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PREFACE
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Life was once a fairground where all the rides were free.

Everything was magical, for all the world to see.

But that was in my childhood and things were different then.

Everything was wonderful and everyone was friends.

Now the fairgrounds gone from town and nothings left upon the ground.

Just dust and dirt and longed for dreams and people

with their silent screams

––––––––
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Roxy Baxter
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PROLOGUE
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Tess Davey struggled from the station with her luggage and didn't have a clue where she was going.  Lately, the weather had turned cold and the nights had started to pull in.  It was just past seven and already the light was waning.  Walking along the platform, she headed in the direction of the exit and hoped that the taxi rank wouldn't be empty.  In comparison to the capital, Spalding was a small place and unlike London, when all the taxis had a fare and had driven off into the distance, you had no option but to walk.  Lady luck, if that's what you called it, was shining on Tess and a single remaining cab stood idle in the rank.  So different from the black hackneys that she'd become used to, Spalding's idea of a taxi came in the form of a Ford Sierra or Cavalier.  Opening the door, Tess placed her luggage onto the back seat.  When the driver asked 'Where to', she had to stop and think for a moment.  With no job and nowhere to call home, there was only one place and one person left that Tess could call on for help.  The journey was made in silence.  After several attempts on the cab driver's part to make conversation, which had fallen on deaf ears, he'd given up and concentrated on the task at hand.  Tess stared out at the cold Streets that had in the past held excitement for her.  Now they seemed small and uninviting.  Pulling up outside the address, she paid the fare and hoped with all her heart that Sophie Milligan was home.  Ringing the doorbell Tess stood on the step with her shoulders slumped.  After what seemed like an age the door finally opened and the next thing she heard was hearing the high-pitched scream of excitement.  Sophie hadn’t thought she’d ever see her friend again and now it was like all her Christmas' had come at once.  Jumping forward, Sophie embraced Tess and in turn, kissed her on both cheeks.  For Tess, this show of emotion was too much to bear and she suddenly began to sob uncontrollably.  The sight of her friend's pain shocked Sophie to the core.  Tess had always been the strong one, had always been the one to look out for her.

‘Hey! Hey come on now, things can’t be as bad as all that.’

Tess sniffed loudly and through continual sobs and sniffs, she tried to talk

‘Oh yes they can, you’ve got no idea.’

Unlike the past, the roles had now been reversed and it was Sophie's turn to be strong.  Grabbing the suitcases she invited her friend inside.  She couldn’t help but notice just how much weight Tess had lost.  A few weeks earlier the young woman was more than a few pounds on the heavy side.  It wasn’t just her size, Tess had aged.  Her face was drawn and there was something else, something that for a moment Sophie couldn’t put her finger on.  Suddenly it came to her; Tess’s eyes looked dead, as if a light had gone out somewhere deep inside.  The flat was warm and welcoming and after seating her friend on the settee, Sophie made two cups of strong hot coffee, one of which she liberally laced with brandy.

‘Drink this.’

The fumes from the cup wafted up into Tess’s nostrils and she momentarily turned her head away.  Sophie studied the woman sitting before her but she didn’t speak.  Slowly Tess sipped at her drink and gradually the tears began to subside.  The gas fire flickered and gave the room a warm glow; it was the first time Tess had felt warm in over forty-eight hours.  When she stood up and removed her coat, it was like a green light to Sophie Milligan.  Having given her friend just long enough to compose herself, Sophie was soon back to normal and bombarding Tess with one question after another.  Tess Davey was tired and not in the mood to talk, the trouble was she'd turned up on her friend's doorstep out of the blue and the least she owed her was an explanation.

‘Oh Soph! How could I have gotten things so very wrong?’

Sophie Milligan sat down on the settee and gently placed an arm around her friend's shoulder.

‘Maybe I could answer that if I knew what the hell you were talking about.’

'Sorry, I forgot it's been such a long time since we last spoke.  You're never going to believe what I have to tell you, not in a million years.'

‘Try me.’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘I don’t care if it takes all night.  You need to unburden yourself and neither of us is going anywhere until you have.’

Tess drank the last of her coffee and placing her cup on the table, began to speak.
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CHAPTER ONE
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6 Months Earlier

Climbing the steps of the building that had been like a second home to her for more years than she cared to remember, Tess Davey felt full of apprehension.  Today was make or break.  Today she would find out if she was on course to conquer her demons or the possibility that she would have to begin at the start and find a new career.  If the latter was the case, then she didn't have a clue what path to follow.  Pushing hard on the heavy glass doors, she swiped her identification card in the slot and gained entry into the inner sanctum that was Spalding's head and only police station.  As usual, the place was full of hustle and bustle and the phones rang out constantly from every direction.  Some may have found the atmosphere claustrophobic but it gave Tess a warm feeling.  People passed by quickly in all directions.  Some with their heads buried in paperwork as thick as war and peace, others deep in conversation with fellow officers and some on a break making their way to the canteen.  Tess, slightly overweight and with mousy brown hair, had never attracted her share of the opposite sex.  Somehow it hadn’t bothered her and the strong friendship she’d built up with female colleagues had somewhat compensated her for the lack of a love life.  By no means gay, she had concentrated solely on her career.  It was something Tess had dreamed of since she was small and even if a man had shown interest, she probably would have rebuffed him.  Sophie Milligan was one such colleague and walking towards her friend, stopped when she saw Tess Davey approach.  Sophie Milligan lacked female friends as Tess lacked Male and the two had formed a solid bond since joining up.

‘Hi! Tess, how are you?’

'Not too bad thanks, Soph.  On your break?'

‘Yeah, why don't you come and have a coffee?  Oh Tess I've just realised, it's today that you'll hopefully get the nod isn't it?'

Tess smiled.  Her friend was scatty, to say the least, but the two had been in more than one scrape together and she knew that Sophie truly was a mate who'd stick by you through thick and thin.  Glancing at her watch Tess saw that she was at least half an hour too early and sharing a drink with a friendly face was far more appealing than sitting on a bench outside the boss's office.

‘Actually Soph, I have got time for a coffee and I could do with some moral support.’

‘Then cappuccino and support it is, mind you I think frothy coffee is hoping for a little too much.  We’ll just have to do with a cup of Mrs Talbot’s instant.’

Tess laughed as Sophie linked her arm through her friend's and the two women headed to the noisy but familiar canteen.  As usual, it was Tess who stood in line for the drinks while Sophie took a seat.  It had been that way the whole of their friendship but it wasn't something Tess minded.  Sophie Milligan could never last from one payday to the next and had owed money to every officer in the station at some time or other in her career.  Finally, the two sat facing each other with a steaming cup of liquid that could marginally pass for one of Brazil's lesser-known brands, placed in front of them.

‘So what time are you in with the big chief?’

‘In about twenty minutes and I’m not looking forward to it one bit.  What if it's not what I want to hear, where do I go then?’

Sophie Milligan placed her hand tenderly on her friend's arm.

'Just take one step at a time love.  It's no good getting uptight about something that may or may not happen.  If things don't go the way you want, you'll just have to think of something else.'

Tess smiled at the enormous amount of faith her friend had in her.

‘It's nice to know I have someone on my side.’

‘Always, now drink up.  I don’t want to make you late, you know what a funny bastard he can be if you upset him.’

Wanting to kiss her friend before she left Tess thought better of it.  It didn’t pay to show any emotion in a police station.  The slightest show of affection here could brand you a lesbian or even worse a serial lay.  Tess would do anything not to bring any trouble to Sophie’s door, not when she wouldn’t be around to protect her.

‘I’ll call you later.’

'Ok kiddo, good luck.' 

Tess Davey walked along the corridor and felt as uptight as she had on her first day in the force, nearly ten years earlier.  Nervously clearing her throat, she tapped lightly on the highly polished door.  The words 'Chief Inspector Shepherd' printed neatly on a brass plaque did nothing but heighten her nervousness.  The seconds that it took for her to be ordered in seemed like hours and she could feel herself begin to perspire.  Lifting her arm above her head, Tess sniffed in deeply at the seam of her crisp white shirt.  Satisfied that there was no odour she was about to lower her arm as the door opened.  Lifting her eyes but not her head, she was met by the gaze of a stern-looking grey-haired woman wearing spectacles.  Mildred Short had been secretary to many Chiefs over the years and took her position seriously.  Tess felt as if the woman was silently tutting her and she could feel her cheeks begin to flush.

'The Chief Inspector will see you now Miss Davey, Please go inside and take a seat.'

Without a reply, Tess did as she was asked and walking into the pristine office, saw that a chair had been strategically placed in front of the large desk.  Chief Inspector Shepherd didn't look up from his papers and although she knew this was all textbook psychology, it made her feel uncomfortable.  Placing her handbag on the floor she took a seat and remembered to keep her back straight and her legs neatly crossed.  Several minutes later Chief Inspector Shepherd finally placed the paper he'd been reading onto his desk.  After sighing heavily, he took in a deep breath.

‘So Detective Davey, you want to leave our happy little band and head for the bright lights?’

‘That’s right Sir.’

‘Can I ask why?’

Tess, whose hands had been placed one on top of the other and positioned gently on her knee, could feel the clamminess of her palms.  She didn’t know why this man should make her feel so awful and could only put it down to the fact that he had a reputation for being mean and could make or break someone’s career with a stroke of his pen.  Swallowing hard she allowed herself a couple of seconds before answering.

‘It's personal Sir.’

‘Personal or the fact that you think it’s a fast track to promotion?’

'Nothing could be further from the truth believe me.  I've enjoyed every last second of the time I've spent here but I need to be in London and my only option was the Met.  If I'm not given that opportunity then I will have no alternative but to leave the force.  Forgive me if you think I have an over-inflated ego but it would also mean the loss of a damn fine officer.  I’m good at my job Sir, it's just that I can no longer carry out my duties here due to family reasons and those I would rather not go into.’

Expecting a stern lecture, to say the least, Tess was astounded at his next sentence.

‘Detective Davey I know it's been a tough time for you of late and I have studied your file very carefully.  You are an exemplary officer and therefore I have reluctantly recommended your transfer.  You begin at Agar Street Station a week from today, though why you chose that particular location beggars belief.  I also realise you have personal things to sort out, so I’ve arranged for you to take time off until then to get yourself ready.’

Tess stood up and forgetting herself was about to walk around the desk and hug her boss.  Before she was able to make that mistake, a knock at the door brought her back to reality.

'Thank you, Sir, thank you so much.'

‘Not at all and I hope that if the bright lights ever dim, then you will come straight back here.’

‘I will Sir and thanks again.’

Passing the stern-looking secretary in the doorway, Tess nodded to her as she pulled the door closed behind her.  Out in the corridor, Tess Davey punched the air with euphoria as she walked along.

Back home, she surveyed the small cramped living room that also doubled as her bedroom and was happy at the realisation that there wasn't much packing to do.  Only a few items that had been dotted around the fully furnished rented flat, which in reality was only a studio, had long been placed neatly into cardboard boxes.  If her request had been denied then her belongings would still have been joining her in London but the journey would have been tainted with sadness.  Now it felt as if a whole new world was opening up to her and she was giddy at the thought of it all.  Soho wasn't exactly a dream destination but it was where she had to be and she was going to make the most of it.  Packing an overnight bag, Tess headed for the station and the long journey that lay ahead of her to the city.  This would only be a flying visit but she had to find somewhere to live and seven days wasn't long to do that and move her belongings.  The carriage was stuffy and cramped, making the air seem thick.  Every seat was full and no one attempted to make conversation, forcing the minutes to drag by until it seemed as if time was standing still.  Three hours later and as her train pulled into Kings Cross station, Tess let out a huge sigh of relief.  A short ride in a taxi saw her soon walking the Streets and alleyways of Soho.  The location was ideal.  Her new station was close by but far enough away not to cause her too many problems or at least that was what she was hoping for.  It didn’t take long for Tess to realise that it wouldn’t be a case of popping into the nearest estate agents and finding somewhere to live.  For one thing, she hadn't been able to find one, she wondered if once you arrived in Soho, you never left.  After walking around for over an hour she became thirsty and called into the first pub to hand.  The Ace of Spades was unusually quiet and much to her relief, she had no problem being served.  The barman could immediately see that Tess wasn’t local and his trying to be friendly was mistakenly taken as a come-on.

‘Not from round here?’

Tess studied the man's face and saw that he was no different from the blokes in Spalding who fancied their chances with every girl on a Saturday night.

‘So?’

‘Wo!  Hold on there a minute babe, only being friendly.  No need for you to go getting all defensive.’

‘I’m not defensive, nor am I looking to be picked up and neither am I anyone’s babe.  So if you don’t mind I’d rather be left in peace.  That’s unless you can be of some real help but I doubt that very much.’

‘Try me!’

‘Ok!  I’m shortly moving here and I need to find somewhere to live but it's proving more than a little difficult, any suggestions?’

The barman scratched his chin as he thought and then walked over to the mirrored counter.  Picking up what she thought was a business card, he walked back to face her.

‘Ain’t no flats to rent round here babe, not unless you’re a brass and looking at you, I somehow can't imagine that.  Landlords are too scared to entertain anyone straight see, in case they phone the Old Bill.  Anyway, this old girl runs a B & B and it's perfectly respectable I might add.  I only send over bodies that I think she'd like and you fit the bill.'

Handing Tess the card, he held onto his end for a second longer than was necessary which made her feel uncomfortable and she ended up snatching the small piece of paper from him.  It didn’t faze the barman, only made him smile and leer at her in a way that had her skin crawling in seconds.

'Anytime you're back around this way call in and maybe we can get together one night?'

His sentence ended in a question but it wasn’t one she intended to answer.  Instead with the card clasped tightly in her hand, she made her way outside.  Hailing a cab, Tess blurted out the address and was about to climb inside when the cabbie locked all the doors.

‘Not so fast darling!  I suppose I could make a few quid here but I’m feeling fucking generous today, so your luck’s in.  Take the next left at the end of this road and you’re there, hardly worth a cab fare, now is it?’

Tess Davey’s cheeks reddened with embarrassment and after a curt thank you; headed in the direction she’d been told.  Just as he’d said, Manette Street soon came into sight, and as night was fast approaching, Tess felt nothing but pure relief.  The Street was mismatched buildings and she was surprised when she reached the address on the card.  The house and its neighbours on either side were all that remained of a once fine Georgian terrace.  Number seventeen, unlike the adjoining properties, appeared to be in pristine condition and the brass letterbox and numbers shone so brightly that she could see her face in them.  Lifting the heavy lion's head knocker, Tess stood back and waited for the door to be opened.  The woman who greeted her was not what she'd imagined in her wildest dreams.  Agatha Goldstein, Agi to her friends, was seventy if she was a day.  Standing no more than four and a half feet tall, the peroxide blonde hair and scarlet lipstick made the woman resemble an ageing prostitute more than a property owner.  Tess managed to stifle her shock and gave the most genuine smile she was able to muster.

‘Hello, I’m sorry to bother you but the barman at the Ace of Spades said you may have a room available?’

Agatha Goldstein returned the smile and immediately Tess could see a lifetime of lines etched upon the woman’s face.

‘Come in sweetie and we’ll see what we can do.’

When the heavy door closed behind her, Tess looked around the amazing hall and couldn't believe what she was seeing.  The place was absolutely beautiful and she could visualise some ambassador living there but never the woman who stood before her.

'Nice isn't it? Most people have a shock when they first come in.  I inherited it all from a, well let's say a lifelong friend.  Anyway, I don't understand why Duncan sent you, as I only take in male lodgers.'

Tess was embarrassed and turned to open the door.

‘I’m sorry to have bothered you Ms?’

‘It's Agatha, Agi to me friend's and don’t be so quick to rush off.  Just because I don’t normally do something, doesn't mean I can't change my mind now, does it?  Duncan knows how particular I am and if he felt you was good enough then it'd be downright rude not to have a chat.  Come on through and I’ll make us both some tea.’

Tess did as she was asked and followed the woman into a fabulous farmhouse-style kitchen.

‘Take a seat love while I do the business.’

The kitchen was warm and inviting and as she began to relax, Tess realised her feet were starting to throb.  With her legs hidden under the large pine table, she slowly slipped off her shoes.  Agi laughed out loud; there wasn’t much that escaped the attention of this Streetwise old bird.

‘Bastards aren’t they?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Heels love!  God knows why we wear them but men like them so I suppose that’s reason enough.’

Agatha Goldstein placed a large teapot and two mugs onto the table and took a seat opposite her guest.

'So what do you do for a living sweetie but don't tell me you're on the game because I don't take any brasses, no matter how nice they are.'

The woman’s words shocked Tess but she also wanted to laugh.  She’d been mistaken for many things in her life but a prostitute wasn’t one of them.  Frumpy clothes and being several pounds overweight should have been enough to convince the women but then again this was London and it took all sorts.

'No, no!  Of course, I'm not.  I've just landed a job in one of the city firms as a secretary and I have to start next week.  Finding somewhere to stay was a lot harder than I thought and Duncan was just helping out a damsel in distress, that’s all.’

‘Glad to hear it sweetie, slippery road to ruin is the game I can tell you.’

Tess didn’t feel like delving any further but she somehow sensed the old woman could tell more than one interesting story.

'I've got a small room at the front that might suit you.  Its sixty-five quid a week with two weeks upfront.  I don't allow any hanky panky, and you must be discreet at all times.  I have several regular gentlemen lodgers and I don't want them upset.  So would you like it?'

‘I would Agi, thank you very much.’

'No need to thank me sweetie I've got a feeling we're going to get along just fine.  Drink up and I'll show you to your room.  I take it you need to stay tonight?'

‘Yes, yes I do, though I won’t be moving in properly until next weekend if that’s all right?’

‘Fine by me sweetie.’

The room was small but smartly furnished and as Tess gazed around her, Agi smiled to herself.  It would be good to have a bit of female company for a change; she just hoped the young girl wasn't running away from trouble.  Soho made more than its share of trouble and Agatha Goldstein knew that the area didn't need any more, no matter how small.

'Right Dearie I'll leave you to it.  I expect you're knackered after all your travelling.  The bathroom is at the end of the hall, and please excuse my other lodgers if they leave the seat up or piss on the floor, but you know what men are like, and gawd bless them, they'll never change.  Breakfast is from seven until eight thirty, definitely no later.  Night!'

‘Night Agi and thanks.’

As Tess heard her new landlady descend the staircase she could just make out the words “You’re welcome.”  Removing her night dress from the overnight bag, Tess quickly undressed.  Her bed, like the rest of the house's furnishings, was top quality and the large downy mattress completely moulded around her body.  Within a few minutes, she was fast asleep and experiencing the best night's rest she'd had in many weeks.  The following morning after a well-cooked hearty breakfast, Tess Davey made her bed and collected her overnight bag.  Making her way to the front door she was met by Agi coming out of the sitting room.

'On your way back love?'

'Yes, but it won't take me too long to sew up the few loose ends I'm leaving behind.'

About to turn the doorknob, Tess was startled when the old woman placed a hand on her shoulder and gave her a peck on the cheek.

‘You take care of yourself, you hear?’

‘I will and thanks for everything.’

As Tess walked from the house, Agi Goldstein smiled to herself and hoped that the young woman wouldn’t change her mind about returning.  Agi needn’t have worried as Tess was desperate to return, desperate to get things moving and begin a whole new life.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Travelling back to Spalding that morning, Tess suddenly remembered that she hadn’t phoned Sophie.  It was the first time she’d ever let her friend down but it didn’t lessen the guilt.  Watching the rain as it ran down the windowpane, Tess placed her hand on the glass and could feel the cold from outside.  Unlike yesterday, the carriage was relatively quiet and void of commuters, so she fished out her mobile and tapped in her friend’s number.  Knowing it was about to switch to voice mail, Tess almost hung up when she at last heard Sophie’s sleepy voice.

‘You took your time, not interrupting anything am I?’

'I wish!  No, I'm off duty until tomorrow so I thought I'd have a lay-in.'

‘And now I’ve ruined it for you!  Sorry.’

‘Don‘t be silly Tess.  Now how did you get on?  I was expecting you to call me last night.’

'I know and I'm sorry but you know how it is.  Things just seemed to snow ball and before I knew it I was in London.  Listen, Soph, instead of going over everything on the phone now, how about we go out to dinner tonight?  My treat!'

Tess knew that if she hadn’t added those last two words to her sentence, then the answer would have been a firm no!  She could imagine that her friend was probably living off baked beans until payday and eating out was definitely off the agenda.

‘I’d love to.  Where shall we go, what about Othello’s?’

'I'm treating you to a meal, not taking up a second mortgage.  I was thinking more along the lines of the wine bar in the High Street, they say the pasta is out of this world.'

‘Then the wine bar it is.  I feel like I’ve been starved for weeks so I can’t wait.’

After the two women agreed to meet at eight that night, they both hung up.  Tess Davey continued her journey home and Sophie Milligan went back to bed.  The train was smooth and before long Tess drifted off to sleep but it wasn't to be a peaceful slumber.  Unable to wake herself from the nightmare she knew was about to happen, Tess sighed within her dream and waited for the pain to start all over again.  As with every night's sleep, since the news had arrived, albeit except for last night, she found herself sitting at her desk in the police station.  Replacing the handset Tess was feeling as proud as punch.  The team had just nailed a serial paedophile and it had been a case in which she had played a large part.  Her colleagues were already lining them up in the local pub and she had just taken a call of congratulations from the chief himself.  All in all, it had been a very exciting day, the kind of day that most police officers only dream of.  Visualising her rapid promotion, she was startled back to reality when the telephone on her desk again burst into life.

‘Hello!’

'Tess?  Oh, thank the lord I've got hold of you.'

Realising who her mystery caller was Tess sighed in annoyance.  Her mother the eternal drama queen was once more spoiling any fun she was having.

‘What is it this time mum?  Washer gone on the kitchen tap?’

Instead of her mother’s usual chastisement, all that could be heard was a gentle sobbing emitting from the handset.  Without further conversation, Tess hung up.  Grabbing her coat and bag, she drove as fast as possible to her parent's house.  The ten-minute journey passed in a blur and it wasn't until she pulled up outside the smart fifties semi, that she realised she couldn't even remember getting there.  As if on autopilot the car had turned down the numerous streets and avenues without her even realising.  Running up to the front door, Tess let herself in with the key that her father had insisted she keep in case of emergencies.  The house was eerily silent and as she walked towards the front room, something on the stairs caught her eye.  The large manila envelope had the local hospital stamp on the front.  It was identical to the many she saw regularly in her work.  People's lives or what was left of them at least, neatly folded and placed inside the dirty coloured beige package.  Slowly sitting down on the bottom step, Tess had an awful feeling of foreboding.  Instinct told her to go to her mother but at the same time, she felt compelled to look in the offending envelope.  Placing her arm inside, she could feel something smooth and cold.  Withdrawing her hand she could see that it held her father's gold watch.  Pressing it to her chest she began to cry and it was several minutes before she looked up to see her mother standing in the doorway.

‘Finally got here I see but too late as usual.  I should know better than to expect anything else from you.’

Margaret Davey was a tall upright woman, a pillar of the community or that’s what she thought of herself, even if no one else agreed.  Her acid tongue had been experienced by most that she came into contact with and Tess and her father had not been the exceptions.  As far back as she could remember, Tess had loathed the woman and if it hadn’t been for her father, she would have happily placed herself into care.  Albert Davey had been the complete opposite of his wife and loved by everyone.  If anything needed to be done, then Albert was your man.  Hardworking all his life, he asked for nothing but gave everything he could.  Cruelly his payment came in the form of a loveless marriage, ruled with an iron rod by his dictator of a wife.  It wasn't until the day Tess arrived, that he felt he had a real reason to live.  Albert adored his daughter; she was the first thing he thought of in the morning and the first person he wanted to see after a long day at work.  When Tess finished her training, there had been no prouder father at the passing out parade than Albert Davey.

‘Are you just going to sit holding that damn watch all day?’

Margaret’s usual sharp tone brought Tess back to reality with a slap and she stared into her mother’s cold eyes.

‘What happened?’

'Heart attack said it could have happened at any time.  Trust your father to let it be in the middle of Sainsbury's.  I was mortified, everyone was staring at us and to top it all off he had to go and wet himself.'

Tess couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  Standing up and still with her father’s watch clutched tightly to her chest, she walked from the house as Margaret chased after her.

‘Where are you going, I need you!’

‘Mother you’ve never needed anyone in your entire life.  Let me know when the funeral is.’

'Suppose I don't suppose I just let you miss your own father's big day.'

'Big day! you are sick in the head woman and you will let me know because the shame of having your only child not turn up to her father's funeral would embarrass you more than anything.'

With that, Tess got into the car and drove back to her small but welcoming flat.  Over the next few days, she threw herself into work and if it hadn't been for Sophie letting the cat out of the bag, no one at the station would have known about her father's death.  Finally, the curt phone call she'd been waiting for came.  Her mother informed her of the date; time and place the funeral would be held and then slammed the phone down on her daughter.  Sophie Milligan accompanied her friend to the service.  They tip-toed across the church's flagstone floor trying to be invisible and when they sat at the back of the church, Sophie thought it was more than a bit strange.  The place was full of her mother's friends but Tess couldn't recognise any of her father’s pals.  It would be just like her mother not to have informed them.  Margaret Davey had always thought of her husband as beneath her and the men he worked with and looked upon as friends were common and below her social level.  After the service, the congregation walked over to the small adjoining graveyard.  The priest said a few words and it was finally over.  Tess turned to leave but was stopped by her mother’s hand.

‘Not so fast madam, I have a few things to say to you.’

‘For Christ’s sake mum! Dad’s not even covered over and you can’t resist having another go!’

Margaret gave Sophie a steely glare, that told her in no uncertain terms the woman wanted to be alone with her daughter.

'I'll be off now Tess.  You two have things to discuss.  Call me later.'

With that, Sophie made her way home and hoped she'd done the right thing leaving her friend with that dragon of a woman.

‘Right Tess I want you to come back to the house.’

‘What to show a united front to all the blue rinses you’ve invited back?  I don’t think so.’

‘There are things I need to give you, things your dad wanted you to have.  Don’t you want his last wishes to be carried out?’

Margaret knew those words would do the trick; the girl would do anything for her father.

‘Ok! ok! but I’m not staying long.’

‘Don’t worry it won’t take long, it won’t take long at all.’

Linking her arm through her daughters and stopping all of Tess's attempts to disengage herself from her mother, the two women, if only in appearance, portrayed a family united in grief.  It had turned out just as Margaret had wanted.

Back at the house, the wake was already in full swing when they returned.  Margaret's bridge club had prepared a spread of boiled ham sandwiches and china cups full of orange stewed tea were being handed around.  After graciously shaking hands with a select few of the mourners, mother and daughter at the request of Margaret made their way upstairs.  With the door firmly closed Margaret turned to her daughter and at last let down her guard.  Removing a small wooden box from beneath the bed she slowly and precisely opened its lid.  The contents resembled any other box of family papers but the look in her mother’s eyes made Tess feel afraid.  Margaret Davey sifted through the top few layers until her hand rested on what she’d been searching for.  Removing the large folded document, she handed it to her daughter but before letting go couldn’t resist a vengeful sentence.

'Right, you little bitch! Take this and let's see it wipe that snide look off your face.  I've waited for twenty-five years to see this and believe me, it feels good.’

Tess snatched the paper away from her mother and gingerly began to unfold the stiff document.  Slowly she began to read its contents but for a moment couldn’t take in its words.  Margaret Davey began to laugh in an almost hysterical manner and only stopped when Tess’s hand engaged with the woman’s cheek.

'You vicious, spiteful old woman.  You've waited patiently for all these years to tell me I'm adopted?  Well let me tell you something, I'm glad, glad that I wasn't spawned from a dried-up old bitch like you.'

Tess turned and walked from the house, leaving her mother standing open-mouthed.  Margaret wanted to feel triumphant, had waited years for it and now that the deed was done she felt nothing but emptiness.  Staring into the ornate wall mirror Margaret brushed back her hair, re-applied her lipstick and with a fixed smile on her face, went back to join her guests.  Tess didn't call Sophie that night, she needed to be alone to take in the enormity of the news she'd just learned.  After reading the adoption papers several times, she finally began to cry.  Slowly at first, then pitiful gut-wrenching sobs for all that she had lost.  Each tear felt as though part of her was draining away and she began to think her life so far had been wasted.  She didn't know who she was or where she belonged and it hurt more than she could ever have imagined.  The love she had for her father was real enough and no matter what she was told, he was and always would be just that, her dad.  He was the one who had comforted her when she was sick, who’d stopped the bullies when they had taunted her mercilessly at school and who, much to Margaret’s disgust, had attended every single play she had ever appeared in.  No, there was no way that Tess would ever deny the love she had for her father but out of this came a small sense of happiness, happiness that she never had to acknowledge that awful woman again.  Pouring herself a large glass of wine, Tess sat down on the snug little sofa bed, which almost filled the tiny space of her living room and again opened up the paper.  Slowly she began to read and it took every ounce of concentration she had to take in the words.

Born - March tenth nineteen seventy-six. Suffolk.

Mother - Janet Sayers (Deceased).

Father - Unknown.

Siblings - Twin girl.

Adopted March twenty-first nineteen seventy-nine - aged three.

Scanning the information, Tess's eyes kept drifting back to the penultimate line.  Siblings.  She not only had a sister, she was a twin.  Then and there she knew that there was no alternative but to find that person, a need far greater than any other she had ever felt before.  Nothing mattered as much as feeling whole and until she had the answers, that feeling would be an impossibility to ignore.  Suddenly Tess woke with a start and was grateful that the nightmare had finished only halfway through.  Slightly disorientated she looked around the carriage and remembered where she was.  The train began to slow and wearily she stood up and removed her bag from the overhead storage rack.  The journey had tired her and right now the last thing she wanted was a night out with her best friend but go she must.  After all, Tess didn't know when she'd get to see her friend again; it certainly wasn't going to be anytime in the near future.  That thought alone gave her concern.  Sophie was a good mate but not a particularly good policewoman.  Tess had watched the woman's back on more than one occasion and now she was going to be out there alone.  For some reason, Sophie rubbed people up the wrong way and she wasn't liked at the station.  Tess had always found her scatty, funny and best of all a loyal friend but for reasons unknown to her, others saw Sophie in a different light.  Trying to dismiss her fears she disembarked and made her way home.  Sophie Milligan was a big girl now and it was time she stood on her own two feet, if that was at all possible.
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Back at the flat Tess glanced at the mantle clock and seeing that it was only just after midday, decided to take a nap.  With everything that had gone on in the last couple of days, she was exhausted and there was plenty of time before her dinner date.  Lying down on the small sofa still fully clothed, she closed her eyes and sleep swiftly came.  Seconds later she was back in the nightmare and it was the day after the funeral.  Given a week of leave at the insistence of her superior, Tess had made the journey to Ipswich in Suffolk to seek out the local Department of Social Services.  It had crossed her mind to deal with the matter by telephone but then she had thought better of it.  There were bound to be questions she would forget to ask and then have to call back several times trying to get the answers.  No this was something best done on a face-to-face level, though she had no idea what she was going to learn and that thought alone made her nervous.  Deciding to call just to ask the name of who she needed to see, she was surprised when Donald Plaslow informed her he would be the person in question.  Tess was even more surprised when he informed her he'd had a cancellation and could see her at ten the following morning.  Replacing the receiver, she decided to get an early night's sleep in preparation for the drive but it wasn't to be and memories of her father and the life Margaret had led them both, invaded her mind every time she closed her eyes.  Finally, the alarm burst into song and as she leant across the bedside table to stop the ear-piercing bleeps, Tess felt drained.  Showering and dressing casually in jeans and a sweater she at last closed the door to her flat and began her journey.  It didn't take as long as she thought and her early arrival gave her time to explore the town and try to get a feeling of what her roots might be.  Ipswich was a pretty place and the fact that it was situated on the shoreline made her feel warm inside.  Maybe her family were struck down by some tragedy.  Maybe up until that day, they had been loving and close-knit and only circumstances beyond their control had been the factor that had torn the family apart.  Tess, normally a level-headed person, chastised herself for trying to make things seem like a fairy tale.  Knowing deep down that after reading 'father unknown' there was going to be nothing nice in the information she was about to receive, she reluctantly pushed open the main doors of the Social Services building.  The receptionist told her to take a seat while she tried to locate Donald Plaslow.  Doing as she was asked, Tess looked around at the grim office and wondered how many other poor people had learned the truth about their roots in this god-forsaken place.

‘Miss Davey?  Donald Plaslow very pleased to meet you.  Do come this way.’

The man was elderly and Tess imagined that he was past retirement age and had been allowed to stay on due to the nature of his job.  His heavy-lidded eyes looked like they carried the weight of the world and she knew that this was one job she wouldn't want in a million years.  Her line of work carried many downsides and a lot of the cases she worked on were heart-wrenching but this, well this was somehow different.  People came here full of hopes and dreams, full of anticipation that there was someone out there who loved them and was as desperate to be reunited with their family as she was.  Then there was poor old Donald who had to shatter more dreams than make them.  Poor old Donald, who had to be the bearer of the news, that they were never wanted, that these people had been cast aside like an unwanted gift.  Taking a seat in the cramped office that was brimming to capacity with confidential files, Tess wondered to herself how the man coped with so much pain and hurt every single hour of every working day.  Sitting behind his ministry issue desk, Donald Plaslow put on a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and smiled in Tess's direction.  Tess handed over the document she'd been given by her mother and waited for his opinion.  Expecting to be blocked at the first hurdle, she was surprised when the man stood up and began rummaging through a rather dilapidated filing cabinet.

‘Most of my earlier cases are in here, all the newer ones are dealt with by the younger people.  The department allowed me to stay on after my time, just to close as many remaining files as I could but I know I'll never see it through to the end.'

Inwardly Tess smirked, she felt like the cat that had got the cream.  Her police training had taught her to evaluate every situation and she had been bang on target when it came down to Donald Plaslow.  After handing her a large orange folder that was so crammed with papers it had to be held together with string, Donald sat back down in his chair with a thud.

'I am too old for this but at least I have another satisfied customer.'

He smiled at Tess but she didn't know if satisfied was a suitable phrase to use.  She began to untie the string and was stopped by the man's words.

‘My dear those papers are for you.  Take them away and read them at your leisure.’

For a moment Tess was speechless.

‘I didn’t think I’d be allowed to, I thought they would be government property?’

Again Donald smiled at her.

'A lot has changed in the last few years my dear and not all for the good I might add.  Today any adopted child has a right to a copy of their file, no matter how harrowing the information inside.  Those papers are your property and a copy will also be here for any siblings you may have.  Of course, it's a different story for the birth parents.  They have little or no rights and the times I've had to deal with heartbroken mums, desperate to find the child they gave away years earlier.  Listen to me! you don't need to hear all this.  No, you take your papers away with you Miss Davey and I hope they bring you some peace of mind and happiness, no matter how small.'

After shaking the man's hand and saying thank you over and over again, Tess Davey left the building.  Still in a state of shock at how easy it had all been, she slowly made her way back to the car.  The sun was shining and Tess put on her sunglasses ready for the journey.  The pile of paperwork sitting on the passenger seat caught her eye and she had to fight the urge not to peek inside.  Deciding not to open the file until she was in the safety of her flat, Tess was well aware that she didn't need any distractions on her mind while driving.  That was easier said than done and even though she didn't look inside; it didn't stop her mind from going into overdrive about what secrets were lurking beneath the orange package on the seat beside her.  Finally after pulling up outside her flat Tess took in a deep breath.  Staring at the file for a few moments more, she snatched it from the seat and ran inside.  It had suddenly turned chilly and she wasn’t sure if it was due to the time of year, or the fact that she was scared to death regarding what she was about to learn.  Igniting the small gas fire in the tiny living room, it wasn’t long before she started to feel snug and just a bit more relaxed than she could have hoped for.  Walking through the archway she opened the fridge and poured herself a liberal glass of wine.  Replacing the bottle she closed the fridge door but only made it halfway to the sofa before thinking again.  With a feeling that it was going to turn into a long night, she returned to the kitchenette and retrieved the bottle.  Making her way back to the task at hand, Tess thought of unplugging the phone from its socket to stop any interruptions.  Knowing that she could be needed by someone stopped her.  The next two hours told Tess many things she was desperate to know and many she would have preferred to remain secret.  She learnt that her birth name had been Susan Sayers and that the Davey’s had changed it within a week of the adoption.  In a way she was glad, she liked her name and at the moment, it was the only thing in her life that felt right but her twin sister, whose name was Sally hadn't been so lucky.  Then again on reflection, Tess thought that maybe she was the unlucky one.  Their mother Janet had misused every substance known to man and after a heavy drinking binge had been killed by the man she was living with.  Alec Watson had tried to plead mitigating circumstances but was found guilty of manslaughter and sentenced to eight years in prison.  The two small girls had been placed in care and while Susan was quickly adopted, Sally had gone to one foster home after another.  The records stopped when the girls reached sixteen and Tess’s only lead to her sister was the last known address of her foster parents.  There and then Tess Davey had only one aim in life, to track down her other half, track down Sally Sayers in the hope of making herself feel whole again.

The shrill ring of the Telephone startled her and she swiftly picked up the receiver.  Wiping her brow she glanced at the mantle clock and saw that it was six thirty.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi Tess it’s Sophie, just ringing to check the time.  I couldn’t remember if we said eight or eight thirty?’

‘Eight and it’s a good job you called, I was engrossed and lost all track of time.’

‘Mind in overdrive with everything that’s going on?’

'Yeah, something like that.  Anyway, I'd better start getting ready.'

'Okay, bye!'

Tess was relieved that Sophie had telephoned but she felt guilty at not sharing her news of the last few days with her friend.  The trouble was she was having enough difficulty dealing with it herself, without a second party asking every question under the sun.  Sophie Milligan could talk for England and sometimes to Tess’s annoyance, didn’t know when to shut up.  After showering and carefully applying her makeup, Tess chose a smart pair of navy trousers and a pale pink blouse.  Standing in front of the mirror, she was about to pull on the trousers when she caught sight of her reflection.  Her ample bosom and pear-shaped hips made her sigh in exasperation.  She wondered if her twin was identical but deep down she hoped not.  God hadn't been kind to Tess when it came to looks and she didn't want anyone, especially her sister, to suffer the way she had over the years. Finally, after dressing, she smoothed down the fabric of her blouse and took one last look.  Inwardly Tess groaned and muttered under her breath.

‘You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.’

It was a phrase her mother had used many times over the years but even saying it to herself now, hurt more than she would admit.  Her mousy brown hair, though clean, still hung limply around her shoulders and Tess wondered if the rest of her family looked the same.  Thinking that she might be chilly, she grabbed the first coat that came to her hand and left the flat to meet her friend.  Sophie had been told that after a massive row with her overbearing mother, Tess needed a change of scenery and had applied for a transfer.  The reasoning had been readily accepted by her friend and now Tess was again feeling guilty.  The walk to the wine bar had her mulling over the possibility of disclosing her real motives for the move.  After having a battle of wills within her mind she reached the wine bar and decided to come clean about everything that had gone on.  It would make for an interesting evening if nothing else.  Sophie was perched at the bar on an impossibly high stool, where she flirted with anyone who passed by.  This had not been an entirely wasteful exercise as she had four empty glasses lined up in front of her.  Tess laughed to herself; she was going to miss the girl.  Sophie glanced around and let out a somewhat inebriated shriek.
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