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         Friday, September 26, 2003 

         
         
         
         
         I AM OUTSIDE. Not far from the front door, not yet, but I am out and I am alone. When I woke up this morning, I didn’t think today would be the day. It didn’t feel right, or rather, I didn’t. Vivienne’s phone call persuaded me. ‘Believe me, you’ll never be ready,’ she said. ‘You have to take the plunge.’ And she’s right, I do. I have to do this.

         
         
         
         
         I walk across the cobbled yard and down the mud and gravel path, carrying only my handbag. I feel light and strange. The trees look as if they are knitted from bright wools: reds and browns and the occasional green. The sky is the colour of wet slate. This is not the same ordinary world that I used to walk around in. Everything is more vivid, as if the physical backdrop I once took for granted is clamouring for my attention.

         
         
         
         
         My car is parked at the far end of the path, in front of the gate that separates The Elms from the main road. I am not supposed to drive. ‘Nonsense.’ Vivienne dismissed this piece of medical advice with a loud tut. ‘It’s not far. If you followed all the silly rules these days, you’d be terrified to do anything!’

         
         
         
         
         I do feel ready to drive, though only just. I have recovered reasonably well from the operation. This could be thanks to the hypericum that I prescribed for myself, or maybe it’s mind over matter: I need to be strong, therefore I am.

         
         
         
         
         I turn the key in the ignition and press my right foot down hard on the gas pedal. The car splutters awake. I turn on to the road and watch my speed rise steadily. ‘Nought to sixty in half an hour,’ my dad used to joke, when the Volvo was still his and Mum’s. I will drive this car until it falls to pieces. It reminds me of my parents in a way that nothing else ever could. I feel as if it is an old, loyal member of my family, who remembers Mum and Dad as lovingly as I do.

         
         
         
         
         I wind down the window, inhale some of the fresh air that hits me in the face, and think that it will take many more horror stories of gridlock before people stop associating cars with freedom. As I hurtle along the almost empty road past fields and farms, I feel more powerful than I am. It is a welcome illusion.

         
         
         
         
         I do not allow myself to think of Florence, of the growing distance between us.

         
         
         
         
         After four miles or so of open countryside, the road on which I am driving becomes the main street of Spilling, the nearest small town. There is a market in the middle and long rows of squat Elizabethan buildings with pastel-coloured fronts on either side. Some of these are shops. Others, I imagine, are the homes of old, rich snobs, bi-focalled bores who witter on endlessly about Spilling’s historical heritage. This is probably unfair of me. Vivienne very definitely does not live in Spilling, even though it is her nearest town. When asked where she lives, she says simply ‘The Elms’, as if her house is a well-known municipality.

         
         
         
         
         Waiting at lights, I rummage in my bag for the directions she gave me. Left at the mini-roundabout, then first right, and look out for the sign. I see it eventually: ‘Waterfront’—thick, white, italic letters on a navy blue background. I turn into the drive, follow it round the square domed building and park in the large car park at the back.

         
         
         
         
         The lobby smells of lilies. I notice that there is a tall, rectangular vase of them on almost every flat surface. The carpet—navy blue with pink roses—is expensive, the sort that will not look dirty even when it is. People with sports bags walk back and forth, some sweaty, some freshly showered.

         
         
         
         
         At reception, I meet a young girl with blonde, spiky hair who is keen to help me. She wears a badge that says ‘Kerilee’. I am glad that I chose the name Florence for my daughter, a real name with a history, rather than something that sounds as if it has been made up by a fifteen-year-old pop star’s marketing team. I was worried that David or Vivienne would veto it, but luckily they both liked it too.

         
         
         
         
         ‘My name is Alice Fancourt,’ I say. ‘I’m a new member.’ I hand over the envelope that contains my details. It strikes me as funny that Kerilee has no idea of the significance of this day for me. The meaning of our encounter is completely different in our two minds.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh! You’re Vivienne’s daughter-in-law. You’ve just had a baby! Couple of weeks ago, wasn’t it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s right.’ Membership of Waterfront is my present from Vivienne, or rather my reward for producing a grandchild. I think it costs about a thousand pounds a year. Vivienne is one of the few people who is as generous as she is rich.

         
         
         
         
         ‘How is Florence?’ asks Kerilee. ‘Vivienne’s absolutely besotted with her! It’ll be lovely for Felix to have a little sister, won’t it?’

         
         
         
         
         It is odd to hear Florence referred to in this way. In my mind she is always first—my first, the first. But she is David’s second child.

         
         
         
         
         Felix is well known at Waterfront. He spends almost as much time here as at school, taking part in junior golf tournaments, swimming lessons and Cheeky Chimps play days while Vivienne divides her time between the gym, the pool, the beauty salon and the bar. The arrangement seems to suit them both.

         
         
         
         
         ‘So, are you recovered?’ Kerilee asks. ‘Vivienne told us all about the birth. Sounds like you had quite a time of it!’

         
         
         
         
         I am slightly taken aback. ‘Yes, it was pretty horrendous. But Florence was fine, which is all that matters, really.’ Suddenly I miss my daughter terribly. What am I doing at the reception desk of a health club when I could be getting to know my tiny, beautiful girl? ‘This is the first time we’ve been apart,’ I blurt out. ‘It’s the first time I’ve been out of the house since getting back from hospital. It feels really strange.’ I wouldn’t normally confide my feelings in a total stranger, but since Kerilee already knows the details of Florence’s birth, I decide that it can do no harm.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Big day, then,’ she says. ‘Vivienne said you might be a bit wobbly.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘She did?’ Vivienne thinks of everything.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes. She said to take you to the bar before we do anything else, and give you a large cocktail.’

         
         
         
         
         I laugh. ‘I have to drive home, unfortunately. Though Vivienne . . . ’

         
         
         
         
         ‘ . . . thinks the more tipsy you are, the more carefully you drive,’ Kerilee completes my sentence and we both giggle. ‘So, let’s get you on to our system, shall we?’ She turns to the computer screen in front of her, fingers poised above the keyboard. ‘Alice Fancourt. Address? The Elms, right?’ She looks impressed. Most local people know Vivienne’s home by name even if they do not know its owner. The Elms was the last home of the Blantyres, a famous Spilling family with royal connections, until the last Blantyre died and Vivienne’s father bought the property in the nineteen forties.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘At the moment it’s The Elms.’ I picture my flat in Streatham Hill, where I lived until David and I got married. An objective observer would have called it dark and boxy, but I loved it. It was my cosy den, a hideaway where noone could get to me, especially not my more threatening and obsessive patients. After my parents died, it was the one place where I felt I could be myself and express all my loneliness and grief without there being any-one around to judge me. My flat accepted me for the damaged person that I was in a way the outside world seemed unwilling to.

         
         
         
         
         The Elms is too grand to be cosy. The bed David and I share resembles something you might see in a French palace with red rope around it. It is enormous. Four people would fit in it, or possibly five if they were all thin. Vivienne calls it God-size. ‘Double beds are for gerbils,’ she says. Florence has a spacious nursery with antique furniture, a window seat and a hand-carved rocking horse that was Vivienne’s when she was a child. Felix has two rooms: his bedroom, and a long thin playroom in the attic, where his toys, books and cuddly bears live.

         
         
         
         
         The views from the top floor of the house are breathtaking. On a clear day you can see as far as Culver Ridge on one side and the church tower at Silsford on the other. The garden is so big that it has been divided into several different gardens, some wild, some tamed, all ideal for pram walks on a warm day.

         
         
         
         
         David cannot see any reason to move. When I suggest it, he points out how little we could afford to spend on a house. ‘Do you really want to give up everything we’ve got at The Elms for a two-bedroom terrace with no garden?’ he says. ‘And you work in Spilling now. It’s convenient for us to live with Mum. You don’t want a longer commute, do you?’

         
         
         
         
         I haven’t told any-one, but gloom settles on me like a fog when I contemplate going back to work. I see the world in a different way now, and I can’t pretend that I don’t.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll just get Ross, our membership advisor, to give you a tour of the facilities.’ Kerilee’s voice brings me back to the present. ‘Then if you want to, you can have a swim, or use the gym . . . ’

         
         
         
         
         My insides clench. I imagine my stitches tearing, the still-pink wound gaping open. ‘It’s a bit soon for that,’ I say, one hand on my stomach. ‘I’ve only been out of hospital a week. But I’d love to look round and then maybe have that cocktail.’

         
         
         
         
         Ross is a short South African man with dyed blond hair, muscly legs and an orange tan. He shows me a large gym with a polished wooden floor that contains every sort of machine imaginable. People in lycra sportswear are running, walking, cycling and even rowing, by the look of it, on these sleek black and silver contraptions. Many of them are wearing ear-plugs and staring up at the row of televisions suspended from the ceiling, watching daytime chat shows as their limbs pound the metal and rubber. I begin to realise why Vivienne looks so good for her age.

         
         
         
         
         Ross shows me the twenty-five metre swimming pool and draws my attention to the underwater lighting. The water is a bright, sparkling turquoise, like an enormous aquamarine gemstone in liquid form, throwing and catching light as it moves. The pool has a stone surround and roman steps at both ends. Beside it, there is an area ringed by pink marble pillars that contains a round, bubbling jacuzzi. It is full to the brim, foam and froth seeping over the edge. On the other side of the pool there is a sauna with a sweet, piney smell, and a steam room, the glass door of which is cloudy with heat. A sudden drumming sound startles me and I look up to see rain hitting the domed glass ceiling.

         
         
         
         
         I inspect the ladies’ changing room while Ross waits outside. Like everything else at Waterfront, it transcends the merely functional. There is a thick plum-coloured carpet on the floor, and black slate tiles in the toilets and showers. On each surface there seems to be a pile of something tempting: fluffy white bath sheets, complementary bathrobes emblazoned with the Waterfront logo, hand creams, shampoos and conditioners, body lotions, even nail files. Three women are drying and dressing themselves. One rubs her stomach with a towel, making me feel faint. Another looks up from buttoning her shirt and smiles at me. She looks strong and healthy. The skin on her bare legs is pink with heat. Fully clothed, I feel fragile, awkward and self-conscious.

         
         
         
         
         I turn my attention to the numbered wooden lockers. Some are open a fraction and have keys dangling from them; others, without keys, are shut. I circle the room until I find Vivienne’s, number 131, chosen because Felix’s birthday is the thirteenth of January and because it occupies an enviable position, close both to the showers and to the door marked ‘Swimming Pool’. Vivienne is the only member of Water-front who has her own dedicated locker that noone else is allowed to use. They keep the key for her behind reception. ‘It saves me carting all my possessions in and out every day like a refugee,’ she says.

         
         
         
         
         Ross is waiting for me in the corridor by the towel bin when I emerge from the changing room. ‘All satisfactory?’ he says.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Very.’ Everything is exactly as Vivienne described it.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Any questions? Did you figure out how the lockers work? It’s a pound coin in the slot to close them, which you get back, of course.’

         
         
         
         
         I nod, waiting for Ross to tell me that I too will have my own locker, but he doesn’t. I am slightly disappointed.

         
         
         
         
         He marches me round Chalfont’s, the health club’s smart restaurant, and a cheerful, noisy, mock-American café bar called Chompers which I know Vivienne loathes. Then we go to the members’ bar, where Ross hands me over to Tara. I decide to be bold and have a cocktail, in the hope that it will make me feel less on edge. I pick up the menu, but Tara tells me she has already prepared something for me, a fattening concoction of cream and Kahlua. Vivienne, it turns out, has ordered it in advance.

         
         
         
         
         I am not allowed to pay for my drink, which is no surprise. ‘You’re a lucky girl,’ says Tara. Presumably she means because I am Vivienne’s daughter-in-law. I wonder if she knows about Laura, who was not quite so lucky.

         
         
         
         
         I gulp down my cocktail quickly, trying to look calm and carefree. In actual fact, I am probably the least relaxed person in the building, so keen am I to get home, back to The Elms and Florence. I realise that, deep down, I have been itching to return from the second I left. Now that I have seen everything Waterfront has to offer, I am free to go. I have done what I set out to do.

         
         
         
         
         Outside, the rain has stopped. I break the speed limit on the way home, alcohol buzzing through my veins. I feel brave and rebellious, briefly. Then I start to feel dizzy, and worry that I will drive past Cheryl, my midwife, who will gasp with disapproval to see me speeding along in a clappedout Volvo only a fortnight after my daughter’s birth. I could kill someone. I am still taking the pills they gave me when I left hospital. And I’ve just downed a strong cocktail . . . What am I trying to do, poison myself?

         
         
         
         
         I know I should slow down but I don’t. I can’t. My eagerness to see Florence again is like a physical craving. I accelerate towards traffic lights that are on amber instead of braking as I normally would. I feel as if I have left behind one of my limbs or a vital organ.

         
         
         
         
         I am almost panting with anticipation as I pull into the driveway. I park the car and run up the path to the house, ignoring the strained, bruised feeling in my lower abdomen. The front door is ajar. ‘David?’ I call out. There is no reply. I wonder if he has taken Florence out in her pram. No, he can’t have done. David would always close the door.

         
         
         
         
         I walk through the hall to the living room. ‘David?’ I shout again, louder this time. I hear a creaking of floorboards above my head and a muffled groan, the sound of David waking from a nap. I hurry upstairs to our bedroom, where I find him upright in bed, yawning. ‘I’m sleeping when the baby sleeps, like Miriam Stoppard said I should,’ he jokes. He has been so happy since Florence was born, almost a different person. For years I have wished that David would talk to me more about how he’s feeling. Now any such talk seems unnecessary. His joy is obvious from his sudden new energy, the eagerness in his eyes and voice.

         
         
         
         
         David has been doing the night feeds. He has read in a book that one of the advantages of bottle-feeding is that it gives dads the opportunity to bond with their babies. This is a novelty for him. By the time Felix was born, David and Laura had already separated. Florence is David’s second chance. He hasn’t said so, but I know he is determined to make everything perfect this time. He has even taken a whole month off work. He needs to prove to himself that being a bad father is not hereditary. ‘How was Waterfront?’ he asks.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Fine. Tell you in a sec.’ I turn my back on him, leave the room and walk on tiptoes along the wide landing towards Florence’s nursery.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Alice, careful not to wake her up,’ David whispers after me.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll just have a little look. I’ll be quiet, I promise.’

         
         
         
         
         I hear her breathing through the door. It is a sound that I adore: high-pitched, fast, snuffly—a louder noise than you might think a tiny baby could make. I push open the door and see her funny cot that I am still not used to. It has wheels and cloth sides and is apparently French. David and Vivienne spotted it in a shop window in Silsford and bought it as a surprise for me.

         
         
         
         
         The curtains are closed. I look down into the cot and at first all I see is a baby-shaped lump. After a few seconds, I can see a bit more clearly. Oh God. Time slows, unbearably. My heart pounds and I feel sick. I taste the creamy cocktail in my mouth again, mixed with bile. I stare and stare, feeling as if I am falling forward. I am floating, detached from my surroundings, with nothing firm to grip on to. This is no nightmare. Or rather, reality is the nightmare.

         
         
         
         
         I promised David I would be quiet. My mouth is wide open and I am screaming.
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         Friday October 3, 2003, 11.50 AM (One week later) 

         
         
         
         
         CHARLIE WAS WAITING for Simon on the steps of the police station when he arrived for the start of his shift at midday. He noticed that for the first time this year she was wearing her full-length black wool coat with fake fur collar and cuffs. Her bony ankles were no longer visible under thin transparent tights as they had been all summer. As one season succeeded another, Charlie’s legs turned from transparent to opaque and back again. Today they were opaque. Yesterday they’d been transparent. It was a sure sign that winter was on the way.

         
         
         
         
         At least it was October. Charlie was so skinny that she normally started to feel the cold when most people were still wearing sandals. Today her face was pale and, behind her gold-rimmed glasses, her eyes were anxious. In her right hand was a half-smoked cigarette. Charlie was addicted to holding them and allowing them to burn themselves out. Simon hardly ever saw her take a puff. He could see her red lip-stick on the filter as he got closer. There was more colour on the fag end than there was on her mouth. She exhaled a small cloud which might have been either smoke or breath.

         
         
         
         
         A flick of her other hand, waving him over impatiently. So she was waiting for him. It must be serious if she was meeting him on the bloody steps. Simon cursed quietly, sensing the imminent presence of trouble, angry with himself for being surprised. He should have known it was on the way. He wished he could say that he had been expecting, any day now, to turn a corner and see the ominous face of somebody who had bad news for him. Charlie, this time.
         

         
         
         
         
         Simon would have liked to meet whatever fate intended to throw at him with the confidence of the entirely blameless. Ironically, he felt he would be better able to bear his punishment if it were undeserved. Something about the concept of martyrdom appealed to him.

         
         
         
         
         He found he could hardly swallow. This time it would be more serious than a Reg 9. He’d been a fool to forget—however briefly, however understandably—that he was not the sort of person who got away with things. Those creepy bastards from the Internal Discipline Unit had probably already emptied his locker.

         
         
         
         
         He felt a churning in his gut. Half of his mind was busy rehearsing his defence while the other half fought to suppress the urge to run, to take off. In Simon’s fantasy it would not be a cowardly flight. It would be slow, dignified, disappointed. He pictured himself becoming smaller and smaller until he was a line, a dot, nothing. The allure of the grand gesture, the silent departure. Charlie would be left wondering how, precisely, she’d let him down and then, once she’d worked it out, wishing she’d listened to him.

         
         
         
         
         Some hope. Simon’s departures from all his previous jobs had been frenzied, chaotic, with a soundtrack of shouted threats, of fists and feet smashing against doors and desks. He wondered how many new starts a person was entitled to, how many times one could say it was the other person’s fault and truly believe it.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What? What is it?’ he asked Charlie, skipping the pleasantries. He felt hollow, as if someone had taken a large scoop out of him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Have a fag.’ She opened her packet of Marlboro Lights and thrust it at his face.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just tell me.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I will, if you’ll keep calm.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘For fuck’s sake! What’s happened?’ Simon knew he couldn’t hide his panic from Charlie, which made him even angrier.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Would you care to amend your tone, detective?’ She pulled rank whenever it suited her. One minute she was Simon’s friend and confidante, the next she was reminding him of her superior status. Warmth and coldness were modes she could switch on or off at a second’s notice. Simon felt like a creature squirming on a small glass slide. He was the matter upon which Charlie was conducting a long-term experiment, trying radically different approaches in quick succession: caring, flirty, distant. Result of experiment: subject permanently confused and uncomfortable.

         
         
         
         
         It would be easier to work for a man. For two years, Simon had armed himself, privately, with the idea that he could request a transfer to another sergeant’s team. He had never got as far as doing it, needing the thought that he could make the change at any time more than he needed the change itself. Charlie was an efficient skipper. She looked after his interests. Simon knew why, and was determined not to feel guilty; her reasons were her business and should be no concern of his. Was it superstitious to believe that the minute he no longer had her protection, he would urgently need it?

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Sorry. Please, just tell me.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘David Fancourt is in interview room 2 with Proust.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What? Why?’ Simon’s imagination wrestled with the jarring image of Inspector Giles Proust face to face with a civilian. An actual person, one who hadn’t been reduced to a name in a sergeant’s report, tidied into a typeface. In Simon’s experience, unusual meant bad. It could mean very bad. Every nerve ending in his body was on full alert.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You weren’t here, I wasn’t here—Proust was the only person in the CID room at the time, so Proust got him.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why’s he come in?’

         
         
         
         
         Charlie took a deep breath. ‘I wish you’d have a fag,’ she said.

         
         
         
         
         Simon took one to shut her up. ‘Just tell me—am I in trouble?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well, now . . . ’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Isn’t that an interesting question? Why would you be in trouble?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Charlie, stop jerking me around. Why’s Fancourt here?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He came in to report his wife and daughter missing.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What?’ The words stunned Simon, like a brick wall in the face. Then the sense of what Charlie was telling him sunk in. Alice and the baby were missing. No. They couldn’t be.

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s all I know. We’ll have to wait for Proust to tell us the rest. Fancourt’s been here nearly an hour. Jack Zlosnik’s on the desk. Fancourt told him that his wife and baby daughter disappeared last night. There was no note, and he’s heard nothing since. He’s phoned everyone he can think of—nothing.’

         
         
         
         
         Simon couldn’t see straight. Everything had become a blur. He tried to push past Charlie, but she grabbed his arm. ‘Hey, slow down. Where are you going?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘To find Fancourt, find out what the fuck’s going on.’ Rage bubbled inside him. What had that bastard done to Alice? He had to know, now. He would demand to know.

         
         
         
         
         ‘So you’re just going to storm in to Proust’s interview, are you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘If I fucking have to!’

         
         
         
         
         Charlie tightened her grip on him. ‘One day your temper’s going to lose you your job. I’m fed up of supervising your every move to make sure you don’t fuck up.’ She’d care more than I did if they kicked me out, Simon thought. It was one of his safety barriers. When Charlie wanted something it happened. Usually.

         
         
         
         
         Three bobbies kept their eyes down on their way into the station. They couldn’t get through the double doors fast enough. Simon shook his arm free, mumbling an apology. He disliked the idea that he was causing a scene. Charlie was right. It was about time he grew out of this sort of behaviour.

         
         
         
         
         She took the cigarette from his hand, put it in his mouth, lit it. She doled out fags medicinally, the way other people did cups of tea. Even to non-smokers like Simon. He needed this one, though. The first drag was a relief. He held the nicotine in his lungs for as long as he could.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Charlie, listen . . . ’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I will, but not here. Finish that, then we’ll go and get a drink. And calm down, for God’s sake.’

         
         
         
         
         Simon gritted his teeth and tried to breathe evenly. If he could get through to any-one, Charlie was the one. At least she would give him a fair hearing before telling him he was talking bollocks.

         
         
         
         
         He took a few more drags, then stubbed out the cigarette and followed her into the building. Spilling Police Station used to be the public swimming baths. It still smelled of chlorine, haunted by the memory of its former self. Aged eight, Simon had learned to swim here, tutored by a maniac in a red tracksuit with a long wooden pole. Everyone else in his class had already known how. Simon remembered how he’d felt when this became apparent to him. He felt it now, at thirty-eight, when he turned up for the beginning of each shift.

         
         
         
         
         The weight of his anxiety pulled him down, dragging, sinking. Again he felt the urge to run, though he wasn’t sure if his legs would take him further into the building or out of it. He had no plan, only a need to shake himself up, dislodge his fear. He forced himself to stand still behind Charlie while she had a trivial conversation with Jack Zlosnik, the rotund, grey fur-ball on the desk who leaned where grumpy Morris had leaned all those years ago, grimly handing out green paper tickets that said ‘Admit One’.

         
         
         
         
         There was no reason to assume the worst—to state, even to himself, what the worst might be. Alice couldn’t have come to serious harm. There was still time for Simon to make a difference. He would have sensed it, somehow, if it were too late, would not be so aware of the present trickling into the past, grain by grain. Still, this was hardly scientific proof. He could imagine Charlie’s reaction.

         
         
         
         
         After an age, Zlosnik was behind them, and Simon forced his feet to mimic Charlie’s, step by step, as they made their way to the canteen, a big echo-chamber full of glaring strip-lights, the clash of voices— mainly male—and bad smells. Simon’s mood made everything appear grotesque, made him want to shield his eyes against the cheap wood laminate floor, the piss-yellow walls.

         
         
         
         
         Three grey-haired middle-aged women in white aprons stood at the serving hatch, dispensing grey and brown slop to tired, hungry bobbies. One of them slid two cups of tea towards Charlie without moving her features. Simon stood back. His hands wouldn’t have been steady enough to carry anything. A table had to be chosen, chairs pulled out, pulled back in: mundane tasks that made him impatient to the point of fury.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You look like you’re in shock.’

         
         
         
         
         He shook his head, though he suspected Charlie was right. He couldn’t shift the image of Alice’s face from his mind. An abyss had opened in front of him and he struggled to stop himself falling in. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Charlie. Really bad. Fancourt’s behind it all, somehow. Whatever he’s telling Proust, it’s a fucking lie.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’re not exactly the most objective judge, are you? You’ve got a thing about Alice Fancourt. Don’t bother to deny it. I saw how flustered you were when she came in last week, just from being in the same room as her. And you look secretive whenever you mention her name.’

         
         
         
         
         Simon stared purposefully at his tea. Objective? No. Never. He distrusted David Fancourt in the same way he had two other men in recent weeks, both of whom had turned out to be guilty. When Simon proved as much, unequivocally, his fellow officers praised him loudly, bought him drinks and claimed they’d known he was right all along. Including Charlie. She’d had no complaints about his lack of objectivity then. Though, in both cases, when he’d first voiced his suspicions the rest of the team had laughed and called him a nutter.

         
         
         
         
         Most people rewrote history when it suited them, even those whose job it was to stick to the facts, unearth the truth. Simon didn’t know how they managed it; he wished he had the knack. He remembered, in precise detail, the convenient and the inconvenient, knew exactly who’d said what when. His mind would let go of nothing, not one single thing. It didn’t make for an easy or comfortable life, but it was useful for work purposes. If Charlie couldn’t see that Simon’s occasional rages were a direct result of being constantly underestimated by everybody he worked with, even after he’d proved himself time and time again, how good a detective could she be, objective or otherwise?

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hope I don’t need to remind you how much trouble you’ll be in if you’ve been seeing Alice Fancourt in your own time, after I told you to have nothing more to do with her,’ said Charlie. That lectern voice again, that podium tone. Simon couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t she see the state he was in? Did she have any idea what it felt like to be so trapped in your own preoccupations that the disapproval of others rolled off you, like rain off the waxy bonnet of a car? ‘Her case, such as it was, was closed.’ Charlie watched him carefully. ‘If she really is missing, you could be suspended, or worse, arrested. You’ll be a suspect, you bloody idiot. Even I can’t protect you from something as serious as this. So you’d better hope she turns up.’ She laughed bitterly and muttered, ‘Like you don’t already.’

         
         
         
         
         Simon’s mouth was full of tea he couldn’t swallow. The neon lights were giving him a headache. A smell of stewed meat wafted over from the next table, making him want to retch.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You suspect David Fancourt of what, exactly?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know.’ Such an effort, to keep his voice steady, to stay in his seat and go through the ritual of a civilised conversation. He felt his right knee twitch, a sign that his whole body was aching to bolt. ‘But this is too much of a coincidence, after what happened to his first wife.’ Simon was unwilling to draw his long history of suspecting the right people to Charlie’s attention. If she wanted to focus on his weaknesses, let her. It wasn’t as if he could deny their existence. Yes, he was incapable of thinking clearly where Alice Fancourt was concerned. Yes, he sometimes steamed in and fucked things up, usually when the obtuseness of his colleagues made him so angry that he lost all sense of proportion.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Forget about me,’ he told Charlie sharply, placing a heavy emphasis on the last word, ‘and start looking at David Fancourt. Or rather at the picture that’s taking shape around him. Then maybe you’ll see what’s staring you in the fucking face.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Charlie’s eyes slid away from him. She fiddled with her hair, picking at stray strands. When she next spoke, her voice was light and flippant, and Simon knew his point had struck home. ‘Some famous bod, can’t remember who, said “To lose one wife is unfortunate. To lose two looks a bit careless.” Something like that, anyway.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Or a bit guilty,’ said Simon. ‘Laura Cryer’s death . . . ’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is a closed case.’ Charlie’s face hardened. ‘Don’t even think about going there.’ Then, because she disliked ambiguity, she said, ‘Why? Spit it out!’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s a lot to happen to one innocent man, that’s all,’ said Simon. ‘I can’t believe you need me to spell it out. What if Fancourt murdered his first wife and got away with it?’ He crushed his fingers into fists. ‘What if he’s about to try his luck again? Are we going to do anything to stop him while he’s actually in the building, or are we just going to let the bastard walk out of here as free as he walked in?’
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