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			Clouds sail past my window, shape-shifting as they go, and I pass the time by trying to work out what they resemble. That one, with the hint of grey at the edge, looks like a crab claw; another is like an embryo or a mermaid – I can’t decide which. I wish I could defy gravity and float up there with them. It seems blissful, the idea of resting my head on a cloud. But I know that in reality a cloud would just be damp and cold, like fog.

			I notice things like clouds now. I notice a lot that I never noticed before – for example, the way the leaves on the bush outside my window shiver in the wind and the spider’s web that’s tangled in its branches. There’s no sign of the spider, but I can see a fly caught in the deceptively delicate thread. It isn’t moving but that doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s dead.

			I know how that fly feels. I know what it feels like to be trapped – how quickly anger and frustration can turn to despair, and despair to resignation. I know that prisoners try to find ways to keep their sanity – that they jealously store memories and feed off them slowly, rationing them so there will be enough to last. And that when they run out of memories their imaginations expand to fill the void. My mind often leaves my body behind and journeys to places I’ve never been. It soars into the sky and it plunges to the depths of the ocean with giant squid and treasure-laden shipwrecks. On good days I can appreciate the magical power of my mind.

			But on bad days – and I have to admit they are more frequent than the good days lately – my mind shrinks into bitterness and recrimination, and then I start to plot and plan and think about all I have lost and who is to blame.

		

	
		
			One

			I’m in the kitchen slicing onions for tonight’s spaghetti Bolognese, when I hear Dylan yelling.

			‘Mummy, you’re on TV! Come quickly!’

			The knife slips, slicing into the tip of my forefinger and I curse under my breath as blood oozes out, dribbling on to the chopping board and staining the onion pink. Tearing off a strip of paper towel, I press it into the wound. Then I scurry into the living room where I find Dylan cross-legged on the carpet, his mouth smeared with chocolate, surrounded by the debris of his Lego castle. Delilah is lying next to him, licking the chocolate wrapper. My first instinct is to snap at him. He knows that Delilah mustn’t eat chocolate – that it’s bad for dogs. But I pick up the wrapper, take a deep, angry breath and bite back my annoyance. He’s only five years old and he’s had a tough time lately. I need to remember that.

			‘You’re too late, Mummy,’ he says reproachfully. ‘You were on TV. But you’re gone now.’

			I rub my stinging eyes, making them smart even more, and blink at the screen. The news is on; something about a climate-change protest. People are marching and chanting, holding up banners. A grey-haired woman in a tie-dyed shirt is being interviewed, proclaiming earnestly, jabbing her finger at the reporter. Maybe Dylan saw someone that looked like me in the crowd, or perhaps he simply made it up. Lately, he’ll do almost anything to get my attention. Since Theo moved in with Harper, I think he’s worried that if he doesn’t keep tabs on me, I’ll leave too. If I’m out of his sight for more than a few minutes, he panics. And several times in the last few weeks I’ve woken up to find that he’s crawled into bed with me, his little arm clamped on to me like a limpet. I don’t make him go back to his bed. If I’m honest, I like the company – I like the feel of his warm, little body breathing next to mine.

			‘You don’t want to watch the news, do you?’ I say, switching to another channel. I don’t want him to see something that will distress him. He had nightmares after an episode of Scooby Doo, so God only knows what trauma-­inducing effect a news piece about knife crime in London or war in Syria might have.

			But he’s lost interest in the television anyway. He’s busily ripping the heads off his Lego people and stacking them one on top of the other. ‘Look what I made,’ he announces proudly. ‘He’s got one, two, three, four . . . ten heads!’

			I examine his handiwork uneasily. Theo lets him watch all kinds of stuff that is way too old for him – as if he’s in a rush for him to grow up. It’s one of the things we argue about. Used to argue about. We don’t argue any more. We just exchange chilly pleasantries on the doorstep and short, practical instructions about Dylan.

			‘Mm, that’s great, sweetie,’ I say brightly, squatting beside him on the carpet and running a hand over his soft, stubbly head. I’m already regretting my decision to have his beautiful black curls cropped. I thought it would make him look tougher, less of a target for bullies at his new school. But the barber went overboard with the clippers and the overall effect – his short bristles, puny body and huge eyes – makes him look more like a victim than ever.

			‘Are you looking forward to your first day tomorrow?’ I ask anxiously. How will he cope with being separated from me? Will he make friends, or will the other kids tease him? Will his off-the-wall humour and strange, dreamy manner set him apart? I try to ignore a rogue image of him standing all alone and lost in the playground, a group of kids pointing and chanting insults at him.

			‘Mm,’ he says, as he picks up a plastic dinosaur. ‘Look, they’re fighting.’ He smashes the dinosaur into the man with ten heads and the heads topple, scattering over the carpet. He doesn’t want to talk about tomorrow. Of course he doesn’t. He’s only five. Tomorrow barely exists for him. He’s living in the moment. Loving life. I could learn a lot from him.

			‘Make sure you tidy all those up when you finish,’ I say, as I head back to the kitchen. I need to stop worrying. There’s no point in spending your life worrying. What good does it do? I ought to live in the moment like Dylan. I pull the medicine box out of the cupboard and root around for a plaster. Perhaps I should go back to that mindfulness course I started a while ago. What was it the coach told us? Pay attention to everything around you. Don’t judge, just be aware. I wrap the plaster around my finger, watching the way the red blood seeps through the fabric. I’m not judging, just observing. Then I stare out at the sky through the window. It stares back, grey, blank and indifferent. The garden is wet from the recent rain, the leaves dripping, the grass saturated. A sparrow hops across the lawn pecking for worms. The hedge needs trimming. Theo always used to do that. No, that’s a judgement. I mustn’t judge. I turn back to the cooking and tip the onions into the pan, watching them sizzle. Not judging them. I breathe deeply through my nose. Tomorrow will be okay, I tell myself. Everything will be okay.

			 

			After we’ve eaten and Dylan’s had a bath, he clambers into bed, clutching the fluffy Komodo dragon Harper bought him at London Zoo. They went about a month ago, all three of them: Theo, Dylan and Theo’s girlfriend, Harper. And Dylan came back, eyes shining, full of stories about funny monkeys and how they all laughed when Harper dropped her ice cream. That’s when I knew that Harper was probably a permanent fixture in Theo’s life. I hate to admit it, but there’s no way he would have introduced her to Dylan if he wasn’t serious about her.

			‘Why’s your face all cross, Mummy?’ Dylan asks me, running his fingers along the Komodo dragon’s fur.

			‘Is it?’ I look at my reflection in the mirror on his wardrobe door and catch a glimpse of my expression. He’s right. I do look cross. I look bitter, angry and old. In this light I look much older than my age, not to mention fat. A fat, bitter old hag, I think. With an effort I wipe the frown away and smile fondly at Dylan.

			‘I’m just tired,’ I say.

			‘I want to sleep in your bed, please, Mummy,’ Dylan begs, hopping up and down. His face is still flushed from the bath and his eyes are glittering with fatigue and excitement.

			‘Big boys sleep in their own beds.’ I say, kissing his cheek. It’s soft and smooth and he smells of talcum powder and baby shampoo. ‘Now lie down.’

			I sit next to him on the bed, propped against a pillow, his head resting against my belly, and read him our favourite story, ‘Naughty Nelly’s New Neighbours’. It’s a simple but clever story about a girl whose neighbours turn out to be monsters.

			‘Do you think our neighbours are monsters?’ Dylan asks me, wide-eyed, when I’ve finished. He wriggles down under the covers and pops his thumb in his mouth. I think about Eileen, who lives next door – the way she yelled at Dylan the other day for accidentally throwing his ball into her garden and the malicious gleam in her eye when I told her about Theo leaving.

			‘They could be,’ I say. Then, catching the alarm in his eyes, I add, ‘Friendly monsters, of course.’

			Once Dylan’s asleep I make sure his things are packed for tomorrow and I make his lunch: cheese and Marmite sandwiches, some carrot sticks and a bag of salt and vinegar crisps. Then I take a pack and eat it myself. One won’t do any harm. This is day two of my diet and I’m craving sugary and salty food. I sit down at my laptop and write. My target is a thousand words a day and the deadline is looming. I’m writing a young adult book – the second in a series about a teenage ghost.

			When Theo and I first married, we lived in Bristol. He had a job at a nearby school, and I worked as a local news reporter at the Bristol Gazette. I loved my job, but I’d always harboured a secret ambition to write a book and I spent most of my evenings and weekends scribbling away and firing off short stories to publishers and competitions without any luck. Then, shortly after Dylan was born, Theo was offered Head of Department at a school in Cirencester and we decided to move back to the town where I grew up. It’s a small place and it was hard to find a job in journalism here, so I decided to make a serious attempt at writing the book I’d always dreamed of writing. And about three years ago, when Dylan was two, I saw a competition in a magazine for young adult fiction. On a whim, I sent off the first three chapters of a ghost story called Embers. To my amazement, I won, and just like that was given a contract for two books.

			Normally, I love delving into a fictional world where anything is possible and I’m very much in control. But tonight, the words won’t come. I’m trying to write the first chapter, which picks up after the end of the last book when Molly, my heroine, discovers that she died in a car accident. But for some reason, this evening, I feel completely uninspired. Every single sentence squeezes its way on to the page, painfully. After about an hour, I give up and check my phone to see if the guy from the other night has phoned me. Of course, he hasn’t. Feeling disappointed but not that surprised, I pick up my laptop and wander absent-mindedly into the kitchen where I open the packet of chocolate animal biscuits I bought for Dylan and munch my way through them while I read what I’ve written. The whole thing seems like garbage and it doesn’t tie in with the first book at all. I sigh, and reaching for another biscuit, I realise there aren’t any left. I’ve eaten the entire jumbo-sized packet. And I’ve dropped crumbs all down the front of my t-shirt. My stomach seems to have grown exponentially in the last five minutes, bulging over the top of my jeans. What would Sara at Weight Watchers say? What would Luke think if he did actually phone for another date?

			Feeling frustrated and disgusted with myself, I delete the whole chapter. Then I check my messages on Facebook. I have two Facebook accounts – one for me and one for ‘Ophelia Black’, my alter ego. Ophelia Black is the ­pseudo­nym dreamed up by the publishing team for Embers because they thought that my real name, Catherine Bayntun, was too difficult to spell and not very sellable.

			On my real Facebook page my friend Gaby has sent me a message asking what happened after she left the other night. Ophelia Black has two: one from some obscure magazine asking me to answer a few questions and another from someone called George Wilkinson. I open the message from George. There’s no writing, just a photograph – a picture of a gravestone.

			Weird.

			The headstone looks relatively new, shiny and black. The inscription is obscured by a vase of pink roses; just the last letter of the name is visible. I enlarge the image, but I still can’t read it. The last letter could be an R, but I am not sure.

			Why would anyone send me a picture of a grave? It’s slightly unnerving. Is it some kind of threat? No, it’s probably just a fan trying to spark a new idea for a sequel to Embers, I decide. I click on George’s profile. He looks like an ordinary middle-aged man from Wisconsin in the USA. In the picture, he’s grinning at the camera. He’s wearing a baseball cap and has a bushy moustache. He doesn’t look like the kind of person who would read Embers. He’s way too old for a start. I close the page. It’s nothing, I tell myself. George Wilkinson has clearly mistaken me for another Ophelia Black. But even so, I feel a twinge of unease as I snap the laptop shut and head to the living room.

			In the living room, I set up the ironing board to iron Dylan’s school shirts and switch on the TV, catching the end of the evening news. After the weather forecast, the local news comes on. The newscaster is talking about a pile-up on the A417, but I’m not really listening. I’m still wondering why George from Wisconsin sent me that message.

			But when I happen to glance up at the TV, I notice that the woman reading the news is looking particularly serious. She’s talking about a crime that was committed on Friday night – a grisly murder, and in Cecily Hill of all places! It’s just a ten minute walk from here. I put the iron down. I’m shocked. That kind of crime just doesn’t happen in this sleepy Cotswold town. It’s a place where people come to retire – a pretty, peaceful place where people get up in arms when someone builds an extension without planning permission or because the new pavements caused someone to break their hip. Even the news anchor looks visibly shaken as she relates the details. The police, she says, aren’t sure about the exact time the victim was killed, but they have revealed that she was stabbed no fewer than four times in the chest.

			Then a picture flashes up on the screen and everything else is completely wiped from my mind. I forget the ironing. I forget Wisconsin George. I even forget Dylan. I can’t think of anything but the image dominating the screen. Time stops and the world around me blurs and stretches into lightning-fast shrieks of meaningless colour. It’s just me and that picture in a universe which suddenly makes no sense.

			‘This woman was seen on Friday night near the scene of the crime,’ says the news reader grimly. ‘She is thought to be in her early thirties, and she was wearing a white t-shirt with blue jeans. Police are appealing for her or anyone who knows her to come forward and help the police with their enquiries.’

			It’s a computer-generated photofit of a woman with a plump, round face and long, brown, wavy hair. Except for the fact that her skin is a little too smooth, and her face is expressionless, making her look slightly plastic, the image is very realistic. She’s got a high forehead, thick, arched eyebrows and there’s even a small brown mole on her left cheek. She’s an ordinary-looking woman – entirely unremarkable. She looks like the best friend in a movie – the one who inexplicably spends all her time worrying about the beautiful heroine and doesn’t appear to have a life of her own. You certainly wouldn’t single her out in a crowd, but nevertheless, her features make up a face that, like every face on the planet, is unique as a fingerprint.

			And Dylan was right. She looks exactly like me.

		

	
		
			Two

			How is that even possible?

			I was nowhere near Cecily Hill on Friday night. It must be a coincidence – a chance resemblance. They say everyone has a doppelganger, don’t they? This must be mine. But a deep feeling of unease crawls into my belly. How plausible is it that someone who lives in the same town as me looks exactly like me?

			I barely have time to process it all before the news anchor peers gravely into my living room and drops another bombshell. This time it’s the victim: a photograph of a woman about my age, grinning at the camera, punching her hands above her head in triumph on top of a mountain. More images flash up. She’s at a party, her arms linked with friends; then she’s on a beach, holding up a cocktail glass. The implication: this is a woman who lived life to the full, making her murder even more despicable – her death even more poignant.

			‘Charlotte Holbrooke, known to her friends as Charlie, was found dead in her flat on Saturday night. She had been stabbed four times.’ She continues, her eyes misting with tears. ‘She was married just last month.’

			We are shown a photo of Charlie in a wedding dress with her husband, a man called Adam. They’re standing under a sort of arbour, gazing into each other’s eyes. He is handsome, square-jawed, with floppy, blond hair and piercing blue eyes. Then they show another photo of the happy couple on their honeymoon, in front of a wintry scene of Rome, the rooftops speckled with snow. Both are pink-faced and smiling in woolly hats and scarves. They look happy and in love.

			‘If you were in the Cecily Hill area on Friday night or in the early hours of Saturday morning and saw anything suspicious, please get in touch,’ the newsreader implores as a phone number rolls across the bottom of the screen below her. ‘And if you saw this woman –’ that impossible picture fills the screen again – ‘or know who she might be, please contact us.’

			My hand is shaking as I switch off the TV.

			I don’t drink much as a rule. And I certainly never drink alone. But right now, it seems like the appropriate response. The only response to such an outrageous shock. I stumble into the kitchen and pour myself a vodka – a present from Gaby last summer, from her visit to Russia – and I gulp it down. The liquid burns my throat and I wince, but I carry on until the glass is drained. This can’t be a coincidence.

			Because I know her. I know the victim. Charlotte Holbrooke. Charlie. She used to be Charlotte Kent before she married, but I would recognise her anywhere.

			It must have been . . . what? At least seventeen years since I last saw her. But she hasn’t changed. She still has that same thick head of amber-coloured hair, the same heart-shaped face and bright hazel eyes. Still had, I remind myself. She has changed now, of course. She’s dead. Charlie is dead. You can’t change much more than that.

			I pour myself another vodka, this time tempering it with orange juice. I try to remember the last time I saw Charlie. It must have been just before we left for uni. We were sitting in a pub garden at a damp wooden table. I don’t remember much of what we said or why we were there. All I remember is Charlie, pale and unusually serious, saying, ‘This is it, Cat. We’re off to start new lives. Let’s keep in touch.’

			I think we both knew, even then, that her words were hollow – that there was no way we would stay in contact; that our friendship was ruined for ever.

			The acrid smell of burning wafts into my nostrils.

			Shit.

			I rush back into the living room. Black smoke is billowing from the iron.

			Shit.

			I lift it up and uncover a large black scorch mark imprinted on clean white cotton. It’s burned a hole right through to the ironing board.

			Shit shit shit. I only bought that shirt today. I’ll have to throw it away now.

			I switch off the iron, toss the shirt into the bin outside and slump down on the sofa, clinging to the armrest, digging my nails into the velvet cover. The room seems to be swaying, lurching from side to side. Fear grips my throat so that I can barely breathe, blackness curling at the edge of my mind.

			This can’t be happening. Charlie has been murdered. My old school friend Charlie has been murdered and the police are looking for someone who looks exactly like me.

			Someone must have given the police this description. After all, that’s how they make photofits, by adjusting the image until the witness is satisfied that it looks like the person they saw. But who? And why? Could it be a deliberate attempt to incriminate me? Why would anyone want to do that? I am an ordinary thirty-five-year-old woman, who lives her life trying to be kind and trying not to cause offence. I don’t have any enemies.

			I try to hang on to facts that make sense. What was I doing on Friday evening? But right now, panic floods through me, banishing rational thought. I can’t remember. What was I doing? I dropped off Dylan at Theo’s flat and then what? I wasn’t there, I try to reassure myself. I didn’t do it. I can’t be charged with something I didn’t do.

			Then it comes back to me. Of course, how could I forget? After Weight Watchers, we went for a drink at the Black Bear in Tetbury, Gaby and me. And we met that guy there – Luke. He drove me home and he spent the night. The first time I’ve had sex with someone other than Theo for at least eight years.

			I go to the kitchen and make myself a cup of tea, beginning to feel a little calmer. If the worst comes to the worst, I have a solid alibi at least. I wasn’t alone for even a minute on Friday night. I’m sipping the soothing hot liquid when the phone rings loud in my little house, making my heart strike against my chest. The police have made the link already, I think, in a blind panic. They’re phoning to ask me to come to the station.

			But I needn’t have worried. It’s not the police. It’s Theo.

			‘You wouldn’t believe what I just saw on the news,’ he says cheerfully.

			‘I saw it,’ I say tersely. My heart rate slowing slightly.

			‘There’s been a murder and the photofit . . .’

			‘I saw it.’

			‘You must have a twin,’ he chuckles. ‘An evil twin.’

			This is just an amusing diversion for him. It’s annoying, but also, in a weird way, reassuring. If he thinks it’s funny, maybe I’m taking it too much to heart. Of course, no one could take this seriously. I’m a law-abiding citizen, a mother of a young child. I’ve never been in trouble with the police. I’ve never even had so much as a speeding ticket.

			There’s a silence on the other end of the phone.

			‘What do you want, Theo?’ I ask, feeling suddenly weary.

			‘Can I speak to Dylan?’ he asks. I picture Theo on the other end of the phone squashing his lower lip together between his thumb and his forefinger, the way he does when he’s thinking. I know his every gesture and, for a second, I feel a longing so intense it takes my breath away. I want him here with me right now. I need him to laugh and shrug and make everything seem okay.

			‘He’s asleep already,’ I say coldly. ‘He’s starting school tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, that’s right. I forgot. Oh well, wish him luck from me. Shall I pick him up on Friday?’

			‘Yes, I’ll let his teacher know.’ I don’t relish the idea of explaining our domestic situation to the teacher, but I suppose it has to be done.

			‘Are you okay, Cat?’ He sounds almost like he really cares.

			‘Yes, I’m fine. Bye, Theo, see you soon.’

			‘Goodnight.’

			I hang up, trying not to picture Theo’s face on the pillow next to mine, his warm breath on my cheek – the way he would always say ‘goodnight’ and kiss me, before rolling over to his side of the bed. At least I can spread out now, I think. I can sleep on whichever side I like. When Dylan isn’t in bed with me, I sleep diagonally across the bed just for the hell of it. I fold up the ironing board, telling myself that space in a bed is a good substitute for a living, breathing man.

			Then I go into my bedroom and fire up the computer. Logging on to Facebook, I find Charlie’s profile.

			Messages have gone up on her page already. Charlotte Holbrooke. We are heartbroken. Heaven has another angel. A beautiful soul. You were a friend I was proud to know. Have a margarita for me in heaven.

			Tears prick at the back of my eyes. It’s been a long time since I saw Charlie. But she was important to me at a time in my life when feelings were raw and friendships more intense. And I suppose I loved her. Reckless, fun, crazy Charlie. I picture her curled up in my parents’ armchair, smoking a spliff or balancing precariously on the school wall, laughing as Mr Baker shouted at her to get down.

			But I am ambushed by another memory. Driving home from a party. Charlie leaning out of the car window like a dog, her hair flying behind her. Me shouting over the roar of the engine. ‘Get in, Charlie. You’re going to kill yourself!’ And her just leaning further out, yelling, ‘Live a little, Cat. You know what they say . . .’

			I shut down the computer.

			Charlie always lived dangerously. She liked to take risks and push things to their limit. But I could never have predicted that her life would have ended like this – so violently; so horribly. What happened to you, Charlie? I wonder as I head to bed. Did you get yourself involved in something you shouldn’t have?

		

	
		
			Three

			A pale silver sun is nudging through the morning cloud as we walk to Dylan’s new school. He hops along beside me, down the river path and past the horses swishing their tails in the field. Despite the rain yesterday, the water level in the river is low, and I can see all the rubbish that has accumulated at the bottom. A family of ducks is waddling carefully over the Coke cans and weeds, no doubt wondering where all the water has gone.

			Green Park Primary School is an old stone building at the far end of town. It’s changed a lot since I went there. In our day, the fence was on the road. Now it’s all high walls and security. In the playground, parents are milling around. A few of them are taking photos of their children – girls in checked green and white dresses with buttoned-up cardigans and boys in grey shorts and green jumpers posing on the steps of the school. I wish I’d remembered to bring my phone to record Dylan’s first day. But I was too preoccupied with other things this morning, worrying about that news report last night. Will any of the other parents recognise me? I’ve scraped my hair back and worn a baseball cap and sunglasses in an attempt to disguise myself. But judging by all the strange glances I’m getting it hasn’t worked. I try to ignore the huddle of mothers whispering by the pagoda, and make my way straight to the classroom, head down, gripping Dylan’s hand tightly.

			‘Ouch, Mummy, you’re hurting,’ he says as I climb the steps to Mrs Bailey’s classroom.

			‘Sorry, baby,’ I say, letting go of his hand. 

			‘I’m not a baby. I’m a big boy.’

			‘Yes, of course you are.’ I force a smile. Please God let them not say anything to their children about me. They wouldn’t, would they? I try not to imagine Dylan surrounded by a group of kids chanting, ‘Your mummy’s a murderer’.

			‘Dylan, welcome!’ exclaims Mrs Bailey with a saccharine smile. That’s right. I’d forgotten he came here with Theo for the induction, so she already knows him. Dylan hesitates, his fingers digging into my hand.

			Mrs Bailey stoops over so she’s at his eye level. Her eyes glitter blue in a soft, faded face, her grey hair coils artfully over her neck. She has a wispy baby voice which seems incongruous in a woman of her age.

			‘Do you think you can you find your name on the board?’ she whispers to him, as if they’re sharing a secret, and Dylan smiles shyly, nods and heads to the corkboard where laminated name cards shaped like butterflies are Velcroed.

			‘That’s right, well done!’ she exclaims as he pulls one off. Then she straightens up, looks at me for the first time and does a double take.

			‘Have we met before?’ she asks, frowning.

			‘No, my husband came to the induction. My ex-husband,’ I correct myself.

			‘Oh, okay,’ her eyes narrow thoughtfully. ‘I could have sworn . . .’

			Her voice trails off and she fiddles with the glasses on a chain around her neck. Then she turns to another parent, a hassled-looking father in jogging gear, and beams at him. How long will it take her to connect my face to the photofit she most likely saw last night? I wonder. More parents and kids are arriving. A little girl is screaming, trying to drag her mother away. I feel like screaming too. I just want to get out of here. The walls seem to be closing in and I feel exposed, as though everyone’s staring at me, whispering about me. At least Dylan seems fine. He’s trotting off hand in hand with the teaching assistant without so much as a backward glance.

			‘See you later, Dyl,’ I call, but he doesn’t hear me, and I duck out of the classroom while he’s distracted.

			I scurry out of the playground, head down, hoping no one else will recognise me. I’m staring at the concrete, trying to avoid eye contact as I turn out of the school gate and I don’t notice the woman right in front of me, rushing in the other direction, clutching the hand of a little boy. We collide and her handbag drops, the contents spilling out.

			‘I’m so sorry!’ I exclaim, helping her to scoop up the purse and lipstick and various scraps of paper and receipts.

			‘No, no, it’s my fault,’ the woman says breathlessly. ‘We shouldn’t have been running. We’re late. You wouldn’t believe the morning I’ve had!’ She stands up and smiles at me benignly. She’s tall and pretty, with bright red lipstick, sleek black hair and friendly grey eyes. I steel myself for a change in her expression, a flicker of recognition or for her features to harden into suspicion. But they don’t. She clearly hasn’t seen the news, I think, breathing with relief.

			‘We’re looking for Butterflies classroom,’ she says. ‘Weird name for a class, isn’t it?’

			I nod and grin. ‘It’s over there,’ I tell her, pointing to the new one-storey block. ‘My son is in Butterflies too.’

			‘Is he really?’ She seems to take more of an interest in this fact than it merits. ‘What’s his name?’

			‘Er, Dylan. Dylan Bayntun.’

			‘Mummee,’ the little boy tugs at her arm impatiently.

			‘I’m sorry. I’ve got to go,’ she laughs as she’s dragged away. ‘But I’m sure we’ll get to know each other later. I’m Georgia, by the way.’

			 

			Georgia seems nice, I think, as I walk back through the centre of town. It would be useful to make friends with some of the mothers at Dylan’s school. It will help him make friends too . . . but how likely is it that Georgia will want to socialise with me after she sees that photofit?

			Halfway home, on impulse, I stop outside Curl Up and Dye and look at the list of prices pinned on the door. It’s always struck me as an amusingly bad name for a hairdresser. I mean it’s not exactly encouraging, is it? Is that how you will feel after your haircut, like you want to curl up and die? But I can’t feel much more like curling up and dying than I currently do. And it doesn’t matter if my hair is cut well. I just want to look as different as possible from the way I look now.

			The salon smells of ammonia and the radio is on, playing a jangling tune. A skinny assistant with jagged blonde hair and a nose ring sashays up to a sort of podium with an appointments book on it and gives me a chilly smile.

			‘Yes?’ she says.

			‘I’d like my hair cut and dyed, please.’

			She takes up a pen and sucks the end. ‘When would you like to come?’

			‘Er, now, if possible.’

			She looks around the empty salon. ‘Um well . . . okay. Take a seat,’ she says reluctantly and bustles away into a back room. So I sit and wait, flicking through a magazine, reading a story about a woman who had an affair with her daughter’s husband. I don’t get to the end of the story to learn what the daughter did when she found out, because the assistant bustles back with a stylist who introduces herself as Cheryl and ushers me to a chair in front of the mirror.

			I stare at my reflection as she combs through the tangles and examines my split ends dubiously.

			‘So, what do you want done?’ she asks.

			I take a deep breath. ‘I want it cut short, in a bob. About your length and blonde.’

			Cheryl purses her lips. ‘Are you sure? That’s quite a drastic change.’

			‘I’m sure.’ The more dramatic the better, I think. All I can see when I look at myself is that appalling photofit.

			Cheryl shrugs and fetches me a colour chart. ‘What do you like?’ she asks.

			I stab my finger at a shade on the lighter end of the spectrum.

			‘Beeline Honey?’ Cheryl frowns. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like something a little darker, like Hot Toffee or Havana Brown?’

			‘No, I want Beeline Honey or maybe Medium Champagne,’ I say firmly. ‘I need a change. I’m getting a divorce.’

			‘Oh, I see.’ She nods and smiles – a warm smile this time, and her face is transformed. ‘You want a revenge haircut.’

			‘Something like that.’

			‘Well, I’ll see what I can do.’ The mention of my divorce has softened her and I think she feels she can relate to me now because she spends the next half an hour or so, while my hair is cooking, telling me all about her ex-boyfriend, Sam, who cheated on her.

			‘God, I hate Sam,’ I say when she pauses for breath, and she laughs.

			‘Yeah, Sam and your husband, what a pair of losers,’ she says, switching on the blow dryer and drowning out my answer.

			‘It looks lovely,’ she says, holding up a mirror behind my head and admiring her handiwork when she’s finished.

			I swivel my head in front of the mirror and my hair swishes and falls in a sleek blonde sheet. The result is really weird. I look like a successful, professional woman. Nothing like the photofit. Nothing like me.

			‘Thank you,’ I say, paying her. ‘You’ve done a great job.’

			 

			There’s nothing like a new haircut to boost your mood and I walk home feeling much calmer and more hopeful. Every so often, I catch a glimpse of myself in a shop window and I see a woman I don’t recognise as me. I don’t even look all that fat, I decide. This is the start of a new chapter in my life, I think. I’m going to take care of myself. No more binge eating, no more worrying and I’m going to always be kind and patient with Dylan. Perhaps I’ll even go to the gym. Now I’ve dyed my hair, no one will make the connection between me and that photofit. I turn into my street, my hair bouncing like a shampoo ad, my confidence soaring.

			But on the corner I stop abruptly and steady myself on a garden wall, fighting the instinct to turn and run. Because way down at the other end of the street I see something that makes my heart freeze.

			There’s a police car parked right outside my house.

		

	
		
			Four

			At number fifteen a curtain twitches and I catch a glimpse of Eileen Robinson peering out from the gloom of her living room, her pale moon face stained with malice. For a second, our eyes meet. Then she presses her lips together and jerks the curtains closed. No prizes for guessing who recognised the photofit and called the police.

			I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve no need to worry, I tell myself as I make my way up the road. Even so, my legs buckle and my heart races when I reach my house. I walk right past the police car, my head held high, pretending I haven’t noticed the two officers sitting inside. Then I open my front gate and step on to the path, but the sound of the car door slamming behind me jolts through my whole body.

			‘Catherine Bayntun?’ says a voice and I turn, polite surprise plastered on my face.

			‘Yes?’ I say, trying to keep my voice calm.

			A middle-aged woman with short, grey–blonde hair and a careworn face is holding out her hand. Just behind her, a young, plump man with a florid complexion is smiling awkwardly.

			‘I’m Detective Inspector Littlewood and this is Sergeant Fisher,’ says the woman. ‘Can we come in and have a quick word?’

			‘Sure.’ I fumble with the lock, hoping they haven’t noticed that my hand is trembling as I push open the door.

			‘Lovely dog,’ Sergeant Fisher says, patting Delilah on the head, taking in the Lego, still sprawled all over the floor, the crumbs on the sofa and the wilting pot plant on the windowsill.

			‘I like your hairdo.’ DI Littlewood perches on the edge of the sofa and appraises me with shrewd blue eyes. ‘Have you been to the hairdresser’s recently?’

			I touch the back of my head self-consciously. Was it a mistake? Does changing my appearance so drastically make me look guilty – as if I have something to hide?

			‘Yes, I went just this morning,’ I say warily.

			‘Very nice.’

			‘Thank you.’

			There’s an awkward silence. They’re clearly not here to chat about my hair. ‘Er . . . would you like a drink? Tea, coffee?’ I offer.

			‘No thanks, Catherine,’ DI Littlewood, smiles. Her manner is genial, pally almost. But her eyes are sharp, and they seem to take in everything and cut straight through my new look to the soft, scared core of me.

			‘We’re looking into the death of Charlotte Holbrooke,’ she says. ‘The woman that was murdered in her home a couple of days ago.’ She pauses, watching my reaction carefully. I try to assemble my features into the correct response, though I’m not sure what that is. Shock? Surprise? ‘It’s just a routine enquiry,’ she adds in a way that I guess is supposed to be reassuring. ‘Did you know her at all?’

			At this moment, if you could see inside my brain, it would look like a herd of wildebeest, stampeding in all directions.
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