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Prologue


Budapest 1944


From the car she can make out the militia, rifles in hand and ragtag uniforms. Facing them, a huddled crowd of prisoners, faces white in the sharp air, some clutch whimpering children. One man with a cloth hat in his hands, wringing the life out of it. The commanding officer is the biggest brute of a brutal bunch, though hardly more than a boy. He strides up and down the shivering assembly, shouting, face contorted in anger.



– Istenem, istenem, mutters her mother. Oh God. Then louder, Stop the car. Stop here.





–No! Too dangerous, Kovács Bacsi drive on. And turning to her mother –Sit down. Don’t be a fool.



Her mother is clutching the letter in trembling hands, and by now the foolscap is looking crumpled, the ink on the envelope is smeared. She prises it out of her mother’s grip, opens her bag and slides the letter in, then closes the brass clasp with a loud click that reverberates in the tense air.



As the car passes the huddled mob, both women gaze out towards the river bank, scanning the detainees’ faces one by one. It’s all too quick, too distant. The motor bumps over the cobbled road. Is that him? No. Of course not. It’s just another middle-aged businessman. A fat one, in a long coat with an astrakhan collar, who reminds her of a bank manager. He is altogether more charismatic. He would stand out from the crowd.




A little further along, Kovács manages to pull up, tucking the car into a side street. Her mother looks pale and frightened – as white and fragile as that precious letter. Aranca straightens the older woman’s hat, and with her finger wipes off some stray lipstick. Checking the pavement in each direction, the two slip out of the vehicle and cross the road. By now, a small crowd has gathered to watch the scene that is taking place beside the river. The dishevelled prisoners must know what’s about to happen. The people watching certainly know.



There’s a drop of three metres from the quay. It will take them a second or two to fall, she thinks, but for them time will slow right down from the instant the bullet leaves the barrel of the gun. They will know their last moments, millisecond by millisecond. Bang. She wonders whether you hear the gun going off when it’s pointed at you. She’s heard you don’t. A burning, tearing pain in the guts. Momentum of the shot knocking you off your feet. The spinning whoosh as you fall through the sharp air. You can feel yourself hit the water, with a jarring splash. The half-iced hardness makes you gasp, as your body breaks through the surface and your stunned lungs pull at – nothing. The current drags you under. You are fighting for breath, every last desperate gasp. But the water is raging. The cold is paralysing and there’s a roaring pain in your chest as your lungs search for air in the void. You are fighting to pull yourself to the surface, but as your lifeblood mixes with the murky water, strength ebbs, and blackness is all that is left.


She gazes, transfixed, at the surface of the river, thick with ice floes in a myriad different sizes, large white rafts surrounded by smaller pebbles, that are constantly moving and realigning themselves as they glide along, pushed by the merciless current.



He is there, she realises with a jolt. Standing slightly apart from the others. And yes, he does look distinguished. It won’t help him now, his dignified air but the letter might, if only she could work out who she is supposed to give it to. The name on the envelope doesn’t mean anything to her – she’s trying to remember what they were told about Colonel Farkas. She feels a quivering hand grab her arm. Oh yes, her mother has noticed too. The older woman is gulping great mouthfuls of air, groaning. She’s about to shout out. The word hovers around her lips. Istenem – Oh God – but no sound comes out. They know the forged papers in her pocket won’t fool anyone. If they are going to save her father, they are going to have to break cover now, but her gut is warning her it is too risky by far.



She takes her mother’s hand in her own, roles reversed – she’s in charge despite her tender years. Seeing her now, few would guess she really ought to be in school. But that was another life, before a false step could cost everything. She squeezes her mother’s trembling hand hard enough to hurt.



– Shhh, she says, looking her in the eye. Don’t draw attention. Not here, not now. She’s scanning the scene – where is he, this mysterious Colonel? Surely he’s not the scrawny yob commanding the squad. She looks around for a more senior officer but can’t see any, just the brute of a youth who is probably illiterate anyway, judging by the way he’s going on. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. She stifles her own moan, pulls back on the tears so hard it makes her eyes hurt.



Her mother pulls at her arm.



– The letter, she rasps.



Heads in the crowd turn towards them. Aranca makes a face at her mother telling her to be quiet. There may be informers around to betray them. They can’t just walk up to a bunch of militiamen and tell them to release her father because – because what? Because they have a letter from someone really important to somebody really important? They’ve got to leave before they are spotted. Keep on the move. But Mother doesn’t budge, her feet have grown roots. She was always a stubborn woman, today is no different. On the quay, the prisoners are being tied together in threes.



The boy commander walks up to one, apparently at random. It’s the bank manager in the coat with the astrakhan collar, which is now dragged off him. Underneath it, his double–breasted, pinstriped suit is crumpled and torn, and as he turns she can see that his face is bruised on one side. He looks terrified. The leader yanks him by the lapel, and coshes him over the head with a gun. As the man collapses with a yelp of pain, she can feel the crowd around her flinch. The commander shouts something at the man on the ground. In the crowd, hands go to mouths. Two soldiers take turns to kick the man on the floor, then jerk him to his feet. The leader looks at the distant crowd, grinning. The bastard, she thinks, he’s performing to an audience. He wants us to see this. This obscenity. But she can’t leave. Not now. He shouts out again, and his men grab two others. One is a working man with a grey moustache and shabby clothes, the other a slight young woman. Two militiamen bundle the two prisoners towards the edge of the quay and tie them up to the bank manager, so they make a ghastly trio. The commander screams at them, and all three remove their shoes. Obedient, she thinks, why so obedient? They can’t still be hoping.



There is a moment’s pause. She feels fast, hot breaths on the back of her neck, the person behind her inching forward to get a better view. The commander takes a pistol out of his belt, holds it to the bank manager’s head and pulls the trigger. The crowd seem to shudder in unison as the shot reports along the quay, before the militiamen push his sagging body into the river. Pulling the other two with him. Makes the bullets go further. The crowd would get that. The soldiers’ laughter cuts through the air. One of them kicks a stray shoe into the water. But he has missed its pair. Scuffed brown leather, worn at the heel and toe. It lies there on the quay, orphaned and accusing.



Her legs are about to buckle. She concentrates as hard as she can on keeping them rigid. Never before has she been so conscious of the muscles in her thighs and each side of her knees. She focuses on each one, pushing her mind between the sinews and counting one–two–three–four–five. Think of the numbers, she tells herself, the digits ascending with their beautiful symmetry, think of them and nothing else. Clasping her mother’s hand, she uses all her remaining strength to wrench her away towards the car. As they accelerate off, they hear muffled gunshots half-drowned by the sound of traffic.



And now the letter is in her hands though she doesn’t remember taking it out. Hot tears drop onto the blue ink, the writing puckers and swirls, becoming fainter and fainter.


















Chapter 1


Cardiff, 1997


It’s the middle of the night and my mother’s gone AWOL in a field wearing patent leather loafers.


Two years after my father sells his business at a loss, Mutti has been despatched to Ibiza on a mysterious mission to do with their prized holiday flat but never gets any further than Rhoose, and is reported missing near the airport perimeter. It later turns out this isn’t just another one of her little mishaps, it is the beginning of a whole new chapter in all our lives.


Dad’s at home warming up the paprika chicken when the police ring to say she’s been thrown off the flight. Sorry? At first it doesn’t seem to make sense. The person at the airport end hesitates, and finally mutters something about excessive alcohol consumption. In plain language, my mother was drunk. When you reflect on the yobbish behaviour air crews actually do tolerate, for them to dump a sixty-something woman brought up to believe that ‘we’ always act like a lady however many gins we may have sunk, she must really have been giving it some. But Dad doesn’t waste time thinking about that as he rushes down there, and to his credit he does manage to manhandle her into the car. But just as they are driving off, she leaps out of the door and disappears into the dark.


So here I am now, sitting in the passenger seat of Dad’s decrepit Datsun as we cruise the airport approach road. The midnight pips sound on Radio 4. By the time we glide past the terminal, a newsreader is intoning the details of Tony Blair’s new cabinet in prayer-like cadences. The fifth time I’ve heard it today. I jab the off button and the whole complex begins to recede behind us. I gaze vainly into the gloom, but there’s no sign of a woman in a car coat with a handbag over her arm, who might happen to be ambling about in the bushes, giving the wildlife the fright of their lives.


“We’ve definitely been along this road before,” I protest.



“Nein, looks the same, but was coming from other side. Porthkerry Road,” says Dad, crunching the gears as we cross the A4226.



“Honestly, we have been here before. An hour ago.”



“So, in an hour she can go a long way.”



“She can barely walk from the car to the supermarket. She’s just not up to walking a mile in the dark.”



“What zatt?” He stops the car.


“What?”



“See, over there.”



I jump out, stride across the verge and peer over the fence. The mulchy grass sucks in my boots. I can’t imagine her lasting long here in patent leather heels. I lean over the fence, and stare into the gloom. Away from the streetlights, everything looks grey. On the charcoal expanse, there’s an ashen shape moving about. It could be a person lying on the ground, writhing in pain. Why on earth didn’t I bring the torch? Then, as my eyes adjust, I make out a pile of bin liners disgorging their half-digested contents onto the grass, the empty bags flailing in the wind. We retreat to the car. At least Mutti’s not dead in this field. We drive onward.


I phone the airport police again. Straight through to voicemail. “I can’t go on like this,” mutters my father. “I will, I will…” I think his lip trembles, or is it a streetlamp passing over the car? “…I will take a powder.” It’s probably the wrong moment to point out that the powder thing doesn’t actually work in English, unless you are talking about Beecham’s but that’s not what he means and it’s irritating. I’m thinking for God’s sake you’ve been here long enough to learn the language now, get the idioms right for once. Of course I don’t actually say anything, but grind my teeth. However grim things have been before, I’ve never heard my father threaten suicide. That’s her style not his.


“Don’t be silly,” I say, trying not to snap. “We’ll get her home, and by tomorrow morning, you’ll feel a whole lot better.”




“Tomorrow I feel better, ja, but then it happens again, and again. I am too old for all this,” he rasps. “You don’t know what it’s like. I finish it now.” He jerks to a halt in the middle of the road, and starts banging his head against the steering wheel. His white mane shudders with each thump. If he carries on, he’s going to concuss himself. I lean over and wrap my arms around him.



My parents have long given the impression to outsiders of having perfectly matched eccentricities. People think of them as sweet but slightly dotty European émigrés. It’s a smokescreen.


“Why don’t you get help?” I ask, as he subdues.



“We’ve had help. What do you think she was doing schlepping to London for years and years to see Dr Hellman? Cost a fortune.”




What a complete waste of money that was. Lies of omission. I bet my last fiver there was never a word about booze in all the hundreds of hours on the couch. Darling Ilse may well have been best mates with Anna Freud, but she was into therapy, not telepathy. There’s a price for being so economical with the truth.


“That was years ago. You need help now.”



“You take her. You try. She won’t listen to me.”



“How bad is it?”



“You’ve seen her.”



“What about your doctor, can’t he help?”



“She doesn’t like him.”



“And?”



“It’s not the same since Ernest retired. He’s just a run-of-the-mill GP.” He screws up his face.


“So she’s right.”




“To be honest he’s a complete arschloch.”





The thunder of an airplane taking off directly above us cuts our conversation. If I can get him over this, then everything will be back to normal. A few rounds of bridge and some Sachertorte could do wonders to restore their sense of equilibrium.



“Why don’t we go back to the airport?” I suggest. “At least we can get a cup of coffee, and talk to the police again – maybe they’ve heard something.” I don’t want to be the person that finds her in a ditch. Whatever mess she’s dragged us through, she deserves better than that.


“The airport?” He’s shouting again now. “Why should she go back there?”



“Because there’s nowhere else to go,” I shout back at him. “Unless she asks the nearest sheep to do her a favour and run her down to the Savoy for a spot of dinner!”




At the terminal, I trip over a familiar looking shoe. Patent leather slip-on with two-inch heels and decorative gold buckles. It stands alone, on the granite floor, orphaned. A few feet away, my Mutti is sleeping with her mouth open, on a row of chairs near to the police desk. She’s bathed in the pale green glow of fluorescent light, her suitcase and handbag propped next to her. As I lean over, the smell of sweetly decaying booze breath swills over me. The Madame Rochas she’s wearing is no match for it, and has thrown in the towel.



* * * * *



The following day, I wake in my old bed with the alarm going off. I force myself up. I can’t afford to be too late for work, and there’s a hundred and sixty miles of M4 motorway between me and Shepherd’s Bush. I pull on my jeans and stumble down to the kitchen. Mutti’s sitting at the table, cleaning the sticky black nicotine goo out of her cigarette holders with little torn-up twists of tissue, reading glasses pushed down her nose. She’s smoking while she does it, poring over the congealed tar. The bitter smell of nicotine and fresh smoke mingles in the air with the acrid aroma of mocha. A long, quilted dressing-gown of stained rose-patterned fabric is gaping over her round belly. Next to the ashtray full of brown-stained tissue twists lies a pile of crosswords cut out of the Daily Telegraph, and a pencil, which she picks up now and then to write in an answer.



“Good morning,” she says with a bright smile. If she’s got a hangover, she’s hiding it well.


“Morning,” I mumble.


“What do you want for breakfast?”



“Just coffee.”



“Go on – I make you an eggy.”




A peace offering. For my mother, food has always been love on a plate. She brought me up on streuselkuchen with schlagsahne and when I was fifteen told me I was half a stone overweight. Her. The one in the Crimplene tent. I etched my anger in blood red ink into my diary. I stopped eating. I thought that’ll show her. She can do her thousand calorie a day diet from now until Christmas, but I’ll drop half a stone before she’s even opened that can of Weight Watchers soup. So what if my periods stop. Then she hoiks me off to the doctor, and it turns out they all think I’m pregnant. As if.



I look at her puppy pleading eyes. “No, honestly,” I say, “I’ll have something later. But I’ll have some of that fresh coffee.”



I want to scream at her for forcing Dad and me to patrol the airport in the early hours, for making me late for work, and then pretending nothing happened. But I find myself submitting to her forced warmth. It’s easier. She puts the kettle on, and clucks around tidying things away and wiping green patterned splash-back tiles with a damp J-cloth. My father comes down the stairs. I wait to see whether he says anything about the ordeal she’s put us through. But he just makes himself a cup of lemon tea and pads off into the other room to watch the headlines on breakfast television, stopping only to give my mother a reassuring pat on the bum. I realise that it’s always been like this.



The following day Mutti gets on a flight to Ibiza. She’s called Customer Services at the charter company to complain about the outrageous way she was treated. After all, she’s been a loyal customer for many years. With profuse apologies, she’s been put on the next convenient flight out. She phones me, triumphant, to announce her victory. I wish her bon voyage and am left sitting in the office. She gets away with it every single time.



When I next visit my parents they seem more united than ever, and there’s something new going on – they are strangely secretive. I notice their eyes meeting when they think I’m not watching. As usual there’s nothing much to pass the time, apart from shopping. My mother loves the supermarket. She parks in the disabled parking bay, though there’s nothing whatever wrong with her. “They can’t give you a ticket,” she points out.


“What about the genuinely disabled people who come to the supermarket and discover you’ve taken their space?”



“I come here at least three times a week, and there are always spaces. Ridiculous, the number of disabled spaces. It would take an epidemic of polio to put so many people in wheelchairs.”



“Just because you can get away with it, doesn’t make it right.”



“What is wrong, is they make too many disabled spaces.”



“There are plenty of others.”



“But they are further away.”



“Being lazy is not a recognised disability. Anyway you need a bit of exercise, it would do you good.” I become stern, “And it would stop you becoming disabled in the future.”



“Ha!” says Mutti, letting go of her trolley and putting up her two index fingers. “I must do my exercises, exercises, exercises,” she chants, bending and straightening her fingers up and then pointing them towards each other in unison. It’s an old joke. She uses it to divert attention from the argument, laughing and looking at me coquettishly, as though she was twenty-five instead of nearly seventy.


Although she has hobbled through the revolving doors leaning heavily on her trolley, once we are inside the supermarket Mutti scampers along the aisles with the playful energy of a Labrador puppy chasing a roll of toilet paper. She compares similar products, hunts for unusual ingredients, and examines new lines with great interest. It’s an endless, amusing game. Items can be substituted for one another or combined in different ways. She is particularly pleased to discover that there is a promotion for a new type of cheese. A pretty girl in a bright green sweatshirt is offering samples on a tray. Mutti helps herself to two, then does a circuit round the tinned vegetable section and has another couple. I study the contents of our trolley in a desperate bid to avoid eye contact with the promotions girl. And pray she has a memory impairment.


The numerous choices available in the savoury cracker section seem to hold an improbable fascination for my mother, and I think she could write a doctorate on the multiple uses of tinned tuna. At the fresh fish counter, Mutti asks for some mackerel. The shop assistant has difficulty understanding, and asks her to repeat her order three times. Mutti’s now getting irritated by having to repeat herself to a girl who speaks one language badly, when she herself speaks four fluently and two others well enough to make small talk over the bridge table. The girl tries to make up for it by being apologetic to the point of servility. She’s got that right, anyway. Mutti pulls herself up to her full imposing height and gives a benign smile. As the girl is wrapping the fish, she says to my mother,


“Where to you from then, sweets?” There’s a frozen moment. Mutti’s expression, which was beginning to thaw, now drops to minus fifty. She seizes the package and throws it into her trolley.


“Rhiwbina,” she barks, and stomps off leaving the girl looking baffled.


Her favourite section of the shop is refrigerated goods. She is lingering there, studying the ingredients of a type of fruit yoghurt that I am certain she has never bought. Then she replaces it, and starts scrutinising some pots of salad. I know that she would not consider buying shop-bought coleslaw, when it is “so easy”, and “so much cheaper and better” to make your own, and therefore it’s puzzling that she is so interested in these products. And now I really want to get out of here.


“Do you really want that, then?” I ask. “If we get back in time I’ll be able to go for a swim before lunch.”



“Wait a minute, won’t be long now,” she says looking at her watch.


“What won’t be long?”



“You’ll see.”



After a while, a shop employee arrives with a ticket gun and a clipboard. He starts going through the chilled section, marking down prices. Now a small crowd of jostling pensioners has collected around him. Mutti’s tactics have put her in pole position. She loads the trolley with low-fat soft cheese, wafer-thin sliced ham and hummus, all reduced to a fraction of their original price. Then, as she is bearing down on a carton of marinaded olives, they are lifted from the fridge by a white-haired woman with a walking stick. I see a tiny flicker of annoyance pass over Mutti’s face. She eyes the frail-looking woman with all the concentration of a sniper taking aim. Then her trolley suddenly lurches forward, apparently out of control. It misses the old lady, but flips the walking stick out of her grasp, knocking her off balance. As she clutches on to the edge of the fridge for support, she lets go of the olives. Mutti manoeuvres the package into her own trolley, while simultaneously putting her hand out to “help” the old lady.


She bends over nimbly to pick up the walking stick and places it in the lady’s hand with a solicitous pat. As she takes it, the old dear makes a point of saying how rare it is these days to come across people with “good manners”. She has no idea. Satisfied with her haul, Mutti pushes on to the checkout.


“Is it really worth it?” I ask, while we are waiting in the queue.


“Is what worth it?”



“All that faffing around just to save a few pennies.”




“Ja, you know darling. Things are not easy, I do what I can.”




“What do you mean?”



“Ach, you know, since Daddy sold the business, we have to be a bit more careful,” she says.


She starts emptying her trolley onto the conveyor belt. I look at what she’s chosen, and realise how meagre it is. Of course, she used to feed a family of four plus my grandmother and a constant stream of other guests. Now it’s just her and my father. But even taking this into account, the lavish excesses of the past have evaporated. Seeing that she has been reduced to scavenging for cut-price bargains silences me.


But then I notice that there are a couple of bottles of vodka in the trolley – I didn’t see those going in. Of course. Mutti “forgot” the mayonnaise, and asked me to pop back. I wonder if she really believes I won’t notice what she’s done while I was gone. She must think I’m really stupid. What is the point of indulging in that ridiculous rigmarole for a few cut price items from the delicatessen when she’s going to pour twenty times the amount she’s saved right down her throat? I’m ready to explode with indignation, but the evident desperation as she stands stooped next to the trolley pulls the rug right out from under my fury. I don’t ask any more questions.



On the way home, Mutti breaks the silence. “Daddy spoke to Onkel Bernhard yesterday.”




“Oh yeah?” I know what’s coming next. She might as well be jabbing me with a size six darning needle.


“Apparently Hanni is engaged.”



“To a nice Jewish boy, no doubt.” I snap. If she picks up on my irritation, she pretends not to.


“Apparently he’s a lawyer.”



Lawyer is code for a decent income and prospects for the future. My parents would so love me to get engaged to a nice lawyer, doctor or accountant. In this respect they are traditional. Unemployed photographer is not on their list. But they are eternal optimists. “How is David?” she asks.


“Good, good. Dave’s good,” I reply. That’s code for we are still together. And he’s still not Jewish.


















Chapter 2


On Monday morning, London is flat and grey, but at least I’m not responsible for anybody else’s emotional well-being. In the hope of repairing my own, I stumble out of the flat while Dave’s still comatose and head to the gym for a sweaty workout. After that, I feel I’ve earned a full fat latte, “extra hot, extra shot”, to keep me going through what promises to be a long production meeting. This proves to be a sound investment. There’s a tedious discussion about whether the new police liaison team is paying off. I suck the warm, milky drink through the hole in the lid. The phones went hot after the item about attacks on elderly women.


I finger the cardboard jacket around my cup. Nobody attacked my mother while she was lying comatose in the airport lounge. And then I suddenly think there was something odd about the whole incident. I want to call Dad right now, but can’t leave till the end of the meeting. I take another swig of coffee.


“So, Elizabeth, what have you got for us?”



Just as I have put the cup to my mouth, all faces in the room turn to me. I swallow the coffee too quickly, some of it goes down the wrong way, and I start a coughing fit. As I’m coughing and rifling through my files, coffee foam gets smeared all over my printouts. The sheets now stick together, making it even more difficult to find the right one.


“Yes, I’ve got a great story here, it’s here somewhere… It’s…” While I’m trying to sort out the mess, Sarah’s looking at me with a caustic expression I think must surely be on the Oxbridge curriculum.


“Don’t worry, Elizabeth, we’ve got all day.” A theatrical sigh followed by low level laughter rippling round the room. “While we’re waiting, let’s move on. Andrew?” I’m still dabbing the coffee with a damp tissue and hunting for my missing sheets, so I miss his opening line. But I catch on soon enough.


“…the thing about these uni dorms is that security is pretty slack, and the poor girls are sitting ducks for some bastard who gets in during the night.” That gets me sitting up all right. Feeling my face redden, I strain to see what Andrew is reading from. But even he wouldn’t be stupid enough to take my actual notes.


“It looks as though the rapist is somebody who knows the building, just from the confident way he finds his way around,” he continues. “He knows where all the exits are and how all the corridors connect.” There’s no way he could have known that kind of detail because it comes from a conversation I had with the DI on the case, who made it very clear that they weren’t going to make a general release about it until he heard back from me. It was mine, that was clear.



There’s an earnest discussion. This story – my story – appears destined to be the lead story in the next programme. Andrew avoids my gaze. Sarah never says “fabulous”, “excellent” or “well done”. That’s not her style. She just looks at him as though he’s her favourite nephew. They probably went to the same college or something. Then she turns back to me and I’ve stopped fumbling through my paperwork because I know it’s pointless.



“Ready?” I’m holding a scrap I’ve ripped in haste from a newspaper, but haven’t had time to follow up. It’s all I’ve got left.


“Erm, a little girl was murdered…” The coffee-stained cutting feels inadequate in my hand. I scan the details in desperation. “Nine years old, no – er – ten,” I say. Out of the corner of my eye I can now see Andrew smirking.


“So this dead girl was either nine or ten, which was it?” Sarah, snaps. “Come on Elizabeth.” Her frown has worn a deep groove between her eyes.


“She was ten, yes ten.”



“And I take it from the fact that you are reading from a cutting that means you have yet to speak to the police force or the family concerned. What’s the story?”



“The little girl disappeared from a party which was being held at her home. Nobody noticed she had gone, until the guests left.”



“A ten-year-old girl was murdered in London, and somehow it wasn’t headline news in every national paper in the country? You’ve got to be kidding me.” Sarah glared at Elizabeth as if it was her fault. “How on earth did that happen?”



“Don’t know, really – the election?” The explanation felt lame. “Maybe the family didn’t want the publicity? – But anyway, it was in one paper.”



“Where it was somehow overlooked by your razor-sharp colleagues.”




I didn’t take the bait. After all, Sarah would sneer at anybody. It’s her default. That enviable hauteur must be genetic. My inheritance has come via the shtetl and suburban Cardiff. Subservience. I scan the rest of the cutting as fast as I can.



“She wasn’t missing that long. Her body was found… about a mile away the following day. In Stamford Hill – North East London. Does that qualify as the East End? It’s in Hackney, anyway. Near Stoke Newington. Nobody’s quite sure what happened. They think maybe somebody gate-crashed the party, and took the little girl away with them. Or it’s possible that the suspect is one of the guests, a friend of the family. Maybe the kid just wandered off and was picked up off the street by somebody.”



“So, as usual, PC Plod and his gang haven’t got a clue. A little girl is murdered in broad daylight, and they haven’t even worked out the most likely chain of events. Where on earth is Inspector Morse when you need him?”



I’m now itching to phone my father. I need to ask him what’s going on. Everybody in the room is laughing. Of course, the boss has made a joke. I smile weakly, and far too late. Sarah glares at me. Numpty.


“Family?”



“Er… a single mum, big family – seven kids. The little girl was pretty much in the middle.”



“Sounds interesting. OK, call the Met, and see if they’ll put us in touch with the local police in Hackney. Who’s the contact for North London? Andrew? OK will you two get together on this – let’s make the approach through someone we already know if at all possible.”



I keep on thinking about the airport, my parents, those secretive looks. What were they hiding? There’s something going on that they haven’t told me about and it’s not just about being hard up.


“Elizabeth, I want to know what we could do on this one by tomorrow. Is there enough of a story to build up a reconstruction? Will the mum do an interview? Can the officer in charge of the case string together a sentence and if not can we interview the deputy?”



As the meeting breaks up, I’m about to switch my mobile back on, when Sarah calls me over.


“The Manchester canal rape.”



“Yes?” For half a moment I think she’s going to say well done, that was a tough story and you delivered. Your hard work paid off in viewing figures and phone-in numbers. I let a smile edge its way onto my face far too soon.


“I don’t want to hear any more about you pushing your luck. I spent half an hour in hospitality after the programme, having my ear bent by a pissed Chief Superintendent.”



“Point taken.”



“If you fancy yourself as some kind of gumshoe, join the Met. This isn’t the place for it.”



“Yuh, OK.”



“I’m going to keep you on Bill’s team. Watch him, if you know what’s good for you. He’s the business.”



“Cool.”



“And the police will be OK if you stick to your remit. Don’t tell them how to do their jobs. Buy them a drink and tell them how wonderful they are,” she winks. “Remember, they’re only men.” She must think that’s really clever because I’ve heard her say it before.


Forcing my mouth into a conspiratorial smile, I run an eye over her emerald green power suit and stilettos. They say fuck me or promote me, preferably both at the same time. It seems to work. And if she can do it, why not me? Well, however much I tell myself I’m worth it, subconsciously yours truly is forever the comprehensive school kid lurking at the back of the class, trying to avoid teacher’s eye.



Andrew’s diction was not moulded at his local comp. “Stoke Newington police,” he says in a theatrical aside as he flicks through the card index thing on his anally tidy desk. “Actually, I can’t seem to find it.”




“Yeah, but you seemed to find my story easily enough. What happened? Did it just jump off my desk into your hands?” The office suddenly seems to go quiet while everybody pretends to be busy.


“Don’t flatter yourself,” he retorts. “That had been round the block a few times, every DC in London seemed to know about it.”



“But somehow you didn’t manage to find anything better yourself,” I say.


It’s hardly worth putting up a fight. He knows he’s won. “Now hand over the contact details for Stoke Newington,” I spit. “I know you’ve got them.”



“Let me see…”



“Andrew, for God’s sake, you’re not in the dorm any more playing pranks.” A deep red patch is gnawing its way up his neck, towards his bumfluffy chin. He takes out a card and reads out the name of a detective inspector at Stoke Newington police headquarters, then adds, “He’s a jobsworth. You’ll be wasting your time. ”



As I walk away, Susannah points at Andrew and mouths the word “wanker” to me. But the truth is, I need this story to come good after my idiotic performance just now. When I get to my desk, my notes are there, lying on top of a pile of old newspapers and looking a lot grubbier than last time I saw them. Six stories with all the relevant crime details, meticulous lists of witnesses and contacts for police officers in charge of each case. And, not leaving anything to chance, a list of any previous contact the programme has had with them. I crumple the sheets into a ball and hurl it at Andrew’s empty desk. But it falls short and skids across the carpet tiles.


Before I phone Hackney Police, I call my father.


“Dad, there’s something I need to ask you.”




“Ja. What is it?”




“You know the other day, when Mutti went missing at the airport?”



“Mmmm.” He doesn’t want to talk about it.


“It’s not about that. Why on earth was she going to Ibiza by herself anyway?”



There’s a silence on the other end of the line. I can hear paper being moved around, and computer keys being pecked at. He sighs.


“We are selling the flat.”



“What?”



Their little piece of paradise, they called it, immune to the concept of cliché in any language. It was their sanctuary in the sun, a two-hour charter flight away from strangulating, foreigner-phobic, England. I remember when they bought it, long before the island became the ultimate clubbing destination. Up at the back of San Antonio, on the quiet streets where the town starts to rise into the hills. It was second home perfection; two beds and a balcony on the Med. A little bit of their beloved Continent that was going to be forever theirs. And the subtext – unspoken of course – somewhere to run if the fascists ever emerge from the political margins. Gone.


They must be desperate for cash if they’ve sold up. So, how bad are things? Are we talking bailiffs? I picture their house in Rhiwbina as it was when I last visited. The house I grew up in, all its teak and leather furniture was still be there. I think. I can’t convey any of this to my Dad. It’s unsayable. He would feel more relaxed about dropping his trousers in public than discussing his finances with me. I whisper, “Oh.” I want to ask how bad things are. Tell me honestly. Except it just won’t come out like that.


“But where will you go?”



“Holidays we won’t have for a while. Not necessary.”



He makes it sound like a minor detail of a business deal. Which makes me suddenly feel very tender towards him. I click down the receiver cradle, and when I hear the dialling tone, punch in the number for Stoke Newington Police.


















Chapter 3


The following weekend, my folks come down to London for a family party. In preparation for their arrival, I’ve poured away that half bottle of Rioja we had left over. If Mutti just happens across a stash of drink, the weekend will be wiped out while she’s snoring on the sofa. So, out of consideration for my father, the rest of what we like to call “the wine cellar” has been stuffed in the wardrobe. Côtes du Rhône with my sexiest lingerie and two very nice Pinot Grigios nestling in the murky depths of my Russell & Bromley boots.


We’ve agreed that we’ll meet at Dave’s place, but I’m running late. At six o’clock I’m still in the office waiting for a phone call from the officer in charge of the Stamford Hill murder. I’ve spoken to him every day, and he still hasn’t agreed to put me in touch with the dead girl’s family. Now he’s “locked into a meeting” again, and I’m phoning every five minutes to make sure he hasn’t left for the day. Pestering it may be, but I don’t dare to face Sarah tomorrow without a result.


I call Dave. Of course my parents arrived as Big Ben chimed six, their Germanic instinct for punctuality overriding not just the build-up of weekend traffic on the M4, but also a three car pile-up on the Cromwell Road. Dave’s playing host. Even though we’ve been going out for two years, I’ve managed to keep them apart pretty successfully until now.


“Don’t worry,” he says, “I’ll look after them.”




“Are you sure?” My parents will take a dim view of my poor timekeeping. No business deal or important meeting ever stood in the way of my father getting home pünktlich each evening at seven. By now he will be pacing up and down the bare floorboards, while my mother’s looking round the loft and wondering out loud why Dave doesn’t have fitted carpet. Then she’ll ask (again) why we aren’t living together.




Mutti loves to advertise her liberal credentials, and that includes actively encouraging me to do what was once called living in sin. She’s so keen to be modern or as she would say “with-it”, that she doesn’t realise the only person she’s liberating is herself. I spent my adolescence dodging her chummy one-to-one chats about periods. I didn’t want to discuss sex with her when I was sixteen, any more than I want to discuss why I’m not living with Dave now.



“It’s cool,” says Dave. “I’ve taken the lemon vodka we bought in Moscow out of the freezer. We’re having a few shots before dinner to celebrate. We can tell them our news then.”



I don’t hear the last part of that because I feel as though someone’s just put a bullet through my chest. My mother is downing “a few shots” with Dave. Will she go AWOL in Islington, and be found asleep on a park bench with her handbag round her neck? Dave doesn’t get it about my mother and drink. Yes, I have moaned to him about her antics, but he insists on seeing this all as the eccentric yet harmless behaviour of a colourful Hungarian émigré. Somehow it’s never been quite the right moment to spell it out to the man you want to marry that you are the daughter of a dangerous drunk. But surely he could have cottoned on by now?


I know what he’d say – a few bevvies, what’s the harm in that? He’ll be shocked when he finds out. He’s not had my years of training. I am Coping Strategies Central, and my bleeper is going off right now. I’ll have to put off my pursuit of Inspector Jenkins till tomorrow, even if it means facing a bollocking from Sarah. I race down to the basement car park and drive off, jerking my way through the gears. The Westway is four lanes of solid, stationary hot metal suspended over Notting Hill, and I’m trapped in my baking car, with raw sulphuric acid burning a hole in my stomach lining.


By the time I get to Dalston High Road, my blouse is glued to the centre of my back. I stand in the street and look up. What will the folks have made of this, I wonder? It’s hardly the red brick, three-bed semi that is their concept of residential bliss. It isn’t even a house, or really a flat in the accepted sense. It’s a vast, crumbling loft, rented out at a subsidised rent for use as a workshop-cum-studio, on the explicit understanding that no one lives there. I ring the bell. There’s a pause, and the sound of Doc Martens on stone stairs before Dave answers, beaming.


“Is everything OK?” I whisper.


“Yes sure, why not? Why are you whispering?”



“Well, giving her neat vodka could be a bit like…”



“She’s not like anything. You exaggerate. Let the poor woman have a couple of drinks, for God’s sake. I gave them a guided tour of my palatial studio facilities and a look through my portfolio.” He winks.


The entrance to the studio is guarded by a life-size illuminated plastic statue of Madonna and child. My parents will have been startled to see that as they arrived. They may think they are sophisticated Europeans, but irony’s been deleted from their list of functions. It’s only a matter of time before they start wondering out loud whether Dave attends Mass.


We wind our way between the freestanding clothes racks that serve as a wardrobe, and a medley of second-hand furniture that’s been artfully arranged to form rooms. The effect is charming/a complete mess – delete as appropriate depending on your own personal taste in interior design. And I know what my folks would think of it. Pretty much the same as they think of Dave.


As I peer through the forest of paraphernalia heading for the part of it which serves as a kitchen, I see that Dave has misjudged the situation. The shot glasses are scattered all over the table. Two of the mannequins have fallen over and are skewiff on the floor on top of each other, their pith helmets scattered around, still rocking. They look as though someone’s tried to mock up a sex scene using dummies, like some weird pornographic art installation. My father looks preoccupied as I kiss him hello. Mutti is red in the face, her polyester knit top askew, dark sweat patches creeping outwards from the armpits. I brace myself as she gets up to greet me, but after a cursory hug, she turns back to Dave.


“Come on, we aren’t finished.”



I scan the room, looking for the bottle of vodka. Surely they haven’t drunk the lot? Dave takes off his denim jacket and sits down at the kitchen table opposite Mutti. I see her registering the tatts. They’ll only confirm her view of him as a bit of a yob, but she cans that one for later. Now it’s time to get down to business. They fix eye contact with each other, alpha male against alpha female, put opposing elbows on the table, then lock hands. She was never much of a one for small talk so instead she’ll challenge a bloke of any age to beat her at arm wrestling.


There’s a lot of heaving and huffing. As a much younger man, he should win easily, but bulk is in her favour. She may look all very genteel, but lurking behind that triple string of pearls is a pair of shoulders built by years as a swimming champ, tennis player and all-round athlete. Maybe one of the reasons she survived years of privation is that she’s got the constitution of an ox, and though she barely lifts a finger these days, she’s still incredibly strong. It’s infuriating. By the time we get to the Italian trattoria in Islington, she’s beaten him by four rounds to three and they are buddies.


Though we order some more wine with the meal, Mutti’s on her best behaviour. In fact, both my parents are on top form, telling all their best anecdotes about being a foreigner in Britain after the war. The absence of civilisation broken only by the blessed relief of having German-speaking shop assistants at Woolworths in Swiss Cottage and the ancient story about my uncle in the Home Guard, lost on manoeuvres near Merthyr – a fat man on a bicycle wearing a British army uniform and speaking with a thick German accent. This and more is brushed down and whirled out for Dave’s benefit.


The good thing is that it means there’s very little time left for my parents to probe Dave’s professional activities and finances. What a relief. They’d never understand how many years it can take to get one’s work seen by the right people. Eking out an existence on the dole while he draws together his portfolio is unlikely to impress.


My efforts to steer the conversation away from those delicate areas pays off. My parents have forgiven Dave for not being a Jewish lawyer. After all, he laughs at their jokes and has a healthy appetite, and that’s nearly as good. But they think he is just another in a long line of boyfriends. Possibly because I made it known several years ago that I was “never getting married”. I did that to stop my uncles and aunts asking every single man I ever brought home whether he was going to “make an honest woman” of me, as though I was a career criminal not a television researcher.


As the dessert arrives, everyone is relaxed. Too relaxed.


“So, David, what are you doing with these photographs?”



“I’m sorry?”



“Are you selling them? Putting in a magazine?”



Dave laughs, as though Mutti has cracked an amusing joke.


“When the portfolio is complete, they will go into an exhibition, in one of the good galleries,” I say. Dave looks surprised, but nods. “Somewhere like the Photographers’ Gallery, or IKON,” I add.


“That would be great, of course,” he says, sounding mystified. It can only be a matter of time before Mutti asks him how much he earns. You have to be born British to understand just how impossible that question is.


“And at this exhibition, you sell the pictures?” I see this question for what it is. A warm-up to the main act.


“Actually,” says Dave, “that’s not really the point.” Now it’s my parents’ turn to look baffled. “You see, the point is to create work with integrity and meaning like any other artist would. I don’t think Degas or Van Gogh or Picasso set out thinking ‘how much can I earn from a painting’.” There’s a lot of nodding round the table, and I’m pretty certain Mutti is checking out Dave’s ears, to make sure they are well attached to his head. Dad is probably thinking well, at least Picasso made a few bob.


“So,” says Mutti, “how much would you charge for one?”



“Well…”



“Two hundred pounds,” I say, trying to sound blasé.


“That would be very nice…” says Dave.


“Or guineas?” suggests Mutti.


“You are getting it mixed up with Sotheby’s,” I say, with a touch more acid than I’d intended.


“Very good,” says Dad. “Two hundred for just a photograph. A snap. Maybe I should sell some of the ones I took in Ibiza. Ha ha. And how many do you think you would sell in one show?” This is offensive to Dave’s artistic sensibilities in so many different ways.


“It’s not really about the money, Dad,” I say.


“No?”



“As Dave said, it’s art.”



“But a photograph isn’t a work of art like a painting. We can all take a photo. Click, there you are.”



“Er, not quite as simple as that. I thought Dave showed you his studio and dark room?”



“But painters spend years, they learn the technique, perspective, colour, all this.”



“And Dave spent two years at the Royal College of Art.” He nods. Anything with Royal in it works for my parents. However dubious they may be about this country and its impenetrable Establishment, their belief in the royal family and everything associated with it remains inviolate. But my darling father is not above calculating the pecuniary value of Palace associations.


“So, this means you can charge more for a picture? Good. How many do you think you sell from this exhibition?” Any moment now, and he’ll be asking for the date.


“How about some coffee?” I ask, waving my hand over-enthusiastically at the waiter, to create a diversion. I make a big production number out of the relative merits of cappuccino and filter coffee, and a pantomime of considering an Irish coffee, even though I know that none of us are really interested in anything other than a double espresso. Then I excuse myself from the table, stopping only to whisper in Dave’s ear.


“I’m just going to the loo. Can you come out there in a moment, I want to tell you something.” He makes a face at me, but a few minutes later we are squeezed together in a corridor.


“I don’t think we should tell them tonight,” I say.


“Why not? I’ve got them eating out of my hand.”



“My folks can be – unpredictable.” He looks worried, so I add, “They do like you, that’s absolutely true. They think you are great.” I kiss him. “But maybe we should talk about it just once more before we go ahead and share it with them.”



“We’ve got to tell them some time. Preferably before the wedding.” He’s beginning to get annoyed.


“All I’m saying is it doesn’t have to be right now.”



“I don’t know what you’re so worried about. They’ll be thrilled, believe me.”



Dave returns to the table while I go to splash cold water on my wrists and brush translucent powder on my shiny nose. When I get back they’re all grinning at me, and the waiter is opening a bottle of sparkling wine. The cat is out of the Louis Vuitton handbag.



“Mazel tov, darling,” says Mutti as I sit down at the table.



“Are you sure you are OK about this?” I whisper to her.


“What do you mean? You are engaged aren’t you?” There’s a worrying note of desperation here. Maybe after waiting so long for me to get hitched she’s lowered her standards.


Many years ago I raised her hopes when I told her that my first serious boyfriend’s father ran a soft furnishings shop in Golders’ Green. She was half way to booking the caterer by the time she realised that he was the only non-Jewish trader in a mile–long stretch of the Finchley Road. A public school background and baffling enthusiasms for cricket and jazz, meant that First Serious Boyfriend was holed under the water. Even without the beard. My mother is single-minded in her disapproval of facial hair.



And tennis is the only sport she acknowledges. Back in the day, she adored Rod Laver and Jimmy Connors, who therefore paved the way for general acceptance of Indian tennis professional boyfriend, and his impeccable door-opening-for-ladies manners. My parents tried to put the most favourable possible gloss on the situation by emphasising how much Indian people are like Jews. They have, my father repeated many times, the same family values. The thing is, they are like Jews. But they’re not. Our parents met, on a single excruciating occasion, when his mother described in loving detail, a journey over the Him-aa-lia mountains. My parents nodded. But I could tell they were mystified about this exotic location.



By the time Dave comes along, most of my cousins are married, the bottom drawer Mutti has been putting by for me is now full of moth-eaten treasures. A compromise is on the cards. I pull her away from the table, and towards the cloakroom.


“Well, you know Dave’s not…” I glance round at him, but he’s sharing a joke with my father.


Mutti seems oblivious. Grinning, she whispers, “I can’t wait to tell Auntie Miriam. If I swear her to secrecy, it will be all over Cardiff by the next day.”



“But you aren’t worried about the fact that Dave’s not – you know.” She looks at me, blank.


“Not?”




“Not Jewish. It’s always seemed such a big problem before.”




“He can convert.” Yeah sure. Just don’t mention the circumcision.


















Chapter 4


On Sunday, my parents and are invited to a dreary party at Uncle Bernhard’s house in Hampstead Garden Suburb. I was invited too, but I’ve made it clear that my weekends are too precious to waste munching kosher canapés with a load of wealthy businessmen and their dragon-skinned wives. Dave’s got us tickets to a lunchtime pub gig where some of his friends are playing.



I’m woken at an unreasonable time in the morning by the clank of pans and the open-and-shutting of drawers in the kitchen of my flat. It’s my parents trying to be quiet. I emerge from the bedroom to find they’ve taken in the Guardian and spread its sections all over the table. What’s left of the toast is cold.



“So,” says Mutti, scrutinising the jeans I’ve pulled on, “what are you going to wear?” I help myself to some lukewarm coffee. The skin which has formed on the milk hurls itself into my cup with gloopy abandon, and breaks into bits which bob on the surface.


“Just a tee shirt and a jumper over this,” I say. “We’re only going to the pub.”



“But I’ve told Bernie you are coming to the party.”



“Why did you do that?”



“Because you should.”



“But I’ve already said that I don’t want to. I’m not coming. I’ve got other plans.”



“Hanni will be there, with her fiancé.”



“And – let me guess – you want me to be there with mine. It wouldn’t do to be outplayed by Uncle Bernie, would it?”



“It’s nothing to do with—”



“Look, Lisbet,” Dad interrupts. “Mutti and I would like you to come. It’s a family event.”



“So you want Dave to come too?” They look at each other. I detect the merest frisson of panic. They don’t have to say anything. I get it. However happy they appeared to be last night, he’s a second class type of fiancé. A temporary face-saver while they scour Britain for the Jewish Prince of their dreams. Fine. “Why should I leave Dave in the lurch? He’s already got the tickets.” Mutti stands up.


“I am going to get ready now, and when we are ready to go, I expect you to be ready too.” She behaves as though I’m still a spotty schoolgirl ready to do her bidding, on pain of being grounded.


I retreat into my bedroom, and try to wake Dave. He’s still rubbing his eyes as I explain what’s happened.


“I don’t get it,” he says. “Last night we were all best friends. I was welcomed into the bosom of the family. Now we are doing battle over ownership of you. What’s happened?”



“It wasn’t a welcome,” I say, “It was a tactical surrender as she prepared to do battle on another front.”



“So are you coming with me, or going with them?”



Bernhard lives on a wide street, lined with fat detached houses, and the pavement is now jammed with Jags and Mercedes. Dad squeezes his battered Datsun in between a red convertible and a gleaming XJ6. Through the window, I can see waitresses in white aprons handing round drinks. The guests look like the kind of rich people who brag about golfing handicaps and compare the vital statistics of speed boat performance.


Our host embraces my father in a giant bear hug, kissing him on both cheeks, in a great show of affection, which Dad reciprocates without enthusiasm. As I’m standing next in line, I move towards my uncle and put out my hand, poised to kiss and be kissed. To my surprise, Bernhard jumps back, as though he’s been stung.


“Sorry, no, not with ladies.”



“But I’m family,” I say as the realisation begins to dawn on me. I notice that his beard is shaggier than it ever was before, like an overstuffed teddy bear sitting on top of his bulging stomach. He’s wearing a skullcap with Hebrew letters crocheted into it, which can only mean one thing. He’s got religion hence the no-touchy business. My non-Jewish friends think that being Jewish means no bacon. They have no idea how much further it can go. My parents look weary.



There are so many conversational no-go areas that for some considerable time, none of us utters a word. We all stand there smiling at each other and nodding, as if we’ve challenged each other to see who can stay schtumm for longest. I crack first.



“So, Uncle Bernie, how have you been?”




He says something which sounds like “B’ruch ha shem, b’ruch ha shem,” and is presumably Hebrew for something. The expression on his face suggests a positive meaning, so I smile and nod. I’m floating in ignorance because I’ve been reared by Jewish atheists. Their faith is based entirely on a love of chicken soup and appreciation of the Marx Brothers. Let’s not bother too much about the troublesome spiritual bit because we are rational people, is the general idea. My dad’s an engineer, so he applies the fifth law of thermodynamics to religion and decides it’s rubbish. Oddly enough, that doesn’t seem to impact on their entrenched view of themselves as the rightful descendants of Moses. When we’re standing in a crowd of Jews like today, we feel as though we belong. The problem is that my intimate knowledge of chicken soup and all its variations and accompaniments doesn’t help much when Bernhard starts quoting the Bible in its original Hebrew.



I turn to my parents for a bit of support, just in time to see them wave at somebody they have recognised on the other side of the room. It’s time to admit that I may not exactly been gracious about coming here in the first place, now they pay me back by beetling off into the crowd and I’m left standing there with my uncle the religious zealot.
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