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There are three truths: my truth, your truth and the truth.

Chinese proverb



My truth is a deep, dark truth with no escape. It’s a corrosive secret I can’t tell anyone. Your truth is something else entirely. You know too much and it adds up to trouble. What happened that night could ruin my life, and keeping it secret will ruin yours.

He said no one would love me the way he loved me. He had me believe I deserved a better life, but he bent reality to suit his purpose. His warped reality became my warped reality. That’s the thing with gaslighting, not that I’d heard of it back then. This person you love becomes your world and what should be right goes wrong. It creeps up by stealth until you’re so far gone you’ve lost your way. It’s called coercive control, now there’s a law against it.

He said I was unhinged, but he made me that way. It’s no wonder something terrible happened. Fear prickles on my skin. I breathe it in and out. We’re two of a kind, you and I, brought down by him. Everything rides on whose version of the truth they believe.


PART ONE


MIA

Panic gripped me when they said he’d died. The floor listed at a woozy angle.

‘Someone shot him on his boat,’ the man said.

I shut my eyes and pictured the gun. His gun. I gasped for breath, as if the air had been sucked from the room.

‘You okay, Mia?’

I opened my eyes and tried to calm myself. I wanted the shaking to ease off, along with the blotches in my vision.

‘Take your time. I know it’s a shock.’

The two officers in navy suits filled my sofa with their combined bulk and cigarette smell. I burned from their scrutiny. Before all this happened I never said my ex’s name, because I wanted to forget him and forget what happened. Then the police turned up and he was everywhere.

‘We need to ask you some questions as part of the murder investigation.’ The female officer sat with her notebook poised. ‘When did you last see him?’

It was all I could do to keep breathing. My throat tightened and thoughts of him crowded in. ‘About two years ago.’

‘You took out an injunction, is that right?’

At least my vision was coming back to normal. The panic attack began to ease. I managed them better now, so I didn’t look like someone falling apart. The trick was to slow your breathing and focus on something solid. I studied a cobweb on the fireplace, willing the police to leave. I didn’t want them looking at me and seeing the damage.

‘Mia? Did you take out an injunction against him?’

‘I just . . . as a precaution. I didn’t . . .’ My voice was jagged, I tripped over the words. I never could hide my feelings.

‘Drink your tea.’

I took a gulp and set it back down. Despite my shaking hands, I managed not to spill any.

‘He threatened to kill you. Is that right?’

‘I don’t think he meant it.’

She gave me a wearisome look.

‘It got bad before we split up. We weren’t right for each other.’ I had this urge to explain, so they’d see I wasn’t the sort of person to get death threats. I wanted them to know how he came along and made me happy. It was like a gift. But it wasn’t mine to keep because it wasn’t real. Not that they cared.

Darcy lay sphinx-like at my feet, one Alsatian ear pricked and the other flopping down. Mr Darcy, my guard dog; both of us wary of people we didn’t know.

‘You did the right thing to take out an injunction. It can be dangerous when you leave a man like him. He’d have wanted to keep you under his control.’

‘What happened is . . . it’s awful, but I don’t know him any more. I didn’t know he’d remarried.’

To be fair, I never knew him. He mostly pretended to be someone else, someone better. There was more to him beyond the surface, none of it good. My teeth worried at a fingernail, and the officers watched me in silence.

My panic subsided a few more degrees. The woman drummed a biro on her restless leg, her hair scraped into a thin ponytail. Her rugged colleague who’d made the tea might have been my type, once upon a time. The younger me would have looked into his eyes and imagined hidden depths, because that’s how I was back then.

‘So you last saw Rob Creavy two years ago. Yes?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

We held each other’s stare. I blinked first and steeled myself for more questions. They exchanged a glance, and the woman snapped her notebook shut.

‘That’s everything,’ the male officer said. ‘You’ve answered our questions . . . for now.’ He lingered over the last two words, and my heart dipped at the thought of them coming back.

He gave me a business card with his number, in case I thought of anything relevant. I nodded and studied it, even though I wouldn’t be calling him. They walked into the evening gloom. I shut the door and leaned against it for a long time. Then I sat on the stairs and gave in to the shaking.

Time passed while I stared at a patch of black mould on the wall. My thoughts swirled; clammy hands wedged themselves between my knees. I’d escaped from Rob when everything turned bad, but now I’d been plunged back in.

Mr Darcy nudged my elbow until I wrapped my arms around him. He nuzzled against the side of my face, a furry blanket of reassurance. I’d hold on to what was good and find a way through. He flopped down beside me, watching with concerned brown eyes.

‘It’s okay, Darce.’ I stroked the fur between his ears. He closed his eyes and murmured under his breath. When I got him as a puppy, both ears flopped down. One learned to stand up, but the other never managed to join it. ‘We’ll be okay.’

A glass of wine would help my dry throat and numb the anxiety. I could finish that open bottle in the fridge, not to get off my head, just to escape it for a while. But even that wasn’t enough to move me from the hall where I stayed hunched, as if shackled.

I used to think the past would settle behind me, but it crept up and pulled me back where I didn’t want to go. I went over what I’d tried to forget, what my memory kept alive, because even in death he had this hold on me. He gained the upper hand by manipulating me. I didn’t notice at first, and then I was in too deep to walk away.

My mobile rang. Ben’s voice jolted me back to reality, asking about my day. I stood in the shadowy hallway and told him about the police visit, not wanting to talk about it, but he was my boyfriend, after all.

I’d been single for a while after leaving my ex. A wariness hung around, although my resolve weakened when I saw happy couples. I’d look away, wanting it for myself but not wanting it. Then Ben came along and took me away from the highs and lows. He made things right just by being him and wanting to be with me. I didn’t need big gestures and wild promises. I just needed him.

‘I’m coming over,’ he said, voice filled with concern.

He arrived soon after, with Stan lumbering in after him. Ben hugged me tight and I buried my face in his moss-green fleece. Stan and Darcy circled round us in their own doggy greeting.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

I rubbed my eyes and shook my head. My mouth stayed dry, my throat choked up. He knew about the disaster of my marriage, even though I’d spared him the details.

‘You’ve got an early start tomorrow. Let’s go to bed.’

When we turned off the light, Ben held me in a sleepy embrace. He smelled fresh from the shower, but still with an earthy trace of soil from his gardening work. We spent three or four nights a week together, at my place or his, two miles away. We’d talked about living together, but hadn’t made the move.

Ben murmured to me until his words trailed off into sleep. I stared into the darkness. My thoughts took on an intensity I couldn’t tone down. I heard Rob’s voice in my head, and saw his vivid blue eyes when I closed mine. Wine would have taken the edge off, making it blur so I could fade into sleep, but then I’d have woken in the early hours, and those were the worst.

Ben slept soundly, same as always. But it wasn’t the same because everything had changed. He’d no idea, lying there so peacefully. A snag of pain took hold. Don’t leave me. I couldn’t bear it. I went breathless. It felt as real and sudden as if he had left. I’d made such a mess of things. A part of me thought he would understand, but I had too much at stake to tell him. Tears stung the back of my eyes.

I replayed my lies to the police. Of course I knew about Rob’s new wife, the woman younger than me who he loved more. I’d said I hadn’t seen him for two years, which was also a lie. Part of me had wanted to come clean, but I didn’t trust them to see it the way I did.

Had the officers read the fear in my eyes, telling a story all of its own? They didn’t ask for my alibi, didn’t ask where I was when he died. What if they came back and asked those questions? I’d nearly passed out when the police turned up. Could I lie again?


JESS

December 2014

His brilliant blue eyes. That’s what I notice most, glinting with interest as I walk towards him in the marina bar. I take in his lightly tanned face and glance away. I can’t help smiling when he keeps watching. That kind of scene plays out in bars everywhere, but it feels significant. Perhaps I’m giving it more meaning than it deserves. It’s two nights before New Year’s Eve and the promise of new beginnings.

Minutes earlier, conversations played around me and I’d checked the time. My friends weren’t boring, just samey in the post-Christmas slump. I’d tried to back out, but Becca wouldn’t let me. She said I’d enjoy it, in the soulless bar not properly on the waterfront, with not even a moonlit sea view to shake me from my disengaged state. At that time of night, there was only the occasional ferry churning through the dark to Portsmouth. Jonathan sat at our table of five and talked about his New Year’s resolution to increase his pension contributions. He was part of our group who met up now and then, and one reason for my reluctance to turn out on a cold night.

‘Thank God for alcohol, eh?’ Becca took a fortifying swig of her drink and ruffled her red head of curls. ‘I resolve to have more fun.’

My gaze drifted round the bar. A couple walked past in their own world, holding hands and laughing. Why didn’t I have that? I had friends, a home and a career, but I wanted more. I’d wanted more since Sachi from work got married last summer. I shared her infectious joy until the reading of ‘Today I Married My Best Friend’ and I choked up a little. Why does that kind of togetherness elude me?

Becca said I didn’t try hard enough, but I wore myself out trying. I gave up after dating Rick for three months. We’d booked a trip to Barcelona and I couldn’t wait, thinking it marked the start of something more serious. Then a friend told me he’d checked out her online dating profile and ‘liked’ it.

‘Show me,’ I said.

She called up his profile. I’m single and honest it said, and his status was online now. My heart sank. When I’d asked him, he said, ‘Why would I limit myself?’ I cancelled the holiday, crushed that he thought so little of me.

Becca met her husband at uni, in simpler dating times. She says I should get on and find someone. But I don’t want someone, I want ‘Today I Married My Best Friend’. Is it wrong to hold out for a warm, funny, sexy man who feels the same about me?

Then I see him, the blue-eyed man. He’s looking right at me, taking me in. His smile speaks to my restlessness. He doesn’t look away, and I don’t mind because I like his interest, and his tousled hair, and those gorgeous eyes drawing me in.

There are enough of my friends not to miss me, and I need a break from Jonathan, who’s offering to cook me an omelette sometime. ‘I’m a very good cook’, he says. He’d probably claim to be a good lover too. I break away. Becca makes a thing of me abandoning them for some bloke, but I can’t even chat properly to her, not with Jonathan eager for a way into our conversation. I’ll make it up to her. The man goes to the bar, and so do I, as if I’ve been waiting for him all along. He smiles as I approach him, and something inside me comes alive.

‘Need a refill?’

‘Thank you.’

‘Your friends might seem more interesting after a couple more drinks.’

‘They’ll have a better time without me.’

‘I doubt that. Your admirer isn’t very happy.’

I glance over at Jonathan, who nurses a possessive look. ‘He’s just a friend.’

‘He likes you. I can see why he doesn’t want to lose you over here.’

He smiles an easy smile, and the barman pours our drinks. Up close, I admire the contours of his toned chest and strong arms, visible through his shirt. We make our introductions, clink glasses and then sit in a quiet corner and talk. I warm to his attentive chat and thoughtful little pauses, and the way he tilts his head when I speak.

‘I used to keep my boat in the marina here,’ he says.

‘Ah, so you sail.’ It suits his weathered good looks, the muscular arms from winching in sails. He looks at ease with taking on the elements. I picture him sailing into the wind on a sunny day.

‘Do you ever sail?’ he asks.

‘I’ve never tried. I like being near the sea, though.’

‘Would you like a go? You can come out on my boat when it warms up.’

‘Sounds good,’ I say, my voice all smudgy with alcohol.

He rests his elbows on the table and gazes intently at me. ‘What do you like to do?’

‘I like going to new places, weekends away. There are so many places I’d love to see. Where do you sail?’

‘The Greek islands are my favourite.’ His face lights up, eyes faraway. ‘The beaches are wonderful. You can sail to a little bay, have a sandy beach to yourself and swim in crystal clear water.’

‘Sounds amazing.’

He leans closer. I lean in too and catch a subtle drift of aftershave.

‘So, if your admirer’s just a friend,’ he says, ‘are you seeing anyone else?’

‘Not right now. Work keeps me busy. I haven’t put myself out there for a while.’

‘Well, if you fancy putting yourself out there’ – he looks down at his hands, less sure of himself – ‘I’d love to go out with you sometime.’

I have a sudden urge to touch him, this complete stranger who I pretend not to find intoxicating. His deep voice draws me in. He talks, and I look at his lips, thinking he’ll be a good kisser.

Back home that night, I lie awake with a big grin on my face, though it strikes me I might not hear from him again. But he calls the next afternoon, and I like him even more for calling, not texting. It’s real. Not like dating apps.

‘Hello, is that Jess?’

‘Yeah . . . yes, it is. Hi.’ I attempt to sound cool, not letting on that my heart’s going a mile a minute.

‘It’s Rob. I really liked getting to know you last night.’

I grin down the phone.

‘I’d love to see you again,’ he says. ‘You’ll probably have plans on New Year’s Eve, but if not, I know a beautiful spot on the waterfront . . .’

I should say I have plans, try not to seem keen, but I am keen. So I say yes.

Even that early on, my future feels wrapped up with his. As midnight chimes in the New Year, it feels like a fresh start. I resolve to say yes to some new experiences. He leans in and tucks my hair behind one ear, his fingers trace my jawline, his gaze on me. My sapphire blue dress is silky against my skin, his hand warm on the small of my back.

I lean in to kiss him, struck by a thrill of anticipation. I was right: he is a good kisser. He puts his arms round me and rests his forehead on my forehead, which seems sweet and intimate. Later he’ll just smile and I’ll smile too, neither of us needing to say anything. Mine is the smile of someone who can’t believe her luck.

He says I’m special. A while back, I’d have pulled away from a man talking like that, but not now. You have to hear him say those things to know the resonance, or maybe you just have to be me. I’m physically attracted to him, but there’s more to it – a hidden depth drawing me in, a quiet intelligence that speaks to me, and a sense of fun to carry me along. His relaxed confidence says everything’s going to be fine. Your heart knows the real thing. It just knows.

‘I bet he’s good in bed,’ Becca says, two weeks after New Year, when we meet up at her place.

‘I expect so.’

‘Hasn’t he made a move?’

‘We’re getting to know each other. He’s old-fashioned like that.’

‘Old-fashioned?’ Becca says, incredulous. ‘You sure he’s not a player?’

Normally the one to resist advances for a few dates at least, he caught me off-guard when I first stayed over. He was six years older than me, assured and experienced. You can see he’s lived, Becca had said. We lounged on his sofa and drank sauvignon blanc, him casual and sexy in dark jeans and a shirt that I wanted to unbutton. Wine had never tasted so good, the mood seductive even before he lit candles in the bedroom.

He gave me one of his soft cotton shirts that nearly reached my knees. He went to clean his teeth and I slipped the shirt on. When he came back, he rolled up my sleeves that had frayed round the cuffs.

‘It’s lovely and soft,’ I said.

‘You look better in it than I do. Let’s go to bed, I just want to hold you.’

It sounded like a line, but he did hold me, arms curved round me, face nuzzling my hair. It can be strange, sleeping with someone the first time, awkward and polite. With him, it felt natural. He said he couldn’t get enough of me, but we had plenty of time.

The attraction burns strong and a slightly longer wait gives me even sweeter thoughts of him. I like his old-fashioned approach to romance: the way he phones instead of texting, and how he takes things slowly in the bedroom. He’s genuine, and it’s not what I’m used to, which makes him all the more intoxicating.


MIA

I woke up, my mouth all furred. The window rattled in the wind. When your bedroom has a sloping ceiling and a badly fitting window, you notice what the weather does. Too jaded for a shower, I pulled on yesterday’s clothes. At least I didn’t need to be anywhere. Ben had already walked the dogs and taken Stan to work with him. Darcy sprawled on his dog bed.

I worked at my desk, planning a local awareness campaign for my newest and now biggest client. They’d bought new sports equipment for the local school and pitched in at beach clear-ups, but hardly anyone knew their long list of good work. Locals blamed them for the rise in traffic that came instead from a neighbouring business. We had to change that now they needed planning permission for a factory expansion.

People advised me not to become a freelance PR consultant. They thought I didn’t need the stress after everything else. They didn’t know how much I wanted it to work, because I’d already screwed up enough. I pushed forward to distance myself from the past. I no longer trusted anyone with my livelihood, even though Ben bore no resemblance to my ex. His landscaping business kept him grounded, and he wasn’t one for taking off and cutting ties.

After three hours of solid work, I stretched and looked out at the rain-lashed day. My little garden was bathed in grey January light, the dormant shrubs battered by winter weather. A sharp knock on the front door startled me. Had the detectives come back? I thought that was the worst that could happen, until I answered the door.

‘Mia?’

‘Yes?’

‘My name’s Rachel. My husband . . .’ Her voice tailed off.

Teardrops of rain scattered her face and her honey-blonde hair. She didn’t care about the rain or didn’t notice. I hid my panic and asked her in. The house was a mess and so was I, with ratty hair and crumpled clothes. I still hadn’t made it into the shower. Not how I’d choose to meet my ex’s new wife, but there were bigger things to worry about.

She brought in the damp from outside. I offered her tea or coffee, which she didn’t accept or decline as she followed me through to the kitchen. I put the kettle on, needing something to occupy my unsteady hands. We could have done with something stronger. Barely noon, and I already craved a real drink.

‘Would you like a towel to dry off?’

She brushed the offer away with a small shake of her head, and leaned into the doorway, arms clutched round herself. Why was she here? I didn’t have to let her in, but I wanted to find out what she knew about the murder, since the police hadn’t given much away.

‘How did you find me?’ I asked.

‘Rob had your details written down.’

I hadn’t given him my address. He’d kept track of me, even after I’d taken out the injunction.

We sat on the sofa, where the detectives had questioned me yesterday. I settled my surprise, forcing it into the pit of my stomach. She angled politely towards me, her face unnaturally pale and her eyes glassy from too much crying or too little sleep.

It bothered me that he’d had enough charm left to snare her. The charm he could tap into at will or turn off when it suited him. How dare he? How dare he drive our marriage off a cliff and leave me smouldering in the wreckage while he found someone even younger to prey on? Not that it should matter, but it bloody well did.

‘Have the police spoken to you?’ Her voice was so soft, I strained to hear. She gripped her mug and stared into it as if the answer would come from there.

‘Yes, routine I think.’

‘They said there were similarities with our relationships.’ A hopeless melancholy hung behind her words.

‘I didn’t have it as bad, and I left before anything was repossessed.’

I’d said too much, but only what the police had told me, probing for a raw nerve to get me talking, not that it worked. She closed her eyes and in the stillness, I heard her breathing. She looked as if she could hardly bear the pain.

‘I’m sorry. It must be terrible.’

‘I need to ask you something.’ She glanced at me, purple smudges of sleeplessness under her eyes.

I froze. She’d seen me with him before he died. That’s why she was here. She’d come for a better look before telling the police. Stop panicking. Deny it. Keep it simple and don’t say much. That’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it, when you lie? I was a terrible liar.

She only saw me from behind at a distance as dusk fell. It could have been anyone. He’d seen her there. He’d looked past me, further along the shore and told me it was her. I’d turned. A woman with her back to us had clipped purposefully up the concrete steps built into the sea wall, her body rigid, as if she’d seen us and marched off. She disappeared behind a scrubby patch of brambles and I lost sight of her. Now he was dead and she was sitting beside me.

‘The police are looking for evidence to charge me,’ Rachel said. ‘If they do, will you be a defence witness?’

‘Me?’ The question floored me. ‘What good will I do? We don’t know each other.’

She gazed back into her tea, swaying a little, steadying herself. I saw a trace of myself in her. I pushed away memories of leaving him. How many women had he done this to?

‘I thought you might say you loved him. And that you’d never have killed him.’

‘How would that help your defence?’

‘You said your marriage had similarities to mine. Rob could be difficult, but I didn’t kill him, same as you didn’t when you were married to him.’ She looked through the window at the rain-darkened day, her eyes wide as if willing herself not to cry. ‘They think I did it because of how he was, but I loved him. He wasn’t well towards the end. I just wanted him to get better.’

‘But why would the police charge you?’

‘I found his body. I touched him. His blood was all over me.’

Jesus. She looked ready to crumple. Pity seeped through me. I’d escaped from him, so he ruined her life instead. And just like me at first, she couldn’t see it. My throat tightened and when I spoke, the words came out all choked.

‘It won’t do any good, me giving evidence. I didn’t stay because I loved him. He controlled me. He made it hard to leave.’

I fought the urge to confide anything else. I shouldn’t be talking to his widow like this. Even if she didn’t see me that day, I was already in too deep. ‘It won’t help, me giving evidence. I’ll make it worse.’

She looked at me, hollow-eyed.

‘I’m sorry for everything you’re going through.’ I stood up to break the tension, wanting her to leave. ‘Will you make it home okay?’

She stood up too, looking relieved to be going. Thank God she didn’t ask anything else, since I couldn’t take much more.

‘Wait,’ I said as she turned to leave. ‘Give me your number.’

She looked grateful and reeled it off for me to tap into my phone. When she left, I poured a glass of wine and drank it quickly, one hand flat on the kitchen worktop to steady myself.

I used to lie awake trying to dream up the perfect murder. Never mind that blood made me queasy and I’d rather guide a fly outside than kill it. But he killed something in me, and it turned out I wasn’t such a softie after all. Some things you can’t forgive. Thoughts like that can consume you and turn you into the sort of person you never expected to be. I could hardly swear in court that I didn’t want to kill him. Given the evidence, no jury would believe me.
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