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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, bifocalled 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 no-one 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 anyone 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 breath-taking. 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 anyone, 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 Waterfront who has her own dedicated locker that no-one 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 clapped-out 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 floor-boards 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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3/10/03, 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 lipstick 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 anyone, 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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Friday September 26, 2003



‘What’s wrong? What’s the matter with you?’ David is in the nursery, out of breath. I am still screaming. A loud roar, like a siren, is coming from my mouth. I don’t think I could stop it even if I wanted to. A shriller, high-pitched wail blares from the cot. David slaps me across the face. ‘Alice, what’s got into you? What is it?’


‘Where’s Florence? Where is she?’ I demand. Our ordinary day has mutated into something terrible.


‘Are you out of your mind? She’s right here. You woke her up. Ssh. Ssh, darling, it’s okay. Mummy didn’t mean to scare you. Here, you come for a cuddle with Daddy. It’s okay.’


‘That’s not Florence. I’ve never seen that baby before. Where’s Florence?’


‘What the . . . what on earth are you talking about?’ David never swears. Vivienne disapproves of foul language. ‘Of course it’s Florence. Look, she’s wearing her Bear Hug suit. You put her in it before you went out, remember?’


The outfit is the first thing I bought for Florence, when I was six months pregnant. It is a pale yellow cotton all-in-one, with the words ‘Bear Hug’ sewn on to it, above a picture of a brown bear cub in its mother’s arms. I saw it in Remmick’s, Spilling’s only department store, and loved it so much that I had to buy it, even though by that point Vivienne had filled the nursery wardrobe with enough clothes from the exclusive boutiques she favours to keep Florence going for the first three years.


‘Of course I recognise the babygro, it’s Florence’s. David, who is this baby? Where’s Florence? Just tell me! Have we got visitors? Is this some kind of practical joke? Because if it is, it’s not funny.’


David’s dark eyes are unreadable. He will only share his thoughts when he is happy. Misery or trouble of any kind makes him withdraw into himself. I can see from the shutdown look on his face that the retreat has already started. ‘Alice, this is Florence.’


‘It’s not! You know it isn’t! Where is she?’


‘Is this some sort of sick joke, or have you gone mad?’


I begin to sob. ‘Please, please, David, where is she? What have you done with her?’


‘Look, I don’t know what’s got into you, but I suggest you pull yourself together. Florence and I will be downstairs, awaiting your apology.’ His tone is cold.


Suddenly, I am alone in the nursery. I sink to my knees, then curl into a foetal position on the floor. I cry and cry for what seems like hours but is probably only a few seconds. I can’t fall apart. I have to go after them. Time is passing, precious minutes that I can’t waste. I have to make David listen to me, although part of me wishes I could listen to him, apologise, pretend everything is okay even though it isn’t.


I wipe my eyes and go downstairs. They are in the kitchen. David doesn’t look up as I come in. ‘That baby is not my daughter,’ I blurt out, disintegrating into tears again. There is so much unhappiness and fear in me and it is all spilling out, here in Vivienne’s kitchen.


He looks as if he is considering ignoring me, but then thinks better of it. He turns to face me. ‘Alice, I think you ought to calm down so that we can discuss this rationally.’


‘Just because I’m upset doesn’t mean I’m not being rational. I’m as rational as you are!’


‘Good,’ says David patiently. ‘In that case, we should be able to clear this up. If you’re seriously suggesting this baby isn’t our daughter, convince me.’


‘What do you mean?’ I am confused.


‘Well, in what way is she different? Florence hasn’t got any hair. She’s got milk spots on her nose. She’s got blue eyes. You’d agree with all that, presumably?’


‘Look at her!’ I scream. ‘She’s got a different face! It isn’t Florence!’


David stares at me as if he has never seen me before. He thinks I am a lunatic. He doesn’t recognise me as his wife. I can see him drawing a line, mentally. David is defensive, as emotionally immature as a teenage boy. I wonder if this is because his mother has always looked after him. He has never needed to think his way through a complex adult situation on his own. He would rather cut you out of his life, shut you out of his mind, than deal with the less-than-perfect reality that you represent. Problematic people such as his father and Laura are never mentioned. How long before I too am condemned?


‘David, you must know it isn’t her. That is not the baby I kissed goodbye a couple of hours ago. The one we brought home from the hospital. The one who wriggled and cried when I put that babygro on her. Take it off!’ I yell suddenly, startling myself as much as David. ‘It’s Florence’s! I don’t want that baby wearing it. Take it off her!’ I back away into the hall.


‘You’re acting as if you’re scared of her.’ I have never seen David look so disgusted. ‘Alice, what’s wrong with you? There’s only one baby. Florence. This is her.’


‘David, look at her!’ I yell. I have become a creature, wild and uncivilised, some sort of beast. ‘Look at her face. It’s a different face, can’t you see that? Yes, she’s got blue eyes and milk spots, but so have hundreds of newborns. I’m calling Vivienne.’ I run from the room. In the hall, my eyes dart from left to right. My vision blurs. Adrenaline makes me pant. I am so confused and upset, I momentarily forget what I am doing here, what I am looking for. Then I remember. The phone.


David follows me into the hall. I see that he is alone. ‘What have you done with the baby?’ I ask. I felt uneasy when I could see her. I feel even more so now that I can’t. David pulls the phone out of my hand and slams it down. ‘Don’t dare to interrupt Mum and Felix’s holiday with this rubbish! Mum’ll think you’ve lost it. Alice, you’ve got to get a grip. Listen to yourself.’


Vivienne has taken Felix to Florida for a treat, to celebrate the new baby. I would have preferred him to stay, but Vivienne insisted that this was the best way of ensuring that he doesn’t resent the arrival of Florence. It is apparently a successful tactic for avoiding jealousy. Vivienne is an only child and always hated the idea of siblings. She asked her parents not to have another child, as soon as she was old enough to understand the concept. What is perhaps more surprising is that they obeyed her.


David’s father wanted a big family. He himself was one of six. ‘I told him on no account,’ said Vivienne. ‘A child should grow up feeling special. How can you feel special if there are six of you?’ She was careful to wait until David was out of the house to tell me this story. His father is never mentioned in front of him.


I am not accustomed to forcing my husband to confront unwelcome truths. I have always tried to protect him.


‘The front door was open,’ I say.


‘What?’


‘When I got back. The front door was open. You were asleep. Someone must have come in and taken Florence and . . . and left that baby instead! We’ve got to phone the police, David. Oh, God, Florence! Where is she? What if she’s not all right? What if something awful’s happened to her?’ I am pulling at my hair, howling.


There are tears in David’s eyes. When he speaks his voice is quiet. ‘Alice, you’re scaring me. Don’t do this, please. You’re really scaring me, okay. Please, calm down. I want you to walk into the kitchen, take a good look at the baby in the bouncy chair and I want you to realise that it is Florence. It is. Okay?’ There is a flicker of hope in his eyes. He is softening, giving me a final chance. I know how significant an admission of fear is from David. He must really love me, I think. And now I have to crush his hopes.


‘But it isn’t!’ I insist. ‘Listen to her crying! Listen!’ Poor, poor baby, confused, screaming for her mother. ‘That’s not Florence’s cry. Give me the phone.’


‘No! Alice, please, this is mad. Let me phone Dr Dhossajee. You need a sedative, or . . . some sort of help. I should phone the doctor.’


‘David, give me the phone right now or I swear I will get a kitchen knife and stab you.’


He winces. I cannot believe I said that. Why couldn’t I have threatened to strangle him instead? I didn’t say it deliberately to hurt him, but he must think I did.


‘David, someone’s got our daughter! We’ve got to do something, quickly!’


He lets me pick up the phone. ‘Who are you ringing?’ he asks.


‘The police. And then Vivienne. She’ll believe me, even if you don’t.’


‘Ring the police if you insist, but not Mum, please.’


‘Because you know she’ll back me up. That’s why, isn’t it?’


‘Alice, if it isn’t Florence, who is it? Babies don’t just drop out of the sky, you know. I was only asleep for ten minutes . . .’


‘That’s long enough.’


‘There are tests we can do, DNA tests, to prove it’s Florence. We can sort it all out before Mum gets back. Look, she’s my mother, not yours. It’s up to me whether we ring her or not, and we’re not ringing her.’ David is babbling desperately. He cannot bear the thought of being observed in a situation of personal difficulty. I think he regards any sort of unhappiness as a shameful and absolutely private matter. For Vivienne to see him like this, tangled up in this awful mess, would be his worst nightmare.


‘Well, I haven’t got a mother, have I?’ My voice cracks. ‘Vivienne’s the closest I’ve got and I’m damn well phoning her. Police, please,’ I say into the telephone. ‘I should never have agreed to move in here. This house is jinxed!’ I snap. ‘If we lived somewhere else, this would never have happened.’


‘That’s rubbish!’ David looks as if I’ve slapped him across the face. I have insulted his beloved family home. ‘You can’t expect me to leave my son.’


‘Of course I don’t! We’d take Felix with us.’ This is the most direct exchange David and I have ever had on the matter of where we ought to live.


‘Yes, great, we’ll just take him away from Mum, who’s been like a mother to him since Laura died! I can’t believe you’d even suggest it!’


‘Police, please. I need to report an . . . I’ve just been on hold!’


‘This whole thing will blow over. It will blow over,’ David mumbles to himself. He sits down on the stairs and puts his head in his hands. Despite his efforts at self-control, his misery and shock overtake him. He has never cried in front of me before. He must be wondering if he could be wrong, no matter how sure he feels. I realise he will not forgive me for having witnessed this display of emotion.


‘Go and comfort the baby. David, listen to me. Please. The baby’s scared.’ The helpless, baffled cry pierces my heart. It is all I can do to remain upright.


Poor, poor Florence. I cannot bear to think about how badly she might be suffering. All I want is to be able to hug her close to me, feel her soft, squashy cheek against mine.


A moan rises from David’s throat. ‘What are you saying? Listen to yourself – “the baby”. She’s our daughter, our Florence. How can you do this? Put the phone down! You go and comfort her.’ He is furious with me, but also angry with himself for believing so wholeheartedly in his second chance, his new life with me and Florence. He must feel shamed now, taunted by the elation that he has felt in the past two weeks. It makes me sad to think that I understand his pain better than he will ever understand mine.


‘Help me, help me, need to report a . . . sorry, sorry.’ A woman’s voice is telling me to calm down. I am crying so hard that she cannot tell what I am saying. ‘I need to report an abduction.’ I have to repeat this twice. The misery of three people echoes around the house. ‘My baby daughter, Florence. Yes. My name is Alice Fancourt.’
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3/10/03, 12.10 pm



‘Run that one by me again,’ said Charlie. ‘You’re suggesting that David Fancourt killed Laura Cryer?’


‘It’s remedial fucking logic! Anyone with a brain would say the same, now that Alice and the kid have disappeared. And there’s something about him. I thought so as soon as I met him.’ Simon tried to put the reason for his mistrust into words. ‘There’s no real person behind his eyes. I looked at him and all I saw was a blank. Remember that Billy Idol song, ‘Eyes Without a Face’?’


‘Call me slow,’ said Charlie, knowing Simon would never be foolish enough to do so, ‘but I could have sworn I headed the team that worked on that case myself, and I could further have sworn that we got someone for it.’


‘I know all that,’ said Simon distractedly. He’d still been in uniform in those days. Charlie was the expert. Still, he couldn’t silence the voice in his head, the one that was shouting Alice’s name in the dark. And underneath that, the same question, over and over: would she have run away without telling him? Would she know that her disappearance would worry him personally as well as professionally? He hadn’t really said anything. He hadn’t said or done nearly enough.


Simon’s parents were the only two people in the world whose behaviour he could predict with absolute accuracy: their tea at six o’clock, church on Sunday morning, straight to bed after the ten o’clock news. He came from a stable background, all right. Most people seemed to think stable equalled happy.


Behind Simon’s back, a spotty bobby was playing Pokey. Every so often he hissed ‘Yesss!’ and banged into the back of Simon’s chair. The one-armed bandit machine, the canteen’s only asset. Simon hated it, regarded it as the mark of an uncivilised society. He disapproved of everything that he perceived as being in that category: noisy, beeping machine entertainment. If he ever had children – unlikely, yes, but not impossible – he would ban all computer games from the house. He’d make his kids read the classics, just as he had as a child. The lyrics of another eighties song, The Smiths this time, sprang to mind: ‘There’s more to life than books, you know, but not much more’.


Morrissey had it right. Sport was pointless, socialising too stressful. Simon loved the careful, deliberate nature of books. They gave shape to things, trained you to look for a pattern. Like a man’s second wife going missing after his first wife’s been murdered. When an author took the time and trouble to choose exactly the right words and arrange them in the right order, there was a possibility of genuine communication taking place, the thoughtful writer reaching the thoughtful reader. The opposite of what happened when two people opened their mouths and simply let their half-formed, incoherent thoughts spill out. Speak for yourself, Charlie would have said.


‘I assume it was the lovely Alice who put these suspicions about Fancourt into your mind. What’s been going on between you and her, Simon? As soon as this becomes a misper, you’ll have to tell me, so why not get it over with?’


Simon shook his head. When he had to, he’d tell her, not a moment before. As yet, no case file had been opened. He didn’t want to hurt Charlie, less still to admit how badly he’d fucked up. 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. You’ll be a suspect, you bloody idiot. How was he supposed to know that Alice and the baby would go missing? ‘Tell me about Laura Cryer,’ he said. Listening would be a distraction; speaking at any length would be an ordeal.


‘What, over a cream tea? We’ve got a shitload of work to get on with. And you haven’t answered my question.’


‘Work?’ He stared at her, outraged. ‘You mean the paperwork I thoughtlessly created by coming up with the evidence we needed to secure convictions in two major cases?’


He felt the fierceness of his own stare, wielded it like a drill. Eventually Charlie looked away. Sometimes, when Simon least expected it, she backed down. ‘This’ll have to be quick,’ she said gruffly. ‘Darryl Beer, one of the many bloody scourges of our green and pleasant land, killed Laura Cryer. He pleaded guilty, he’s banged up. End of story.’


‘That was quick,’ Simon agreed. ‘I know Beer. I arrested him a couple of times.’ Just another piece of Winstanley estate scum, streets cleaner without him. Once you’d met enough characters like Beer, you fell into using cliches, the ones you were sick of hearing other cops use, the ones you swore you’d never resort to.


‘We’ve all arrested him a couple of times. Anyway, you wanted the story so here it is: December 2000. I can’t remember the exact date, but it was a Friday night. Laura Cryer left work late – she was a scientist, worked at Rawndesley Science park for a company called BioDiverse. She went straight from the lab to her mother-in-law Vivienne Fancourt’s house, where her son Felix was. She parked just inside the gate, on that paved bit, you know?’


Simon nodded. He had set himself the task of sitting still for as long as it took Charlie to fill him in. He thought he could do it.


‘When she walked back to her car ten minutes later, Beer tried to mug her. He stabbed her with a bog-standard kitchen knife – one clean slice – and left her to bleed to death. Ran off with her Gucci handbag, minus the strap, which we found by her body. Cut by the same knife. Vivienne Fancourt found the body the next morning. Anyway, we struck lucky on the DNA front. Beer left so much hair at the scene, we could have made a wig out of it. We ran the DNA profile and there was a match. Step forward, Darryl Beer.’


Charlie smiled, remembering the satisfaction she’d felt at the time. ‘We were glad to be able to bang him up, useless junkie scrote that he is.’ She noticed Simon’s frown. ‘Oh, come on! In the two weeks before Cryer’s death, Vivienne Fancourt had phoned the station twice to report a young man loitering on her property. She gave us a description that was Darryl Beer to a tee – dyed pony-tail, tattoos. He was questioned at the time and denied it. Said it was her word against his, the cocky little shit.’


‘What was he doing there?’ asked Simon. ‘The Elms is in the middle of nowhere. It’s not as if there’s a pub or even an all-night garage nearby.’


‘How should I know?’ Charlie shrugged.


‘I’m not saying you should know. I’m saying it should bother you that you don’t.’ Simon was regularly amazed by the lack of curiosity displayed by other detectives. All too often there were aspects of cases about which Charlie and the others seemed happy to say, ‘I guess that’ll have to remain an open question.’ Not Simon. He had to know, always, everything. Not knowing made him feel helpless, which made him lash out.


‘Did Vivienne Fancourt see Darryl Beer on the night of the murder?’ he asked Charlie.


She shook her head.


‘The two times she saw him, where in the grounds . . .’


‘Behind the house, on the river side.’ She had seen that one coming. ‘Nowhere near the scene of the murder. And most of the physical evidence we found was on the body itself, on Laura Cryer’s clothes. Beer couldn’t possibly have left it during a previous visit. Because, obviously, that possibility occurred to us just as it occurred to you.’ There was a bitter edge to her voice. ‘So you can stop thinking of yourself as the lone genius amid a cluster of morons.’


‘What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’ Simon wouldn’t be told what to think, not by anybody.


‘I would have thought it was unambiguous.’ Charlie sighed. ‘Simon, we all know how good you are, okay? Sometimes I think you’d actually prefer it if we didn’t. You need to have something to grate against, don’t you?’


‘Why was there so much hair? Did Cryer pull it out? Did she struggle?’ Fuck all that psychological bullshit. Simon was interested in Laura Cryer and Darryl Beer. Really interested now. He wasn’t just asking in order to avoid an explosion. He still had that twitch in his right knee.


‘Or else the fucker’s got alopecia. No, he tried to snatch her handbag. She fought for it, probably more than he’d anticipated. She must have done, or it wouldn’t have ended in a stabbing, would it?’


‘You mentioned tattoos.’


‘Love and hate on his knuckles.’ Charlie mimed a yawn. ‘Not very original.’


‘So, you arrested him,’ Simon prompted. As if by speeding up her account he could find Alice quicker.


‘Sellers and Gibbs did. As soon as they heard about Vivienne Fancourt’s intruder, they picked him up. The lab put a rush on the DNA, and let’s just say we weren’t exactly surprised to get the result we got.’


‘You knew where you wanted the evidence to take you, and lo and behold . . .’


‘Simon, I’m not in the mood for one man’s struggle against the system today, I’m really not. This isn’t a Greek tragedy, it’s Spilling fucking nick, okay? Shut the fuck up and listen!’ Charlie paused, to compose herself. ‘Beer protested his innocence, predictably. Made up some shite alibi which didn’t really stand up. Claimed he was in his flat, watching telly with his mate, who appeared to be marginally less trustworthy than Beer himself. He didn’t have a brief, so he got the duty solicitor. We kept at him for a while, trying to trip him up. He didn’t know we had a trump card up our sleeve, of course.’


‘And you didn’t tell him,’ Simon guessed aloud.


‘Phase disclosure, all above board,’ said Charlie smugly. ‘We did our best to twirl him and it didn’t work. Once we were sure we weren’t going to get anything out of him, we pulled the DNA match out of the hat. His solicitor went mental.’


‘What did Beer say?’


‘He still denied it. It didn’t do him any good, though. We had the evidence we needed. Anyway, his brief must have talked some sense into him. After a few weeks as Her Majesty’s guest at Earlmount, Beer suddenly changed his story. He confessed. Not to murder, to aggravated assault. He turned Queen’s, shopped a couple of prominent local low-lifes, promised to go into rehab and counselling, and got himself a lighter sentence. Fucking disgrace, when you think about it. Twat’ll probably be out before we know it.’


‘Where is he now? Not still at Earlmount?’


Charlie pursed her lips and glared at Simon. After a few seconds she said, grudgingly, ‘Brimley.’ A category A/B prison, about ten miles from Culver Ridge in the direction of the very unlovely town of Combingham. An iron grey sprawling concrete offence, it stood neglected among drab fields that looked, whenever Simon drove past them, as if they had been shorn by a particularly savage piece of machinery and doused with noxious chemicals.


‘Did Beer know the details of how Cryer was killed?’ he asked. ‘When he confessed, I mean.’


‘Only a hazy version. He claimed he’d been off his head on drugs and barely remembered anything. That was how he got the charge dropped to aggravated assault.’


‘He didn’t tell you robbery was the motive?’


‘What else could it have been?’ Charlie frowned. A question, thought Simon; an important question, yet she presented it as an answer. ‘Beer didn’t know Cryer. They didn’t exactly mix in the same circles. He’d obviously been hanging round The Elms in the weeks before, looking for opportunities to break in. It’s a fairly obvious target, let’s face it – biggest house in the area. He was probably having another scout round the place when he saw Cryer walking towards him with a Gucci handbag dangling from her shoulder. He ran off with the bag, he was a drug addict – yes, I’d say it’s a pretty safe bet that robbery was the motive.’


Just occasionally, the expression on Charlie’s face when she said certain words reminded Simon of the class difference between them. There was a way of saying ‘drug addict’ as if you’d never met one, as if the flawed and the weak belonged in a different universe. That was how Charlie said it. And she’d met hundreds. ‘Did he give you the murder weapon? Or the bag?’


‘He couldn’t remember what he’d done with either, and we never found them. It happens, Simon,’ she added, defensively. ‘Doesn’t mean the scrote’s innocent.’ All male offenders were scrotes. Women were splits. The police’s secret language was a second uniform. It made everyone feel safe.


‘A kitchen knife, you said?’ That sounded wrong. ‘Wouldn’t Beer’s type be more likely to have a shooter?’


‘He might be more likely to, but he didn’t,’ Charlie said calmly. ‘He had a kitchen knife. Focus on the known, Simon. The DNA match. The knife wound in Laura Cryer’s chest.’ She was as vigilant in defending her certainties as Simon was in examining his doubts. The combination wasn’t always comfortable.


‘Did you interview the family? The Fancourts?’


‘God, if only we’d thought of that! Of course we bloody did. David Fancourt and Laura Cryer had been separated for several years by the time she was killed. They were in the process of getting a divorce and he was engaged to his second wife. He had no reason to want Cryer dead.’


‘Alimony? Custody?’ She’d avoided mentioning Alice by name. It could have been a coincidence.


‘Fancourt’s not exactly strapped for cash. You’ve seen the house. And why assume he’d have wanted full custody? He still got to see his son, and he had his new romance to think of. Having a kid around full-time might have been a bit of a passion-killer.’


She had the air of somebody answering these questions for the first time, which worried Simon. ‘The family would have closed ranks,’ he said. ‘They always do, especially when there’s a prime suspect like Beer in the frame. It’s much easier to assume it’s the outsider.’


‘“The outsider!”’ Charlie sneered. ‘Aw, you make him sound all sweet and lonely. He’s a fucking drug addict piece of shit. Simon, come off it, for Christ’s sake. You know as well as I do that drugs are always involved. There are three kinds of murders: domestics blown up out of control, sex attacks, and drug-dealing scrotes with shooters waging turf wars. But basically, most of them usually boil down to drugs at some level.’


‘Usually that’s true. But not always.’ Simon’s body and mind felt numb, anaesthetised. What did he know now that he hadn’t before? There was a difference between facts and truth. Very fucking profound. It was too easy to hide behind words. Movement now seemed impossible. Talking to Charlie had trapped him in the cerebral, the theoretical. He was discussing a woman he had never met, either alive or dead. He might never get up out of his chair.


‘Okay, then, I’m listening. Why would David Fancourt want to kill Laura Cryer? Why?’ Charlie demanded.


‘They were separated. Did anyone ask why? Maybe the reason they split up was relevant. There might have been some animosity between them.’ Coward, said the voice in his head. Do something.


Charlie chewed the inside of her lip. ‘True,’ she said. ‘And there equally might not. Plenty of people separate because they fall out of love, but they still like each other. Or so I’m told. Let’s face it, you and I know sod all about marriage. I’m sure the way we imagine it is nothing like the real thing.’ A knowing smile pulled at the corners of her mouth.


Simon cast about for a plausible change of subject. Being single was something Charlie thought they had in common, but Simon preferred to think of himself as not yet attached. Single sounded too defensive. If you felt defensive, you really didn’t want to sound it.


Charlie slept with a lot of men and was vocal about it at all the wrong times. Like now, when Simon had no space in his head for her comic flippancy. If she hadn’t mentioned sex yet, then she was about to. She made a point of turning her love life into entertainment for her team, which was enough to get Colin Sellers and Chris Gibbs in on time every day for the next instalment. Was there a new one, daily? It sometimes felt that way. And there was little love involved as far as Simon could tell.


He didn’t like the thought of men mistreating Charlie. He couldn’t understand why she allowed so many to use and discard her. She deserved better. He’d raised it once, tentatively, and she had pounced on him, insisting that she was the one who did the using and discarding, the one in control.


Simon shook his head. Charlie could distract him too easily. Alice was the one who was missing. She was still missing. Nobody had come to tell them it was a mistake.


‘You’re wasting your time and mine with all this, Simon. David Fancourt wasn’t anywhere near Spilling the night Laura Cryer was killed.’


‘He wasn’t? Where was he, then?’


‘In London, with his fiancée.’


‘You mean . . . ?’ Simon felt heat under his skin. Charlie had been sitting on Fancourt’s alibi all this time, saving her trump card. Phase fucking disclosure.


‘Yes. Alice was his alibi, although no-one really thought he needed one because – did I mention this? – the evidence against Darryl Beer was beyond doubt.’ Charlie leaned her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. ‘So, if Alice Fancourt told you her husband killed Laura Cryer, she’s lying. Or else she was lying then. Either way, I’d say there’s quite a lot pointing to her being untrustworthy. If you remember, I said she was unhinged right from the start.’ Charlie’s expression darkened. ‘A mad bitch, I think was how I put it.’


Simon knew that if he spoke now, he’d say something that would be difficult, later, to take back. He grabbed his jacket and got the hell away from Charlie as quickly as he could.
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Friday September 26, 2003



The worst things in life only strike once. I say this to my patients to help them move forward with their lives, to enable them to process the disasters that have befallen them. As soon as it is over, whatever it is, you can begin to console yourself with the thought that it will never happen again.


It worked for me when my parents died in a car crash eight years ago. I stood at their funeral, feeling as if the stitches that had held my soul together all these years were now slowly, painfully coming undone. I was a twenty-eight-year-old orphan. I didn’t have any siblings to turn to. I had friends, but friendship felt thin and inadequate, like a summer jacket in winter. I needed, craved, family. I carried my lost, beloved parents around with me like a hole in my heart.


My friends and colleagues were surprised by how badly I was affected. People seemed to think that, having had twenty-eight years of love and security, I would be well-equipped to deal with my sudden loss. I quickly learned that I was expected to be somehow insulated against what might otherwise have been extreme pain by having had a secure, happy childhood. Everyone waited for me to bounce back, to start to focus on the good times, the fond memories. Their complacent assumptions were an insult to my grief and pushed me from a state of mourning into one of severe depression. I got the impression my friends were itching to say, ‘Oh, well, they had a good innings, didn’t they?’ But my parents were only in their early fifties when they died.


I kept in touch with nobody when I left London. The company of my friends, when I’d really needed them, had made me feel lonelier than any amount of solitude ever could. It wasn’t their fault, of course. They tried their best to jolly me along. They weren’t to know that their forced and ever-so-slightly impatient cheerfulness was suffocating me like poison gas.


I survived in the only way I could – by allowing myself to feel the worst feelings for as long as they needed to be felt. At my lowest point, I had only one consolation. I was able to say to myself, plausibly, that at least this would never happen to me again. I could not lose my parents twice. Whatever else my future might contain, there would be no lorry that would skid on a patch of ice and plough on to the wrong side of the Al near Newark, straight into my parents’ car, the new Audi they’d bought when they passed the trusty old Volvo on to me. That had already happened. It was over.


But this nightmare, the one I’m living now, is not over. It is only just beginning. I see now that trouble doesn’t always strike, in a clean, wham-bam-thank-you-Ma’am kind of way. Sometimes it drifts into your vicinity like bad weather, creeps up on you and lingers, deepening with every day that goes by. I cannot see any way out of this despair because I still do not know how much worse things are going to get.


I have locked myself in the bedroom. David has tried to reason with me through the door, to persuade me, feature by feature, that the baby in the house is so identical to Florence in every particular that she can only be Florence. He has given up now. I didn’t allow myself to hear him. I blocked out his words with a pair of foam earplugs. I keep these in the top drawer of my bedside cabinet at The Elms. Without them, David’s snoring would keep me awake. He is always indignant when I mention this. He says I snored while I was pregnant and he didn’t make a fuss about it, but then David could sleep through a rock concert. Nothing wakes him.


This is one of the details I know about my husband. What else do I know? That he is excellent with machines of all kinds, anything electronic or mechanical. That his favourite meal is roast beef with all the trimmings. That he buys me flowers for my birthday and our anniversary and treats me to long weekends in five star hotels to celebrate these and other special occasions. That he calls women ladies.


I have never opposed him before. I have always perceived him as being too fragile. When we first met, Laura had recently left him and he was dealing not only with the disintegration of his hopes for a happy family life but also with the agony of separation from Felix. Although he didn’t like to talk about how much this hurt him, I could imagine it all too easily. I handled him with extreme care, not wanting to add to his unhappiness in any way.


When Laura died so suddenly and violently three years ago, David stopped confiding in me altogether. He became quiet and withdrawn, and I found myself being even more tactful and placatory around him. Felix came to live at The Elms, which must have made David happy, yet at the same time he is bound to have felt guilty and confused because the event that led to his reunion with his son was one which must have been terribly painful for him. I have learned from the counselling component of my homeopathy training that it is often much harder to deal with the death of somebody who is close to us if our feelings for that person are in any way unresolved or problematic.


I thought that by respecting David’s emotional privacy and loving him as fiercely as I did, I would eventually convince him that it was safe to open up to me, but I was wrong. As he got used to life with Felix at The Elms, and as he came to terms with the idea that Laura was not around any more, David became, on the surface, his old, charming self, but the emotional distance between us remained, and he seemed so resistant to my attempts to close it that I began to wonder if he actively wanted a barrier in place. I was reluctant to force or rush him. I told myself that he probably still found the rawness deep down too painful to confront, that in order to believe in his façade of normality he might need to operate, for a while, on a more superficial level. Three years on, we have still not discussed Laura’s death, and I have never managed to shake off the feeling that I must be careful not to say anything that will disturb his mental equilibrium.


Part of the reason I refused to open the door when he begged me to is that I cannot bear to confront the damage all this is doing to him. I worry that the nightmare we have embarked upon today will destroy him.


Vivienne is coming home. She is cutting short her and Felix’s holiday, as I knew she would. How could she not? I don’t know what she will say to Felix, what any of us will say. Nothing, if the past is any kind of indicator. Neither Vivienne nor David talks to Felix about Laura, at least not in front of me. Her name is never mentioned.


I wish I could spend more time alone with Felix. If things had been different, he and I might by now have become close. I might have been almost like a mum to him. I want to be a proper step-mother, but there is no room for such a figure in Felix’s life. Vivienne is his mother substitute. He even calls her Mum, because he is used to hearing David call her that.


I’m not sure Felix realises that I am one of the grown-ups. He relates to me as if I am another child who happens to live in the same house as him.


David is a conscientious father. He and Vivienne make sure that he spends at least one whole day each weekend with Felix. He regards his son as a test that he must pass, and would vehemently deny, if I were to suggest it, that Felix reminds him of Laura in any way, even though, with his shiny black hair and pale blue eyes, he is the image of her.


David is good at denial. He will deny that he fell asleep and left the front door open. He is an exemplary father, he will insist. He wouldn’t let anyone abduct his beloved daughter, the child of his happy second marriage.


I am impatient for Vivienne and the police to arrive. I sit here quietly, cross-legged on the bed, pressing my back, which still aches from the months of pregnancy, against the iron frame, and await these two very different authorities. I try to imagine the next hour, the next day or week, but my mind is one giant blank. I simply cannot envisage any future at all. I feel as if time stopped when I walked into Florence’s nursery and started to scream.


I wish I had cuddled her more, breathed in more of her sweet, fresh baby smell while I could. Not to be able to hold her is torture, but worse than the pain, far worse, is the fear. There is a horribly uncertain future ahead, one that I’m not sure I can influence in any way.


David will tell everybody that I am deluded. Who will the police believe? I have heard that they are, by and large, male chauvinists. What if they decide I’m an unfit mother and call in social services? I might not spend another night in this room, with its large sash windows and real fireplace, its view of the Silsford hills in the distance. David and I might never again sleep side by side, here or anywhere. When we first met, I was so full of hope for our life together. To think of that now makes me ache with sadness.


I will not speak to my husband again until there are witnesses present. How odd that only last night the two of us sat on Vivienne’s sofa drinking wine and watching a silly romantic comedy together, laughing and yawning, David’s arm round my shoulder. The speed of the way things have changed between us has left me dizzy with shock.


I hear his voice downstairs. ‘Come on, Little Face,’ he says. That’s a new one. I make a mental note to mention this to the police when they arrive. David has called Florence ‘Mrs Tiggywinkle’ since the day she was born, apart from when he calls her ‘Mrs Tiggy’ for short. ‘Ten tiggy fingers, ten tiggy toes, two tiggy ears and one tiggy nose,’ he has sung to her every day, at least once. He did so this morning.


I know that David loves Florence as much as I do. The urge to comfort him is so firmly embedded in me that it will be a struggle to fight it. I must, though, if he continues to insist that the baby downstairs is our daughter. I will have to learn to regard his pain with total detachment. This is what danger and fear do to a person, to a marriage.


‘Shall we lie you on your changing mat for a bit of a kickabout?’ he says now. His voice floats up from the little lounge, directly underneath our bedroom. He sounds calm and efficient, for my benefit, I suspect. He is playing the role of the rational one.


A jolt of adrenaline shocks me into action. The camera. How could I have forgotten? I leap up off the bed, run to my wardrobe and throw open the door. There, on top of a pile of shoes, is my hospital bag, not yet unpacked. I rummage frantically and find my camera, a little black box with curved edges that contains the first photos of Florence. I open the back, stroke the smooth black cylinder of film with my thumb. Thank God, I murmur to myself. Now, surely, I have a chance of being believed.
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3/10/03, 1.30 pm



There was no sign of Charlie in the CID room. Shit. Without her, Simon could hardly find out from Proust what David Fancourt had said. Colin Sellers and Chris Gibbs, two of the other Ds in Charlie’s team, were working their way through a tower of files with what looked to Simon like slightly overdone urgency. For which there could only be one explanation.


Simon turned and saw Detective Inspector Proust in his office in the corner of the room. It was more of a glass box than an office, a bit like an exhibition case in an art gallery, one in which you might find the cross-section of a dead animal, except that the bottom half was made of cheap plasterboard which, for some reason, was carpeted – the same drab, ribbed grey as the CID room floor. The inspector’s top half was visible through the glass as he orbited his desk, holding the phone in one hand and his ‘World’s Greatest Grandad’ mug in the other.


David Fancourt must have left, then. Unless Proust had handed him over to Charlie. Perhaps that was where she was, in an interview room with that bastard. Simon sat down beside Gibbs and Sellers, drumming his fingers on the desk. The CID room closed in on him, with its peeling green paint and smell of stale sweat, its constant computerised hum. A person could suffocate in here. Pinned to one wall were photographs of victims, blood visible on some of their faces and bodies. Simon couldn’t bear to think of Alice in that condition. But she wasn’t, she couldn’t be. His imagination wouldn’t allow it.


Something nagged at his subconscious, something to do with what Charlie had told him about the Laura Cryer case. He wasn’t wise enough to stop fretting about it and allow it to come to him effortlessly later. Instead, he sat in his chair, shoulders hunched, and made his brain pound trying to dredge it up from the murky depths of his memory. Pointless.


Before he was aware he’d made a decision, Simon was on his feet again. He couldn’t sit and twiddle his thumbs when he had no idea if Alice was okay. Where the fuck was Charlie? Free, for once, of her restraining influence, he marched over to Proust’s office and knocked on the door, hard, beating out a rhythm of emergency. With Proust, you normally waited until you were summoned, even if you were a sergeant, like Charlie. Simon heard Gibbs and Sellers speculating in whispers about what his problem was.


Proust didn’t look as surprised as he might have done. ‘DC Waterhouse,’ he said, emerging from his cubicle. ‘Just the man I need to see.’ His voice was stern, but that told Simon nothing. The inspector always sounded severe. According to his wife Lizzie, whom Simon had met at a couple of parties, Proust used the same tone when he spoke to his family that he used in court and at press conferences.


‘Sir, I know David Fancourt’s been in.’ Simon got straight to the point. ‘I know his wife and daughter are missing. Is he with Charlie?’


Proust sighed, flaying Simon with his glare. He was a small, thin, bald man in his mid-fifties, whose bad moods were able to travel beyond his skin and contaminate whole rooms full of people. Thus he ensured that everyone benefited from keeping him happy. The Snowman; Proust knew about the nickname and liked it.


‘Listen very carefully, Waterhouse. I’m going to ask you a question, and I want you to tell me the truth, even if you know it means big trouble for you. If you lie to me . . .’ He paused to stare portentously at Simon. ‘If you lie to me, Waterhouse, you can consider your career in the police force to be at an end. You will rue this day. Do we understand each other?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Pointless to say that neither of the alternatives sounded particularly appealing.


‘And don’t think I won’t find out if you lie, because I will.’


‘Sir.’ Frustration coursed through Simon’s veins, but he tried to look calm. There was no short-cut when talking to Proust. You had to jump through the many hoops he set up. He started each conversation with a firm view about how it ought to be structured. He spoke in paragraphs.


‘Where are Alice and Florence Fancourt?’


‘Sir?’ Simon looked up, startled.


‘Is that the only word you know, Waterhouse? Because if it is, I’d be happy to lend you a Thesaurus. I’ll ask you again: where are Alice and Florence Fancourt?’


‘I’ve no idea. I know they’ve gone missing, sir. I know that’s why Fancourt came in this morning, but I don’t know where they are. Why would I?’


‘Hmph.’ Proust turned away, rubbing his nose. Deep in thought, perfecting his next line. ‘So anyone who suggested that you and Mrs Fancourt are closer than you ought to be would be incorrect, would they?’


‘Yes. They would, sir.’ Simon feigned indignation. With some success, he thought. Proust’s controlled pauses raised the stakes so high that he ended up watching everybody’s finest performances. ‘Who said that? Is that what Fancourt said?’ Or perhaps it was Charlie, the traitor. Simon knew only one thing: he couldn’t lose this job. He’d done it better than most, first as a bobby and then in CID, for seven years. He’d half-wanted to lose all his previous jobs, to go out in a blaze of misunderstood glory once things started to go wrong. The dental hospital, the tourist information bureau, the building society – he hadn’t cared about any of them. They were full of dullards who droned on about ‘the real world’ every time they saw Simon with a book in his hand. As if books weren’t as real as cash ISAs, for fuck’s sake. No, he’d regarded getting the sack from those shit-holes as a tribute, proof of his worth.


His mother had disagreed. Simon could still picture the way her face had drooped when he’d told her that he’d been fired from his job as an art gallery security guard, his fourth in two years. ‘What will I tell the priest?’ she’d said.


No reply from the Snowman. Simon could feel beads of sweat forming on his forehead. ‘Fancourt’s a liar, sir,’ he blurted out. ‘I don’t trust him.’


The inspector took a sip from his mug and waited. Alarmingly cool, like an ice cube down your back on a hot day.


Simon knew he probably ought to keep his mouth shut, but he found he couldn’t. ‘Sir, shouldn’t we look at the Laura Cryer case again, in the circumstances?’ Proust had nominally been in charge of the investigation three years ago, though it had been Charlie, Sellers, Gibbs and the rest of the team who’d done all the work. ‘I’ve just told Char . . . Sergeant Zailer the same thing. Alice Fancourt didn’t trust David Fancourt either. It was obvious she didn’t. And women know their husbands, don’t they? Sir, given that Fancourt’s first wife was killed and now Alice has gone missing as well, shouldn’t Fancourt be our prime suspect? Shouldn’t that be our first line of enquiry?’ He wasn’t normally so talkative. Proust would have to see the logic of what he was saying if he repeated himself enough.


‘“Women know their husbands!”’


Simon jumped. The sudden increase in volume told him that his turn was over and he had used it unwisely. Proust was going to make him pay for trying to determine the direction of their dialogue. He shouldn’t have said so much, so urgently. He’d introduced a new element; Proust hated that.


‘Women know their husbands, do they? And on that basis, you suspect David Fancourt of murder?’


‘Sir, if . . .’


‘Let me tell you something, Waterhouse. Every Saturday night, my wife and I have dinner with some-tedious-body or other, and I have to sit there like a prat while she makes up stories about me. Giles this, Giles that, Giles doesn’t like lemon meringue pie because he was forced to eat it at school, Giles prefers Spain to Italy, he thinks the people are more friendly. Seventy-five per cent of these stories are fiction, pure and simple. Oh, there’s a grain of truth in some of them, but mostly they’re made up. Women do not know their husbands, Waterhouse. You only say that because you’re not married. Women talk drivel because it entertains them. They fill the air with random words, and they don’t much care whether what they’re saying has any basis in fact.’ Proust was red in the face by the end of his speech. Simon knew better than to reply.


‘A pretty, manipulative woman spins you a yarn and you fall for it! Darryl Beer killed Laura Cryer because she fought for her handbag. He left half the contents of his scalp all over her body. What are you playing at, Waterhouse? Hm? You could end up where I am if you play your cards right. You could be a seriously good detective. I was the first person to say so, when you were here on secondment. And you’ve struck lucky more than once recently, I’ll grant you that. But I’m telling you now, you can’t afford any more mistakes.’


Struck lucky? Simon’s fists itched to fly through the air in the direction of Proust’s smug face. The inspector made it sound as if anyone might have achieved what Simon had in the past month, when he must have known damn well no-one else could or would have, certainly not anyone presently working in CID. At least, no-one else had, and that was what fucking mattered.


And what was all this shit about ‘any more mistakes’? Simon had had a couple of Reg 9s but never anything serious. Everyone had the odd Reg 9, minor disciplinary stuff. And, unless his memory was playing up, Proust had just described Alice as manipulative. That opinion must have come from Charlie, who was herself capable of being ruthlessly manipulative. Alice seemed to Simon to be an utterly straightforward person, entirely without guile. He clamped his mouth shut and started to count inside his head. By thirty-two, he still wanted to knock Proust to the ground. And Charlie, while he was at it.


‘What is it with you and women, Waterhouse? Why don’t you get yourself a girlfriend?’


Simon froze, eyes fixed on the floor. This was something he definitely didn’t want to talk about. To anyone, ever. He kept his head down and waited for Proust to finish his rant.


‘I don’t know what’s going on in your personal life, Waterhouse, and I don’t care, but if it affects work then I care. You come in here, giving it “Charlie this” and “Alice that” – this is CID, not a tawdry soap opera. Sort yourself out!’


‘Sorry, sir.’ Now was a bad time to start shaking. It was probably the effort of suppressing all his anger and frustration. Simon hoped Proust hadn’t noticed, Proust who noticed everything. Why had he said that, about girlfriends?


‘Look at the state of you! You’re a mess!’


‘I’ll . . . sorry, sir.’


‘So let’s be absolutely clear: apart from your official involvement with Alice Fancourt over the allegations she made about her baby, you’ve had no contact with her at all. Is that correct?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You aren’t carrying on with her?’


‘No.’ This, at least, was true. ‘She had a baby less than a month ago, sir.’


‘What about while she was pregnant? Before she was pregnant?’


‘I’ve only known her a week, sir.’


Was it really only last Friday? It felt like longer. Simon had been on his way to pick up some CCTV footage his team needed for an ongoing misper, when he’d heard PC Robbie Meakin’s voice on his radio, asking for any car to go to a residence called The Elms, on the Rawndesley Road. ‘Woman by the name of Alice Fancourt. Says her baby’s been abducted.’


Simon had been struck by the coincidence. He’d passed that property only about twenty seconds earlier and noticed the open, wrought-iron gates that must have been specially made to incorporate the name of the house in two large circles: ‘The’ on the gate on the left, ‘Elms’ on the right. Classier than those painted wooden signs, Simon had thought. ‘I’m there. I’ll take it,’ he’d told Meakin. Reluctant though he was to be saddled with another case when he already had more than enough in his crime cue, he would have felt guilty ignoring this one when he was on the spot. It was a baby, after all.


He pulled in, turned the car round and headed back in the direction of Spilling. He’d barely accelerated when he found himself in front of The Elms. He could see a long driveway, a slice of tall, white house at the end of it, cut off by trees on one side and what looked like a barn on the other. In front of the barn, on the side nearest to the road, there was a paved area on which two cars were parked under bent, overhanging trees – a metallic blue BMW and a maroon Volvo that looked four hundred years old.


Simon waited not so patiently for a gap in the oncoming traffic so that he could turn in to the driveway. As he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, Meakin’s voice emerged from the static again. ‘Waterhouse?’


‘Yep.’


‘Are you confidential?’


‘Yeah.’


‘You’re gonna love this. The woman’s husband’s just phoned. He reckons the baby hasn’t been abducted.’


‘Hey?’


‘There is a baby in the house. They both seem to agree on that. Husband reckons it’s the one they brought home from hospital, wife says it isn’t.’ Meakin chuckled.


Simon groaned. ‘Fucking hell!’


‘Too late. You said you were taking it.’


‘You bastard, Meakin.’ Finally the traffic stopped and Simon was able to get across the road. Not that he wanted to any more. Why hadn’t he left this one for uniforms to deal with? He was too bloody conscientious for his own good. An abducted baby was one thing. That was serious. A woman claiming her baby was the wrong baby, that was a whole different kettle of fish. Simon was sure he’d landed himself a real winder. Alice Fancourt, he had no doubt, would turn out to be a hormonal housewife who woke up on the wrong side of bed this morning and decided to waste everybody’s time.


And so more paperwork was generated. It didn’t matter how absurd the allegation was. In these days of ethical crime reporting, every load of nonsense had to be crimed, given a case number and assigned to a sergeant, who in turn would assign it to a detective. It was part of the police force’s attempt to pretend that it took all members of the public seriously. Which of course it didn’t.


It wasn’t the paperwork that worried Simon. He’d been in his element, while on secondment to CID, as evidence officer. He was less comfortable with the messy and often horrific human pantomimes he encountered on a daily basis, the ferocity of feeling that his work sometimes brought him into contact with. He was embarrassed to be present at many of the scenes that required his presence, and did most of his best work alone with his thoughts, or with a stack of files in front of him. Away from other people, anyway, other people and their mediocre ideas.


‘Oh, and one more thing,’ said Meakin.


‘Yes?’ It was unlikely to be good news.


‘The address, The Elms – it’s got an information marker against it on the computer.’


‘Saying?’


‘Just says “See linked incident”, and the incident number.’


Simon sighed and scribbled down the number Meakin gave him. He’d check it out later.


He parked next to the BMW and the knackered Volvo, noticing that the former was covered in dead leaves from the trees above, while the Volvo had only two on its bonnet, one red and one brownish-yellow. Simon walked up the driveway and rang the bell. The front door was solid wood and looked absurdly thick, as if it might be as deep as it was wide. The house was palatial, with a perfectly square, symmetrical façade. Its blank tidiness made Simon think of an article he had once read in a newspaper about a hotel that was made of ice. There was something forbidding about the apparent perfection on display that made Simon look even harder for chips and cracks. He found none. The white paintwork on the outer walls and window frames was immaculate.


After a few seconds, a slim, clean-shaven man wearing a checked shirt and jeans opened the door. He was a few inches shorter than Simon, and the vastness of the house made him appear even smaller than he was. His hair was light brown and looked as if it had been expensively cut. Simon guessed that most women would find his regular, well-proportioned features attractive.


David Fancourt. He had looked guilty, or embarrassed, or furtive. Something, anyway. No, not guilty. Simon hadn’t thought that at the time. That was hindsight, backwards projection, like when you watch a film you’ve already seen and you know what’s going to happen in the end. ‘At last,’ Fancourt said impatiently as he opened the door. He was holding a very young baby in his arms and a bottle of milk in one hand. The baby had a rounder head than many Simon had seen. Some looked dented, squashed. This one had hardly any hair and a couple of tiny white spots on its nose. Its eyes were open and it seemed to peer with intense curiosity, although Simon was sure he’d imagined that part. More memory tricks.


Behind Fancourt, he saw a spacious hall and a curved staircase made of dark, polished wood. How the other half lives, he thought. ‘I’m Detective Constable Waterhouse. You reported the abduction of a baby?’


‘David Fancourt. My wife has gone mad.’ His tone implied that this was, if not Simon’s fault, then at the very least his sole responsibility now that he had turned up.


And then, at the top of the stairs, Simon had seen Alice.
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Friday September 26, 2003



There is only one policeman. I’m sure they send two when they think it’s serious. That’s what happens on television, at any rate. I could scream with frustration. I decide not to. David has just told Detective Constable Waterhouse that I am mad, utterly mad, and I must not behave in a way that will instantly prove him right.


The policeman spots me at the top of the stairs and smiles briefly. It is a worried smile, and he continues to look at me long after it has faded. I cannot tell if he is trying to assess my mental state or find clues somewhere on my person or clothing, but he certainly stares at me for a long time. He is not wearing a police uniform. He described himself as a detective. Maybe these are both good signs. I think I remember someone telling me that plain clothes policemen are more senior.


I am heartened by his appearance. He is not handsome, but looks solid and serious. Best of all, he seems alert. He does not have the air of someone who is coasting along on autopilot, doing the bare minimum to get through his working day.


His big grey eyes are still locked on me. He is well-built, broad-shouldered, heavy without being fat. Burly is the word that springs to mind. The bridge of his nose is slightly misshapen, as if it has been broken. Beside him, David looks slight. Also vain, with his expensive, Italian salon haircut. Detective Constable Waterhouse has short bristly brown hair that looks as if it has been cut by a barber for a few pounds.


He has a square, slightly rugged face. It’s the sort of face you could imagine being carved into a rock. I have no difficulty believing that he is a man who protects and rescues people, delivers justice. I hope he will deliver some to me. I guess that he is about my age, maybe slightly older, and wonder what his first name is.


‘I’m Alice Fancourt,’ I tell him. On legs that feel as feeble and inadequate as pipe-cleaners, I make my way towards him. When I am near enough, I shake his hand. David is furious that I am not proving him right by gibbering neurotically.


‘She’s drunk,’ he says. ‘She came back stinking of booze. She shouldn’t even have been out driving! It’s only two weeks since she had major abdominal surgery. She threatened to stab me.’


I feel my throat constrict with shock and hurt. I know he’s upset, but how can he be so quick to bad-mouth me in front of a stranger? I would find it hard to do the same to him. It isn’t as if love has a switch that you can flick to ‘on’ or ‘off’ at will. Then it occurs to me that perhaps it is the strength of David’s love for me that fuels his rage. I would prefer to think this.


When he last spoke to Vivienne on the phone, he agreed with her that it was safe for me to drive, despite what the midwife had said. Now, it seems, he has changed his mind. David is not accustomed to disagreeing with his mother. Faced with one of her strong opinions, he is usually quiet and acquiescent. In her absence he spouts her theories about life word for word, as if he is trying on a personality that is too big for him. I sometimes wonder if David really knows himself at all. Or perhaps it is just that I do not know him.


‘Please, Mr Fancourt, there’s no need to be unpleasant,’ says Detective Constable Waterhouse. ‘You’ll both get a chance to have your say. Let’s just try to sort out this mess, shall we?’


‘It’s more than a mess! Someone’s kidnapped my daughter. You need to get out there and start looking for her.’ The policeman looks uncomfortable when I say this. I suspect that he is embarrassed on my behalf. How can she stand there and say that, he wonders, when there is a clearly visible infant in her husband’s arms? He will be tempted to draw the most obvious conclusion: there is a baby in the house, therefore that baby must be our daughter.


‘Florence is right here,’ David snaps.


‘I think my husband feels guilty,’ I explain frantically, feeling my composure begin to slip away. I realise what is wrong. There is a sense of urgency missing from the proceedings. Everything is happening too slowly. That means the policeman doesn’t believe me. My words come rushing out in a torrent. ‘His guilt is expressing itself as anger. He fell asleep when he should have been looking after the baby. When I came back, I found the front door open. It’s never open! Someone must have come in and swapped our daughter Florence for . . .’ I point, unable to say any more.


‘No, that’s all rubbish, actually, because this is Florence, right here! Notice who’s the one holding her, Inspector, the one looking after her, giving her her milk, comforting her while her mother cracks up.’ David turns to me. ‘Guilt expressing itself as anger – what a load of rubbish. Do you know what she does for a living, Inspector? Go on, tell him.’


‘I’m not an inspector, I’m a detective,’ says Waterhouse. ‘Mr Fancourt, you’re not helping by being so aggressive.’ He doesn’t like David, but he believes him.


‘He’s being aggressive because he’s frightened,’ I say. I believe this is true. My theory (I have had to resort to developing theories about my husband over the years, since he never confides in me) is that a lot of David’s behaviour is motivated by fear.


He appears to think my occupation is in itself enough to discredit me. I feel wounded and belittled. I have always craved David’s good opinion. I thought I had it. I have been married to him for two years. Before today, we have never exchanged harsh words, never argued, sulked, rowed. I used to think this was because we were in love, but in retrospect, our politeness seems entirely unnatural. I once asked David which party he voted for. He dodged the question, and I could tell he was shocked I’d asked. I felt awful, like an oaf with no sense of decorum. Vivienne regards it as bad manners to talk about politics, even to one’s own family.


David is a very handsome man. The mere sight of him used to make me feel as if my stomach was doing somersaults. Now, I can neither imagine nor recreate my former desire for him. It would seem absurd, like lusting after an illustration. I admit to myself for the first time that my husband is a stranger. The closeness I have yearned for since I met him has eluded me, eluded us.


David works for a company that makes computer games. He and his friend Russell set up the business together. Russell was an acquaintance of mine at university, and it was at his wedding that I met David for the first time. I had finally surfaced from my depression, but the aching loneliness was still there. I could just about dodge it during the day if I kept myself busy, but it always caught up with me in the evening, when I would cry for at least an hour, usually more.


I am ashamed to admit it, but I even invented an imaginary friend for myself. I gave him a name: Stephen Taylor. I chose a common, everyday name to make him seem more real, I think. I could only get to sleep at night if I pretended he was holding me in his arms and whispering that he would always be there for me.


Stephen disappeared on the day of Russell’s wedding. Somebody wrote my name next to David’s on the seating plan and saved my life, or at least that was how it felt.


Almost the first thing David told me was that his wife had left him before their son was born, that he only saw Felix occasionally, for a couple of hours at a time. Ironically, I remember admiring his openness. I didn’t know then that he would never again confide in me in the way that he did on that day. Perhaps there was an element of calculation involved and the Felix story was David’s equivalent of a chat-up line.


It worked. I told him about my parents, of course. Talking to David made me realise that death is only one way in which we can lose those we love. I wanted to console him in his misery, and for him to console me in mine. I felt as if I’d met him for a reason and was totally determined that we would rescue one another, that I would end up as his wife. I was desperate to be Mrs Fancourt, to belong to a family again and have children of my own. Fear of being alone, of remaining alone throughout my life, was an all-consuming obsession.


Despite his obvious sadness about Felix, David kept saying that he didn’t want to ruin my day by being miserable, and spent the afternoon entertaining and flattering me. He told me his Welsh joke, having first asked, ‘You aren’t, by any chance, at all Welsh, are you?’ The joke was about a man who went to the police station to report that his bicycle had been stolen. ‘I came out of chapel, and there it was – gone!’ David delivered the punchline in an appalling accent that made me giggle for days afterwards every time I thought about it. I couldn’t get him out of my mind. He had the warmest smile and twinkliest eyes of everyone at the wedding, and looked as much like a caricature of a wonderful, dream-come-true, romantic hero as the baddies in the games he and Russell design look like caricatures of pure evil, with their red and black capes, their mouths full of fangs and fire.


David and Russell never seem to run out of ideas for how baddies might be killed. Thanks to my husband, young children all over the country are able to simulate murder, some of it semi-pornographic, in the safety and comfort of their own homes. And yet I have always been supportive of David’s work, approving of something I might normally have had qualms about in order to be loyal to him. If David does it, it must be okay – that was my life’s motto. I thought he felt the same about me.


‘Is there a quiet room somewhere where I can take your statement?’ Detective Constable Waterhouse asks.


‘There isn’t time!’ I protest. ‘What about Florence? We need to start searching for her.’


‘Nothing can happen until I’ve got your statement,’ he insists.


David points to the kitchen. ‘Take her in there,’ he tells Waterhouse, as if I am an unruly dog. ‘I’ll take Florence upstairs to the nursery.’


I begin to cry. ‘That isn’t Florence. Please, you’ve got to believe me.’


‘This way, Mrs Fancourt.’ Waterhouse steers me into the kitchen, his big, bear-like hand wrapped around my arm just above the elbow. ‘Why don’t you make us some tea while I ask you a few questions?’


‘I can’t – I’m in too much of a state,’ I say honestly. ‘Get your own tea if you want some. You don’t believe me, do you? I can tell you don’t. And now I’m crying and you’ll think I’m just a hysterical . . .’


‘Mrs Fancourt, the sooner we get this statement done, the sooner . . .’


‘I’m not stupid! You’re not out there looking for Florence because you think that baby David’s holding is her, don’t you?’


‘I’m making no assumptions.’


‘No, but if there was no baby in the house, if David and I were both saying our daughter was missing, it’d be a different story, wouldn’t it? The search for Florence would already be under way.’


Waterhouse blushes. He doesn’t deny it.


‘Why would I lie? What could I possibly have to gain by making this up?’ I try very hard to keep my voice level.


‘Why would your husband? Or are you suggesting he genuinely believes it’s his daughter when it isn’t?’


‘No.’ I consider carefully what I will say next. It goes against years of love and habit to malign David, but I can’t hold back anything that might help to influence the policeman. ‘He fell asleep when he was in charge of Florence. The front door was open. If he admits that baby’s not Florence, that means admitting he allowed her to be taken. Not that I would ever blame him for what’s happened,’ I add quickly. ‘I mean, who could predict something like this? But I think that’s it, I think David isn’t allowing himself to see the truth, because he’s scared of the guilt he’d feel. But eventually he’ll have to admit it, when he realises that his pretence is getting in the way of you looking for Florence!’ I feel as desperate as I sound. I must speak more slowly.


Detective Constable Waterhouse is starting to look jittery, flustered, as if all this might be too much for him. ‘Why would anyone swap one baby for another?’ he asks me.


It strikes me as a slightly cruel question, though I know he doesn’t mean it to be. Cruel is a bit strong, perhaps. Insensitive. ‘You can’t ask a mother to try to get inside the mind of the person who’s stolen her child,’ I say sharply. ‘I honestly can’t think of a single reason why anyone would do it. But so what? Where does that get us?’


‘What is the difference between the baby I’ve just seen and your daughter? Anything you can tell me about any difference of appearance will help.’


I groan, frustrated. David asked me the same thing. It is a male thing, this desire to tick off items on a list. ‘There is no significant difference that I can point to, apart from the absolutely crucial one that they’re different people! Different babies. My daughter has a different face, a different cry. How the hell am I supposed to describe the difference between two babies’ cries?’


‘All right, Mrs Fancourt, calm down. Don’t get upset.’ Detective Constable Waterhouse looks as if he is slightly afraid of me.


I adopt a more soothing tone. ‘Look, I know you come into contact with a lot of unreliable people. My job’s the same. I’m a homeopath. Do you know what that means?’ I prepare to launch into my usual introductory speech about conventional medicine being allopathic whereas homeopathy is based on the idea of curing like with like. His eyes widen briefly. Then he nods and blushes again.


I once had a patient who was a policeman. He was younger than me but already married with three children and suffering from severe depression because he hated his job. He wanted to be a landscape gardener. I told him he ought to follow his heart. That was how I felt at the time, having recently left a tedious administrative job at the Inland Revenue to become a homeopath. When I met David, when he and Vivienne rescued me from my miserable isolation, I was so grateful that all I wanted to do was help people. Now I wonder if I helped or hindered that poor man with my idealistic, impulsive advice. What if he resigned from the police force and was plunged into poverty as a result? What if his wife left him?


‘A lot of my patients have their own unique perception of reality,’ I say. ‘In layman’s terms, a lot of them are nutters. But I’m not, okay? I am a sane, intelligent woman, and I’m telling you, that baby upstairs is not my daughter Florence!’ I open my shirt pocket, pull out the camera film and put it down on the table in front of him. ‘Here. Hard evidence. Get this developed and you’ll see lots of photos of the real Florence. With me and David, at the hospital and at home.’


‘Thank you.’ He picks up the film, puts it in an envelope and writes something on it that I can’t see. Slow, steady, methodical. ‘Now, if I could take some details.’ He produces a notebook and pen.


His lack of urgency infuriates me. ‘You still don’t believe me!’ I snap. ‘Fine, don’t believe me, I don’t care if you believe me or not, but, please, get a team of detectives out there looking for her. What if you’re wrong? What if I’m telling the truth, and Florence is really missing? Every second we waste could be a second closer to disaster.’ My voice shakes. ‘Can you really afford to take that risk?’


‘Do you have any other photos of your daughter, Mrs Fancourt? Ones that are already developed?’


‘No. Call me Alice. What’s your name? Your first name, I mean.’


He looks doubtful. ‘Simon,’ he says eventually, cornered. Simon. It was on David’s and my shortlist for Florence, if she’d been a boy. I wince. For some reason the memory of the list is particularly painful. Oscar, Simon, Henry. Leonie, Florence, Francesca. (‘Fanny Fancourt! Over my dead body,’ said Vivienne.) Florence. Mrs Tiggywinkle. Little Face.


‘The hospital photographer was supposed to come and take her picture while we were on the ward, but she didn’t come. Her car broke down.’ I begin to sob. My body convulses, as if an electrical charge is running through it. ‘We never got a “Baby’s First Photo”. Oh, God. Where is she?’


‘Alice, it’s okay. Try to calm down. We’ll find her, if . . . we’ll do the best we can.’


‘There are other photos, apart from mine. Vivienne took some when she came to see us in hospital. She’ll be back soon, she’ll tell you I’m not mad.’


‘Vivienne?’


‘David’s mother. This is her house.’


‘Who else lives here?’


‘Me, David, Florence, and Felix. He’s David’s son from his first marriage. He’s six. Vivienne and Felix are in Florida at the moment, but they’re coming back as soon as Vivienne can get them on a flight. She’ll back me up. She’ll tell you that baby’s not Florence.’


‘Your mother-in-law’s seen Florence, then?’


‘Yes, she came to the hospital the day she was born.’


‘Which was?’


‘The twelfth of September.’


‘Has Felix seen Florence?’


I flinch. It’s a sore point. I wanted Felix to meet Florence before he went to Florida. He could have come to the hospital after school, before going to the airport, but he had a snorkelling lesson at Waterfront that Vivienne insisted he should attend. ‘The last thing you need is for him to associate Florence with missing something he loves,’ she said. ‘There’s no rush for him to meet her, there’ll be plenty of time later.’ David agreed with his mother out of habit, and I didn’t challenge her because I knew she was afraid on Felix’s behalf. You can’t argue with fear.


She assumes he will be as reluctant to share his kingdom as she herself was as a child. I think she’s wrong. Not many children are as territorial as Vivienne was. She even objected to sharing her parents’ attention with the family dog, who had to be given away when she was three. I wanted to ask his name when she told me this story but didn’t dare. Ridiculously, I’d have felt disloyal showing an interest in Vivienne’s rival.


‘No,’ I say. ‘Felix was at school when Vivienne came to the hospital, and then they went away later that same day.’


‘He’s been away for a fortnight? Isn’t it term time?’


‘Yes.’ At first I don’t see the relevance of the question. ‘Oh, but the school Felix goes to is very accommodating,’ I add when I do. They have little choice. Vivienne is one of their more generous board members. They wouldn’t dare to tell her when she can and can’t take her grandson on holiday. ‘He’s at Stanley Sidgwick.’


Simon raises his eyebrows a fraction. Everybody has heard of the Stanley Sidgwick Grammar School and Ladies’ College, and most have strong views about them of one sort or another. They are unashamedly élitist, fee-paying, single sex, strong on discipline. Vivienne is a big fan. She sent David to Stanley Sidgwick, and now Felix. Florence’s place at the ladies’ college was reserved as soon as my twenty-week scan revealed I was having a girl; her name went down on the list as ‘Baby Fancourt’. Vivienne paid the three-hundred-pound registration fee herself, and only mentioned it to me and David afterwards. ‘There’s no better school in the area, or, for that matter, in the country, whatever the league tables say,’ she insisted. I probably nodded vaguely and looked bemused. All I wanted was to deliver my unborn child safely into the world. I hadn’t given schools a thought.


‘Felix doesn’t live with his mother?’ asks Simon.


I wasn’t expecting him to ask this. I admire his thorough approach, the way he asks questions around the obvious point of focus. I do the same with my patients. Sometimes, by looking only where you’re directed to look, you miss everything that’s important. ‘Felix’s mother is dead.’ I watch Simon carefully as I say this. He doesn’t know, evidently. It is absurd to assume that every policeman will be familiar with the details of every case. Or maybe he knows, but hasn’t yet made the connection. Laura’s surname wasn’t Fancourt. She didn’t change it when she married David. That was the first thing that annoyed Vivienne about her, the first of many.


‘So, apart from Vivienne Fancourt, who’s seen Florence?’


‘Nobody. Oh, Cheryl Dixon – she’s my midwife. She’s been round three times. And she was on duty at the hospital when Florence was born. Why didn’t I think of that before?’ I wonder aloud. ‘Cheryl’ll back me up, talk to Cheryl.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll be talking to everyone, Mrs . . .’


‘Alice,’ I insist.


‘Alice,’ he repeats awkwardly, trapped in a familiarity that he is clearly uncomfortable with.


‘What about a search?’ I ask. I still have not had a satisfactory answer to this question. ‘Someone might have seen something. You need to appeal for witnesses. I can give you precise times. I went out at five to two . . .’


Simon shakes his head. ‘I can’t get a search started just like that,’ he says. ‘That’s not the way it works. I’d need to get approval from my sergeant, but first I’ll need to talk to everyone and anyone who could corroborate your story. I’ll need to talk to your neighbours, for example, see if anyone saw anything unusual. Because your husband . . .’


‘Isn’t corroborating. I know. I’ve noticed,’ I say bitterly. ‘There aren’t any neighbours.’ Vivienne told me proudly, the first time David brought me to The Elms, that the only people with whom she shares a postcode are those she welcomes into her home. She smiled, to make it clear that I was included in this category. I felt privileged and protected. When my parents died and I realised there was no-one in the world who truly loved me, I lost a lot of my self-esteem. I couldn’t shake off the conviction that my tragedy was a punishment of some kind. To be so warmly accepted by a woman like Vivienne, who took for granted her own value and importance and had absolute confidence in her every opinion, made me feel that I must be worth more than I’d imagined.


‘I can’t get a search started or do anything on your say-so alone,’ says Simon apologetically.


I sink into a chair and rest my aching head on my arms. When I close my eyes, I see strange shifting spots of light. Nausea rocks my stomach. For the first time in my life, I understand the people who lose the will to fight. It is so hard to try and try to make yourself heard when the whole world seems to have its fingers in its ears, when what you have to say sounds so unlikely – impossible, almost.


I’m not a fighter, not by nature. I’ve never thought of myself as strong; at times I’ve been downright weak. But I am a mother now. I have Florence to think of as well of myself. Instead of myself. Giving up isn’t an option.
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3/10/03, 2pm



Ten minutes after the conclusion of his interview with Proust and Simon was back in the canteen. The one-armed bandit machine was mercifully, unusually silent, as if out of respect for the gravity of his mood. The inspector had treated his hypothesis with contempt, called him paranoid and ordered him to go and get his head together. ‘I don’t want you working in this state. You’ll only make an irritation of yourself and ruin everything,’ he’d said – Proust’s equivalent of compassionate leave.


What was wrong with everybody today? Why couldn’t they see what seemed to Simon to be glaringly obvious? Was it because Proust and Charlie had both been involved in putting Darryl Beer away? Was that why they were so keen to cast Simon as the unstable eccentric who let his personal agenda get in the way of the facts? Meanwhile, the possible personal agenda of David Fancourt was ignored by all. First wife dead, second wife missing. Fact.


Simon got himself a cup of tea and fantasised about beating the truth out of Fancourt. Some things were worth doing time for. What had the bastard done to Alice? What had he told Proust about Simon? It had to be him who’d said something, not Charlie. These questions were a torment that brought Simon no closer to any sort of answer. He heard a cough behind him and turned.


‘Proust said I’d find you here. I’ve just spoken to him. Correction: I’ve just listened to him. At length. He’s not happy with you, not happy at all.’


‘Charlie!’ Seeing her made him feel that perhaps there was hope, perhaps doom could be warded off for a while longer. ‘Did you manage to calm him down? You’re the only one who can.’


‘Don’t put me in a foul mood again straight away,’ she said grimly, sitting down opposite him. It was impossible for Simon to give Charlie a compliment without her getting cross. There was only one sort of compliment she wanted, one that Simon couldn’t give her. She seemed determined to dismiss all lesser endorsements from him as pity or charity. Sometimes he wondered how she could even look at him. How could she see him as anything but pathetic after Sellers’ fortieth birthday party last year? Simon pushed the horrific memory away, as he did whenever it rose to the surface.


‘What did The Snowman say?’ he asked.


‘That you were babbling like a fool. He thinks you’ve got a thing about Alice Fancourt. Her husband thinks so too. Anyone with eyes and a brain can spot it a mile off. You get that slobbering idiot look on your face when you talk about her.’


Her words stung. Simon didn’t bother to argue.


‘He also says you denied that any inappropriate behaviour had taken place.’


‘Does he believe me?’


‘I very much doubt it. So you’d better make damn sure he never finds out, if you’re lying. Anyway, my instructions are to treat mother and baby’s disappearance as a misper if they don’t turn up within twenty-four hours.’


Simon’s eyes widened. ‘You? Does that mean . . .’


‘Proust’s assigned it to me, yes. To our team. Because of our extensive experience of the Fancourt family,’ she added sarcastically.


‘I thought there was no way he’d let me near this one. Thank you!’ Simon cast his eyes towards the ceiling’s buzzing strip-lights. He believed strongly in something unspecific. His mother had always hoped he would become a priest. Maybe she still did. Simon had inherited her need to cling to something, but not her conviction that God was that thing. He hated the idea that he had anything in common with his mother.


‘Proust’s full of surprises, I’ll give him that,’ said Charlie. ‘He told me he thinks you might get a result simply because you care so much. He reckons you want to find Alice Fancourt a fuck of a lot more than anyone else round here does.’ Her tone suggested she was part of the anyone else.


Simon put his head in his hands. ‘If I get the chance to start looking.’ He groaned. ‘Charlie, this business could really fuck me up. I’ve met Alice twice, unofficially. She . . . she told me things that I’m going to have to come clean about, once the investigation starts. You know I don’t deserve to lose my job, you know how good I am . . .’


‘As do you,’ she said flatly, raising an eyebrow. ‘How could I forget? Without you, we’d all be scratching our ears and picking our teeth, incapable of closing a single case.’


‘Yeah, well. When you’re as shit as I am at most things, it’s hard to miss when, surprise fucking surprise, you find you can actually do something well. And this – being a detective – is something I do well.’


‘Oh, really? So how come you never mention it? You should have said.’


‘Fuck off!’


Charlie laughed. ‘Only you could boast outrageously and sound like a victim at the same time.’


And only you could patronise me in that particular fond, proprietorial, sneery way that makes me want to give you a good hard slap, thought Simon. He said, ‘I know I’ve got no right to ask you but . . . any ideas about how I get myself out of this mess?’


Charlie looked unsurprised. She shook a set of car keys in front of his face. ‘Come on.’


‘Where?’


‘Somewhere we can’t be overheard.’ The canteen was a breeding ground for gossip. They pushed their way through the tables, chairs and loud graphic jokes and headed out of the building.


Charlie drove like a man, steering with two fingers, or sometimes with her wrist, ignoring speed limits, swearing at other drivers. They left Spilling on the Silsford road, with Radio Two blaring. Simon only ever listened to Radio Four by choice, but had long ago given up trying to persuade Charlie to compromise. Radio One in the morning, Radio Two from one o’clock onwards, that was her rule. Which meant Steve Wright in the afternoon, factoids, songs that should only be played in lifts or hotel lobbies, everything bland that Simon hated.


He focused instead on the flat, orderly landscape that was passing too quickly. Normally he found it calming but today it looked empty. It was missing something. Simon realised with a rush of embarrassment that he was hoping to see Alice. Every face, every figure he saw that wasn’t hers was a disappointment. Desperate panic had given way to a sort of mournful wallowing.


What was it that he had seen in Alice that seemed to speak to something similar in him? She was pretty, but Simon’s feelings for her had nothing to do with the way she looked. It was something in her manner, a hint of unease, a sense that she was not in her element, that she was negotiating unseen obstacles. It was how Simon felt all the time. Some people knew how to glide effortlessly through life. He didn’t, and he guessed Alice didn’t either. She was too sensitive, too complicated. Though he’d only seen her in a state of extreme distress. He had no idea what she was like before last week.


Charlie would call him a fantasist, inventing Alice’s character on the basis of so little evidence. But weren’t all perceptions of other people based on such inventions? Wasn’t it crazy to assume that one’s family, friends and acquaintances added up to coherent wholes whose natures could be summarised and fixed? Most of the time Simon felt more like a collection of random behaviours, each driven by an insane, anarchic compulsion he didn’t entirely understand.


He shook his head when he heard Sheryl Crow’s mediocre voice. Typical. Charlie sang along: something about days being winding roads. Simon thought it was bollocks.


Charlie slammed on the brakes just before they got to the Red Lion pub, about five miles from town, and swan-necked into its car park. ‘I’m not in the mood,’ said Simon, his stomach protesting at the prospect of alcohol.


‘Don’t worry, we’re not going in. I just didn’t want to give you this anywhere near the station.’ She rummaged in her large black suede handbag and produced a standard issue police pocket book, the sort that every officer carried. Every incident of every shift, significant or insignificant, had to be recorded, along with details of the weather and the conditions on the roads. Simon had his in his inside jacket pocket.


Charlie threw the book into his lap. It was brown, seven inches by five, and, like all pocket books, had an issue number on the cover next to a sergeant’s signature, in this case Charlie’s.


‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying?’


‘It’s your only option, isn’t it? Make your unofficial meetings with Alice Fancourt official. Your chance to rewrite history.’


‘You shouldn’t have to lie for me.’ He was pissed off that she’d had the book ready and waiting. She’d known he’d come running to her for help sooner or later. Embarrassingly predictable.


‘Yeah, well.’ Charlie grimaced. ‘It’s still a risk. If anyone looks too closely at the serial numbers . . . It goes without saying that if you get rumbled, you didn’t get that book from me.’


‘I’ll have to write everything out again.’ Simon closed his eyes, tired by the mere thought of the effort involved.


‘You’re not the first and you won’t be the last. Look, I’m not thrilled about this, but I can’t bear to stand back and watch you fuck up your entire life. I’m too much of a control freak. And . . . you’re the cleverest, most inspired and inspiring person I’ve ever worked with – and don’t agree with me or I’ll bloody strangle you – and it’d be a tragedy if this one fuck-up ruined everything. If anyone asks, I’ll say I knew about the meetings and gave you the go-ahead.’


Her careful deliberate compliments made Simon feel belittled. She was incapable of treating him as an equal, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t just because she was a sergeant. He wondered what precisely it would take to satisfy him. ‘That won’t work, will it? Doesn’t everyone know you were all for cuffing the swapped baby allegation? Why would you authorise me to conduct further interviews?’


Charlie shrugged. ‘I pride myself on my thorough approach,’ she said drily.


They sat in silence for a while, watching people enter and leave the pub.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Simon eventually. ‘I shouldn’t have lied to you. I hated it. But you never believed Alice’s story. You thought she was wasting our time. That’s why I didn’t tell you. I was worried about her and . . . look, I’m not saying I believed her about the baby, but . . . well, I felt I couldn’t just abandon her.’


Charlie’s face twitched, tightened. Simon regretted his use of the word ‘abandon’. They were talking about work, a clash of his professional judgement and hers, but that didn’t change the fact that he’d lied to Charlie, that his lie had involved another woman.


‘I take it that, in your eyes at least, I’m not a suspect.’


‘A fool, yes. A suspect, no. They say it’s blind, though, don’t they?’ Charlie looked out of the car window so that he couldn’t see her face. ‘We’d better shift our arses, much as I’m enjoying this romantic interlude,’ she said. Again, Simon pushed the image of himself and Charlie at Sellers’ fortieth birthday party out of his mind. He closed his eyes, craving unconsciousness. Today was proving to be more than he could handle. He tried to banish all thoughts from his head.


Immediately, something clicked inside his brain. He had it. He knew what it was that had been stuck like a piece of grit in his mind’s eye. ‘The night Laura Cryer was killed,’ he began. ‘When Beer tried to mug her . . . ?’


‘Not that again.’


‘She was alone, right? You said she went back to the car alone.’


Charlie turned to face him. ‘Yes.’ She frowned. ‘Why?’


‘She didn’t have her son Felix with her?’


‘No.’


‘He was at The Elms that night with his grandmother, because Cryer was working late,’ Simon persisted.


‘Yeah? So?’ Impatience crept into Charlie’s voice.


‘Why didn’t she pick up her son and take him home? He lived with her, presumably?’


A flicker of uncertainty passed across Charlie’s face. ‘Well, because . . . because he was staying over at his gran’s house, maybe.’


‘In that case,’ said Simon, ‘why did Laura Cryer go to The Elms at all that night?’
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Friday September 26, 2003



My midwife, Cheryl Dixon, has arrived. She is in her late forties, a tall, buxom woman with strawberry blonde straight hair, cut in that short, feathery style that is fashionable at the moment, and pale, freckly skin. Today she is wearing trousers that are slightly too tight and a velour V-necked jumper that highlights her substantial cleavage. Cheryl’s passion in life is amateur dramatics. She is currently appearing in a production of The Mikado at Spilling Little Theatre. The first night of the show’s two-week run was two Saturdays ago. I had to apologise for missing it on account of having had a baby the day before. I got the impression that she didn’t think it was a wholly satisfactory excuse.


Cheryl nicknamed Florence ‘Flipper’ when her position in my stomach changed from week to week. When I asked silly questions, she called me a ‘funny onion’. Sometimes she got exasperated with me, when I became neurotic and requested unnecessary monitoring. ‘Cheese on bread!’ she would say, or ‘Flipping Ada!’


She was on duty at Culver Valley Hospital the night Florence was born. It was she who told me to bring Florence into bed with me when she wouldn’t stop crying. ‘Nothing like a cuddle with Mummy in a nice warm bed to make baby feel better,’ she’d said, swaddling Florence in a hospital blanket and tucking her under my arm.


Tears prick the backs of my eyelids. It will do me no good to think about that now.


‘When did you last see Florence Fancourt?’ Simon asks Cheryl. ‘Before today, that is.’ He glances apologetically in my direction. I refuse to meet his eye.


We are in the room that is known as the little lounge, although it is not little by anyone’s standards. This is where evenings are spent at The Elms, watching television and talking. Vivienne will not allow any television until after Felix has gone to bed. Even then, she is only prepared to watch the news or documentaries. Occasionally she catches an accidental glimpse of a reality TV programme and mutters, ‘How ghastly!’ or ‘How different from the home life of our own dear Queen.’


Sofas and chairs line the walls – too many, as if a party of twenty people is expected at any moment. A long, rectangular, glass-topped coffee table is the room’s centrepiece, a family heirloom. Its base is bronze, a thick S-shape on its side. I have always thought it hideous, the sort of thing an ostentatious Pharaoh might have in his palace. At the moment there is no coffee on the table, only a Moses basket that contains a baby in a Bear Hug babygro, sleeping under a yellow fleece blanket.


I sit in an armchair in the corner, knees pulled up to my chest, arms wrapped round my legs. This position hurts my Caesarian wound. The physical pain is almost comforting. I haven’t taken my hypericum pill today. Soon they will run out and I’ll have to go to my office to get more or switch to gelsemium. I felt sorry for a woman who was in the bed next to mine on the labour ward, and gave her most of my hypericum tablets. Mandy. She’d also had a Caesarian and her wound had developed a haematoma. She had bad acne scars and was tiny, tooth-pick thin. She looked too small to have ever contained a baby. Her boyfriend harangued her in front of the whole ward about when she’d be home and able to look after him again. They argued endlessly about what to call their child. Her voice sounded tired and hopeless as she suggested name after name. The boyfriend kept insisting on Chloe, swearing at her.


David and I eavesdropped through the plastic hospital curtain that separated our quarter of the ward from the other three, and could hardly believe our ears when we found out that the reason he was so set on Chloe was because he already had a daughter by that name from a previous relationship. Mandy kept trying and failing to convince him that this was a reason against, not in favour.


I decided that she needed the hypericum more than I did, and gave it to her after the horrible boyfriend had gone home one night. She said thank you abruptly, as if no-one had ever been kind to her before and she considered it almost rude.


David sits on the white sofa by the window, tapping his right foot on the floor. Every so often he inhales sharply and we all look at him, expecting him to speak. He doesn’t, though. He just shakes his head and closes his mouth. He cannot believe what is happening. After I gave my statement, he gave his. Soon Cheryl will give hers. It is as if we are all taking part in a bizarre cult ceremony.


I would like to be able to say that, as Florence’s mother, my statement is worth any number of other people’s, but I fear that it isn’t. Simon wouldn’t let me say half of what I wanted to say. He kept telling me that it had to be a factual account. I was not allowed to use what he called flowery language. I was not allowed to begin any sentence with the words ‘I felt’, or to say that it was my suspicion that someone crept into the house and took Florence while David was napping. Apparently you can only include an opinion in a statement if it is a ‘Hobstaff’, whatever that might be. Simon tells me that this situation is not one.


In the end, all I was permitted to say was that when I came home this afternoon after having been to Waterfront, I noticed that the front door was open, which was unusual, and then I went upstairs and observed that the baby in the cot was not my daughter, although superficially she looked like Florence.


I will not speak again for the time being. I will not contradict David, whatever he says. What’s the point? It isn’t as if Simon believes me, and nothing I say or do is going to change anybody’s mind. I will save my next effort for when Vivienne arrives.


‘Mrs Dixon? I asked you when you last saw Florence?’


Cheryl stands on the Persian rug in the middle of the room, peering into the Moses basket. Every few seconds she looks up at me anxiously. She is uncomfortable with my silence and wants me to say something to make her task easier. ‘I saw her on Tuesday this week. Three days ago.’


‘And is this the same baby that you saw then?’


She squirms, wrinkles her forehead. I have to look away. I feel utterly drained. My brain has grown fuzzy around the edges, as if someone is trying to rub it out. I hug my knees tighter and steel myself for Cheryl’s response. ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I’m really not sure. They change so much in the early days and I see so many babies, sometimes ten or twelve a day. I mean, if Alice is positive . . .’ She tails off.


Shock, astonishment, surges through me. At last, somebody who is not one hundred per cent certain that I am wrong, someone who thinks I might actually be worth listening to. ‘Now will you do something?’ I beg.


‘Not sure? What does that mean? You can’t say that!’


‘Mr Fancourt, please.’ Simon’s voice is low, authoritative. ‘Mrs Dixon is here to help us. If you’re going to intimidate her, I’ll have to ask you to leave the room.’


‘It’s my house!’ David snaps.


‘No, it’s not. It’s Vivienne’s house, and she’s on her way back,’ I remind him. Suddenly it seems worth speaking again.


‘I’m really sorry I can’t be more definite,’ says Cheryl. ‘I just don’t have a clear memory of Florence’s face. And, as I say, they change so much in the early days, don’t they?’


‘They don’t change into different people,’ David bellows. He leaps up off the sofa. ‘This is preposterous. This is the most ludicrous thing that’s ever happened to me in my whole life. It’s Florence! It’s definitely her!’


I feel sorry for him, but sorrier for myself, and, above all, for Florence. I used to think I had enough love and determination in me to help everyone who needed it equally. Not any more.


‘You’ve checked it’s a girl, then?’ says Cheryl. We stare at each other, mute and paralysed. Silence spreads through the room like sticky, black syrup. ‘You haven’t checked the sex of the baby?’ Cheryl asks Simon, who hardens his face at the perceived criticism.


‘He hasn’t checked because he doesn’t think there’s any need to,’ I tell her. ‘He doesn’t believe me.’


‘For God’s sake.’ David turns away in disgust. ‘Go on, take her nappy off. She’s due a change anyway. I can tell you exactly what nappy she’s wearing too – it’s a newborn size Pampers Baby Dry.’ And she has blue eyes and milk spots on her nose, and no hair, I wait for him to add.


‘All babies wear those,’ I say quietly. ‘David, that doesn’t prove anything. You had plenty of time to change her while I was talking to Simon in the kitchen.’


‘Simon?’ David looks at him, then at me. ‘So you two have got all pally, have you?’


‘You’re making this more unpleasant than it needs to be, Mr Fancourt.’


Cheryl begins to unbutton the Bear Hug babygro. She does not ask for anybody’s permission.


‘Can’t you take her upstairs to change her?’ I say shakily. ‘She’s a baby, not a piece of evidence.’ My eyes and brain hurt, and the inside of my nose tingles with the constant effort of not crying. I cannot take much more.


‘Her!’ David pounces on the word.


‘She’s obviously a girl,’ I say.


‘See, you know it’s Florence.’ David jabs a finger at me. ‘You’ve gone mad, but deep down you know it’s Florence.’


‘Do I?’ I say vaguely. He sounds so certain. I look round the room, at each face in turn. Three big faces, one little face. ‘No. No, I don’t know that at all.’


I leave the room, unable to watch as Florence’s Bear Hug babygro is removed. I wait outside the little lounge with my eyes closed for what feels like hours, pressing my forehead against the cool wallpaper in the hall. ‘It’s a girl,’ I hear Cheryl say eventually, shouting to make herself heard above the noise of outraged crying. I remember the last time I heard those words, at my twenty-week scan, and my knees buckle. It’s a girl. You’re going to have a daughter. But for how long will she be mine? – I didn’t think to ask. How long before someone takes her away from me, or me from her? Nobody said anything about that.


‘In a Pampers Baby Dry nappy,’ says David. ‘Now do you believe me?’


‘Put her clothes back on,’ I plead from the hall.


‘Alice, where’s her red book?’ Cheryl asks briskly. ‘It’s got all Florence’s details in it – weight, height, any birth-marks. Every baby has one,’ she tells Simon. ‘That’s one way to check the basics. I’ve got my scales in the car. I’ll go and get them.’


‘Her red book’s in her room,’ I say.


‘I’ll get it,’ says David. ‘This should settle it once and for all.’


I don’t see how. Babies gain and lose weight all the time, especially when they are very young. There is always height, I suppose. That is an area in which one would expect only an upward curve.


David passes me in the hall and gives me a puzzled look, as if he’s not sure, but he thinks I might be somebody he once knew. I want to reach out to him, but it is already too late. We have both set off on our separate paths.


‘Right, little lady, you wait here,’ I hear Cheryl say. ‘There’s no point dressing you just to undress you again, is there? We’ll just wrap you in this nice blanket, keep you lovely and warm. No funny business, mind!’ Funny business is Cheryl’s cover-all term for bodily functions. Perhaps this is not the most difficult situation she has encountered in her professional life. She must have to deal with real tragedies sometimes. She knows how to be calm and practical even in the worst of circumstances. Please let this not be the start of a real tragedy, I pray, let it be only a temporary horror.


David comes downstairs with the red book. This time he looks at me with utter contempt. I follow him into the lounge. ‘Florence was last weighed on Tuesday,’ I say. ‘She was eight pounds and thirteen ounces. That baby looks a bit heavier.’


‘“That baby”,’ David mutters. He has his back to the room and is staring out of the window. His voice sounds as if it’s coming from far away. When he turns, his face is pale with anger. ‘All right, then. All right. I didn’t want to have to do this, but you’ve asked for it. Are you going to tell Simon about your history of mental illness or shall I?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I say. ‘David, do you remember that woman from the hospital? Mandy?’


‘Alice was on Prozac for depression for nearly a year after her parents died. Also, and Cheryl will back me up on this, the night after Florence was born she claimed another baby was Florence, some random baby in the hospital.’


I freeze. This is true, but I’d forgotten about it almost completely. It’s so stupid and irrelevant. I didn’t even know David knew about it. I certainly haven’t told him. One of the midwives must have, when he came to visit the next day.


Cheryl appears in the doorway, carrying her scales. I can see from her face that she heard what David said. She looks at me unhappily. She doesn’t want to betray me, but her common sense is telling her that perhaps the incident is relevant, perhaps her belief in my sanity and trustworthiness has been a little rash.


‘I was exhausted,’ I explain. ‘I’d just had an emergency C-section after a three-day labour. I was so tired I was hallucinating, literally.’


‘You still are,’ says David. ‘Look where your hallucinations have got us.’


‘Cheryl offered to take Florence so that I could sleep, and I let her. Then I felt guilty. It should have been my first night with my little girl and I’d been only too glad to hand her over.’ I cannot stop the flow of tears as I tell this story. Part of me feared, that night, that I was the worst mother in the world. A good mother would surely cling to her precious baby twenty-four hours a day and make sure no harm came to her. ‘After ten minutes or so I was still awake, overtired and feeling guilty, missing Florence like mad, so I thought I might as well go and get her back. I buzzed for a midwife, and Cheryl came in a few seconds later holding a tiny baby. I . . . I thought it was Florence, but only because it was Cheryl who’d taken her away a few minutes earlier. I was almost out of my mind with tiredness. I hadn’t slept at all for three days!’


‘And as soon as I brought Florence into the room, she realised her mistake,’ says Cheryl. Thank God. She is still on my side. Simon knows this too, and he is inclined to take me more seriously because I have the tacit support of my midwife. Thank God for Cheryl.


‘Cheryl, do you remember Mandy?’ I ask.


‘Three days she was in agony,’ David tells Simon. ‘It wasn’t even proper labour, that’s what they said. They tried to induce her twice and failed. Even when they put her on a drip, it didn’t work. Nothing did. In the end they did an emergency Caesarian but the anaesthetic didn’t work properly. Did it?’ His eyes challenge me to deny it.


I shake my head.


‘The pain was so bad she passed out. She missed the best bit, when they lifted Florence out. By the time she came round, it was all over. And the breast-feeding was a total failure too, Alice was devastated about that. She’d really wanted to feed Florence herself. Don’t you think all that’d be enough to traumatise anyone, Inspector? To bring on a sort of . . . I don’t know, post-natal madness?’


I am too shocked by David’s account of Florence’s birth to say anything in my defence. He seems to know all the facts but none of the truth. Did he perceive it so negatively at the time? If so, he showed no sign of it.


For the first time, I visualise his mind as a dangerous country, one I am afraid to enter. All these years I have waited for him to let me in, assuming that I knew or could imagine how the land lay. I pictured the anguish and insecurity that were the legacy of having grown up without a father, been separated from his son, suffered the trauma of Laura’s death. I attributed to him the thoughts and feelings that I would have had if I were him.


‘This isn’t getting us anywhere,’ Simon sighs. ‘Let’s weigh the baby.’


In my head, I start to write an alternative statement, one that is far truer than the thing I signed for Simon:


My name is Alice and I love my daughter Florence more than life, more than all the best things in the world put together. Her full name is Florence Imogen Fancourt. She has a perfectly round head, hardly any hair, dark blue eyes and a tiny, perfect mouth like a little pink flower. Her fingers, toes and eyelashes are all surprisingly long. She smells clean and fresh, powdery and new. She has my dad’s ears. When I lean her over my hand to burp her, her round shoulders slump forward and she makes a funny throaty noise, as if she is trying to gargle. She has a way of tucking her hands and feet neatly together, daintily, like a ballet dancer, and she doesn’t cry in the random, anarchic way that some babies do. She cries like an angry grown-up with a serious grievance.


‘Nine pounds exactly.’


‘So? So? That proves nothing. She’s put on weight, that’s all. Babies do.’


On Friday 12th September 2003, she was delivered by emergency Caesarian section at Culver Valley General Hospital. She weighed 7 pounds and 11 ounces. It was not a nightmare, as my husband says, but the happiest day of my life. As the doctors and midwives were wheeling me through from the delivery room to the operating theatre, I heard one of them shout to David, ‘Bring some clothes for the baby’. That was when it hit me that all this was real. I craned my neck and just managed to catch a glimpse of David ransacking my hospital bag. He pulled out a white bodysuit and a white babygro with little Pooh Bears and Tiggers all over it. ‘Pooh likes his honey, but Tigger thinks it’s funny’. Vivienne bought it. ‘A baby’s first outfit should be white,’ she said. I remember thinking to myself, my daughter is going to wear those clothes. Soon.


‘Have you contacted the hospital?’ says Cheryl. ‘There’s an outside chance they’ll still have the placenta and the umbilical cord. You could test whether they come from this baby. We’re supposed to dispose of them after two days, but, between you and me, it doesn’t always happen. You’d better get on to them quick, mind.’


‘Oh, for Pete’s sake. This is a farce! Are you really going to . . .’


As they pushed me into the operating theatre, a song by Cher was playing loudly, the one where her voice goes all wobbly. I instantly loved it, and knew that from now on it would remind me of my baby’s birth. It would be my song, mine and my child’s. The anaesthetist squirted blue gel on to my stomach. ‘This shouldn’t feel cold,’ he said.


‘That wouldn’t be too costly, I suppose, in terms of manpower and resources. Could take a while for the result to come through, though.’


‘See! He doesn’t want to get in trouble with his boss, for wasting public money on what’s obviously sheer lunacy.’


‘And the other women on the ward, this Mandy girl Alice mentioned.’


‘None of those women so much as gave Florence a second glance!’


‘Mr Fancourt, you’re not helping. Excuse me a minute, everybody.’


It felt cold.
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Entries from DC Simon Waterhouse’s Pocket Book
(Written 3/10/03, 7 pm)



27/9/03, 11 am


Area: Spilling Police Station. Received a phone call from Alice Fancourt (see index). She said she needed to talk to me urgently because she had some new information pertaining to the matter of her allegation that her baby has been abducted and swapped for another baby (case no. NS1035–03–Q). I suggested that she should accompany her mother-in-law Mrs Vivienne Fancourt (see index) to the police station later today (Vivienne Fancourt has arranged to come in and give us her statement) and I said I would talk to her then. Mrs Fancourt started to cry and said she needed to talk to me alone, in private, away from both her mother-in-law and her husband David Fancourt (see index). I consulted with my sergeant, DS 326 Charlotte Zailer, who authorised me to meet and talk to Mrs Fancourt. Mrs Fancourt suggested we meet at Chompers Café Bar in her health club, ‘Waterfront’ (Saltney Road, Spilling), at 1400 hours on Sunday 28 September. I told her that was impossible and suggested Monday 29th. Mrs Fancourt became agitated and said she didn’t think she could wait that long, but I told her I couldn’t see her sooner. I said the police station might be a more suitable venue than Chompers, but Mrs Fancourt insisted that she wanted to meet somewhere ‘less official and intimidating’.


She then told me that Vivienne Fancourt was also a member of Waterfront, but that she never went to Chompers Café Bar because she thought it was ‘a hell-hole’. Just in case Vivienne Fancourt went to the health club on the same afternoon, Alice Fancourt said that I should not go in via the front door and the main lobby area, but rather I should enter the café bar through the door on Alder Street. That way, Mrs Fancourt was certain that, even if her mother-in-law was on the premises, she wouldn’t see me. I said that this sounded too complicated and again asked her to come to the police station. She refused, became hysterical, and said that if I didn’t meet her where she said, she wouldn’t give me the new information she had. She said that Chompers was the one place Vivienne Fancourt could be guaranteed not to go to because she ‘boycotts the place on principle’.


I told Mrs Fancourt that I would seek my sergeant’s approval and that she should call me back in ten minutes. I then consulted DS Zailer and told her that I was worried about the unusual nature of Mrs Fancourt’s demands, but she said we should agree to her terms in order to obtain whatever new information she had. Mrs Fancourt phoned back four minutes later and we agreed to meet at Chompers Café Bar in the Waterfront Health Club complex at 1400 hours on Monday 29th September. Mrs Fancourt then said that if she wasn’t there by 1430 hours, I shouldn’t wait any longer. She said that she feared she might not be able to leave the house. She sounded frightened when she told me this, and said goodbye and hung up immediately afterwards.


29/9/03, 2 pm


Area: Chompers Café Bar at Waterfront Health Club, 27 Saltney Road, Spilling. 1400 hours: when I arrived, Alice Fancourt (see index) was already there, sitting at a table in the non-smoking part of the room. The conditions in Chompers were as follows: full, noisy, smoky, very warm. There was a lot of background noise of talking and laughing and loud pop music coming from speakers all round the room. On one side of the room, there was a children’s zone, full of toys, a paddling pool containing plastic balls, a small plastic climbing frame and a Wendy house. There were ten or so children, between the ages of approximately two and seven, playing in this section of the room.


As I sat down, Mrs Fancourt said to me, ‘Look at the parents. They don’t even glance over to check they’re okay. Clearly none of them has ever seriously feared for the safety of their children.’ I pointed out that there was nothing to fear, and Mrs Fancourt replied, ‘I know. I just wish I could tell them how lucky they are.’ She seemed calm at first, but as she started to talk, she became more distressed. She said she had a favour to ask me. She wanted me to help her to track down her husband’s father (name unknown), about whom she has been told almost nothing except that he left the family home when David Fancourt was six and has not been in touch with his son since. I explained that I couldn’t do anything without the authorisation of my sergeant, and that Sergeant Zailer would definitely not allow me to track down David Fancourt’s father because there was no good reason to do so in relation to any of our active investigations.


I asked her why she wanted to find her father-in-law and she said, ‘I want to ask him why he left, why he just abandoned his son. What sort of a father would do that? Why does nobody ever mention him? What if . . . ?’ She did not complete her question, even after I prompted her. She said, ‘I think, if I could speak to David’s father, it might help me to understand David better.’ She told me that her husband used to ‘idealise’ her and that now he has ‘demonised’ her. ‘Did you know that people who’ve had brutalised, abusive childhoods often do that? It’s a typical response,’ she said.


Mrs Fancourt then told me that there was a woman on the labour ward at the same time as her whom she wished to contact. She said that the woman’s name was Mandy, but that she didn’t know any of her other details. She asked me if I could help her to find this woman. At first she appeared reluctant to tell me why she was interested in Mandy, but then she seemed to change her mind quite suddenly. She said that she had told Mandy where she lived, and that she had ‘seen in Mandy’s eyes’ that Mandy had recognised her description of The Elms (see index). She claimed that it would put her mind at rest if she could pay Mandy a visit and reassure herself that the baby in Mandy’s care was Mandy’s daughter and not her own.


‘Mandy had a horrible, aggressive boyfriend,’ Mrs Fancourt told me. ‘What if she was worried he’d harm their daughter, so she swapped her with Florence in order to protect her? I’ve been racking my brains and I can’t think of any other reason why someone might swap one baby for another.’ Mrs Fancourt became extremely panicky and tearful as she said this. ‘It would be my fault,’ she said. ‘I told Mandy where we lived.’


I tried to calm Mrs Fancourt down, but she talked over me, telling me that, although she did not know the name of Mandy’s boyfriend, she could describe him. She began to do so, but I interrupted her and told her that I very much doubted Sergeant Zailer would allow me to follow any of this up. Mrs Fancourt ignored this remark and continued with her description. She said that Mandy’s boyfriend had brown hair but, she said, ‘There’s definitely a redhead somewhere in his family. Do you know what I mean? One of his parents is a redhead, I’m sure. He’s got that sort of ivory skin, with a yellow undertone.’


Throughout the interview, Mrs Fancourt talked in this manic, determined and peculiar way. She seemed to have difficulty focusing on one issue at a time, and kept veering from the subject of her husband’s father to the subject of Mandy’s boyfriend. I had the impression that she was irrationally preoccupied with both these, men. At one point she realised she didn’t have her mobile phone with her and got very upset, insisting that her husband had ‘confiscated’ it. I felt concerned about her emotional state and advised her to see a doctor.
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Friday September 26, 2003



I stand at the door of our bedroom. David is lying in bed. He doesn’t look at me. Every so often the hard, icy reality of our situation strikes me afresh, as if for the first time: the unbearable fear, the possibility that everything might not be all right in the end. It does so now. My body quakes, and I have to struggle to keep still.


‘Do you want me to sleep in another room?’ I ask.


He shrugs. I wait. After ten seconds or so, when he sees that I am not going anywhere, he says, ‘No. Let’s not make things any more abnormal than they are already.’ It’s for Vivienne’s benefit. He is still hoping to present what has happened as a minor problem: ‘She’s just being silly, Mum, honestly. She’ll snap out of it.’ Neither of us wants to confront the worry and misery our news has caused her. At one time, I believed that as long as Vivienne was happy, I, as a member of her inner circle, would come to no harm. The flip side of that – a fear that if Vivienne is displeased the world will end – has proved harder to dispel.


I am relieved that David does not want to banish me. Perhaps, when I get into bed, he will give me his usual goodnight kiss. I feel encouraged, enough to say, ‘David, it’s not too late. I know it’s hard to back down after what you’ve said, but you must want the police to find Florence. You must! And the only way is to tell them you know I’m right – then they’ll look for her.’ I try to keep my voice level, rational. David is afraid of excessive displays of emotion. I don’t want to push him further away.


‘I could say the same to you,’ he says tonelessly. ‘It’s not too late for you to abandon this ridiculous charade.’


‘You know it isn’t that. Please, David! What about the other mother, the mother of the baby in the nursery? What about her? She’ll be missing her daughter as much as I miss Florence. Don’t you care?’


‘The other mother?’ he says sarcastically. ‘Oh, her. No, I don’t give a shit about her. You know why? Because there is no other mother.’


I think about Mandy from the hospital. How would her boyfriend treat her, in this situation? I only talked to her properly once. She told me she lived in a one-bedroom flat and didn’t know how they’d manage for space now that they had the baby. ‘You know what men are like when their sleep’s interrupted.’ She sighed. I felt awful when she asked me how I was fixed for space. I didn’t want to lie, and had to admit I lived in a big house, though I made it clear I wasn’t the owner.


‘David, do you remember Mandy, from the maternity ward?’ I touch his arm but he pulls it away. ‘I told her where we lived. She knew the house.’ My voice begins to tremble. ‘Well, she said she’d seen it, she knew what road it was on.’


‘I don’t know how you dare,’ he says quietly. ‘Yes, I remember Mandy. We felt sorry for her. What are you saying, that she’s stolen Florence?’ He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know how you have the nerve.’


I see that it is too late. He tried to reason with me earlier this afternoon, but I locked myself in the bedroom and ignored him. This is one trauma too far for him. I have introduced panic and uncertainty into his life. I am the source of all his troubles, the bogeyman.


David turns to face me. ‘Earlier today I thought you were mad, sick,’ he whispers, ‘but you’re not, are you? You’re as sane as I am.’


‘Yes!’ Tears flood my eyes. My shoulders sag with relief.


‘You’re just evil, then.’ He turns away, his face hard with animosity. ‘You’re a liar.’


My brain is in revolt, unwilling to accept what it has just heard. How can he apply the word evil to me? He loves me, I know he does. He must. Even now, after the terrible things he’s said today, I cannot banish from my mind all the kind things he has done, all his smiles, kisses and endearments. How can it be so easy for him to turn against me?


‘I’ll go and get changed,’ I say quietly, pulling out my nightie from under my pillow. David and I are not in the habit of undressing in front of one another. When we make love, it is always semi-clothed, in the darkness. I thought David’s modesty was unusual when we first got together. Then I told myself that it was sweet that he was so old-fashioned, that perhaps it was a class thing. I had never had a relationship with a properly well-bred person before. I didn’t know until David told me that milk had to go in a jug, butter in a special dish. In my parents’ house it had been normal for milk bottles to sit on the big, battered pine kitchen table, which was where we ate all our meals.


David climbs out of bed. Before I have time to wonder what he is doing, he has slammed the door shut. He leans against it, saying nothing, staring at me blankly.


‘I was just going to go to the bathroom, to get ready for bed,’ I say again.


He shakes his head, doesn’t move.


‘David, I need to go to the toilet,’ I am forced to say. I cannot physically remove him from my path. He is far stronger than I am.


He looks at me, then at the nightie in my hand, then back at me, making it clear what he wants me to do. I see no way out, not with my bladder as full as it is. Counting to ten in my head, I begin to undress. I turn slightly to one side to obscure his view of my body, feeling as violated as if I’d been made to undress in front of a hostile stranger, but David makes a point of moving, craning his neck to make sure he can see everything. He smirks.


I think I would have found a punch in the face preferable.


Once I am in my nightie, I look at him again. I see triumph in the set of his features. He nods and stands aside, allowing me to leave the room. I have just enough time to lock the bathroom door and get to the toilet before I am sick. It is not fear that turns my stomach so much as shock. Whoever that cold, cruel presence in the bedroom is, it isn’t David. I do not recognise my own husband. This cannot be the same man who wrote, in the first birthday card he ever sent me, ‘You’re the measure of my dreams’. I later found out, by pure accident, that this line was a lyric from a song by The Pogues. David grinned when I told him I knew. ‘What, you didn’t expect me to write my own romantic lines, did you?’ he said. ‘I write computer software, Alice. I can sweep laptops off their feet, but not women. You’re better off in the capable hands of Shane McGowan, believe me.’ I laughed. He has always known how to make me laugh.


I cannot believe that forcing me to strip in front of him is rational behaviour on David’s part. Something must have flipped in his brain, like when a fuse blows. He is terrible under pressure. People who don’t know how to talk about their feelings usually are.


I can’t risk provoking him again, so I return to the bedroom and slide silently under the duvet. David is facing away from me, at the furthest edge of the mattress. I fall quickly into the worst sort of sleep, an agitated, jolting progress through unsettling dreams, like driving through hell at a hundred miles an hour. I see Florence, alone and crying, and I can’t go to her because I don’t know where she is. I see Laura, lying on the path between The Elms and the road, not yet dead, trying to pull the knife out of her chest.


I hear rhythmic beating. Ticking. I sit up, confused, not sure if I’m awake or asleep. David’s side of the bed is empty. For a second I am frozen, terrified. I am the one who is alone, the one who has been stabbed, the one lying in the pitch black. Then realisation, appalling knowledge, floods my brain with a cold, choking dread. Florence. I want Florence. My lungs are full of something heavy, my breath squeezed into my throat. I am too miserable to cry.


I look at the clock. Nearly five. I creep to the bedroom door and open it as quietly as I can. The nursery door is ajar, and a sliver of warm, yellow light has spilled on to the landing carpet. I can hear David’s voice, whispering, though I can’t make out what he’s saying. Resentment writhes inside me, threatening to burst out of my mouth and give me away. I should be in that room, not shivering on the landing like an intruder.


But that’s wrong too. Nobody should be in the nursery, not yet. Florence should be asleep in her Moses basket by the side of my bed. That was what I wanted, but Vivienne objected, as usual, to ‘these modern ideas’. ‘A child should be in its own room in its own cot from the day it’s born,’ she said firmly. David agreed, so I gave in.


I spent my whole pregnancy giving in. Every time David supported Vivienne, I swallowed my pride and hid the hurt I felt at being excluded from yet another important decision that involved my child. I told myself it was difficult for him to stand up to Vivienne; he’s such a devoted son. I have always thought this is a good thing. On the outside I must have looked like a model of obedience, while inside I burned with unspoken defiance. And in a strange sort of way, my passivity didn’t bother me because I knew it was only a temporary state. It always felt as if I was just resting, gathering my strength. Florence was my daughter, not Vivienne’s, and I would have my say when the time was right.


Sometimes I catch myself feeling sorry for Vivienne, as if I’ve let her down by developing a mind of my own. Her interfering, controlling nature is precisely what I loved about her at first. I wanted her as a mother-in-law as much as I wanted David as a husband.


Feeling as if my breath and my heartbeat are, between them, louder than a brass band, I tiptoe towards Florence’s room, stopping as soon as David’s words become audible. ‘Good girl,’ he says. ‘A whole four ounces. Just what a growing girl needs. Well done, little girl. Well done, Little Face.’ That name again. I hear a soft pocking noise, a goodnight kiss. ‘Now, a new nappy, I think.’ I note the ‘I’. Not ‘Daddy’, ‘I’. I must tell Simon Waterhouse all of this. I know it won’t count as evidence, but it might help to shape his opinion. David has been referring to himself in the third person as Daddy for the past two weeks. I run back along the landing, not caring if he hears me, and throw myself into bed. From some reservoir of despair deep inside me, I find more tears. The sound of that kiss has finished me.


I want to kiss my daughter. I want to be able to hug and kiss my parents, but I never will again. I can’t stand it. I want them to tuck me up in bed and tell me that it was just a silly nightmare and everything will be okay in the morning.


When I was a child, I had an elaborate bedtime ritual. First my dad would read me a story, then my mum would come upstairs and sing me some songs, usually three or four. However many she sang, I always asked for another one and she always gave in. ‘Bye-Bye Blackbird’, ‘Second-Hand Rose’, ‘The Sunny Side of the Street’ – I still know the words to all of them. After the songs, my dad would come back upstairs for the finale, a bedtime chat. This was my favourite part. He always let me choose what I wanted to chat about, and, once the topic for the evening was decided, I asked as many questions as I could think of, to keep him there for as long as possible.


I must have been about four or five at the time. David was six when his dad left home. I don’t even know my father-in-law’s name, and I don’t know why I feel I can’t ask. All those nights I delayed my bedtime as a child, interrogating my dad. All the things I ask my patients, to try to work out the best way to treat them. It is in my nature to ask questions. Only David makes me feel I can’t. He reacts as if I am being rude or intrusive if he suspects me of trying to get to the bottom of some aspect of his character. ‘What is this, the third degree?’ he says. Or ‘Objection, Your Honour. Counsel is badgering the witness.’ Then he laughs and leaves the room, to make it clear that the conversation is over. I have attributed his defensiveness to past hurt and made allowances accordingly.


This is a hard habit to break. Even tonight, I cannot help blaming myself for his behaviour. I have always led him to believe that I would do anything for him, and now he sees that is not true. I will not say that the baby in this house is Florence, even for him. I didn’t mean to let him down, but I have. Some situations are impossible to foresee.


I hear a low, rumbling sound. A car engine. Vivienne and Felix. Was that what woke me? I climb out of bed and go over to the window. My hands search for the gold chain. None of the curtains in Vivienne’s house are ones that you can pull open easily. After some unsuccessful fumbling, I manage to tug the chain in the right direction and the curtains slide gracefully open. The headlights of Vivienne’s Mercedes stretch up the driveway, two long, white-gold bars of shining dust. There is a softer light on the wall of the old barn that casts a dim, orange glow over most of the area between the house and the road. This has been installed since Laura was killed. Before that you wouldn’t have been able to see a thing at this time of night.


I wonder if the police know the exact hour – minute, even – that Laura was killed, whether they ever narrowed it down. When they interviewed me and David immediately after her murder, all they could tell us was that she’d been stabbed at some point between nine in the evening and the early hours of the following morning. I do not like to think of her dying in the pitch black. I only met Laura once. She disliked me. She died believing that I was a shallow, spineless fool.


I reach for the chain that will close the curtains, not wanting Vivienne to see that I am awake. My heart pounds. Quick, quick. I am not ready for her yet. The curtains slide shut, leaving just a small gap. Peering through it, I see her. She does not look happy. She is wearing dark trousers with a crease in them and her black wool coat. She stares at the house dispassionately for several seconds, like a woman planning an onslaught of some kind, before extending a hand in Felix’s direction. He takes it, and together they march up the driveway, stiff-backed and purposeful, Vivienne pulling a large suitcase on wheels behind her. They do not speak as they walk. No two people have ever looked less like holiday-makers, returning from a fun time in Florida.


I feel David’s breath on my neck. ‘You’re right to be scared,’ he whispers. I gasp and nearly lose my balance. I was so focused on Vivienne, I didn’t hear him come in. ‘She’ll see through your act straight away.’ How he must have hoped, right up until this moment, that I would back down, apologise unreservedly for my madness, enable him to greet Vivienne with a reassuring, ‘Don’t worry! It’s all blown over!’ He is trying to frighten me because he is frightened.


He succeeds. I want to phone Simon Waterhouse, scream at him to come and save me. I want to hide in his embrace and hear him say that Florence and I are going to be safe thanks to him. I have turned into every therapist’s textbook patient. Needy, unable to cope with the expectation that I will behave like a responsible adult, I have created what is known in the trade as a drama triangle, casting myself in the role of victim. David is my persecutor and Simon my rescuer.


The front door opens with a click, closes with a wooden thud. Vivienne is back.
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3/10/03, 9 pm



‘I’m not saying definitely not. I don’t know yet. I’ll do my best.’ Simon bit back the urge to say, ‘Didn’t we speak earlier today? And has anything important happened since then?’ It had been easier when his mother had worked full-time. There hadn’t been so many phone calls.


‘But when will you know?’


‘I don’t know. It depends on work. You know what my job’s like.’ Did she fuck. She didn’t have a clue. She thought Sunday dinner was more important.


‘So, what’s your news?’ asked Kathleen Waterhouse. Simon could see her even though he couldn’t, knew she was pressing the phone hard against her ear, as if trying to embed it in the side of her head. She feared the connection with her son might be lost if she didn’t exert maximum force. Her ear would be red and sore afterwards.


‘No news.’ He’d have said this even if he’d won the lottery that morning, or been invited to man the next space shuttle. In theory, he wanted his chats with his mother to be relaxed, enjoyable. He often imagined the things he would say to her, jokes or anecdotes he would tell her when they next spoke, but they all died on his tongue the instant he heard that timid ‘Hello, dear. It’s Mum.’ That was when he remembered there was a script he could never abandon, no matter how much he might wish to. That was when he said, ‘Hi, Mum. How are you?’ and resigned himself to another wrangle over his availability for Sunday lunch this week, next week, every fucking week.


‘Have you got any news?’ His next line, on cue. She would tell him one item; she always did.


‘I met Beryl Peach today, in the launderette.’


‘Oh, right.’


‘Kevin’s staying at home for a while. You could see if he wanted to meet up.’


‘I’m probably going to be too busy.’ Kevin Peach had been Simon’s friend at school. Briefly. Until Simon had got fed up of being the mascot, the token ‘mad bastard’ of Peach’s little coterie. They enjoyed watching him start fights for no reason, egged him on to approach girls who were way out of his league. They copied out his carefully written notes and still blamed him when they didn’t get the As he got in exams. No thanks. He had a new social life now, The Brown Cow after work with Charlie, Sellers, Gibbs and a few others. Police friendships were easier to keep at a surface level, work-related banter. Except Charlie. She was always trying to go beyond that, to take more and go deeper. To know more.


‘So when will I see you, if not on Sunday?’ Kathleen Waterhouse asked.


‘I don’t know, Mum.’ Not until Alice had been found. Simon couldn’t stand seeing his parents when he was feeling at all shaky. Their company, the stifling atmosphere of the house he grew up in that hadn’t changed in over thirty years, could turn a mild bad mood into the most deadening misery. Poor sods; it wasn’t their fault. They were always so pleased to see him. ‘Why don’t we wait and see about Sunday?’


The doorbell rang. Simon’s whole body stiffened. He prayed his mum hadn’t heard it. He’d get the full list of questions: who is it? Well, who might it be? Wasn’t it rude to call round unexpectedly at nine o’clock? Did Simon know anybody who would do that? Kathleen Waterhouse was afraid of spontaneity. Simon had spent most of his life trying hard not to be. He ignored the doorbell, hoping that whoever it was would give up and leave.


‘How’s the house?’ asked his mother. She asked after it every time she phoned, as if it were a pet or a child.


‘Mum, I’ve got to go. The house is fine. It’s great.’


‘Why have you got to go?’


‘I just have, okay? I’ll ring you tomorrow.’


‘All right, dear. Goodbye. God bless. Speak to you later.’


Later? Simon gritted his teeth. He hoped it was a figure of speech, that she didn’t mean later tonight. He hated himself for being unwilling, unable, to ask her to phone less often. It was a reasonable request. Why couldn’t he do it?


The bloody house was fine. It was a two-up, two-down terraced cottage in a quiet cul-de-sac next to the park, five minutes walk from his parents’ place. It had a lot of charm but not much space, and was probably the wrong choice for someone as tall as he was, but that hadn’t occurred to him at the time. Now he’d got attached to it, and it wasn’t too much of a hardship to duck as he moved from one room to another.


Property prices had been on the verge of becoming ridiculous when he’d bought it three years ago, and he still struggled, every month, to pay the mortgage. His mother had neither wanted him to leave home nor understood why he felt the need to. She would have been unhappy if he’d moved much further away than he had. This way he’d been able to say, ‘I’m just round the corner, nothing will change’. Change: a thing to be dreaded.


The bell rang again. As he made his way down the hall, he heard Charlie’s voice. ‘Let me in, you fucking hermit!’ she called out amiably. Simon looked at his watch, wondering how long she was planning to stay. He opened the door.


‘For God’s sake, relax.’ Charlie pushed past him, a brown packet in her hand. She made her way through to the lounge without being invited, took off her coat and sat down. ‘I just came to give you this.’ She thrust the padded envelope towards Simon.


‘What is it?’


‘Anthrax.’ She made a face at him. ‘Simon, it’s a fucking book, all right? Just a book. No need to panic. I’m sorry I didn’t ring, but I was just in the pub with Olivia and she gave me this. She had to go early so I thought I’d pop round and give it to you, for your mum.’


Simon opened the envelope and saw a plain white paperback called ‘To Risk it All’ by Shelagh Montgomery, his mother’s favourite author. Under the author’s name, in black capital letters, were the words, ‘UNCORRECTED BOUND PROOF’. Charlie’s sister Olivia was a journalist and did a lot of book reviews. The few Simon had read had been unnecessarily savage. ‘Does this mean it’s not published yet?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Mum’ll be really pleased. Thanks.’


‘Don’t thank me. Read the first paragraph and you’ll see it’s one of the worst books ever written.’ Charlie looked embarrassed, as she always did when caught in the act of being considerate. She often gave him books she’d got from Olivia, either for him or for his mother to read, depending on whether they were serious or trashy. Every time, she mocked the book mercilessly, determined to hide her thoughtfulness under a veneer of sarcasm. It was almost as if she were ashamed of having virtues.


‘So, you’ve still not decorated.’ She looked around disapprovingly. ‘Anyone’d think a ninety-year-old widow lived here. Why don’t you paint over that hideous wall-paper? And those ornaments! Simon, you’re a young man. You aren’t supposed to have china dogs on the mantelpiece. It’s not natural.’


The dogs had been a house-warming present from his parents. Simon was grateful for the book, so he tried to suppress his irritation. He and Charlie were so different, it was a wonder they managed to speak to one another at all. Simon would never have dreamed of passing comment on somebody else’s home, yet Charlie seemed to inhabit a world in which rudeness was a sign of affection. Sometimes she brought Olivia to The Brown Cow, and Simon was amazed by the way they hurled insults back and forth. ‘Fucking mentalist’, ‘psycho bitch from hell’, ‘freak-show’, ‘gormless mong’ – the two of them regularly exchanged these and other slurs as if they were the warmest of compliments. They ridiculed each other’s clothes, behaviour, attitudes. Every time Simon saw them together, he felt relieved that he was an only child.


In Charlie’s world it was acceptable to drop in on someone at nine in the evening, without warning, to give them a book that could easily have waited until the next day at work. ‘You asked why Laura Cryer left The Elms alone,’ she said, picking up Moby Dick from the arm of a chair and flicking through it as she spoke. ‘I checked the files. She was dropping off her son’s comfort blanket. She’d forgotten to pack it. Vivienne Fancourt was having him for the night, babysitting. Laura was supposed to be going out to a club.’


‘A club?’ Simon wasn’t in work mode, and found it difficult to switch so quickly. His mind was still on how to get rid of Charlie so that he could get on with his book. He noticed that she’d just closed it without bothering to replace his bookmark. Again, he stifled his irritation.


‘Yes, you know, one of those places young people go to have fun. Cryer was single, just waiting for her divorce to come through.’


‘Maybe she’d found someone new and Fancourt was jealous.’


‘She hadn’t. Friends said she was actively looking. She was lonely,’ said Charlie, somewhat aggressively.


Simon felt thwarted, as if circumstances were deliberately conspiring to protect David Fancourt. He had to be guilty of something, if not murder. Probably murder, though. Alice’s disappearance and Laura’s death were connected somehow, Simon would have bet his life. ‘Would you mind if I paid Darryl Beer a visit in Brimley?’


Charlie groaned. ‘Yes, I bloody well would. Why would you want to do that? Simon, you’ve got to try to resist these . . . strange tangents you like to go off on.’


‘Except for when they turn out to be bang on, you mean?’


‘Yes. Except for then. But now isn’t one of those times. Now is the time for you to admit you’re wrong and move on.’


‘Yeah? And when have you ever done that? You’re just as stubborn as I am, and you know it. Just because you say something doesn’t make it true. You always do this!’


‘Do what?’


‘Try to turn your personal opinion into some kind of universal moral law!’


Charlie recoiled. A few seconds later she said, ‘Don’t you ever wonder why you’re so shitty to me when most of the time I’m actually quite nice to you?’


Simon stared down at his hands. Yeah, he wondered.


‘It isn’t my personal opinion,’ she went on quietly. ‘It’s Beer’s confession. It’s the DNA evidence. The only person around here with a spurious, groundless opinion is you! Darryl Beer killed Laura Cryer, all right? Take my word for it. And that case has got nothing to do with this one, with Alice and Florence Fancourt.’


Simon nodded. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you,’ he said.


‘So, have you fallen for her? Alice?’ Charlie asked. She looked almost frightened. As soon as she’d said it, Simon knew that this was the true purpose of her visit. She had wanted – needed, perhaps – to ask him this question.


He resented it. Who did she think she was, to ask him that? It was only his residual guilt that prevented him from asking her to leave, guilt because he couldn’t feel the way she wanted him to feel.


Charlie was the only woman who had ever pursued Simon. The flirting had started on the day he was seconded to CID. At first he’d assumed she was taking the piss, until Sellers and Gibbs convinced him otherwise.


If Simon could only develop a romantic interest in Charlie, it might make them both happy. It’d certainly make his life a damn sight easier. Unlike most men – certainly most policemen – Simon didn’t care all that much about looks. So what if Charlie had large breasts and long, skinny legs? Her trim figure, combined with her obvious keenness and availability, was part of what he found off-putting. She was way out of his league, like the girls he’d fixated on at school, before countless humiliations had taught him to know his place. And she had been successful in two careers. She was the sort of person who could do well at anything she set her mind to.


She’d got a first in ASNAC – Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic – from Cambridge. Before joining the police, she’d been a promising young academic for four years. After she was denied a promotion she knew she deserved by a head of department who was resentful of Charlie’s superior intellect and publication record, she started from scratch in the police and became a detective sergeant in record time. Her achievements both impressed and intimidated Simon. Mostly, she made him feel inadequate.


Looking back, Simon could see what a fool he’d been. Charlie had made it clear she wanted him, and there was an undeniable vacancy; convention dictated that he ought to have a girlfriend, and she was the only volunteer. A voice in his head had screamed its dissent from that first day, but he’d ignored it and kept telling himself, instead, how great Charlie was, how lucky he should feel.


She had finally made her move at Sellers’ fortieth birthday party last year. Simon, stunned and zombie-like, needed to make no effort at all. She was all over him, taking the lead in everything. She’d even reserved Sellers’ spare room for them, she told him. ‘If anyone else gets in there before us, Sellers’ll be looking for a new job!’ she joked.


This alarmed Simon, but still he said nothing. He feared she’d be the same in bed as she was out of it, that she’d spend the whole time issuing instructions about what she wanted done, when and where, in a tone that brooked no argument. Simon knew some men didn’t mind that sort of thing, but he personally found the prospect repellent. He knew he’d get it all wrong anyway, make a pig’s ear of everything.


Still, he allowed himself to be drawn further in. As the kissing went on, Charlie seemed to be becoming more enthusiastic, so Simon behaved as if he was too. He imitated her fast breathing, said a few nice things that he hoped were romantic, things it would never have occurred to him to say if he hadn’t heard them in films.


Charlie eventually led him into Sellers’ tiny spare room and pushed him down on to the single bed. I’m lucky, Simon repeated to himself again. Most men would give their World Cup final tickets to be in this position. He watched in horror and fascination as Charlie undressed in front of him. Logically, with the rational part of his brain, he admired her for being liberated, for refusing to go along with that sexist nonsense about men having to make the first move. Yet, ashamed though he was to admit it, all Simon’s instincts mutinied against the idea of a sexually aggressive woman.


It’s too late, he told himself as Charlie climbed on top of him and started to unbutton his shirt. The best thing to do was get it over with. He ran his hands over her body, doing what he assumed was expected of him.


At this point in the narrative, Simon’s memory always lurched violently away from the specific details, which were far too awful to dwell on. It was sufficient to recall that he had known at a certain point that he couldn’t go through with it. He’d pushed Charlie off his knees, mumbled an apology and run from the room without looking back. What a coward and a loser she must have thought he was. He expected news of his humiliating failure to be all over the police station the next day, but no-one said anything. When Simon tried to apologise to Charlie, she cut him off, saying, ‘I was pissed anyway. I don’t remember much.’ Trying to spare him further embarrassment, no doubt.


‘Well?’ she said now. ‘Answer came there none, as Proust would say. What is it with Alice Fancourt? Do you just fancy her because she’s got long, blonde hair?’


‘Of course not.’ Simon felt as if the Spanish inquisition had landed in his living room. He was offended to have such shallowness imputed to him. Long blonde hair had nothing to do with it. It was the openness in Alice’s face, her vulnerability, the way he could see what she was feeling just by looking at her. She had a gravity about her that touched him. He wanted to help her, and she believed that he could. He wasn’t a joke to her. Alice had seemed to see Simon exactly as he wanted to be seen. And now that she had vanished, he saw her in his mind constantly, went over everything she’d ever said to him, buzzed with the need to tell her he believed her, finally, wholeheartedly, about everything. Now that it might be too late she consumed his thoughts; it was as if somehow by disappearing she had transcended reality, become legend.


‘You have fallen for her,’ said Charlie glumly. ‘Be careful, okay? Make sure you don’t explode. The Snowman’s got his beady eye on you. If you fuck up again . . .’


‘Proust said that to me this morning. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Okay, I’ve had a few Reg 9s, but no more than most people.’


Charlie sighed heavily. ‘A few more than most, actually. I haven’t had any. Gibbs and Sellers haven’t either.’


‘I didn’t say I was perfect,’ Simon muttered, feeling instantly defensive. He was a better cop than Gibbs or Sellers would ever be, and Charlie knew it. Proust knew it. ‘I take risks. I know it sometimes gets out of hand, but . . .’


‘Simon, those Reg 9s were only Reg 9s because I begged Proust on bended knees to go easy on you. You can’t go round flattening everyone who questions your judgement!’


‘You know it wasn’t as simple as that!’


‘The Snowman was all for throwing you out. I had to lick his arse until my tongue nearly fell off, and he had to lick a fair few higher-up arses himself. Which didn’t go down at all well.’


This was all news to Simon. He’d lost his temper only with those who deserved it. ‘So . . . what are you saying?’ he asked, feeling like an idiot. He should know more about this than Charlie. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I don’t know!’ she snapped. ‘I didn’t want you to feel everyone had it in for you, though you seem to feel that way whatever happens. Look, I hoped I could get you to . . . moderate your behaviour. And you’ve been a lot better recently, which is why I don’t want this Alice Fancourt business to fuck that up. I promised Proust I’d keep you under control, so . . .’


‘So you’re going to start trying to control how I feel about people too?’ Simon was incensed. Charlie had got him out of trouble and kept it from him at the same time. He couldn’t think of anything more patronising. As if he were a child who couldn’t handle the harsh truth.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m only trying to help, okay? If I was about to fuck up, I’d want you to advise me not to. That’s what friends do.’ There was a tremor in her voice.


Simon saw her hurt expression, panicked at the prospect of tears. ‘I’m sorry.’ He decided as he said it that perhaps he ought to be, perhaps he was. Charlie could appear thick-skinned, but Simon knew she often felt wounded and betrayed. As did he. Another thing they had in common, she’d have said.


She stood up. ‘I’d better go. I might go to a club,’ she said pointedly.


‘Thanks for the book. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’


Once she had gone, Simon sank into a chair, feeling dislocated, as if he had lost an important part of himself. He needed to think, to rewrite his life story in accordance with the new information Charlie had given him. Lies were lethal, however honourable the intentions of the liar. They deprived people of the opportunity to know the basic facts of their own lives.


The impulse to flee, to start afresh somewhere far away, returned with all the allure of a new idea. It would be too easy not to turn up for work tomorrow. If only he trusted Charlie, anyone, to find Alice. But without him, the team wouldn’t do a thorough enough job, not by his standards. Not that Simon trusted himself particularly at the moment. Maybe he wasn’t as good at his job as he imagined. Maybe obedience and placidity counted for more than passion and intelligence in this shallow, superficial world.


To find out, retrospectively, that most of his superior officers had been eager to get rid of him made Simon feel as if all his efforts were in vain. Might as well go and start kicking heads in right now. So what if the chronology was all wrong? It didn’t change how he felt. Tonight he would sleep badly.
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Saturday September 27, 2003



Vivienne and I are at the police station, in an interview room. It is one of the most unpleasant spaces I have ever been in, small and airless, about three metres square, with sickly green walls. As we walked in, our feet stuck to the grey linoleum. We had to peel them off after every step. The only window has bars on it, and all the chairs are screwed to the floor. The table in front of us is covered in cigarette burns. I breathe through my mouth to avoid inhaling the unpleasant smell, a mixture of urine, cigarettes and sweat.


‘What sort of awful place is this?’ says Vivienne. ‘This is a room for criminals. You’d have thought they’d know from looking at us that we aren’t criminals.’


Vivienne certainly does not look like one. She is wearing a grey wool suit and grey suede court shoes. Her short silver hair is immaculate and her nails are trimmed and varnished, colourless as always. Anyone who didn’t know her would not be able to tell that she is in a state of extreme distress.


Vivienne does not rant and sob and make a fuss. The more despondent she feels, the quieter and more composed she is. She sits and broods. She stares at the wall, and out of windows, her face revealing nothing, sinister in its stillness. Even for the benefit of her beloved Felix, she cannot pretend to be her usual animated self. She holds him tightly in her arms, as if afraid he too might vanish. I told her this morning that I thought Felix ought to go and stay with friends, but she said firmly, ‘Nobody is leaving this house.’


She has always issued orders in this way, like a ruling force, confident of her absolute power. When David first took me home to meet her, I loved the way she laid down the law about which train I was to take back to London, what I must eat at the restaurant she took us to. It seemed to me then that friends offered polite suggestions before abandoning you to plough through your life alone, carrying the full weight of responsibility. They didn’t try too hard to meddle or force their views on you because, at some fundamental level, they didn’t care.


When Vivienne dogmatically seized control of my life, I thought that she was treating me as she would a daughter. I mattered to her, a lot, otherwise why would she have bothered? And she was right about the train, right about the food. Vivienne is no fool. She made decisions for me that were better than the ones I would have made for myself. Within two months of meeting David, I had a more flattering hairstyle and clothes I loved and looked fantastic in but would never have dared to choose for myself.


We have arrived at the police station in good time for Vivienne’s appointment. Vivienne explained who we were, and the man behind the front desk, a middle-aged officer in uniform, ushered us in here and told us to wait while he went to get the OIC for our case. Neither of us knew what he meant, whether to expect a person, a document or a committee.


Vivienne is here to give her statement. I begged her to let me come with her. I find it too upsetting and frightening to be around David. But I am more nervous than I thought I would be. I have never been inside a police station before and I am not enjoying the experience. I feel as if, at any moment, I might be found guilty of something.


The door opens and Simon comes in, followed by a tall, thin woman with a large bosom that looks as if it would fit better on somebody more buxom. Her lipstick is bright red and doesn’t suit her. She has short, dark brown hair and is wearing oval-shaped glasses with gold frames, a red jumper and a black skirt. She glances fleetingly at Vivienne, then leans against the wall and stares coldly at me. I feel frumpy in my cream, empire-waisted maternity dress. My stomach is still too big for normal clothes. The woman has a hard, mean look on her face and I instantly fear and dislike her. Simon blushes when his eyes meet mine. I am sure he hasn’t told his unfriendly colleague about the meeting the two of us have arranged for Monday afternoon. When I suggested that I should come to the police station, he very quickly said that was impossible. I have not told Vivienne either.


Simon turns to Vivienne. ‘I’m Detective Constable Waterhouse,’ he says. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Zailer.’


‘Sergeant Zailer and I have met before,’ says Vivienne briskly. The speed with which she moves on tells me that this prior meeting must have been connected to Laura’s murder. ‘Now that you’re here, could you take us to a nicer room? This one leaves rather a lot to be desired.’


‘We don’t have any nicer rooms,’ says Sergeant Zailer, sitting down opposite us. There is only one chair on her side of the table, so Simon has to stand. ‘We have four interview rooms and they’re all like this. It’s a police station, not a hotel.’


Vivienne purses her lips and sits up straighter in her chair.


‘DC Waterhouse? Would you care to give the two Mrs Fancourts an update on the case?’ Sergeant Zailer emphasizes this last word sarcastically.


Simon clears his throat and shifts his weight from one foot to the other. He seems ill at ease. ‘No babies have been reported missing yesterday or today, or in the past two weeks,’ he says. ‘Also, we, er, we had a disappointing response from Culver Valley General Hospital. They didn’t have the, er, placenta or the umbilical cord. They only keep them for a couple of days. Unfortunately that means we’re unable to do a DNA comparison between the placenta and the baby . . .’


‘There was a woman in the hospital at the same time as me . . .’ I begin, but Vivienne has started to speak as well, and it is her voice that everybody hears. I wonder if I ought to try again to tell them about Mandy. Vivienne’s presence stops me. I know what she would say: that Mandy was too stupid to plan anything as imaginative as a substitution of one baby for another. I have a little Vivienne in my head all the time, as if she’s fitted a representative of herself in my brain, one that reacts exactly as she would, even when she isn’t there.
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