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Praise for Isabel Ashdown


‘Beautiful Liars is a twisty, gripping, and utterly unpredictable.’


Will Dean, author of Dark Pines


‘Beautiful Liars is a psychological thriller, but it’s a lot more than that, too – it explores themes of friendship, of memory, of our pasts and of the lengths we’ll go to in order to belong. This is a great character-driven mystery that’s as enjoyable as it is satisfying.’


Elle Croft


‘Exploring the darker side of sibling rivalry, Isabel Ashdown, her writing as perfect as ever, skilfully unpicks this tangled web of mistrust to give us a story that grips hard from the start.’


Amanda Jennings, author of In Her Wake


‘Addictive and brimming with dark surprises.’


Juliet West, author of The Faithful


‘Brilliantly twisty and compelling’


Sam Carrington, author of Saving Sophie


‘Kept me up three nights in a row.’


Holly Seddon, author of Don’t Close Your Eyes


‘Draws you in right from the first page. This book had me totally gripped!’


Sam Carrington, author of Saving Sophie




For my stepfather, David, with love
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PART ONE
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A Death


It wasn’t my fault.


I can see that now, through adult eyes and with the hindsight of rational thinking. Of course, for many years I wondered if I’d misremembered the details of that day, the true events having changed shape beneath the various and consoling accounts of my parents, of the emergency officers, of the witnesses on the rocky path below. I recall certain snatches so sharply – like the way the mountain rescue man’s beard grew more ginger towards the middle of his face, and his soft tone when he said, ‘Hello, mate,’ offering me a solid hand to shake. Hello, mate. I never forgot that. But there are other things I can’t remember at all, such as what we’d been doing in the week leading up to the accident, or where we’d been staying, or where we went directly afterwards. How interesting it is, the way the mind works, the way it recalibrates difficult experiences, bestowing upon them a storybook quality so that we might shut the pages when it suits us and place them safely on the highest shelf. I was just seven, and so naturally I followed the lead of my mother and father, torn as they were between despair for their lost child and protection of the one who still remained: the one left standing on the misty mountain ledge of Kinder Scout, looking down.


I can see the scene now, if I allow my thoughts to return to that remote place in my memory. I watch myself as though from a great distance: small and plump, black hair slicked against my forehead by the damp drizzle of the high mountain air. And there are my parents, dressed head-to-toe in their identical hiking gear: Mum, thin and earnest, startle-eyed; and Dad, confused, his finger pushing his spectacles up his florid nose as he interprets my gesture and breaks into a heavy-footed run. Their alarmed expressions are frozen in time. There is horror as they register that I now stand alone, no younger child to be seen; that I’m pointing towards the precipitous edge, my eyes squinting hard as I try to shed tears. There are no other walkers on this stretch of path, no one to say what really happened when my brother departed the cliff edge, but the sharp cries of distress from the winding path far below suggest that there are witnesses to his arrival further down.


It wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t your fault. This was the refrain of my slow-eyed mother in the weeks that followed, while she tried her best to absolve me, to put one foot in front of the other, to grasp at some semblance of normality. ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she’d tell me at night-time as she tucked the duvet snugly around my shoulders, our eyes never straying to the now-empty bed inhabiting the nook on the opposite side of my tiny childhood room. ‘It was just a terrible accident.’ But, as I look back now, I think perhaps I can hear the grain of uncertainty in her tone, the little tremor betraying the questions she will never voice. Did you do it, sweetheart? Did you push my baby from the path? Was it just an accident? Was it?


And, if I could speak with my mother now, what would I say in return? If I track further back into that same memory, to just a few seconds earlier, the truth is there for me alone to see. Now at the cliff edge I see two children. They’re not identical in size and stature, but they’re both dressed in bright blue anoraks to match their parents, the smaller with his hood tightly fastened beneath a chubby chin, the bigger one, hood down, oblivious to the sting of the icy rain. ‘Mine!’ the smaller one says, unsuccessfully snatching at a sherbet lemon held loosely between the older child’s dripping fingers. This goes on for a while, and on reflection I think that perhaps the sweet did belong to the younger child, because eventually it is snatched away and I recall the sense that it wasn’t mine to covet in the first place. But that is not the point, because it wasn’t the taking of the sweet that was so wrong but the boastful, taunting manner of it. ‘No!’ is the cry I hear, and I know it comes from me because even now I feel the rage rear up inside me as that hooded child makes a great pouting show of shedding the wrapper and popping the yellow lozenge into its selfish hole of a mouth, its bragging form swaying in a small victory dance at the slippery cliff edge. The tremor of my cry is still vibrating in my ears as I bring the weight of my balled fist into the soft dough of that child’s cheek and see the sherbet lemon shoot from between rosy lips like a bullet. ‘No!’ I shout again, and this time the sound seems to come from far, far away. Seconds later, he’s gone, and I know he’s plummeting, falling past the heather-cloaked rocks and snaggly outcrops that make up this great mountainous piece of land. I know it is a death drop; I know it is a long way down. I can’t say I remember pushing him – but neither can I remember not pushing him.


So, you see, I’m not to blame at all. From what I recall of that other child – my brother – he was a snatcher, a tittle-tattle, a cry-baby, a provoker. Even if I did do it, there’s not a person on earth who would think I was culpable.


I was seven, for God’s sake.
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1. Casey


What a morning! What a strange and wonderful morning. It had started so badly, when I woke early after a fitful night’s sleep, feeling fat and ugly as I stared into the mottled bathroom mirror, almost beside myself with stomach pains. My eyes were puffier than usual and bloodshot, and in the dawn light of the tiny room I actually wondered if I was getting a moustache. But that low feeling is now a distant memory, because the bright and magnificent thing that happened next quite banished it to the shadows.


I suppose I’m lucky living on this street, unexceptional as it is, in that the post arrives early each day. Not like at home – my old home – where the post didn’t come until well after midday, and the postman was a grumpy old woman with a crew cut and too many earrings. Postwoman, I should say. Or is it postperson these days? I don’t know; these things change so often, it’s almost impossible to keep up. I only learned last year that it’s no longer considered acceptable to use the expression ‘coloured’, but apparently that one’s been non-PC for years. I count my blessings for the television and the internet, which educate me in these things, or else I’d be getting it wrong all over the place. Can you imagine how mortifying it would be to be caught out like that, to be accused of being a racist simply by not keeping up to date, for not knowing because nobody told you and you didn’t happen to read about it and it never occurred to you that these things might change while you weren’t paying attention? Not that I mix with a great variety of people these days, despite the fact that London is quite the cosmopolitan city. I don’t mean that I choose not to mix with them; it’s just that I don’t mix with any people very much, not since my teens, anyway. Oh, but now I think of it there’s the chap behind the counter at the local post office, who I would guess must be Indian or Pakistani, although his name badge says ‘Harold’. His skin is a deep mahogany and I can’t even begin to think what age he might be, though he seems both young and old at the very same time. Is it wrong of me to think of Harold as a white name? I suppose it is. Not that it matters at all, of course. I don’t mind who serves me at the post office, and Harold is always very helpful and polite. I’m proud to say I’ve never had a racist thought in my life.


Anyway, the postman who delivers to this street is young and male (and white, as it happens) and from the few exchanges we’ve had I’d describe him as quite the charmer. When I say young, I mean he’s about my age, mid-thirties, with the brightest green eyes, and a mischievous smile that makes me blush from my collarbone to the roots of my hair. I don’t get too many parcels that won’t go through the letterbox, so it’s rare for him to have to knock on the door, and the few bits of mail that I do get have usually landed on the mat before I can snatch a glimpse of him through the front window. In the old days, my work documents would arrive in hard copy, thick bundles of A4 enclosed in padded envelopes, often requiring a signature on delivery. So I saw a lot of Ms Crew Cut over the years at Mum’s. But in recent times things have changed for the humble proofreader, and now almost all my work comes via email, a condition of my freelance contract being that I own a decent printer to run off documents myself. The whole arrangement seems a bit off to me, because, while these publishers can’t be bothered to send a hard copy to me, they still demand that I return my corrected documents to them by post, so I have to go through the hell of a trip to the post office at least once a week, skirting the long way around to avoid passing the old house with its nosy neighbours and difficult memories. If it weren’t for my regular postal excursion, I don’t think I’d leave the house at all. And why would I? I love it here. I loved it from the moment I laid eyes on the place and decided I would have it. It’s never a cause for celebration when someone in your family dies, but without my recent legacy I would never be living here so happily. I’d been longing for my own space for years and Mother’s money was a godsend.


Goodness, I’m still sitting here at the table by the front window, gazing out into the morning as my mind jumps about all over the place! I think perhaps it’s a symptom of living alone, although I fear it was probably the same when I was living with Mum. At times, when I struggle to focus like this, I will pinch the soft skin of my underarm until it makes my eyes water and forces me to concentrate on just the one thing. Well, the postman is in my thoughts, but of course he isn’t the main point of this excitement, delightful as it is to remember answering the door and finding him standing there. He was looking especially chirpy today, and he gave me a wink, and made a pleasing cluck-cluck sound with his mouth as he walked away. ‘Have a good day, love,’ he called back without turning, and he vanished into the next street on the corner of my terrace. I pressed myself against the doorframe after he’d gone, trying to sustain the physical memory of him, glad that I’d brushed my long hair so diligently last night.


The parcel contained a gruesome biography I’d ordered online about the London killer John Christie, plus a new thesaurus to replace the one I spilled tea all over last week when I drifted off on the sofa. Delivered with the parcel were a few marketing flyers and, to my surprise, a handwritten letter addressed to the previous owner, Olivia Heathcote. How odd, I thought initially, that this was the very first piece of mail I’d ever received for my predecessor, but then it struck me that of course she must have put a forwarding arrangement in place, and, now that twelve months had elapsed, any residual letters would start to fall through my door. I can’t say why exactly, but just holding that envelope in my fingers, with its curly handwritten address and its opening flap sealed by the tongue of a stranger – well, it rendered me quite breathless. I placed it down on the table and gazed upon it for a while, running my palms over my painful belly, trying to ease the bloating that had seized me in the night. I’m overweight, it’s fair to say, but today my stomach felt even more distended with trapped gas, griping and twisting away inside me like a snake. I’d been forced to open the windows in my bedroom when I rose, just to let out the terrible whiff of it. It’s a curse.


Breathing deeply through my discomfort, I went over the logistics of returning the letter to the post office. I had two manuscripts parcelled and ready to go, so it would be no bother to return this item at the same time – but then, I countered, wouldn’t it be ridiculous to hand them an envelope absent of a return address? Surely they could do nothing with it? There would be no way of getting it back to the sender, and I’m quite certain it would have ended up in their recycling bin. Finally, I decided to open up the envelope and see if it contained a sender’s address within, and then return it. That, I swear, is what I intended to do.


Once I had read the contents, however, my thoughts were taken in an entirely different direction and I realised I’d been handed a gift. And that is why, an hour later, I haven’t moved an inch, and I sit here clutching the letter, blinking in astonishment at the last few words: With love, Martha x


Dear Liv,


If this letter finds its way to you, I know it will come as a surprise that I’m getting in touch after all this time. I can only say I’m sorry to have left it so long. It’s hard to believe that eighteen years have passed, and yet they have. But let me get to the point.


Perhaps you’ve seen me on TV in recent years? I’m not saying this to brag, but because my latest project is a new show that investigates ‘cold cases’ – historic police investigations that have either been closed down or forgotten about, but where we believe there’s a chance to solve them with fresh evidence or modern forensics. I hope you won’t think it gratuitous; after what happened with Juliet, well, I suppose it’s made me want to delve deeper into these unsolved crimes, to try to make a difference. The show is called Out of the Cold, and we’ve just begun work on our very first programme – and this is my reason for making contact. We’re going to be investigating Juliet’s disappearance.


I know this will upset you. Believe me, I thought long and hard before suggesting we feature her story – but remember how we all said at the time that there had to be more to it than the police would ever consider? We all knew there was no way Juliet would have disappeared like that by choice, but now, Liv, I really feel there’s a chance we could find out exactly what happened and bring someone to account.


I can’t tell you much more now – but I’ll fill you in on everything once you’ve confirmed you’re willing to talk. This could be in person, by email, on the phone or however you prefer, and all we would be asking you for are your memories of that time. I feel sure that the not-knowing will have haunted you as much as it has me, and I hope with every fibre of my being that you will agree to help. What I can tell you is that David Crown remains a person of interest, so anything you can recall about him will be of help right from the start.


Liv, I hope you are well and happy. I hope above all that you’ll forgive me for past mistakes – and make contact.


With love,


Martha x


The morning sun casts fingers of light across the letter, picking out the dust bobs that float in the space between me and the net curtains to the street beyond. There’s a tremor running through me, a juddering reverberation like the one I feel when heavy lorries rumble up the road and rattle the glass panes. But this is different. This comes from within. I turn over the envelope, smoothing it out on the tabletop, running my thumb across the handwritten indentations of the address. My address, but not my name. Olivia Heathcote.


Martha Benn – the Martha Benn – thinks that I am Olivia Heathcote. She thinks she is writing to Liv Heathcote, and she wants her help in this unsolved case. It’s a case I recall only too well; it disturbed my mother terribly, the idea of that poor girl vanishing so close to where we lived, and for several weeks afterwards she insisted I wasn’t allowed out alone, even in daylight hours. It made the national news for a while, until the police concluded that she had eloped with an older man. But I didn’t believe that for a minute – and I’m guessing that Martha doesn’t believe it either.


I push back my chair and stand shakily, the names swimming across my mind like new friends: Martha, Liv, Juliet, David Crown. I must lie down; it’s all rather too much, and for the first time in an age I almost wish my mother were here to share in this excitement. I ease myself into the sagging sofa – my, how it sags – and position my neck against one armrest, catching a waft of body odour as I lug my legs up and over the other. Does it sound dreadful to confess I can’t remember the last time I took a bath? The shower hose is broken, but that’s no excuse as I’ve always preferred a bath anyway. If I’m to meet up with Martha Benn – and it’s quite possible that this really could happen – I need to buck up my ideas. I’ll run a bath this afternoon, after I’ve had a little rest. I close my heavy eyelids, dropping swiftly into the darkness of slumber, allowing myself to imagine something new. How would it feel to be ‘Liv’? I wonder. How would it feel to be someone else altogether?




2. Martha


The rest of the team is in the boardroom when Toby Parr turns up for the production meeting five minutes late, and Martha does all she can to keep the irritation from her face as he strolls through the door, pushing back his sunkissed flop of hair and smiling broadly. She hasn’t seen him for eight or nine years, but still he exudes the youthful confidence of the privately educated, that self-assured aura of life membership that Martha dismisses as wholly unearned, awarded too freely. Does she feel like this just because of who he is, or would she resent him if they met under different circumstances? He’s almost a decade younger than her; he can only be in his mid-twenties. But it’s not just that – after all, she’s only too grateful that older colleagues were willing to take a punt on her when she was younger and in need of a chance. Well, there you have your difference, she thinks: she needed a chance, and really, he doesn’t.


‘Morning, all!’ Toby says, too breezily for a newcomer, eliciting polite murmurs and tight smiles from around the room. Martha takes in the neutral faces at the boardroom table. Many of these people are senior to Toby, and yet there’s curious caution in their open expressions.


In the far corner of the room are a cameraman and a sound technician, there to record early footage for the piece. They will film the entire meeting, yet only seconds will be used in the final edit: well-chosen slices that add colour and depth to the documentary, to the mystery. An earnest frown here, a studious turning of papers there. It’s not just a documentary they’re making. It’s entertainment. Martha has a sense of being somewhere outside of herself, looking in on this surreal scene. How is it that she should find herself here, star of a show that may unravel her own past, opening her up to the scrutiny of others? The world knows the Martha Benn she has become, the polished, glossy-haired, media-savvy Martha – queen of the primetime talk show, go-to woman for serious reportage and debate. To her viewers she’s clean-cut, a poor East End girl come good. Respectable. Nothing more murky in her past than an early divorce and a couple of tenuous romantic links to minor celebrities. This morning at home, as she prepared herself for the day, she had gazed out across London, sipping strong black coffee – her one caffeinated drink of the day – and again she had been struck by the feeling that she was living someone else’s life. There she was in her twelfth-floor apartment, a glass-walled luxury abode overlooking the river, and she wondered how long it would be before she was rumbled.


Sending that letter to Olivia Heathcote had only been the start of it, but reaching back in time like that has unsettled her more than she could ever have anticipated. If the letter has reached her, will Liv even respond? Perhaps, like her, Liv has moved on, reinvented herself; perhaps Liv would rather keep that particular box tightly sealed too. They’ve all got secrets to hide, of that much Martha is certain. Her new TV show, this investigation, could well be the catalyst to her unmasking. Not that she’s ever pretended to be anyone else, or gone out of her way to deceive. Martha Benn is the name she was given at birth; she kept it even during her brief marriage to Denny, much to his family’s distaste. And she’s never exactly lied about her past. But nor has she been open about her earlier life, having long ago become accustomed to skirting over her Stanley House years, skipping straight to the good bits, the bits she can talk about with ease. The life she has constructed is about to change; she knows this without a shadow of a doubt. And there’s nothing she can do about it, not if she’s determined to unravel the mystery of Juliet. And she is determined. Whatever it takes, whether Juliet is found dead or alive, Martha has to find out.


Now, at the top end of the table, executive producer Glen Gavin nods at Toby pleasantly, offering a help-yourself gesture towards the trolley bearing drinks and pastries, and rises to close the door and open the meeting. Glen is a lean man, his small frame nipped in by expensive suits, yet his presence is nonetheless large in the room, magnified further by the deep timbre of his Scottish accent. Beyond him and the glass wall of their top-floor office, the London skyline fans out, bathed in the bright white sheen of a winter morning.


‘Good morning, everyone.’ Glen pauses, his eyes following Toby as he sets down his coffee in front of the one remaining seat and unbuttons his jacket, slipping it from his shoulders and placing it on the back of his chair. It’s all done in such a leisurely fashion, Martha could scream – and a flash of flint in Glen’s eyes momentarily betrays his mixed feelings about the appointment of Toby Parr.


‘So,’ Glen says, ‘it’s hugely exciting to be gathered at the first planning meeting for Out of the Cold and I for one am thrilled that we have managed to assemble some of our very best to turn this vision into a reality.’


He falls silent, and it’s only when one of the junior researchers releases an awkward, ‘Woo!’ that the rest of the team realise what’s expected. They fall into a wave of polite British hand-clapping.


‘Now,’ Glen continues. ‘Let me summarise our overall plan. The pilot for Out of the Cold is provisionally scheduled to air six months from now, so the timings will be tight. It goes without saying that we’re relying on the success of this to help us secure the proposed series with the network. Our pilot needs to be a showstopper, and that, my friends, is why you’re all sitting around the table.’ He rises from his chair and ambles towards the trolley, picking out an apricot Danish, taking a bite and chewing slowly as he eyes each of the team in turn. When his mouthful is swallowed he continues to speak, and he places the pastry on a napkin on the table before him, sliding his chair out to take a seat. He won’t eat the rest of it; it’s merely a prop. Martha’s gaze travels up from the pastry and finds Glen’s eyes locked on hers as he says her name.


‘We’re very happy to confirm that the show will be fronted by Martha Benn, who you’ll all be familiar with from her work on ITV – well, across a number of the channels, in fact – with Toby Parr playing a key role as her associate programme researcher.’


Martha nods. Toby raises a hand, like a schoolboy receiving an award from the head teacher. She wonders, momentarily, what they all made of her sacking from breakfast TV last year, when she had been replaced by a younger, pregnant up-and-coming star. More relatable, was the way her female boss at the time had put it. Younger, was what she really meant.


Glen continues. ‘Our pilot episode will investigate the eighteen-year-old case of missing teenager Juliet Sherman, seventeen – who was last seen on a London towpath in January 2000, beside the Regent’s Canal, where her abandoned bike was later discovered. Juliet came from what you’d call a nice middle-class family. Dad was a bank manager, Mum worked part-time for a local firm of solicitors. Juliet had one sibling, older brother Tom, who was back from university on his Christmas break at the time of her disappearance. All of them were interviewed at the time, but none of the family was ever considered a suspect. Within a matter of weeks, the police made the decision to scale back the investigation, ultimately concluding that she had run away with an older man …’ Glen riffles through his papers, glancing towards Martha for help.


‘David Crown,’ she offers. ‘Local landscape gardener and charity worker.’


‘Yes.’ Glen nods slowly. ‘David Crown. All-round good guy.’


There’s a ripple of amusement around the table, and Martha bites down an urge to pound her fists on the table, to tell them all to show a bit of bloody respect.


‘This is an interesting case, and one that will resonate with the public – not only in the light of recent high-profile abuse cases, but also because our own Martha here was interviewed as part of the original police investigation.’


A murmur rises, a gasp; querulous frowns turn into pleased expressions of surprise.


‘Martha, perhaps you’d like to take over from here?’ Glen says, and he offers up his palms, gesturing for her to speak as he relaxes back into his chair.


She hadn’t expected the surge of nerves that courses through her body, the heart-thumping weight of responsibility she feels in this moment.


‘Thank you, Glen,’ she says warmly, ever the professional, and she picks up a pen, tapping it lightly on the wrist of her other hand, a movement that apes her own private mindfulness exercises for calm. ‘Yes, I was involved in the original case.’ Her mind is working fast, and she is careful to keep the emotion from her voice, to state only the facts and none of the profound sadness she still feels. ‘Back in 2000, I attended Bridge School in Hackney, along with Juliet Sherman and another schoolfriend, Olivia Heathcote – the three of us had been best friends for over seven years.’


The silence in the room is palpable.


‘I think it’s important to say that the reason I suggested the new show, and Juliet’s case in particular, is because I recently read a local news article about her father’s desire to find out what happened to his daughter. He has terminal cancer, and his wife – Juliet’s mother – died a few years back, still not knowing. This is a family that has been beset by tragedy, and it feels like the right time to launch a new investigation. Time is running out for Alan Sherman. If we are successful, it will be a good thing we’re doing.’


Quite to Martha’s surprise, the room breaks into spontaneous applause.


She nods in acknowledgement, speaking quickly to move things on. ‘When Juliet went missing, Olivia and I were among the first to be interviewed, in part because of our close friendship with her – they wanted to know if we had any information about boyfriends or family disruptions at home – but more importantly because the two of us were among the last people to see her alive.’


Now Martha hands a photograph down the table for Glen to pass around. It shows the three friends, sitting on the grass on a school trip to London Zoo, taken perhaps a year or two before Juliet went missing. Juliet and Martha have a similar look, both wearing their light brown hair long with outgrown fringes, the difference in their height unremarkable when seated. In reality Juliet had been a good two inches taller than Martha, and, while there was a passing resemblance, Juliet was simply more beautiful, her skin more honeyed, her green eyes more flaming than Martha’s dull brown. Looking at that photograph now, she recalls just how much she followed Juliet’s lead. Juliet was always the first to risk the latest trend or hairstyle, and Martha invariably followed suit. Liv’s appearance was dark to their fair, and she was the smallest of them all. She’d been adopted at birth, and the little she knew of her heritage was that her mother had been Irish and her father Sri Lankan, the physical legacy being her striking combination of dark olive skin and startling blue eyes. At barely five foot one she was tiny, something that had driven her wild when the others were routinely served alcohol at the Waterside Café bar while she had to hide out of sight for fear of being kicked out. Martha feels a pang of longing as the photograph circulates around the table. How could she have forgotten what Juliet and Liv had meant to her? Back then, in their adolescent years, they had been everything to each other.


‘And were you able to help?’ Toby asks, leaning his elbows on the table, his brow knitted together. He clears his throat, his volume seeming to increase in response to the delay in her answer. ‘Were you ever a suspect?’


‘No,’ Martha replies, rather more tartly than she’d intended. Inwardly, she gathers her patience. ‘I told the police that I knew Juliet was seeing someone, but I couldn’t say who, because I didn’t know. Juliet had told me that it was someone her parents wouldn’t approve of, but that was all. Of course, the police were particularly interested in that. The last movements we’re certain of were just after nine p.m. We’d had a few drinks in the Waterside Café – it was a Friday night – and as we left Liv decided to stay on for another, so I walked with Juliet some of the way along the canal before she headed off to work on her bike. That’s the last time she was seen alive – or at least mine was the last confirmed sighting.’


Martha pauses a moment, expecting questions, and when there are none she continues. ‘When I say “work”, Juliet was a volunteer with Square Wheels, a charity set up and run by David Crown, which was basically a group of youngsters on bikes, handing out food and warm drinks to homeless people sleeping rough along the riverside. According to David Crown and her fellow volunteers, Juliet didn’t turn up for her shift that night.’


One of the team, Juney, raises her hand. Her voice is light, slightly lisping, belying the deep intelligence of the young woman. ‘And David Crown was a prime suspect? If he was a predator, perhaps it makes sense – setting up a volunteer group that brings him into regular contact with young people? It makes perfect sense to conclude that he was the mystery boyfriend, doesn’t it?’


Martha nods. ‘Yes, and I think that’s the theory the police were working with. But David Crown’s records came up fairly unblemished, and it seems that because it had been such a busy night, with plenty of volunteers on hand, there wasn’t a moment that he couldn’t account for in one way or another. He had alibis coming out of his ears.’


‘But you’re not convinced?’ asks Glen.


‘I just don’t know. I helped out with Square Wheels myself on a number of occasions, and, while I agree that the evenings were always busy, it’s not true that David was never alone with any of the helpers. Usually, once he’d handed out supplies to everyone, we were sent off in pairs – for safety – and if there was anyone left over, they’d pair up with David to do the final handout. On the occasions I was there, Juliet and I naturally paired off, but as I wasn’t there that night I think it’s perfectly feasible that Juliet doubled up with him, or was at least alone with him at some point in the evening. She was running late that night – she was meant to get there at eight-thirty – so it’s quite possible that David Crown was alone at the Square Wheels cabin by the time she arrived.’


‘And his wife?’ Toby asks, running his finger down the briefing notes in front of him. He’s frowning studiously. ‘Wasn’t she one of his alibis?’


‘Yes, but only for later that evening,’ Martha replies, glad to see that at least Toby has come prepared, has read the overview she sent him last week. ‘So, it would have been difficult for David to account for every moment between nine and midnight. But on the other hand there were enough volunteers coming and going that night to make it almost impossible for him to have abducted Juliet without someone noticing. The police notes I have tell us that the following morning he and his wife Janet were interviewed extensively. She claimed that he returned home at the usual time, eleven-thirty, give or take a few minutes, and that he seemed completely normal. David had told her that it had been a successful night, and they’d managed to deliver meals to at least forty homeless people along the riverside. There was a hard frost that night, and he was always particularly pleased when they managed to help people out when conditions were so harsh. Mrs Crown said that her husband was in good spirits, and that they went to bed soon after he returned, with nothing seeming out of the ordinary. After the police interview that morning, David Crown went off to his landscape gardening job as usual. But he never came home again.’


‘Never?’ asks Juney.


‘No, he disappeared as completely as Juliet had. Later, it was discovered that on that same morning a large sum had been withdrawn from the Crowns’ joint savings account, and when Mrs Crown searched their home she found a number of his personal belongings missing – his passport, a suitcase and several items of clothing. And that’s why the police concluded that Juliet and David had been in some kind of a relationship, and had planned the whole thing, with her going into hiding the night before and him following behind once he’d gathered his money and belongings. The investigation continued for a few weeks longer, but with the emphasis on finding a missing “couple”, rather than searching for a teenager abducted by a man.’


‘How much money did David Crown withdraw?’ asks Toby.


‘Fifty grand. According to Mrs Crown it was their life savings.’


There are intakes of breath around the table, everyone breaking out into their own thoughts.


‘It sounds fairly viable to me,’ offers Toby. ‘I mean, we’ve all heard about these cases, haven’t we – teacher falls in love with pupil and they go on the run? This sounds similar, except that Juliet was a bit older. I mean, while David Crown wasn’t a teacher, he was an authority figure as far as she would’ve been concerned.’ Toby glances around, looking for nods of approval, which he receives.


‘That’s all fine,’ Martha replies, wondering how on earth she’s going to tolerate working with him. ‘Until you take into consideration Juliet’s track record and the responses of every single person who knew her. Juliet was, for want of a better expression, a goodie-goodie. She was an A-star student, hardworking, diligent – a rule-follower. She put me and Liv to shame. She was committed to her volunteer work. She loved her parents, and had a great relationship with them both.’


‘It says here that they split up within a year of Juliet going missing,’ Toby interrupts, as if this fact makes a difference.


‘She had a great relationship with both her parents,’ Martha repeats, ignoring him. ‘And, to be perfectly honest, she never really seemed that bothered about boys. She was a beautiful girl and I remember she was always being asked out, but she just wasn’t interested.’


‘In boys, perhaps not,’ says Toby. ‘But this was a man. David Crown was, what, mid-forties? Was he good-looking? Perhaps she saw something in him that she hadn’t seen in the lads of her own age? Perhaps she was attracted to his maturity. Girls often go for older men, don’t they?’


Martha feels a rush of anger, hating Toby for what he’s suggesting about her friend – and, more specifically, what he’s saying about her. She knew he wouldn’t be able to resist a dig at some point or other, and she avoids looking up to see who else around the room has understood his meaning. She fingers through her papers and slides another photograph into the centre of the table. Backsides lift out of seats to lean in for a closer look, and noises of assent rise up into the room.


‘Thanks for that pearl of wisdom, Toby,’ she says, delivering her best patronising smile. ‘But, for the record, just being OK-looking doesn’t automatically make a man irresistible to every woman.’


A ripple of laughter travels the room, which Toby deftly disregards as he brings his finger down on David Crown’s face. ‘Ladies, correct me if I’m wrong – but I’d say our Mr Crown is a bit more than OK-looking, wouldn’t you?’


And to Martha’s irritation there’s not a person in the room who disagrees. Yes, Martha thinks, David Crown was attractive – but she and her friends had soon got over that, she’s certain, once they’d come to know him better. After Martha’s first few encounters with him, he had been just David, hadn’t he? They’d stopped noticing how handsome he was, because … well, just because. He was just David.


Glen Gavin reaches out and pulls the photograph towards himself, holding it up high, gaining the attention of all.


‘OK, OK, so we’re agreed he’s an attractive man. But Martha, I think it’s fair to say you’re not convinced that your friend ran off with this man?’


Thank God for Glen Gavin and his brooding presence.


‘No, I’m not. Speaking as someone who knew Juliet better than most, I am absolutely convinced that she came to harm that night. Now I don’t know if David Crown is behind it – up until that night I had always thought him to be a good guy too – but Juliet just running away like that, with no note, taking nothing, leaving her bike abandoned on the edge of the towpath? It’s out of the question. And, even if they had run away together, surely someone would have heard from them or seen them together in the years that have passed. David Crown never made another withdrawal from his account, and his passport was never used, so it’s as if he vanished from the planet too.’


‘Of course it’s possible there’s no sign of him because he’s dead, right? I mean, it has been eighteen years,’ Toby says, prodding away. He gives a shrug. ‘Just playing devil’s advocate.’


Martha wants so badly for all these people to be on her side. Not just to make this documentary – but to at last find out what happened to Juliet. To find Juliet.


‘No, it’s a fair question,’ she says, maintaining her calm, tucking a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. ‘According to the original interviews, his wife believed that he ran away after the pressure of the police questioning – which she made a formal complaint about, by the way – because it brought back memories of a previous false allegation. It turns out that many years earlier he had lost his job as a teacher in Bedfordshire after a sexual assault claim from a female pupil. The girl’s claim was retracted completely, so no charges were ever brought against him, but Mrs Crown believes this later suspicion relating to Juliet pushed him into taking flight. She said he was fearful that the police would wrongly put the two events together and try to pin Juliet’s disappearance on him. The last time his wife was interviewed was, what, five years ago?’ Martha consults her notes. ‘Yes, five years ago – it was a local reporter doing a history piece on the Regent’s Canal. At that time, Mrs Crown said she continued to believe her husband had simply run away – by himself – and was afraid to return. She still lives alone in the same house, and it seems she’s never quite got over her husband’s disappearance. In the interview she said she lives in hope that he’ll one day come home.’


‘So he was a teacher,’ Toby says.


Glen waves away Toby’s comment. ‘If he’s alive, surely someone would have heard from him over the years?’


‘Perhaps they have? It seems Mrs Crown is fiercely protective over her husband’s reputation. If she still loves him, I doubt she would let on that he’s been in touch. Especially if, in reality, she suspects he did kill Juliet.’


‘But if she thinks her husband is a killer, surely she would have turned him in?’ says Toby.


Martha shakes her head, irked by his naivety. ‘People make all manner of bad choices in the name of love. She may have been in denial initially. Or she may have come to accept that he did kill Juliet, but justified it in her own mind. Whatever the truth is, I suspect she knows more than she’s let on up to now.’


‘And what about the schoolgirl who made the allegation?’ asks Juney. ‘Do you think David Crown was guilty of that assault?’


Martha glances towards Glen, who is already familiar with her theory. She looks around the room, taking in the eight earnest faces – the researchers and assistants, Jay and Sally, the camera crew – and she says a silent prayer. Please, Liv, please answer my letter so I’m not alone in this.


She nods in reply. ‘Yes. I think David Crown was guilty of assaulting that schoolgirl, and I think he was guilty of murdering Juliet – and I think he could still be out there right now.’




3. Casey


This dressing table came from my old bedroom, a gold-leaf and cream piece from the seventies, part of a matching suite my mother and Dad had bought when they were newlyweds, before passing it on to me when they updated their room. It has a swing mirror, with curling, swirling patterns up and around the glass, and even now I’m drawn to run my fingertip along it, travelling the meandering curves from one side to the other. It was one of the few pieces of furniture that I brought with me when I moved, along with Granny’s heavy crystal ashtray. As a child, I loved to watch its rainbow of colours on a bright day, when the sun would thread beams of light through the cut glass to dance upon the bedroom wall. The dressing table seemed to be the most important item of furniture to have, knowing how much it had meant to Mum, how many hours she had spent in front of it, rolling her hair, carefully applying her mascara and painting her lips. I would perch on the corner of my parents’ bed, watching each action with the greatest attention in case I might one day be asked to repeat the art, although now as I peer into it at my own reflection the idea seems laughable. Once, when I was fifteen or sixteen, I borrowed Mum’s crimson lipstick and applied it, just as I’d seen her do so many times, on my way out for a wander in the park to spy on a lad I’d seen there a few times before. As I passed through the living room, my mother did a double-take and laughed, a hard, flat ‘Ha!’, before calling my dad in to take a look. ‘She looks like she’s been eating jam doughnuts!’ she told him, her hand covering her mouth, and, although Dad didn’t reply, I could see in his eyes that he was furious with her. She was heading into one of her low moods, but that was no excuse for such cruelty. Dad saw my tears getting ready to spill over, and he put his arm around me and took me to the bathroom, where he helped me to blot the colour down until it was merely a hint. ‘You look beautiful,’ he whispered, and he indicated for me to go out through the back to avoid another confrontation. But I don’t want to think about that; I prefer the memory of sitting on the corner of their bed, the furrows of the pink candlewick bedspread soft beneath my fingers. I enjoyed the silence of those moments, but at the same time I think I yearned for her to speak, for us to talk and laugh together like all those mothers and daughters I’d seen on TV. I’d watch and wait for minutes on end, but so often she simply continued with her beautifying rituals and afforded me only the briefest of glances, an invitation in her immaculate raised eyebrow. ‘You look pretty,’ I would tell her, and then the room would brighten with the radiance of her smile.


Now, I lean in and pull down my lower lids, fascinated by the map of veins I can magnify if I blink hard and bulge my eyes wide. My face is round and pale – I’m nothing if not honest with myself – entirely absent of make-up or artifice. Lately I’ve been noticing the ever-increasing ratio of grey to black in my hair – I must have at least fifty per cent grey hairs – but how strange that they have now started showing up in my eyebrows too. I wonder about down below. I wonder if later, when I’m undressed, I’ll be able to bend far enough forward to check there for any changes. It’s quite possible that my fat belly will prevent me from getting a good view – that or my bad back, which seems to creak and shriek more and more often these days.


I pick up my bristle hairbrush and run it through my hair, one long stroke from forehead to tip, its length reaching as low as my thigh. ‘One … two … three …’ I count, automatically falling into the hundred-strokes habit Mum taught me in my early years, and as I gaze at my reflection my mind is once again on Martha and Liv, and the email I started writing this afternoon.


Of course, it was easy enough to set up a fake email address for Olivia Heathcote, but knowing what to say in my reply to Martha was a much harder task. I had spent a good couple of hours Googling Olivia – or Liv, as Martha calls her – but there was surprisingly little to be found, only the briefest of mentions about her work as a bereavement counsellor for a local clinic. What I already knew about her was gleaned from the two encounters we’d had during the sale of the house more than a year ago, the first when I visited for an initial viewing with the estate agent, the second a follow-up visit I had requested on the pretext of planning my furniture requirements. In reality, it was not the house but Olivia I wanted to see. It wasn’t a crush by any means, but Liv had something about her, such a striking aura. Liv was the type of person who at school would have been popular with the other girls, would have been part of a tight group. She would have belonged. I had just wanted another look before I took over the house, and Liv and everything in her life disappeared from mine.


Liv had two children, four-year-old twins called Arno and Jack. They were beautiful too, olive-skinned creatures playing quietly on the faded living room floor, building a world of block towers and animals. Their tawny hair was in stark contrast to Liv’s ebony bob and darker skin, but they shared her vivid blue eyes, and I thought how astonishing it was that a person like Liv could produce such fair children. She must have noticed me staring, because she laughed and said, ‘You never know how the genes will come out in the wash!’ And that’s how I learned she was adopted as a baby, taken into this very home at just two months of age by Mr and Mrs Heathcote and their large, boisterous family. Liv was the middle of five, the only adopted child, and the only one ‘of colour’, as she put it. At one point, she told me, their grandmother was living here too, along with an ever-increasing menagerie of animals and birds. ‘It was chaos most of the time,’ Liv had told me, laughing at the memory. ‘But happy chaos. We didn’t have a lot, but my mum and dad were the best kind of people, if a bit gullible. They couldn’t say no to anyone, so if someone in the street was threatening to get rid of some old pet or other we’d take it in here. “Hackney Zoo,” that’s what my friends used to call this place! Bonkers.’


The house is only a three-up, two-down, and I couldn’t imagine for a moment how they had managed with so many children to care for in such a small space. But what colourful history! So unlike the details of my own small family, whose genealogy, my mother would proudly claim, went right back to the Domesday Book on both sides: English through and through. I loved that Liv’s world was so different from mine, and if I could have stayed there all day long, drinking coffee and asking her questions about her childhood, I would have. Now, in light of my new role as her substitute, I wish I had!


When Liv introduced me to Arno and Jack they smiled so happily, as though greeting an old friend. How my heart had lifted in that moment! I couldn’t remember the last time a child had smiled at me with such guileless ease. I’m not the sort of person people smile at easily; I don’t have that special thing. On that final visit, I also managed to gather that Liv hadn’t been living in the house for more than a couple of years, having moved back in after her mother had died. There didn’t seem to be a husband or partner anywhere, but I supposed he was out at work or away on business – until Liv mentioned she was moving out of London altogether, ‘for a fresh start’. I took this to mean alone, just the three of them, and this pleased me no end, though now I struggle to understand why it should. That was the last time I ever saw Liv, and a month later I was moving my belongings in, clutching tightly to my very own set of newly cut keys. My solicitor had told me I was paying well over the market price for the place when I offered more to see off another buyer’s bid, but I knew I had to have it. And for heaven’s sake, I’d thought when he advised me not to rush, what else was I to spend my money on? This was the house I wanted.


Today, after hours of staring into my laptop screen (and guiltily ignoring the bleeps of work emails dropping into my inbox!), I finally drafted a reply to Martha.


Dear Martha


How nice to hear from you. What a surprise. Of course I have seen you on the television and I have enjoyed watching your success. You must be so pleased. With regard to Juliet, I would be happy to help you in any way I can, but I am out of the country on business and will not return for another week. I am a bereavement counsellor and sometimes I have to travel. But if you would like to email me any questions you have, I can very easily email you back. I hope you are well, and that we can meet again some time in the future.


With best wishes, Liv x


I dithered over the kiss at the bottom for an age. Was it too much? I wondered if I should say where exactly it was I’d gone abroad, for authenticity – Italy, perhaps? Maybe Germany? No, better to be vague. Brevity is the key, I concluded, after deleting much of my earlier version – the details about my children, my happy place of work and devoted partner – and now I have this final draft, ready to go. I gave the message a final read through, aloud, in a clear, confident voice, and suddenly I was anxious that it might seem too eager if I sent it straight away. Martha might not believe it’s really Liv! Imagine, if it was all to come to an end now, simply because I got carried away with myself. So, I will send it early tomorrow morning, and for now I must be content with the anticipation.


As I sit facing myself in the dressing table mirror now, the very thought of this adventure sends a jolt of adrenaline through my veins. This is the most exciting thing to happen to me in a long time, and I’m suddenly terrified it might be taken away. What if the real Liv were to turn up again, confronting my deception? I imagine inviting her in and offering her a cup of tea, before bashing her over the head with my crystal ashtray and burying her under the floorboards, just like old John Christie in Rillington Place. I blink at my reflection, and then I laugh, high and loud, clamping my hand to my mouth to hold in the madness of it all.




4. Martha


She’s been here before, recognises the still-water tang of the moonlit path, the creaking murmur of houseboats and wooden decking moored along the frozen bank. It’s a shortcut home, one they’ve always taken in warmer months, but to be avoided alone after dark for fear of unseen dangers lurking in the shadows. To her right the frosted path meanders alongside the black water, disappearing into nothing as it stretches beyond the bridge. Her shallow breaths billow out in hot white clouds, misting her vision. To her left a homeless pair sit huddled beneath sleeping bags on the wooden bench, not looking in her direction, more interested in the sandwich packet and steaming tea they’ve just been handed. ‘You’re an angel,’ one of them says, to no one in particular, his hand raised like that of a stained-glass saint. ‘You’re an angel.’ The swishing burr of bicycle wheels, the ticker-tacker rush of air as they pass – six, eight, ten, twelve – it’s hard to know how many there are, but the riders are all young – teenagers, sixth-formers – hair and knitted scarves streaming, ivory teeth gleaming through the darkness, handlebars festooned with wicker baskets bearing fruit.


‘Juliet!’ a voice calls out from the followers, a voice chasing after the beautiful girl at the front. ‘Jules! Wait!’ And Martha realises it’s her own voice she’s hearing, she who is calling out, the urgency knotting her stomach like rope burn.
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