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My mother died with her head in another man’s lap. The car collided head-on with a milk tanker, which in turn crashed into an oak tree, sending acorns pinging and bouncing off the bodywork like hailstones. Mr Shearer lost an appendage. I lost my mother. Fate laughs at probabilities.


The car was a bright red Fiesta that my mother called her ‘sexy little beast’. She bought it second-hand and had it resprayed at some back-street cutting shop my father knew about. I watched her leave that day. I stood at the upstairs window as she reversed out of the driveway and drove past the Tinklers’ house and Mrs Evans who was pruning her rose bushes and Millicent Jackson who lives on the corner with her twelve cats. I didn’t realise that my world was coming apart until later. It was as though she had taken hold of a loose thread and the further she drove away from me the more the thread unravelled like a cheap sweater, first the sleeve, then the shoulder, then the front and back until I was standing naked at the window.


My Aunt Kate told me what happened – not the whole story, of course – nobody tells a seven-year-old that his mother died with a penis in her mouth. Those details tend to be glossed over like plot holes in a shitty movie or questions about how Santa Claus squeezes down all those chimneys in a single night. Everybody at my school knew before I did (about my mother, not Santa Claus). Some of the older boys couldn’t wait to tell me, while the girls giggled behind their hands.


My father said nothing, not that first day or the next or any of the subsequent ones. Instead he sat in his armchair, mouthing words as though conducting some unfinished argument. One day I asked him if Mum was in Heaven.


‘No.’


‘Where is she?’


‘Rotting in Hell.’


‘But Hell is for bad people.’


‘It’s what she deserves.’


I had always assumed that Mr Shearer also went to Hell, but discovered later that he survived the crash. I don’t know if they reattached his penis. I don’t expect they cremated it with my mother. Maybe they had to make him a prosthetic one – a bionic penis – but that sounds like something from a cheap porno.


Details like this have stayed with me while most of my other childhood memories disappeared into the long grass. My mother’s final day, in particular, is fixed in my mind, flickering against my closed eyelids, light and dark, playing on a continuous loop like an old home movie. I have protected and preserved these scenes because so little remained of my mother after my father had finished expunging her from his life and mine.


I cling to them still, these fragments of my childhood, some real, others imagined, polished like gems and as tangible and definite to me as the world I walk through now, as solid as the trees and as cool as the sea breeze. I stand on the brow of a hill and look at the spired town, shimmering beneath shades of darkening blue. Thin wisps of cloud are like chalk marks on the cold upper air. Beyond the rooftops, past the headlands and rocky beaches and sandstone cliffs, I can make out the distant shore where fallen boulders resemble sculptures, carved and smoothed by the weather.


I am not a fast walker. I take my time, stopping and pointing out things. Sheep. Cows. Birds. Horses. I make the sounds. Sheep are such passive, apathetic creatures, don’t you think? There is no intelligence in their eyes – not like dogs or horses. Sheep are just blobs of wool, blindly obedient, ignorant, as gullible as lemmings.


The footpath reaches a blind bend, hidden by the trees. This is a good place to wait. I sit with my back braced against a trunk and take an apple from my pocket, along with a blade.


‘Would you like a piece?’ I ask. ‘No? Suit yourself. You keep walking.’


I don’t mind waiting. Patience is not an absence of action – it is about timing. We wait to be born, we wait to grow up and we wait to grow old … Some days, most days, I go home disappointed, but not unhappy. There will always be other opportunities. I have the patience of a fisherman. I have the patience of Job. I know all about the saints, how Satan destroyed Job’s family and his livestock and turned him from a rich man to a childless pauper overnight, yet Job refused to condemn God for his suffering.


The breeze moves through the branches of the trees and I can smell the salt and the seaweed drying on the shingle. A sharper gust of wind blows leaves against my legs and somewhere above me a dove coos monotonously. Then a dog barks, setting off a conversation with others, back and forth, bantering or grandstanding.


I get up and put on my mask. I slip my hand into my trousers and cup my scrotum. My penis doesn’t seem to belong to me. It looks incongruous, like a strange worm that doesn’t know if it wants to be a tail or a talisman.


Withdrawing my hand, I sniff my fingers and lean against the tree, watching the path. This is the right place. This is where I want to be. She will be along soon, if not today then perhaps tomorrow.


My father liked to fish. He had so little patience with most things in life, yet could spend hours staring at the tip of his rod or the float bobbing on the surface of the water, humming to himself.


‘Thou shall have a fishy on a little dishy,


Thou shall have a fishy when the boat comes in.’
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‘You can’t lie on the grass,’ says a voice.


‘Pardon?’


‘You’re on the grass.’


A figure stands over me, blocking the sun. I can only see his outline until he moves his head and then I’m blinded by the glare.


‘I didn’t see a sign,’ I say, shielding my eyes, my hand glowing pinkly around the edges.


‘Someone stole it,’ says the university porter, who is wearing a bowler hat, blue blazer and the requisite college tie. He’s in his sixties with grey hair trimmed everywhere except his eyebrows, which resemble twin caterpillars chasing each other across his forehead.


‘I didn’t think Oxford suffered petty crime,’ I say.


‘Student high jinks,’ explains the porter. ‘Some of ’em are too bloody clever for their own good, if you’ll pardon my language, sir.’


He offers his hand and helps me to stand. As if by magic, he produces a lint roller from his coat pocket and runs it over my shoulders and the back of my shirt, collecting the grass clippings. He takes my sports jacket and holds it open. I feel as though I’m Bertie Wooster being dressed by Jeeves.


‘Were you a gownie, sir?’


‘No. I went to university in London.’


The porter nods. ‘It was Durham for me. More an open prison than a place of higher learning.’


I find it hard to imagine this man ever being a student. No, that’s not true. I can picture him as an overbearing prefect at some minor boarding school in Hertfordshire in the 1960s, where he had an unfortunate nickname like Fishy Rowe or Crappy Cox.


‘Why can’t people lie on the grass?’ I ask. ‘It’s a lovely day – the sun is shining, the birds are singing.’


‘Tradition,’ he says, as though this should explain everything. ‘No walking on the grass, no sitting on the grass, no dancing on the grass.’


‘Or the Empire will crumble.’


‘Bit late for that,’ he admits. ‘Are you sure we haven’t met, sir? I’m pretty good with faces.’


‘Positive.’


He snaps his fingers exultantly. ‘You’re that psychologist. I’ve seen you on the news.’ He’s wagging his finger now. ‘Professor Joseph O’Loughlin, isn’t it? You helped find that missing girl. What was her name? Don’t tell me. It’s on the tip of … the tip of … Piper, that’s it. Piper Hadley.’ He beams as though waiting to be congratulated. ‘What brings you here? Are you going to be lecturing?’


‘No.’


I glance across the college lawn where coloured flags flutter above the entrances and balloons hang from windows. The university Open Day is in full swing and students are manning tables and stalls, handing out brochures to prospective undergraduates, publicising the various courses, clubs and activities. There is a Real Ale Society and a Rock Music Society and a C. S. Lewis Society; and the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer/Questioning Society – a mouthful whichever way you swing.


‘My daughter is looking over the colleges,’ I say. ‘She and her mother are inside.’


‘Excellent,’ says the porter. ‘Has she been offered a place?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I say, trying to sound informed. ‘I mean, I think so, or she might still take a gap year.’ In truth, I have no idea. The porter frowns and his eyebrows begin to crawl, dipping and bowing above his eyes.


My body chooses that moment to freeze and I’m caught in a classic James Bond crouch, without the gun of course, my face rigid and body locked in place like I’m a playing a game of musical statues.


‘Everything all right?’ asks the porter when I jerk back into motion. ‘You went all stiff and scary.’


‘I have Parkinson’s.’


‘Tough break. I have gout,’ he says, as though the two conditions are somehow comparable. ‘My doctor says I drink too much and my eyesight is getting worse. I have trouble distinguishing between a pub sign and a house fire.’


Two teenagers are chasing each other across the grass. The porter yells at them to stop. He touches his bowler hat and wishes me the best of luck before he takes off in pursuit, swinging his arms as though doing a quick march on a parade ground.


The midday tour of the college is finishing. I look around for Charlie and Julianne among the crowds of people spilling from the doors and wandering along the paths. I hope I haven’t missed them.


There they are! Charlie is chatting to a student – a boy, who points to something over her shoulder, giving her directions. He tosses a non-existent fringe out of his eyes and types her number into his mobile phone. Another boy leans down and whispers in his ear. They’re checking my daughter out.


‘She’s not even a fresher yet,’ I mutter to myself.


Julianne is picking up brochures from a table. She’s wearing white linen trousers and a silk blouse, with a pair of red sunglasses perched on her head. She doesn’t look so different from when we first met almost thirty years ago – tall and dark-haired, a little more muscular, athletic although curvaceous. Estranged wives shouldn’t look this good; they should be unappealing and sexless, with belly fat and drooping breasts. I’m not being sexist. Ex-husbands should be the same – overweight, balding, going to seed … 


Charlie has chosen a loose-fitting dress and Doc Martens, a combination that doesn’t come as a surprise. Mother and daughter are almost the same height, with the same full lips, thick eyelashes and a widow’s peak on their foreheads. My daughter has the more inquisitive face and is prone to sarcasm and occasional profanities, which I can live with unless she utters them in front of Emma, her younger sister.


Eleven weeks from now, Charlie will be leaving home for university. She was interviewed for a place at Oxford last December – as well as at three other universities – and I know she received offers in January, but she hasn’t revealed which one she accepted or what she might study. Lately I have caught myself hoping that she’s flunked her A-levels exams and will have to retake them. I know that’s a terrible thing for a father to wish, although I suspect I’m not the first.


Charlie spots me and waves. She breaks into a trot like a pedigree dog at Crufts. Likening my teenage daughter to a dog is not very PC or paternal, but Charlie has many other fine canine traits, not least of them loyalty, intelligence and sorrowful brown eyes.


Julianne puts her arm through mine. She walks slightly up on her toes, resembling a ballet dancer. Always has done.


‘So what have you been up to?’ she asks.


‘Chatting to the locals.’


‘Was that a college porter?’


‘It was.’


‘It’s nice to see you making friends.’


‘I’m that sort of guy.’


‘Normally you appraise people rather than befriend them.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘You remind me of a mechanic who can’t look at the car without wondering what’s under the bonnet.’


Julianne smiles and I marvel at how she can make a criticism sound remarkably similar to a compliment. I was married to this woman for twenty-two years and we’ve been separated for six. Not divorced. They say hope springs eternal, but I sense that I may have excavated that particular well and found it to be bone dry.


‘So what do you think?’ I ask Charlie.


‘It’s like Hogwarts for grown-ups,’ she replies. ‘They even wear gowns to dinner.’


‘What about a sorting hat and floating candles?’


She rolls her eyes.


I don’t know what’s more out-of-date, Harry Potter or my jokes.


‘There’s a band playing down by the river,’ says Charlie. ‘Can I go?’


‘Don’t you want to have lunch?’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘We should talk about university,’ I say. 


‘Later,’ she replies.


‘Have you accepted an offer?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where?’


She holds out her arms. ‘I’ll give you one guess.’


‘But what are you going to study?’


‘Good question.’


Charlie is teasing me. Keeping her own counsel. I will be the last to know unless fatherly advice or money is needed, when suddenly I will become the fount of all wisdom and master of the wallet.


‘Where are we going to meet?’ asks Julianne.


‘I’ll call you,’ replies Charlie, holding out her open palm towards me. I pretend to look elsewhere. Her fingers make a curling gesture. I take out my wallet and, before I can count the notes, she has plucked a twenty from my fingers and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Thanks, Daddy.’


She turns to Julianne. ‘Did you ask him?’ she whispers.


‘Shush.’


‘Ask me what?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


They’re obviously planning something. Charlie has been particularly attentive all day, holding my hand – the left one, of course – and matching stride with me.


What is it that I’m not being told?


When I look back from Julianne, Charlie has already gone, her dress billowing in the breeze, pushed down by her hands.


It’s almost lunchtime. I need food or my medication will likely go haywire and I’ll begin twerking like Miley Cyrus.


‘Where do you want to eat?’ I ask.


‘The pub,’ says Julianne, making it sound obvious. We walk through the arched stone gate and turn along St Aldate’s where the pavements are crowded with parents, prospective students, tourists and shoppers. Chinese and Japanese tour groups in matching T-shirts are following brightly coloured umbrellas.


‘It’s all very Brideshead Revisited, isn’t it? Sometimes I wonder if it’s more a theme park than a university.’


‘Has Charlie told you what she’s going to study?’ I ask.


‘Not a word,’ says Julianne, sounding unconcerned. 


‘Surely there must be some rule against that. No walking on the grass – or keeping secrets from your parents.’


‘She’ll tell us when she’s ready.’


Despite my reservations about her leaving home, I love the idea of Charlie going to university. I envy her the friends she’ll make and the fresh ideas she’ll hear, the discussions and debates, the subsidised alcohol, the parties, the bands and romances.


As we approach the intersection, I hear a commotion. A protest march is converging on the high street. People are chanting and carrying placards. Pedestrians have been stopped at the corner by several police officers. Someone is beating a snare drum next to a girl playing ‘Yankee Doodle’ on a flute. A boy with pink streaks in his hair thrusts a leaflet into my hand.


‘What are they protesting about?’ asks Julianne.


‘Starbucks.’


‘For serving lousy coffee?’


‘For not paying UK tax.’


Further along the street, I notice the Starbucks logo. One of the posters bobs past, reading, Too little, too latte.


‘We used to march against apartheid,’ I say.


‘It’s a different world.’


The march moves on. They’re a harmless-looking bunch. I can’t imagine any of them blowing up parliament or piloting the tumbrils to the guillotines. Most of them are probably heirs to family fortunes or ancestral titles. They’ll be running the country in thirty years. God help us!


Julianne chooses a pub by the river, which is decorated with hanging baskets of flowers and has an outside courtyard with tables overlooking the water. There are couples punting on the river, negotiating the wilting branches of willow trees and the swifter current on the outside of each bend. A rogue balloon skitters across the rippled surface and gets caught in the reeds.


After ordering a mezze plate to share, I go to the bar and get a large glass of wine for Julianne and a soft drink for myself. We toast and clink and make small talk, which is relaxed and natural. Ever since the separation we’ve continued to communicate, phoning each other twice a week to discuss the girls. Julianne is always bright and cheerful – happier now that she’s not with me.


As exes go, she’s one of the better ones – from all reports. Maybe it would be easier if she were a harridan or a poisonous shrew. I could have put our marriage behind me and found someone else. Instead I hang on, forever hopeful of a second chance or extra time. I’d happily go to penalties if the scores are still level.


‘Are you sure Charlie has a plan?’ I ask.


‘Did you have a plan at eighteen?’


‘I wanted to sleep with lots of girls.’


‘How did that work out?’


‘It was going fine until you came along.’


‘So I should apologise for cramping your style.’


‘You dented my average.’


‘You were a complete tail-ender. A number eleven batsman if ever I saw one.’


‘I managed to bowl you over.’


‘Now you’re mixing metaphors.’


‘No, I’m not – I’m an all-rounder.’


She laughs and waves me away. It feels good to make her happy. I met Julianne at London University. I’d spent three years doing medicine despite fainting at the first sight of blood, and Julianne was a fresher in her first year studying languages. I changed direction and transferred to psychology – much to my father’s disgust. He’d expected me to become a surgeon and carry on four generations of family history. They say a chain always breaks at the weakest link.


Our food has arrived. Julianne scoops hummus on to crusty bread and chews thoughtfully. ‘Are you seeing anyone?’ she asks, sounding nervous.


‘Not really, how about you?’


She shakes her head.


‘What about that lawyer? I can’t remember his name.’


‘Yes, you can.’


She’s right. Marcus Bryant. Handsome, successful, painfully worthy – a suitor from central casting, if such an agency existed. I once made the mistake of looking him up on Google, but didn’t get past his four-year stint working for the International War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague and his pro-bono work with death row inmates in Texas.


There is another long silence. Julianne speaks first.


‘If I had my life over again, I don’t think I would have married so young.’


‘Why?’


‘I wish I’d done more travelling.’


‘I didn’t stop you travelling.’


‘I’m not criticising you, Joe,’ she says, ‘I’m just making an observation.’


‘What else do you wish you’d done – had more lovers?’


‘That would have been nice.’


I try to share her laugh, but instead feel melancholy.


She responds, reaching across the table. ‘Oh, I’ve hurt you now. Don’t get sad. You were great in the sack.’


‘I’m not sad. It’s the medication.’


She smiles, not believing me. ‘There must be something you’d change.’


‘No.’


‘Really?’


‘Maybe one thing.’


‘What?’


‘I wouldn’t have slept with Elisa.’


The admission creates a sudden vacuum and Julianne withdraws her hand, half turning away. Her gaze slips across the river to a boathouse on the far bank. For the briefest of moments her eyes seem to glisten but the sheen has gone when she turns back.


Almost ten years ago, on the day I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease I didn’t go straight home. I didn’t buy a red Ferrari or book a world cruise or draw up a bucket list. Nor did I purchase a case of Glenfiddich and crawl into bed for a month. Instead I slept with a woman who wasn’t my wife. It was a stupid, stupid, stupid mistake that I have tried to rationalise ever since, but my excuses don’t measure up to the damage I caused.


A single, random, foolish event can often change a life – a chance meeting, or an accident or a moment of madness. But more often it happens by increments like a creeping tide, so slowly that we barely notice. My life was altered by a diagnosis. It was never going to be a death sentence, but it has robbed me by degrees.


‘I apologise for prying,’ says Julianne, toying with the stem of her wine glass.


‘You’re allowed.’


‘Why?’


‘I guess technically we’re still married.’


She sips her wine, not responding. Silence again.


‘So what are your plans for the summer?’ she asks. ‘Going anywhere nice?’


‘I haven’t decided. I might pick up one of those late package deals to Florida. Palm trees. Pouting girls. Bikinis. Surgically enhanced bodies.’


‘You hate the beach.’


‘Salsa. Mambo. Cuban cigars.’


‘You don’t smoke and you can’t dance.’


‘There you go – spoiling my fun.’


Julianne leans forward, putting her elbows on the table. ‘I have something important to ask you.’


‘OK.’


‘Perhaps I should have asked sooner. I’ve thought about it for a long time, but I guess I’m a little scared of what you might say.’


This is it! She wants a divorce. No more tiptoeing around the subject or beating around the bush. Maybe she’s going to marry Marcus and join him in America. Or she’s decided to sell the last of her father’s paintings and take a round-the-world cruise. But she hates cruises. An African safari – she’s always talked about going to Africa.


‘Joe?’


‘Huh?’


‘Have you been listening?’


‘Sorry.’


‘I was telling you a story.’


‘You know I love stories.’


Her eyes darken, warning me to take this seriously.


‘It was in the newspaper. An old woman in Glasgow lay dead inside her house for eight years. No one came to visit. Nobody raised the alarm. Her gas and electricity were cut off. Windows were broken in a storm. Mail piled up on the floor inside. But nobody came. They found her skeleton lying next to her bed. They think she fell and broke her hip and could have lived for days before she died, crying out for help, but nobody heard her. And now her family are fighting over her house. They all want a slice of her money. Makes you wonder…’


‘What about?’


‘How terrible it must be to die alone.’


‘We all die alone,’ I say, but regret it immediately because it sounds too flippant and dismissive. It’s my turn to reach across the table and touch her hand. She raises her fingertips and our fingers interlock. ‘We’re not responsible for other people’s mistakes. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?’


She nods.


‘You’re a good father, Joe.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re too soft on the girls.’


‘Someone has to be the good cop.’


‘I’m being serious.’


‘So am I.’


‘You’re a kind man.’


I’ve always been a kind man. I was a kind man six years ago when you left me.


Is this leading up to some sort of apology, I wonder. Maybe she wants to give me another chance. A pearl of sweat slides from my hairline, down my spine to the small of my back.


‘I know we can’t have our time over again,’ says Julianne, ‘and we can’t make amends for all of our mistakes…’


‘You’re beginning to frighten me,’ I say.


‘It’s nothing that dramatic,’ she replies, solemn again. ‘What I wanted to ask is whether you’d like to spend the summer with us?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Emma and Charlie are willing to share, which means you’ll have a room to yourself.’


‘At the cottage?’


‘You said you were going to take a few weeks off. You could commute to London if you have to work. The girls really want to see more of you.’


‘You want me to move back in … as a guest.’


‘You’re not a guest. You’re their father.’


‘And you and I…?’


Her head tilts slightly to one side. ‘Don’t read too much into it, Joe. I just thought it might be nice to spend the summer together.’ She withdraws her hand and looks away. Breathes out. Breathes big. ‘I know it’s short notice. You don’t have to say yes.’


‘No.’


‘Oh.’


‘No, I mean, I know there’s no pressure. It sounds perfect, it really does … it’s just…’


‘What?’


‘I guess I’m scared that if I spend so much time with the girls, it’s going to be hard to say goodbye again.’


She nods.


‘And I might fall madly in love with you again.’


‘Restrain yourself.’


I hope I’m smiling. A young couple at a nearby table laugh loudly. The girl’s voice is light and sweet and happy. I take a deep breath and hold it in my lungs. 


Saying nothing is the wrong choice. I must make a declaration or meet her halfway. She has thrown me a lifeline. I should grab it with both hands, but I’m not sure if the lifeline is tied on to anything.


‘You don’t have to let me know straight away,’ she says defensively. Hurt.


‘No, I think I’ll come.’


Even as I utter the statement, I can hear a small alarm pinging in my head, as though I haven’t fastened the seat belt or I’ve left my keys in the ignition. It’s not much of a plan. There are bound to be repercussions. Tears.


Julianne’s lips stretch into a wide smile, showing off her teeth, wrinkling her eyes. We continue to eat, but the conversation isn’t as easy as before, the questions or the answers.


Charlie calls and arranges to meet us. She’s not far away. Outside the pub, Julianne fishes for her car keys in her soft leather shoulder bag.


‘You do understand that this is just for the summer?’


‘Of course.’


‘I don’t want you getting your hopes up.’


‘My hopes are exactly where you want them to be.’


Julianne turns her back to me as though she’s retrieving something secret from her bag, but she’s carrying nothing when she turns. ‘So when would you like to come?’


‘How about at the weekend?’


‘Excellent,’ she answers. ‘I guess I don’t have to give you directions.’


‘No.’


She pauses. ‘Do you feel all right, Joe?’


‘I do.’


‘There are lots of things we haven’t talked about.’


‘True.’


‘Maybe we will.’


She leans closer to kiss me. I am tempted to go for the lips, but she turns her cheek and I make do with the warm, soap-scented smell of her and the weight of her head when it rests for a moment on my shoulder.


Take heart, I tell myself, as she slips on her sunglasses.


My phone is vibrating. I fish it out of my pocket and glance at the screen. Veronica Cray is calling me. I put the phone away.


‘You should get that,’ says Julianne.


‘It can wait.’


My phone vibrates again. Same caller ID. It won’t be good news. It never is when it comes from a detective chief superintendent in charge of a serious crime squad. She won’t be calling to say I’ve inherited a fortune or picked a six-horse accumulator or won the Nobel Peace Prize.


Julianne is watching me. Waiting. I smile at her apologetically and hold up a finger, mouthing the words ‘one minute’.


‘Chief Superintendent.’


‘Professor.’


‘Can I call you back?’


‘No.’


‘It’s just that I’m—’


‘Busy, yeah, I know, so am I. I’m busier than a one-legged Riverdancer and you won’t call me back because you don’t want to talk to me. You never do because you think I want something. But just stop for a moment and consider that this could be a social call. I might be calling as a friend. I might want to chew the fat.’


‘Are you calling as a friend?’


‘Of course.’


‘So you want to chew the fat?’


‘Absolutely, but since we’ve run out of things to talk about, I want you to look at something for me.’


‘I’ve retired from profiling.’


‘I’m not asking for a profile. I want your opinion.’


‘On a crime?’


‘Yes.’


‘A murder.’


‘Two of them.’


I wait, picturing the detective, who is built like a barrel with spiky, short-cropped hair and a penchant for wearing men’s shoes. She spells her surname with a ‘C’ not a ‘K’ because she doesn’t want anyone to know that she’s related to a pair of psychotic brothers, twins who terrorised London’s East End in the sixties.


I’ve known Ronnie Cray for almost seven years, ever since she watched me vomit by a roadside after a naked woman jumped to her death from the Clifton Suspension Bridge. I was supposed to talk the woman down. I failed. The events that followed cost me my marriage. Ronnie Cray was in charge of that investigation. I think she blames herself for not protecting my family, but it was nobody’s fault except mine. Since then the DCS has stayed in touch, sometimes asking for my advice on a particular case or dropping details like breadcrumbs, hoping that I might follow the trail. Now she’s a friend, although I’m never quite sure when to call someone a friend. I have so few of them.


‘Find another psychologist,’ I tell her.


‘I did. He calls himself “the Mindhunter”. Advertises his services. You must have heard of him.’


‘No.’


‘That’s odd. He says you taught him everything he knows.’


‘What!’


‘Even used your name as a reference.’


I pause. Julianne and Charlie are waiting to say goodbye.


‘Where do you want to meet?’


‘I’ll give you the address.’
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The West Country roads are choked with caravans and tourist coaches that look like jammed logs on a flooded river. Already I wish I hadn’t let Cray talk me into this. She piqued my professional interest. No, she dangled the bait and sank the hook, reeling me in like a fat trout.


Someone has been using my name to open doors and gain the trust of the police. He could be a charlatan or a glory-hound or an ambulance chaser. I hate psychologists who strut around crime scenes and pontificate on TV shows, profiting from other people’s misery. Either that or they write books about particular murders, explaining how and why – which is easy in hindsight. I can’t understand how someone could gain pleasure from such work. This is not some sort of intellectual puzzle or parlour game. Someone is dead, defiled or missing. They had a family and friends and were part of a community.


My left arm is jerking on my lap. I grip the steering wheel and fight the temptation to turn the car around. I could be in London in a few hours. I could pack a suitcase and arrive at the cottage early. Show my enthusiasm.


On the outskirts of Portishead I stop and ask directions at a pub called the Albion. The door, heavy and wide, resists me and I have to lean my weight to pull it open. I see a notice pinned to the frosted glass.


Police Appeal For Assistance


DID YOU SEE ANYTHING?


Mother and daughter Elizabeth and Harper Crowe were murdered in their farmhouse near Clevedon on or about midnight Saturday 6 June.


Were you in the vicinity of Windy Hill Farm between 10 p.m. on Saturday to early Sunday morning?


Did you see anyone acting suspiciously?


Please call Crimestoppers on 0800 555111


The publican is a round, short-armed Bob Hoskins type with booze-flushed cheeks and a boxer’s nose. The place is almost empty and he’s reading a newspaper between his elbows. ‘Customer,’ he yells. A woman emerges from the cellar, her copper-coloured hair bunched high on her head with several strands plastered to her neck.


‘What can I get you, love?’


‘I’m looking for Windy Hill Farm?’


Her smile fades. ‘Are you a reporter?’


‘No.’


‘You don’t look like a copper,’ says the publican, folding the Daily Mirror. ‘Maybe you’re another rubbernecker. We’ve had ’em all in here. Grief tourists, amateur detectives, true-crime nutters…’


‘I’m none of those,’ I say.


‘Maybe he’s looking to buy the place,’ says the woman.


The man scoffs. ‘I wouldn’t spend a single night in that house.’


‘Since when were you so squeamish?’


‘As if you’d live there! You jump at your own shadow.’


I’ve triggered an argument and they seem to have forgotten me. I clear my throat. ‘Windy Hill Farm?’


They stop bickering and immediately begin again, this time disagreeing over the directions. She says it’s two miles, he says three.


‘Look for the flowers,’ she says definitively. ‘You can’t miss them.’


I drive on, following the coast road, crossing rolling hills and descending into swales, past white-painted cottages, farmhouses and livestock yards. Stunted trees are clinging to the ridges, bent arthritically as though crouching in expectation of future storms.


As predicted, I come to a mound of flowers and soft toys that has obscured the fence beneath. There are cards, candles and hand-painted signs. One of them reads: Justice for Elizabeth and Harper. Crime scene tape has been threaded between the gateposts and torn by previous vehicles. Faded and fraying, it flaps like leftover party decorations.


Turning off the road, I cross a cattle grate and drive along a rutted track with six-foot-high hedges on either side. I see nothing until I turn the next corner and a whitewashed two-storey farmhouse comes into view, tucked hard against the ridge, protected from the worst of the prevailing winds.


An unmarked police car is parked near the front gate. Ronnie Cray gets out of the passenger seat and rocks her neck from side to side, hoisting her trousers high on her waist. For some reason her spiky hair is never dyed the same colour as her eyebrows and creates the impression that she’s wearing a wig. With Cray I’m never sure if I should hug her or slap her on the back. She holds out her hand, takes my fist and pulls me into an embrace that’s brief enough to be a chest bump.


She’s accompanied by another familiar face, Colin Abbott, better known as ‘Monk’, a black Londoner who is a foot taller than his boss. Monk has been promoted since I saw him last – he’s now a detective inspector – and his tight curls are starting to grey, clinging to his scalp like iron filings on a magnet.


‘How are the boys?’ I ask. He’s got three of them.


‘They’re good,’ he says, crushing my hand. ‘The eldest is up to here –’ Monk touches his shoulder.


‘Sign him up for basketball.’


‘I would, except he inherited his mother’s hand-eye.’


‘Can’t catch?’


‘Not even a cold.’


Other pleasantries are exchanged and exhausted. Cray grows impatient. ‘Afternoon tea is over, ladies, you can gossip later.’


‘So who has been using my name as a reference?’ I ask.


‘Emilio Coleman.’


‘Never heard of him.’


‘Late twenties, good-looking, fancies himself. He says he studied under you.’


I think again. Emilio Coleman? Emilio? I mentored an older student called Milo through his thesis at the University of Bath. That was four, maybe five years ago. Milo was clever but lazy. He spent more time using his skills to bed undergrad students than passing his exams. I remember his first suggestion for a thesis was ‘Do loud music and excess alcohol make women more likely to have sex on a first date?’


‘So he is one of yours,’ says Cray, making it sound as though I’m personally responsible.


‘What did he do?’ I ask.


‘Mr Coleman offered his services to the previous SCO, using your name as a reference. He was allowed to look at statements and photographs. He then went straight to the media.’


My heart sinks. Cray continues. ‘By revealing details that were deliberately withheld from the public such as the position of the bodies, injuries and markings on the wall, he has allowed potential suspects to claim they read about the case in the papers. We also have fewer ways of weeding out the timewasters and false confessions.’ She lowers her voice. ‘This is what happens when you don’t return my calls, Professor. We get amateur fucking hour.’


‘This is hardly my fault.’


‘Yeah, well, you taught this clown.’


‘I saw him once or twice a semester.’


‘I’m not here to argue with you. I want you to make this better.’


‘How?’


‘Review the case. Look at the statements and decision-making. Tell us what we’ve missed.’


‘Are there any suspects?’


‘Too many,’ she grunts. ‘The local community thinks we’ve cocked this up. Tempers are starting to fray. There’s a public meeting tonight. I want you to be there.’


‘Why me?’


‘Let’s call it a show of friendship.’


‘That’s not my definition of friendship.’


Cray rolls back her shoulders and smiles, her eyes twinkling. ‘That’s the thing about us, Professor, we can agree to disagree and it doesn’t affect our deep and abiding bond. Come on, I’ll show you the scene.’
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Detectives have a way of talking that condenses information into bullet points and dispenses with a lot of prepositions. It’s a sort of verbal shorthand that colleagues understand instinctively. Ronnie Cray launches into it now.


‘Two victims, mother and daughter, Elizabeth and Harper Crowe, aged forty-three and seventeen or possibly eighteen…’


‘Possibly?’


‘It was Harper’s birthday on the Sunday. We don’t know if she died before or after midnight.’


A gust of wind blows through the trees, making me feel restless. I study the farmhouse, which is seventeenth-century, Grade II listed, with mullioned windows and flowerboxes on the sills. It’s set on sixteen acres, with an orchard, walled garden, old granary, stables, milking shed and chicken-coop.


‘Looks like a bed and breakfast.’


‘Funny you should say that,’ says Cray, running fingers over her scalp. ‘Three months ago Elizabeth Crowe applied for a licence to set up a B&B. A council inspector gave her a list of work that had to be done – installing fire doors, emergency lighting, new bathrooms and proper signage. She had tradesmen coming in and out of this place for the past month.’


‘How was she funding it?’


‘Bank loan and her divorce settlement.’


I notice the splintered wooden panel on the front door. Someone punched a hole big enough to reach through and turn the latch. Cray keys open the padlock. The door swings inward. Duckboards are arranged like stepping stones down the length of the hallway. I look at my shoes.


‘Don’t bother,’ she says, reading my thoughts. ‘Forensics have been over the place twice.’ We step inside. My eyes fall upon a pockmarked mirror in a gilt frame and an assortment of walking sticks in an umbrella stand.


‘The bodies were discovered at 7.33 a.m. Sunday the seventh of June. Harper was upstairs and Elizabeth in the sitting room.’


‘Who found them?’


‘A neighbour, Tommy Garrett, lives with his grandmother. They have a farm just beyond those trees.’ She points across a field.


‘What was he doing here?’ I ask.


‘Says he heard the burglar alarm when he got up to start milking. Doreen made him finish his chores before he came across. He jumped the fence and went to the back door first. Then he walked around to the front and saw the busted door. He came inside and found Mrs Crowe.’


‘Did he go upstairs?’


‘Says not. The first responders found him raving, kicking at the fence and screaming.’


‘Is he a suspect?’


‘Top of the list.’ Cray looks at Monk. ‘How would you describe Tommy Garrett?’


‘Slow,’ is the reply, ‘although he didn’t waste any time selling his story to the tabloids.’


‘That was probably the grandmother,’ says Cray, ‘but I’m not underestimating the kid’s potential.’


I look at a rectangle of sandy sunlight on the worn floorboards. ‘You said Elizabeth was divorced.’


‘Eight months ago,’ replies Cray.


‘Her ex?’


‘Dominic Crowe is a local builder. They were married twenty-four years. About a decade ago Crowe set up a development company with his best friend, an architect called Jeremy Egan, but Dominic had to sell his stake during the GFC. Elizabeth bought him out. She had family money. Insisted the company be put in her name. Then she divorced him and took the lot.’


‘That must have been galling.’


‘He’s suspect number two,’ says Monk.


At the far end of the hallway I can see a large open plan kitchen. Immediately to my left is a dining room with a polished mahogany table and matching chairs. The mantelpiece has framed photographs and a bronze statue of a fox. Several watercolours are hanging on the wall: landscapes and coastal scenes.


Cray hands me two photographs. The first shows an attractive blonde of middle years with hair just brushing her shoulders. She has a slightly crooked smile and blue eyes beneath thinly plucked eyebrows. The second image is of her daughter, Harper, whose eyes are more grey than blue and her darker hair is pulled into a ponytail. Pretty and athletic, her smile exposes a narrow gap between her two front teeth.


‘Harper was found upstairs in bed, suffocated, most likely with a pillow. No sign of sexual assault. Minimal disturbance. The mother was found here.’


Turning right, I step into the sitting room. The atmosphere suddenly changes. It’s as though someone has opened a door or window, subtly altering the air pressure or temperature. My eyes are drawn to the smeared reddish brown symbol above the fireplace – a five-pointed star framed by a circle – whose lower edges seem to be seeping out of the plasterwork as if the wall were bleeding.


Certain symbols evoke a visceral response – triggering reactions before we even have thoughts. The pentagram is one of them. Regarded as a pagan sign, it dates back much further, to ancient Mesopotamia. Over the millennia it has been an emblem of Freemasonry, a knight’s insignia, a protection against evil, a badge of royalty and a Christian symbol representing the five wounds of Christ. I don’t know what it represents in this context – something twisted and vile, a calling card or statement of intent.


Elsewhere in the room the furniture has been pushed back. The sofa is against the main wall and twin armchairs are on either side of the window. Candles have been placed around the room and I notice a Bible open on the coffee table. The pages are covered in fingerprint dust.


‘I took the liberty,’ says Cray, opening a folder of crime scene photographs. Despite the markings on the wall, I’m not prepared for the visual impact of the images. At first glance they look like staged publicity shots from some Hollywood B-grade horror movie where buckets of blood have been thrown around. A woman’s body is lying on the floor, her arms and legs outspread, her palms facing upwards in supplication. Her semi-naked body has been butchered. Violated. Insulted. Defiled.


I have seen death before. I have seen autopsies and accident victims and the remains of children, yet nothing can desensitise a person to a scene such as this – the sheer horror, sadness, disbelief, puzzlement and anger, the senseless brutality and the sick display of artistry.


‘She was stabbed thirty-six times,’ says Cray, ‘most of them after death. You can see he focused on her genitals, but the post mortem found no evidence of a sexual assault either before or after.’


Another image shows the victim’s face. Her eyes are open, but there is no evidence of pain or horror on her face. I hope she died quickly. I hope she didn’t suffer.


‘I don’t think I can help you,’ I whisper.


‘Why not?’


‘I’m a clinical psychologist. You need someone who handles cases like this – someone who understands them. Call Broadmoor or Rampton.’ I’m already turning away, walking along the hallway, seeking fresh air.


‘I don’t want anyone else,’ says Cray, an edge to her voice now. ‘Trust me, Professor, I don’t want you here, but this goes beyond friendship or whether you have the stomach to look at those photographs. I don’t understand it either. It’s beyond my comprehension. But I’ve seen you do this. I’ve seen you piece together a crime. You can read minds—’


‘I can’t read minds.’


‘Motivations then, stimulus, impulses, whatever you want to call it – I need your help.’


I don’t respond. I can’t find any words. Cray is waiting. She suddenly looks much older than when I saw her last. Exhaustion has pouched the skin below her eyes and deepened the wrinkles on her forehead.


Every fibre of my being is screaming at me to walk away. Just go. Get in the car. Don’t look back. Today has been a good day for me. Julianne has asked me to come home. She would hate me even being here. She’ll blame me. Yet almost without thinking, I am collecting details and picturing events.


Taking the photographs from Cray, I stand in front of the fireplace, holding up individual images, positioning myself where the photographer did, looking through his lens and trying to recreate that morning. Elizabeth was naked except for a light dressing gown. Urine stained the front. How is that possible? The first stab wound severed her carotid artery. Arterial blood sprayed the armchair nearest her head. She lost control of her bladder. He laid her down gently, before going berserk.


This is what I do – I look at the scene and imagine the act, replaying it in my mind, identifying the psychological markers that underpin each element of human behaviour. I have seen and heard many disturbing things in my consulting room. I have treated the sad, the lonely, the disconnected, the angry, the anxious, the jealous, the suicidal and the murderous. I have plumbed the depths of human misery yet I know that there is always another layer, darker and more dangerous.


‘Were there traces of blood in any of the bathrooms?’ I ask.


‘In the laundry,’ says Cray.


‘What about upstairs?’


‘No.’


‘Latent prints?’


‘Forty-eight full or partial prints from the house – most of them match with the family. A concentration of blood was found inside the front door, along with a smeared shoe print.’


I walk along the hallway into the kitchen. There are twin cups draining beside the sink next to a single wine glass. Rubber gloves are hanging on the tap. The Aga stove is cold.


Cray is still talking. ‘Forensic services collected fibres from the rug. There were old semen stains on the daughter’s bedding. The DNA results match her boyfriend. The mother had multiple semen stains on the front seat of her car, but none on her sheets. We’ve run the DNA through the database. Nothing yet.’


‘Was the mother seeing someone?’ I ask.


‘Not exclusively,’ says Cray, grimacing slightly.


‘Meaning?’


‘Do you know what dogging is, Professor?’


‘I have come across the term, but maybe you should enlighten me.’


Cray lowers her eyes, uncomfortable with the topic. ‘Some people get off on committing sexual acts outdoors in semi-public places. There’s a whole subculture around it – rules of engagement, etiquette, websites…’


‘And Elizabeth Crowe was into this?’


‘That’s our belief. We have at least one statement that puts her at a dogging site performing a sexual act in public and we have the semen stains in her car.’


‘So her killer could have met her or watched her?’


‘Yes.’


‘That makes it more difficult.’


‘Tell me about it.’


Cray runs through the hours preceding the murders. ‘Elizabeth had told her sister she was staying in for the evening, but a mobile phone trace shows she left the farmhouse just after eight-thirty. We tracked her movements to Clevedon Court Woods on Tickenham Road. It’s a known dogging site. Secluded. Private.’


‘Did anyone see her there?’


‘We set up a mobile incident room and tried to talk to drivers, but word spread pretty quickly. Nobody bothered turning up.’


‘Could she have arranged to meet someone?’


‘Nothing has showed up on her text messages, phone records or emails, but she could have planned it earlier.’ Cray rubs at her eyes, which are puffy from lack of sleep. ‘There’s another complication. We know that Mrs Crowe joined an online dating agency six months ago. She went on two dates – both with local men.’


‘Did she have sex with them?’


‘They denied it at first. One of them was married. His semen stains were found in Elizabeth’s car. The other is a widower. He had sex with her at a flat in Bristol. The widower has an alibi for the night of the murders. The married man is still on our radar.’


A dripping tap makes a dull plinking sound like someone plucking on a single harp string. Standing at the kitchen sink, I gaze out the window where the shadows are lengthening and trees are etched against the ridgeline. Something catches my eye – a movement near the stables. A ginger-and-black tabby cat is sniffing at the rubbish bins.


‘Did they have any pets?’ I ask.


‘A cat,’ says Monk. ‘She’s missing.’


‘I think she’s come home.’


He opens the back door and walks through the garden. I watch him crouch and call softly to the tabby, holding out his hand. The cat looks at him suspiciously. He moves closer. With a flick of her tail, she’s gone, disappearing into the long weeds that brush the curved belly of the diesel tank.


‘She’s probably starving,’ he says, returning to the kitchen and opening cupboards. He finds a can of cat food and looks for an opener. Cray is impatient to continue.


‘There is an adopted son – Elliot – aged twenty-six, lives in Bristol. Has a history of substance abuse, two minor convictions. He was fostered at age eight and adopted soon afterwards. Elizabeth had been told she couldn’t have children but fell pregnant with Harper almost immediately. Isn’t that often the way?’ 


‘Does Elliot have an alibi?’


‘Claims he spent the night with a stripper in Bristol, but can’t remember her name or address.’


‘Convenient.’


‘Exactly.’


‘How did he and his mother get on?’


‘Elliot sided with the father during the divorce. Wouldn’t talk to Elizabeth. That didn’t stop him putting his hand out for money.’


‘Does he inherit the house?’


‘As far as we know.’


I pour myself a glass of water. My left hand shakes as I raise it to my lips. I brush water from the front of my shirt.


‘So this Tommy Garrett – the neighbour – discovered the bodies. Apart from being found at the scene is there any reason to suspect him?’


‘The kid does a lot of work around the farm – mowing the grass and cutting firewood. About six months ago Mrs Crowe lodged a complaint that someone was stealing underwear from her clothesline. She blamed Tommy but had no proof. The local police gave him a lecture and that seemed to resolve matters.’


‘Does he have a key?’


‘No.’


‘What about an alibi?’


‘Says he was watching TV until late.’


‘Anyone confirm it?’


‘His grandmother won’t hear a bad word said about him.’


Cray is ready to show me Harper’s room. At the top of the narrow staircase we turn back on ourselves and follow a landing through the length of the house. There are bedrooms on either side. Some of them have en-suite bathrooms, which are naked shells, half-finished, awaiting tiles and fittings. There are drop sheets on the floors where tools and bags of tiling grout await the return of tradesmen.


We reach an attic room with a single bed tucked beneath the sloping roof. It is a typical teenager’s room. Messy. Cluttered. Characterful. Clothes are hanging on radiators and spilling from drawers and wicker baskets. A bra hangs from the doorknob. Dirty clothes have missed the hamper. Photographs are stuck on the walls, along with posters and pennants and banners. It reminds me of Charlie’s room at the cottage, only her posters feature hipsters with heavy beards or effeminate-looking boys with fine-boned faces.


‘She was lying in bed,’ says Cray. ‘Didn’t have a mark on her.’


‘Were the blinds up or down?’


‘Down.’


I pull the cord and a fabric blind concertinas upwards, revealing the window, which is cracked open. The sill is decorated with soft toys, knick-knacks, pet rocks, crystals and a snow dome of the Eiffel Tower. I notice a small missing square of glass in one corner.


‘It was broken from the outside,’ says Cray. ‘We found shards of glass on the floor.’


I slide open the window and look outside. The slate tiles are etched with dried moss. The drop to the ground is about twenty feet. I guess someone could have shimmied up or down a drainpipe, but the broken pane of glass is too low for anyone to reach the latch.


The room is messy, but nothing has been upset or knocked over by bodies in motion.


I look at the sketches and unframed watercolours.


‘Who did these?’


‘Harper,’ says Cray. ‘She was going to study art.’


There are books on painting and photography on a floating shelf above Harper’s desk and the sloping ceiling above her bed is dotted with Polaroid photographs. She must have liked the whole retro look – using film instead of a digital SLR. Maybe it was the sound of the pictures spitting out of the camera, or watching how the chemicals formed images on the blank paper.


‘Did you find her camera?’ I ask, glancing along the shelves.


Cray is still standing at the bedroom door. ‘It was on the back seat of her car.’


I cross the landing to Elizabeth’s bedroom where an antique cast-iron bed holds a sagging mattress as if an invisible corpse were still lying in the centre. The sheets are gone. Forensics will be searching for fibres, sweat, semen or flakes of skin.


A walk-in wardrobe leads to the en-suite. Standing amid the hanging racks of clothes, I run my fingers over the garments, feeling the fabrics. Size 12. Name brands. Most of the styles belong to past years. These are clothes being made to last by a woman once accustomed to having money, who discovered that she might not have enough.


When I pull open a drawer, lingerie spills out: G-strings and camisoles and matching bra and panties, some of them almost lighter than air. Were they gifts or did she buy these things for herself?


I slip my hand into her coat pockets, pulling out a sweet wrapper, a dry-cleaning stub, loose change, half a cinema ticket, a petrol receipt and a business card for a plumbing company.


I step into the en suite. The toilet seat is down. A single towel is hanging neatly on the rails outside the shower/bath.


Cray is waiting in the bedroom. I try to put the events in order. A panel on the front door was broken. The burglar alarm was triggered. It would have woken Elizabeth. She would have called the police. Instead she put on her dressing gown and went downstairs.


Pausing at the window, I look across the small rectangular front garden to where a railing fence separates it from a field that drops away in a gentle slope to the hedgerows that line the coast road.


‘Were these curtains open?’ I ask.


‘Yes.’


‘What about the bedside lamp?’


‘It was on.’


A book is resting on the side table beneath the light: Life after Life by Kate Atkinson. A bookmark pokes from between the pages, halfway through. She will not finish the story. Not unless she finds another life.


Psychologists view crime scenes differently from detectives. Physical clues and witnesses are important when it comes to making a case against a known suspect, but have little benefit unless they have a context. The farmhouse contains tens of thousands of pieces of information. It tells me how Elizabeth and Harper lived, what they ate, wore, drank, shared, read, listened to and watched on TV. Open any drawer, or book, or photo album and I will learn something about mother or daughter. But what good is all this information if I can’t tell which of these details are important and which are white noise?
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