outside who might catch her on the prowl. The mirror was absurdly big for an office, and looked better suited to a palace’s ballroom. At the top of the frame there was an ornate crest: the Brinkwood family crest, Anita had told her when she and Pete had checked in. Lucy had thought that, as crests went, it was an ugly one. There was some kind of creature on it with a hairy tail, and two disembodied yellow hands at the bottom. The only aesthetically pleasing part of the design was the two green leaves, one in each of the crest’s top corners.

Lucy pushed open the door between the two desks that were both larger and messier than Anita’s. Both had been unoccupied since Lucy arrived; presumably they belonged to Greg and Rebecca Summerell. 

Wow. This was a surprise. She’d walked into what looked like a large, high-ceilinged traditional family drawing room, except that the sofa by the window was evidently in use as a bed: there was a sheet and a folded duvet on it, and two pillows at one end. Maybe the room had once been a family’s lounge. This and Number 1, where William and Jane were staying, were the only two older buildings in the resort: Edwardian, red-brick, lots of stained glass. Both were big enough to be decent-sized family homes. All the other houses were sleek, modern constructions and on one floor only. 

It was funny, thought Lucy, that they were all called cottages when two were Edwardian villas and the rest were luxurious modernist bungalows. She smiled to herself: the Tevendon Estate Resort would presumably rather close down and declare itself bankrupt than describe anything here as a bungalow.

Lucy resisted the urge to open a window. The room smelled of heat, dust and sleep. It struck her as being simultaneously used and neglected. There was a small glass chandelier in the shape of a dandelion head hanging from the centre of the ceiling. The flimsy, unlined pink and white flowery curtains were closed, but the sun was having no trouble getting through them and illuminating several thousand dancing motes of dust. 

Apart from the sofa acting as a bed, the room contained two glass-fronted cabinets full of leather-bound books, a chest of drawers with a blue and green Tiffany-style lamp on it, and a dark-wood table positioned beneath a large framed painting of a woman in profile with her hair in ringlets. Five high-backed armchairs, three grey-green and two the colour of dark mustard, occupied the middle of the room and faced in random directions, as if they’d been abandoned after a frenzied round of musical chairs. Lucy wondered if this was a sort of storage area. If it was, then who had been sleeping here?

‘Ah, you’re in here!’ 

Anita was back.

Lucy decided to brazen it out. ‘Sorry,’ she said with a smile. ‘I can never resist exploring houses.’

‘Me neither. As you can see, I’ve explored as far as actually sleeping here.’ She laughed and nodded at the bedding on the sofa. 

Lucy couldn’t imagine someone as neat and well groomed as Anita, with her sleek, glossy, angular hairstyle, sleeping in such ramshackle surroundings. ‘How come?’ she said.

‘I was planning to be in 4 on the nights I stayed over. That’s the one that’s reserved for whoever’s in charge – usually Greg and Rebecca – but then one couple had a problem, and I decided to help them out by letting them use 4 as well as 5. While the cat’s away … By which I mean, please pretend I haven’t told you, because I shouldn’t really have done it. Greg and Rebecca would have a fit if they found out. 4 is meant to be for staff only, and I’m not supposed to give our accommodation away for free. Oh, bloody hell! You don’t mind, do you? As a customer who’s paid for her accommodation, I mean.’

‘I don’t mind at all, no.’

‘Thank God,’ said Anita.

‘Remember, I got the free Negronis and the country song. You really do go above and beyond to keep guests happy, don’t you? Giving up your own bed!’ 

‘Well, it’s not really mine. And it isn’t only guests,’ said Anita. ‘I’m like this outside of work too. I need to try and make people happy – myself too, actually. I have this kind of weird compulsion to solve problems if they can be solved and I can see that they can. Because, you know, some really can’t.’

‘No, some can’t,’ Lucy agreed.

‘Right – and it’s such a waste to get it wrong and think of really easily solvable problems as unsolvable, when it’s not too late and when it’s not impossible. It won’t kill me to sleep on a sofa for a few nights, will it? And soon there’ll be a twenty-six-room luxury hotel standing on this very spot, and we’ll be able to keep a few rooms free in case of emergencies and still make heaps of profit. Well, not me personally.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘They’ll be Lordian’s profits, not mine. Though I will get to be manager of the new hotel, so that’s exciting! Greg and Rebecca didn’t want the extra responsibility – they want to keep their focus on the cottages – so I got the job, and soon I’ll have my own little empire in the form of a hotel. Anyway … some of the other guests might mind about me letting 4 be used for free, so would it be okay if you didn’t say anything to anyone?’

‘Of course,’ said Lucy. ‘Won’t breathe a word.’

‘Thanks. To be honest, I hate my dingy little flat. Sleeping on a sofa here is preferable – so I’ve solved my problem as well the guests’. Speaking of problems – what do you need?’

Lucy didn’t feel she could ask which couple had the problem or what it was. ‘It was just some printing I need doing, but actually … can I ask you something?’

‘Sure. Fire away.’

‘I couldn’t help overhearing some of the conversation you were having with the police couple before I turned up. It sounded pretty serious, and not the kind of thing you’d want someone barging in on, so I waited outside.’

‘Oh. Yes.’ Anita seemed to be bracing herself. 

‘Has someone been sending threatening notes?’ It struck Lucy that perhaps this might be connected to the couple who’d had the mysterious problem and needed Number 4. And … hadn’t Anita said ‘As well as 5’? Mick and Susan Henry were in Number 5. 

‘I don’t mind you asking. In fact, I was going to come and warn you …’ Anita looked over her shoulder. ‘Tell you what, let’s go and talk about this somewhere more private. I really do need to keep my massive gob shut, don’t I? If you overheard that … I mean, I could keep the door and all the windows closed, but it just gets too hot in here and there’s no air conditioning. Greg and Rebecca have been begging the mighty Lordian to install it for years, but there’s no point now that he’s revealed his master plan. This building and 1 are coming down to make way for the new hotel, which is why there’s all kinds of junk—’

‘Cottage Number 1’s going to be demolished?’ asked Lucy.

‘Yup. Apparently it and this building are a bit of a money pit: constantly in need of maintenance, energy-inefficient. Why do you ask about 1?’

Because that’s where William and Jane are staying and I love the idea of it being reduced to a heap of rubble. 

Lucy realised that Anita was waiting for her answer. ‘I just thought older houses that are part of a historical estate would probably be listed.’

‘No. Lordian’s massive manor-house mansion is Grade I listed, but none of the other buildings in the grounds are list-worthy. Right, follow me. I warn you, upstairs is even worse than my makeshift bedroom next door, but we should find somewhere to perch.’

The word ‘warn’ reminded Lucy. ‘You mentioned before that you wanted to warn me about something,’ she said, following Anita up a grey-carpeted wooden staircase. 

‘Yes, just to be on the safe side. I don’t want to scare you, but I can’t not tell you. It’s about Jane. Jane Brinkwood.’
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Monday, 6 January 2020

Detective Constable Simon Waterhouse’s day was derailed, all his plans and good intentions trashed, as soon as he stepped out of his car at 6.50 a.m. and saw a face he hadn’t expected to see this morning, though since last July she had never been too far from his mind. 

Today was supposed to be a new start: that’s why he’d come in so early. New year, new start. He’d even told Charlie to hold him to it if she saw signs of him slipping. He had a mountain of work to catch up on – everything he’d been neglecting in favour of his obsession, which, let’s face it, was getting him nowhere. Enough. He had to start tackling the terrifying inbox. Today. 

Being the man he was, he had no intention of abandoning his obsession with Jane Brinkwood’s murder until he got a result that satisfied him, but he was hopeful of being able to keep it more contained. Maximum two hours a day, in his own time rather than during his shifts, that sort of thing. 

He was confident of being able to catch up fairly quickly as long as he faced the problem and didn’t put off tackling it any longer. It had to be today, early, right now. Except that his ‘now’ had just taken on a very different shape and flavour, and suddenly he was confident of absolutely nothing. It was definitely her: Lucy Dean, leaning against a car – her car. Simon remembered it from Tevendon.

What was she doing here? If she wanted a progress report – or lack of progress, to be more accurate – wouldn’t she have rung up like she had all through the autumn last year? None of the others had; only Lucy.

She raised a hand in greeting and started to walk towards him. Now he saw her more clearly as the police station’s security lights flashed on, chasing away some of the dark. Her hair was different: dyed a sort of silver-blonde colour and cut very short. When Simon had last seen her it had been long and brown. Now it clung flatly to her head, as if someone had pasted it in place. It made Simon think of a silver acorn. And why was she wearing a Space Invaders … Simon screwed up his eyes. No, they were supposed to be white snowflakes against the coat’s dark grey background, not those little creatures from the only computer game Simon had ever played, when he was about twelve. Did anyone play it any more? 

The weird coat made her look other-worldly, Simon thought. It had a high neck and the folds of wool hung around her like a woollen robe. There was a name for coats like this that weren’t proper coats but Simon couldn’t remember it. An arm emerged from beneath the wool and he saw that Lucy was holding something. An envelope. 

With what inside it?
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  All Beth has to do is drive her son to his Under-14s away match, watch him play, and bring him home.
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  But she can’t resist. She parks outside Flora’s house who she hasn’t seen in twelve years and watches from across the road as Flora and her children, Thomas and Emily, step out of the car. Except …


  There’s something terribly wrong. Why haven’t they grown?


  Buy Haven’t They Grown now




  Want more Zailer and Waterhouse?
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  What if having a best friend was the most dangerous thing you could do?



  Buy The Narrow Bed now
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