


Speatking 1l of the Dead

why I could never leave her and return to Mattie —
Mattie, whom I did possess fully, who trusted me and
thought I was a good man. Lisa didn’t think I was a
good man. She knew my secret appetites, my jealousies
and my dark, stifling rages.

I couldn’t leave her but I didn’t want to leave my
life with Mattie either; of course I didn’t. The day was
cold and slightly foggy (something her friends and

@ family had clung to, when they wanted to persuade @
themselves she had stumbled and fallen). There was a
gusty wind blowing through the trees, which were still
bare. I remember that there were a few small dark birds
clinging to their branches. The sea was dark grey, like
pewter. You couldn’t see the sun in the sky but a faint
patch of light lay on the water. Lisa was waiting for me
by the coastal path. I can see her now, tall and slender
in her black, belted coat, a hat pulled down over her
short dark hair, her pale cheeks and inscrutable smile.

When I told her that Mattie was expecting and

that it would be best if we parted — that was the phrase
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T used, ‘best if we parted’, as if it was a judicious
agreement we were going to reach together — she didn’t
speak immediately, just kept on walking at the same
pace as if she hadn’t actually heard what I had said.

‘Lisa?’ I said.

And then her mobile rang and although I told her
not to answer it, she took it out of her pocket to see
who was calling and an odd expression came over her

@ face. She left the path and stood under a tree, speaking @
to whoever was on the other end. I couldn’t hear what
she was saying. When she rejoined me, she told me the
story about the boy who played Achilles and forgot
his lines because he had a crush on her. The point, 1
suppose, was that if you were lucky enough to win Lisa,
you didn’t leave her. I didn’t know she had only just
heard the story herself. That wasn’t how she put it.

T'm very sorry, Lisa,” I said. ‘But you must see
that we can’t go on like this. Not now

“You mean, not now that you’re going to be a

proud father?’ The way she said it was terrible, uttetly
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contemptuous. Then she added, casually: “That was
your wife on the phone by the way’

‘Mattie? What did she want?’

‘I’'m meeting her tomorrow for tea.

‘Why? Why are you?”’

‘Why do friends meet, David? To talk, to swap
gossip and secrets. It’ll be nice, don’t you think? There’s
so much we haven’t told each other recently. I think it’s

@ high time to catch up.’ @

And I knew with absolute certainty what she was
going to do.

When she fell, she didn’t cry out, or perhaps
the wind swallowed up her shout. She seemed to
drop through the air in utter noiselessness, her body
in its black coat wheeling through the air, her limbs
failing. She looked like a huge, clumsy bird struggling
hopelessly to fly. It was a long way down and the rocks
were sharp. As the coroner said at the inquest, death
would have been almost instantancous. From where I
stood, I couldn’t see her body at the foot of the cliff,
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even when I stood right on the precipice and craned my
neck. I do not know how long I stood there. There was
no one in sight, and the sea was empty. It was a perfect

crime. I turned and walked calmly home.

T suggest you call a lawyer, said Detective Inspector
Beach. ‘If you don’t have one, we can get one for you.’

I took a sip of the tea they had kindly provided
me with in the interview room. It hadn’t felt pleasant
to be driven away from the memorial service in a police
car, but I'd had time to think.

T don’t need a lawyer,” I said. ‘Only guilty people
need lawyers.

The other detective, whose name I hadn’t caught,
sat down opposite me.

“You are guilty, you little bastard.

I almost made some sarcastic reply but I bit it
back. I looked at the recorder. The point, the only point,
was not to get angty, not to lose control, not to improvise

and say something stupid, the way I had done back in
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the memorial. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

‘Do you deny that you were with Lisa Cornwell
on the day she died?’

‘No.”

“Why?’

‘Because I got scared”

‘Of course you got scared, said the detective.
You’d killed her”

@ 1 was surprised by this. He wasn’t actually very good
at his job. He was giving me time, making it easy for me.

‘I didn’t want my wife to know.

“Why?’

T’d been having an affair with Lisa. I met her to
tell her that I was breaking off with her. My wife was
pregnant.’

‘And then you had an argument?’ said the
detective. ‘And you pushed her over the edger’

My heart was beating fast. I wondered if the
detective could hear it in my voice. It didn’t matter,
though. Everyone, innocent or guilty, gets nervous when

they’re interviewed by the police.
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‘No,” I said. ‘It wasn’t like that. I told her. Then we
parted. The next thing I heard about her was that her
body had been found. She must have slipped and fallen.
She was very upset. It’s very slippery and dangerous on
that path. She probably wasn’t concentrating, I feel awful
about it.’

“You bastard,” said D.I. Beach.

‘No, really; I said. I blame myself. In some ways.

@ Beach sat down next to his colleague and rapped @
the table that separated us.

‘Stop this crap,” he said. “The jury is going to say
that you were with Lisa Cornwell at the time she died.

I wasn’t”

“T'hat you lied about it. That you didn’t own up to
it until you had given yourself away’

‘I didn’t think it would do any good.

“That you had the motive — the possibility that Miss
Cornwell might tell your wife about your affair’

‘But it’s not true’

‘And you had the opportunity. All it took was a
push. Just so long as nobody saw you. I think the jury
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will find that pretty suspicious. And I don’t think they’re
going to like you any more than I like you.

I paused for a few seconds. I didn’t feel nervous
any more. In fact, I had to stop myself from smiling.

‘But it’s not about liking me,” I said. ‘And it’s not
about being suspicious. The jury have to believe beyond
reasonable doubt that I did it

“You did it all right,” said Beach. T've been doing

@ this job for twenty years and I can smell it.’

I could think of any number of sarcastic comments
about how the state of his nose wasn’t relevant to the
justice system. But an innocent man wouldn’t have made
sarcastic statements, and neither did 1.

I think you’ve had enough, sit,” said the barman.

‘Just one,’ I said. ‘For the road.’

‘Are you driving?’

‘Walking,’ I said.

He looked at me suspiciously but he did give me
one last whisky. A small one. I looked down at it.
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‘It’s hardly enough to cover the bottom of the
glass, I said.

We never settled the argument about whether the
jury would believe me because the Crown Prosecution
Service considered my file and concluded that there was
insufficient evidence to proceed. It had all been a bit
messy, what with the separation and some bad feelings
within the Cornwell family, but I was a free man. It was

@ morte than a sense. Was I troubled by what had happened? @
Not really. Or if I was troubled, it was only because it had
all been unnecessary. I suppose I had killed Lisa in order
to avoid a fuss and now there had been a fuss anyway,
what with the separation and everything; I sipped at the
whisky, tried to make it last. The funny thing was that
however much I drank, I never seemed to get drunk.

At least not drunk in a normal way. When I
stepped outside and was hit by the cold air like a punch
I had to concentrate hard to think of which way to
turn. As I set off, the act of walking seemed to require
a particular effort. I was like a puppet trying to operate
its own strings. At first I thought someone had bumped

54

741 SIOTD sampler Inside pages FINAL.indd 54 29/1/09 16:26:29



Speatking 1l of the Dead

into me or that I had slipped over but I felt myself
being pulled backwards off the pavement, down the
side somewhere into some sort of alley. I tried to move
but my arms seemed stuck behind me. A face appeared
in front of me. It was so unexpected that it took a
few seconds before I recognized it as Ronan. I looked
around. Luke was holding me, and someone else 1
couldn’t make out. I tried to struggle but I couldn’t
@ move. Ronan pushed his hand inside my jacket and @

removed my wallet.

It’1l look like a mugging,” he said. ‘A mugging that
went wrong.” He held something up. I saw the flash
of a knife. ‘I'm going to count to three. Give you a
moment to think. One.

T didn’t kill her,” T said.

“Then this’ll be a miscarriage of justice. Two.

“You won’t get away with it I said.

‘Why not?” said Ronan. “You did.’

I tried to shout but an arm tightened around
my throat.

“Three,” said Ronan.
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Alibi is the only TV channel

dedicated to crime drama

...bringing together the greatest investigative minds and crack
detectives. Alibi’s shows range from the cutting edge crime
teams of Waking The Dead and Silent Witness to the more
traditional investigations of New Tricks, Taggart and classic
sleuths like Miss Marple.

Intriguing, atmospheric and sophisticated, Alibi challenges

you to join its top crime-solving names as they combine
@ natural instinct and quirky flair with forensic skills and @
investigative talent to uncover the truth, solve the clues and

crack the case.

Viewers can go online by visiting
www.theperfectalibi.co.uk to find out more programme
information and to watch and read exclusive interviews with
cast members, crime fiction authors and to play detective

with exclusive interactive games.

You can find Alibi at Sky 132 or Virgin Media 130

www.theperfectalibi.co.uk
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