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I know I usually start
these things by saying it’s someone’s fault for all that happened,
and I would do the same here, except that I have no one to blame
but myself for the events that transpired. If I’d listened to Mike,
or Kaolin, or even my dad maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad. But
no, I was determined to deal with it myself and I paid for that in
a big way. It made me think that maybe I’d been too quick to blame
Kaolin or Mike or my dad in the past for things that had happened,
but then again, as they say, hindsight is 20/20.

If I had to tell you when
it all began, I’d have to go back a few months to when Kaolin had
been kidnapped, held hostage and nearly died. I’d found her of
course, using my ever-wonderful gift. Although she’d been badly
injured and taken a long time to heal she’d been back with me
solving cases in no time at all. Thinking back, I should have at
least told her when the very first note appeared. I didn’t because
at the time, I thought it wouldn't matter. How wrong was
I?

Before I get too far ahead
of myself, I should really introduce myself. I’m Tara Leverton, I’m
sixteen and finally I look like a proper-almost-adult. I’ve let
kept my hair the same length. Short and almost a pixie cut, which
I’m told makes me look more grown up. I’m in the process of
revising and getting ready to leave school permanently, going on
‘study’ leave – though I don’t intend to do much studying! Of
course, if my dad gets his way, my exams won’t be the end of my
schooling career and I’ll be packed off to college and then
university. No thank you! Kaolin has even started telling me that I
should at least consider it, but it really doesn’t interest me. I
plan to use my gift and work for Mike until I’m old and retired. I
should really explain all that shouldn’t I?

Well, you see, my mum had
a gift that she got from her nan and I
inherited from her. All of us could see the last moments of
someone’s life when we touch something that used to belong to them.
Cool, huh? Of course, if you’re a normal human being, you probably
don’t think it’s cool, you probably think I’m some kind of freak.
It’s taken me a long time to get used to the fact that I have this
gift and that it’s actually useful. I use it to help the police
solve crimes, specifically murders. I know what you’re thinking,
how can a sixteen year old girl consult with the police? Why do
they even believe that I have this gift? All I can say to that is
it’s complicated. My mum did the same thing before she died, and
she made a friend. I met him a few years ago when I solved the
murder of Kaolin’s dad and helped them put away the guy who did it.
Since then, he calls me to consult on cases. Now that, I think you
will agree, *is* rather cool!

Anyway, now that that is
over, let’s get down to the important thing, the notes. Like I
said, if I’d known how serious it was going to turn out to be, then
I would have at least told Kaolin when they first started
appearing, but I didn't.

By the time May rolled
around, I’d been getting the notes steadily for about three months.
They were usually one line, something cryptic and to be honest, I
wondered if they were even meant for me. They talked about knowing
my secret – no prizes if you can guess which secret they’re talking
about. Here’s a hint, I only really have one! School was beginning
to wind down and the pressure was on from every teacher, even the
ones who had never really been bothered before. For some reason
they all thought that my doing badly in my GCSEs was going to be a
bad reflection on them. I don’t understand people
sometimes.

It was a Sunday evening
and I’d spent most of the weekend avoiding doing some revision and
homework. What did it matter if I didn’t know about quadratic
equations? They’d had five years to teach me, why would it stick
the four hundredth time when it hadn’t the other three hundred and
ninety-nine times? Anyway, I had an agreement with Dad: I do what
was required of me as far as school work went and he wouldn’t nag
me constantly. He was allowing me to make my own choices as to what
the required level of revision was. That was his first mistake. My
idea of revision is reading the cliff note versions of textbooks,
not actually studying them!

I was about to get online
and see if Kaolin was about, to ask her for some help with my
homework – she’s a peek (a popular geek for those who don’t know
the terminology), and likes nothing more than to tell me exactly
where I’m going wrong in my homework. If she wasn’t my best (and
only) friend, I’d hate her – when my mobile rang, it was
Kaolin.

“Hey, I was just about to
IM you,” I said, answering the phone.

“Let me guess, you want
help with the Maths?” she asked. I could picture the grin that
would be plastered to her face. I hate it when she’s
right.

“No,” I lied, “I wanted to
check and see if…um…”

“If…umm…?” she asked,
repeating my words back to me. I’m usually a great liar, and can
come up with many a story on the spot, but for some reason I
couldn’t think of a word to say to her.

“Dammit, how did you
know?” I said, dropping the act.

“Tara, I’ve been your
friend for two years, trust me when I say, it’s obvious,” she
replied.

“Will you help?” I asked,
crossing my fingers. Dad may not nag me much anymore, but if
someone was to tell him (say a teacher, for example) that I didn’t
do some of my homework, he’d be back on my case in no time at
all.

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much you’ve
actually done yourself.”

“Oh, I did up to question
four,” I said, lying through my teeth. My plan was that if she
helped me with everything from question four to the last one, then
I could ask her about checking answers and get the first four
answers out of her that way. Yeah, I know I’ll never learn it
myself if I ask Kaolin, but in case you haven’t worked out yet; I
have no plans on using quadratic equations in real life, ever. I
don’t understand why they teach them to us at all, I mean, I get it
for people who plan to use Maths as their career, but I already
have a career – with the police – and I don’t need GCSEs, A-levels
or a degree in whatever to do it.

I could hear Kaolin sigh
on the other end of the phone. “Fine, log on and I’ll give you a
hand, but Tara?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not checking the
answers for questions one to four so if you haven’t done those,
you’re not getting any help from me!” Bugger. Maybe she did know me
too well.

In the end, I managed to
get the majority of it done. I figured I’d have some time after
dinner to get the first four questions done. There used to be a
time when Kaolin would do the majority of my homework for me, I
mean, she’d make me write it all down, but she’d pretty much give
me step-by-step instructions. Since I pretty much got through the
mocks in January by the skin of my teeth – though to be fair,
Kaolin had just almost been killed and I had been working every
hour I had to find her – she’d stopped helping me as much. She said
that I needed to learn this all myself as she couldn’t exactly sit
my exams for me. I don’t know how long it will take to tell her
that I don’t need to pass my exams, I just need to get out of
school in one piece and then I can forget all about the French
verbs and everything else. No one seems to understand my plight at
all.

“Dad, when’s dinner?” I
asked, coming down the stairs and into the kitchen.

“About ten minutes,” he
replied, smiling at me. I guess he thought that since I’d been in
my room all afternoon I’d been hard at work revising. You’d think,
him being my father, he’d know me better, but I guess he likes to
pretend. “Have you finished your homework?”

“I have four more
questions to do,” I told him. No point in lying. If I said I’d
finished then he’d want to see it and when I couldn’t produce it,
that would just make him angry and he’d start threatening me with a
tutor again. I shuddered at the thought of having Clarissa tutor me
again.

“Okay. I’m glad you’ve
finally buckled down and starting revising, I know you don’t want
to go to college, but it’ll be good to have some good grades to
back you up with whatever you plan to do in life. I’m proud of you
for acting so maturely about all of this,” he said, beaming at me.
Great, the guilt trip, just what I needed.

“I just want to get the
exams behind me,” I admitted. Like I said, no point in lying, Dad
knows that I’m never going to be the dutiful A student at
school.

“I know, just a few more
weeks and you’ll be done,” he said. “Have you spoken to
Mike?”

“No, not today, why? Did
he call?”

“No, just wondered,” Dad
said, looking guilty. Okay, so my father and Mike were up to
something. I just hoped it had nothing to
do with college or university or anything involving more studying.
I meant it when I said that after my GCSEs were done, so was
I.
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When my alarm went off the
following morning, I blearily opened my eyes and looked at the time
– how could it be 7am already? I was already counting the days
until study leave started because at least then I wouldn’t have to
be up at the crack of dawn. Still, I suppose once I started working
for Mike full time I’d have to be awake at some stupid hours. At
the moment, the only thing that stops him from calling me into the
office at 3am is some of the child labour laws. Though now I was
sixteen, they were a little more relaxed.

I went through the motions
while trying to wake myself up before I actually had to look and
act awake. I made my first cup of tea of the day while pouring out
some cereal to eat. I was lucky that for some reason, Dad wasn’t up
and in the kitchen, though I’m sure he was awake somewhere in the
house. He’s a morning person and way too pleased to be awake at
7am. I thought back to the conversation we’d had over dinner the
night before. He’d been hinting at something, but I still wasn’t
sure what. All I knew was that it involved Mike and from the look
on Dad’s face, I was *not* going to like it. I made a mental note
to ask Mike about it the next time we spoke. If they were planning
something, I’d rather know about it sooner rather than later, that
way I could work out a way to stop it from happening.

Dad appeared in the living
room once I’d drunk my tea, eaten my breakfast, and gotten ready
for school. He smiled at me and I grunted at him in return. It’s
the way we communicate in the mornings.

“You want a lift?” Dad
asked. “I’m heading in to see someone about a magazine
interview.”

“Sure,” I mumbled. Oh
yeah, I forgot to mention that, my Dad is Colin Leverton, yes,
*the* Colin Leverton. He was a rock star, beloved by many and
apparently pretty good at what he did. He retired from actively
working when I was six and my mum had been murdered by one of his
crazed stalkers. It didn’t stop people at school fawning over how
awesome he was, how wonderful it must be to have a famous Dad,
blah, blah, blah. I don’t really understand how half of them know
who he is, he wasn’t *that* famous, and he hasn’t been in the
public eye since I was six, meaning all the people at school who
were my own age shouldn’t really have a clue who he was. Still,
they did, and it had been a part of my life for so long that it
didn’t really bother me anymore. One of the reasons Kaolin and I
became such good friends was because she didn’t faint or giggle
when she realised who my dad was. I suspect she hadn't known who he
was at all.

We headed out to the car
and travelled in silence as we moved towards my school. I arrived
just as Kaolin did, so saying a quick goodbye to Dad, I jumped out
of the car and joined her.

“Did you get those four
questions finished?” she asked, once Dad had driven off. She knew
not to bring it up with Dad in earshot.

“I managed three,” I said.
Yes, shock, horror, I’d actually done some homework. I just wanted
the last few months of my schooling career to be as painless as
possible and if that meant working out a few equations on my own,
then so be it.

“Well, at least you
tried,” she said. “Maths is after break isn’t it?”

“Yep, I figured I could do
the fourth one during break,” I replied.

“I’ll give you a hand,”
Kaolin said. Yes! That meant that she’d check the other three I’d
done and if I’d gotten them wrong, she’d show me why and
correct them. See? I had a plan and it’s worked!
“Don’t think that means that I’ll tell you the answers.” Oh,
bugger, well, at least I tried.

By the time I got to Maths
after break time, I’d managed to get the answer for the one
question I hadn’t done out of Kaolin and written it down. She
wasn’t happy about it, but desperate times call for desperate
measures. I mean, there was no way I was going to have time to do
all that working out during a twenty five minute break, especially
when she started talking about x equalling something to do with y.
My brain just switched off and I could find myself getting more
confused. Maybe I should have paid attention all those years ago,
but there was not much I could do about it now. I’m lucky enough to
have Kaolin in pretty much every one of my classes except for one,
where I have Design Technology and she takes Child Development, and
thankfully, I excel at D.T without the need for explanations from
my peek friend.

Maths was over before I
knew it and then it was lunch. Kaolin and I walked to the canteen
together and decided to brave the food. I chose a jacket potato
with cheese and baked beans and she had something that they said
was chilli, but I wasn’t so sure. We’d just sat down when Jody and
her minion posse decided to grace us with their presence. I was all
ready for a confrontation – we have history – but it turned out, it
wasn’t me she wanted to talk to, it was Kaolin.

“We’re having a little
party after the leavers' ball; do you want to join us?” Jody asked
her. See what I mean, when I say that Kaolin is both a geek and
popular. She doesn’t even try and she gets invited to all the cool
parties – not that I wanted to go (and I really didn’t).

Kaolin raised her eyebrow
and looked at me. “I’ll pass,” she said.

“You should really think
more carefully about who you hang around with,” Jody sneered,
giving me the evil eye. “You never know what crazy shit they’ll do
next.” She was referring to the fact that she fully believed I had
killed Cassie last year, and had something to do with Kaolin’s
kidnapping, it didn’t help that the people responsible had yet to
be caught.

“Which is why I won’t come
to your party,” Kaolin quipped. Ha! Score one for
Kaolin!

“Whatever,” Jody bristled.
“I always thought you were a loser anyway.” With that, she and her
gaggle of airheads walked off.

“Well,” I said, once she
was out of earshot, “that was weird.”

“I know, I have no idea
why, after two years of ignoring her, she thinks I’ll suddenly jump
at the chance of hanging out with her?”

“She’s a slow learner.” I
started to eat and Kaolin did the same. “Is it any good?” I asked,
looking at her lunch.

“It tastes better than it
looks. Are you going to the leavers' ball?” she asked, changing the
subject totally.

“Dunno, why?”

“Just
wondered.”

“Do you want to go?” I
asked, curious. I’d not really given it much thought. Until Kaolin
had arrived at school, I’d not had any friends (and that’s not an
exaggeration, I literally mean, NO friends), and it had never
really been my thing to go to any dances or things like that put on
by the school. It wasn’t something I’d have enjoyed and who wants
to go to those things alone?

“If I’m honest, then yeah,
I would. I just don’t want to be on my own the whole night. But I
also know how you feel about those kinds of things, so I’m not sure
if I will,” Kaolin admitted.

Hmm, great, now I felt
guilty.

“So, do you want me to go
with you? I mean, just to have a friend there?” I asked. I realised
a while ago that the only reason Kaolin didn’t have many (or any,
I’m not sure which) friends other than me was because I liked to be
isolated and she wasn’t one to hang out with weirdos like Jody and
her gang of sheep. Maybe that’s why I felt guilty, she stuck with
me through thick and thin and because of my lack of a social life,
(and social skills) she didn’t really have one either.

Kaolin looked like she was
trying to work out whether or not to tell the truth, so I made the
decision for her. “You know, it would be nice to have a party to
symbolise the end of being in this hell-hole. I mean, it’s the end
of an era for me. I know you’ll go off to college and then
university and have all that stuff to celebrate, but for me, this
is it. I guess it would be nice to go,” I said. I was half lying, I
didn’t want my friend to miss out on something she was obviously
desperate to experience because of me. Also the more I thought
about it, the more I realised that once this school year was over
and Kaolin started college, I’d see less and less of her. She’d go
off to university and I’d still be here, working with Mike,
probably still living at home. I guess it would be nice to have
something fun to remember our friendship when we didn’t see as much
of each other anymore. God, I sound so sappy and like I’m
all over-emotional. I guess I just don’t
like the idea of change all that much.

“That would be nice,”
Kaolin agreed. “You want me to get the tickets?”

“Sure.”

“Cool, maybe we could
dress up and stuff, you know, since it’s the end of an era, make it
a really special night,” she suggested. I groaned quietly, this
decision was going to be something I regretted, I could tell.
Mostly because I already regretted it. I didn’t say that though, I
didn’t want to ruin the happy look on Kaolin’s face. Ugh, life just
sucks at times.
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Mike texted me after
lunch, just as D.T was getting into full swing and all the message
said was, “case, urgent.” I knew that meant I would need to find a
way to call him and Dad and get out of class. Thankfully, Dad
pretty much understood about these things and didn’t mind too much
about me missing school. He knew Mike wouldn’t ask unless it was
necessary and usually we would be done in time for me to head back
to class afterwards.

I put down my project and
coursework notes and headed up to Mr. Hale, the teacher. “Can I be
excused? My dad needs me to call him,” I said, lying a bit, but I
*would* have to call Dad if it turned out that I was needed with
Mike.

Mr. Hale
looked less
than impressed, but he did let me go. I was grateful that I didn’t
have a reputation in his class for trying to get out of work and
that he seemed to realise that I wouldn’t ask unless it was
important. I gave him a smile as I left the classroom and once I
was sure no one could overhear my conversation, I dialled Mike’s
number.

“What’s up?” I asked once
he answered the phone on the third ring.

“Messy murder, nothing
that can’t wait,” Mike replied.

“Then why text me during
school?” I said. I wasn’t angry, I *liked* to miss school, it was
just that Mike tended to be more vigilant about cases during school
time.

“I need to talk to you
about something,” he said. “It can wait until after school, but
I’ll send a car to collect you at finishing time.” Well, it sounded
like I wasn’t going to get much choice in the matter. I wondered if
that meant that he would let me in on whatever he and Dad were
plotting.

“I’ll have to call Dad
after school to let him-,” I started.

“I’ll call him now,” Mike
interrupted. “He won’t mind, I’m sure.” Now, why did that make me
worry? Whatever they were planning, I didn’t think I was going to
like it. I ended the call and headed back into class, trying not to
think about it too much. I just hoped that whatever it was, I
wasn’t going to be forced into something like college stuff,
because if Dad had gotten Mike on his side then I was going to have
a hard time. Great, just what I needed, someone else to nag
me.

By the time the final bell
rang, I’d decided that whatever it was that Mike had to say to me,
it probably had nothing to do with Dad’s recent tirade about
carrying on my education. Mike had mentioned college and university
before, but once I’d told him that I wasn’t interested, he’d backed
off. I had to give him credit, he wasn’t one to nag me usually, why
should now be any different?

I got outside school just
in time to see a car pull up, I don’t know how I knew it was a
police car because it had no obvious markings, but having worked
for Mike for a long time I recognised the make of car that the
station used.

“You my lift?” I asked,
heading towards the man sat in the front seat.

“Yeah, I’m Adam Johnson,”
he introduced himself. “I helped find your friend when she
disappeared.” I had thought he looked vaguely familiar, except the
last time I’d seen him, he’d been in uniform which made me wonder
why he wasn’t now.

“Yeah, I remember,” I
replied. “You had a promotion?”

“Why would you think
that?”

“No uniform,” I said,
simply.

“Oh, yeah, well I was
going off-duty when DI Clifford asked if I’d pick you up and bring
you to the station,” he explained.

“Ah, right,” I replied. I
opened the passenger side door and climbed into the front seat,
putting my school bag at my feet and pulling out my mobile from a
pocket on the side of my bag. “I better text my dad just in case
Mi…I mean, DI Clifford forgot to.”

“Right, we’ll get going
then,” he said, putting the car into gear and pulling away. I
looked up to see Kaolin’ standing on the pavement just as we went
past the front of the school. I’d not had a chance to tell her I
had a case, so while I was texting Dad, I text her as well so she
didn’t think I made a habit of getting into stranger’s cars and
driving off with them.

Twenty minutes later, we
pulled into the police station car park. It wasn't the one that the
public used either. I never usually used this entrance because
usually Dad brought me, or I came with Kaolin on the bus. Despite
the fact that I did technically *work* for the police (or at least
Mike), I didn’t think it would be a good idea to advertise that
fact.

“Are you sure I can go in
this way?” I asked Adam.

“Don’t you usually?” he
said.

“No, I use the public
entrance, I don’t know how to get to Mike’s office from here, he
usually collects me,” I explained, forgetting to refer to Mike by
his title, but I didn’t think Adam noticed.

“Right, well I’ll take you
to his office myself,” he said, turning off the engine and getting
out of the car. I didn’t know if I should follow him or not, since
I also knew that as a visitor (even though I did work for Mike), I
needed a pass to be allowed into the station.

“What about a pass?” I
asked. “I mean, I usually sign in at reception and get a visitor’s
pass.”

“It’ll be fine, I mean,
you’ve been here enough that people know you’re allowed,
right?”

“I guess,” I replied. I
had two choices, I could decline Adam’s offer of an escort and walk
round the front of the building once he’d left or I could just let
him take me, hope no one stopped us and that it didn’t cause Adam
any trouble at work. I decided on the second option, gathered up my
things and got out of the car to join Adam.

“It’s more interesting
this way anyway,” he told me, giving me a wink and a smile. I
didn’t really know him that well, mostly because before I’d only
met a few random officers working the front desk as well as PC
Louise Dyson, who I saw regularly enough.

I smiled back at him and
followed him as he led me through the back entrance and into what I
assumed was the custody area. There was a long desk at the back on
the room and a few doors off to the side; I guessed that at least
one of those doors led to the cells.

I followed Adam through
the corridors and up a flight of stairs I’d never used before and
then everything started to look a lot more familiar. I recognised
the corridor that led to Mike’s office, only we approached it from
the other end rather than the way I usually went. Once we’d reached
Mike’s door and I saw that his receptionist, Holly, wasn’t there, I
breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want her to see me being
escorted by Adam without a visitor’s badge, as the last thing I
wanted was for her to cause trouble for him.

“I’ll leave you to it,” he
said, giving me a smile. I smiled back and slung my bag over my
shoulder to free up my hand to knock on Mike’s door. Adam stood
behind me, probably wanting to make sure that Mike was in his
office before he left so that he didn’t leave me
unattended.

“Come in!” Mike called
from behind the door. I turned around and smiled at Adam and
thanked him for bringing me, but he’d gone, so I shrugged and
opened the door to Mike’s office.

“Hey,” I said, once the
door closed behind me. I put my school bag down on the floor near
the door and went to sit in the chair opposite Mike’s desk. I put
my mobile on my side of the desk and looked at Mike. “So, what’s
the case?”

“Straight to business
then,” he said, smiling. “I thought we could chat
first.”

“I’d rather get it over
with,” I replied. If I’m honest, I was trying to stall the chat
because everything was telling me I wasn’t going to like what he
had to say. Mike raised his eyebrows at my abruptness, but he
didn’t comment on it.

“Okay then, well the case.
We have a very scared woman in the cells right now. Her brother was
found murdered – stabbed – at around 4am this morning. Looks like a
drug deal gone wrong and I’m hoping that you’ll be able to tell me
if she is responsible for it. She swears blind that she can’t
remember what happened and is very worried that she may have
stabbed her own brother because she was high. I’m a bit wary of the
whole situation, because she handed herself in and although she
says she can’t remember, the whole thing stinks that she’s being
set up to take the blame for someone else’s crime,” Mike
explained.

“So, you want me to do my
thing and find out?” I asked.

“Yes, isn’t that why
you’re here?”

“I guess.” I felt stupid
for asking because I knew that he hadn’t manufactured a case to
give us a chance to talk, no matter what he had to say to
me.

“We have the victim’s
watch, his name is Mark Meadow and he was thirty six. The
sister is thirty and her name is Shannon.
Anything you can tell me would be a great help.”

“Sure.” Mike handed me a
pair of latex gloves and once I said I was ready, he handed me the
watch. The second I curled my fingers around it, everything went
black.

It was warm, considering
it was only the beginning of May and the middle of the night. I
could see who I assumed to be Shannon, she looked thin, gaunt even
and desperate, sat by a makeshift fire that was situated under a
concrete underpass. She was shaking, with what I assumed to be
cold, but she didn’t look like she was cold. Her brother was stood
next to her, holding his hands out to the fire, but I couldn’t see
why, he looked like he was sweating from its heat. “I just don’t
have it, Shannon,” Mark said, looking at his sister.

“I need it, Mark. He won’t
let me have any more junk until I clear my debt, you promised you’d
help me!” Shannon pleaded.

“You promised you’d quit!”
Mark snapped back.

“I will, just get me my
last fix and I’ll quit tomorrow!”

“You always say that,”
Mark grunted. “I don’t have it, Shannon, you’ve bled me dry. I’ll
talk to him about giving you more time.”

“He won’t, he wants it
now! I need a fix, Mark, I’m desperate, I can’t sleep, I can’t stop
shaking, just a tiny one.”

“Tell him that, I just
can’t help you.” Mark turned away from the fire and that’s when I
noticed another man. He was wearing a baseball cap and it was hard
to see his face, but he was tall, quite a big build for someone
who, I assumed, was on drugs.

“Isn’t this the nice
little picture, brother and sister discussing ways to screw me out
of my cash,” he said. The grin he wore when he spoke made me
shiver, he looked creepy, like he was angry but way past the stage
where you could talk to him.

“Al, I just don’t have the
cash, I’ll get it for you soon though. Just don’t hurt Shannon,”
Mark said, trying to reason with him.

“Shannon wants some junk
now, she’ll have to earn her keep. There’s one way she can pay off
the debt,” Al said, his voice now matching his smile, creepy and
sinister.

“She’s not working the
streets for you, Al, I won’t allow that!” Mark
protested.

“It’s not up to you, big
brother,” Al said, turning his gaze to Shannon, who was quivering –
though I didn’t know if it was fear or something else.

“I’ll tell the police
everything!” Mark said. “If you lay one finger on her, I’ll shop
you!” Al moved quickly, the fire caught the glimmer of the knife he
held. Before I could blink he was standing in front of Mark, the
knife obvious.

“Never threaten someone
above you in the food chain,” Al said, his voice firm but so
calm.

“I won’t allow you to
abuse my sister! I don’t care what you think you can do to
me.”

“Mark! Don’t!” Shannon
cried. “I’ll do it, I need the junk now.”

“Shannon, shut
up!”

“She’s right, big brother,
she needs a fix and she’s happy to do what it takes,” Al said,
taunting Mark.

Mark pushed Al away from
him and went to grab his sister’s hand. He never managed to reach
Shannon because before he could touch his hand, Al had plunged the
knife into Mark’s chest. Blood appeared on his jacket before anyone
could react and he fell to the floor. His last image was Al
grinning as Shannon quivered. Then, he died.
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I opened my eyes and saw
Mike in his usual position after I’ve had a vision, standing over
me with concern on his face. I’d asked him once why he looked so
worried when the same thing happened every time. For those who
don’t know, when I have one of my visions, even though I’m off
doing my thing, my body looks like it’s having a seizure. For a
long while, people would call ambulances and then I’d have more
visions from the hospital trolleys and beds. Now I am super careful
now in places that may trigger me, such as second-hand book stores
or charity shops. I just stick to brand new clothes.

Anyway, back on topic, I’d
asked Mike and he told me that knowing someone was going to look
like they were fitting, knowing what I was really seeing didn’t
mean that he liked it. He’d seen me go through some horrible
visions and come out the other side with tears on my cheeks. He
said once that he thinks I look like I’m having a seizure is
because it’s my body’s reaction to seeing such violence and horror.
I haven’t told him that it has always been like that because I
didn’t want him to worry.

So, as I sat myself up and
checked that I didn’t have any new bruises of bumps or whatever, he
looked at me in the way he always did. He was waiting for me to
talk. I think because Mike worked with my mother before she died,
he has more understanding about my ‘gift’ than I do.

“She didn’t kill him,” I
told Mike once I was sat back on my chair. He picked up the watch
that had fallen to the floor with me (he was also wearing latex
gloves) and put it back into the evidence bag and re-sealed it.
“Her brother died trying to protect her, she had a debt from drugs,
dealer wanted her to go into prostitution to pay it off and her
brother wouldn’t allow it so the drug dealer – Al – he stabbed
Mark.”

“I had hoped it would be
something like that,” Mike said, simply.

“Hoped? Why on earth would
you hope that someone was killed?” I asked in disbelief.

“I meant that I had hoped
it wasn’t his sister,” Mike replied.

“Oh, that makes more
sense.”

Mike smiled at me and
pulled out a notebook so that he could take down my description of
‘Al’ and hopefully then go someway to finding the guy and making
him pay for his crime. It did feel good to know that I helped make
sure that the right murderers went to jail, though it did have its
hazards. Speaking of which. “Any news on Kaolin’s kidnappers?” I
asked.

It had been a while since
Kaolin had been found (by yours truly!) and despite me giving them
a good description and the names of the kidnappers, they didn’t
seem to be able to track them down.

“We have a few good leads,
we’ll get them, Tara, I promise you that.”

“Is that what you wanted
to talk to me about?” I asked. It hadn’t crossed my mind that maybe
the ‘chat’ he wanted to have would be work-related.

“No, I wanted to discuss
your career,” Mike said. I groaned inwardly, I’d been right all
along, he wanted to nag me.

“Great, Dad’s got you on
his side so you can double-team me,” I
moaned.

“Tara, your father just
wants the best for you,” Mike told me. “I do too, and there are a
few things that I don’t think you’re considering.”

“Like what? I mean, I know
he wants me to continue my education, but I’m happy working for
you, why can’t that happen?”

“It can, but there are a
few things you’ll need to do first.”

“Like what?”

Mike sighed and balanced
his hands in front of him, intertwining his fingers. “If you plan
to keep working for the police in any capacity after you turn
eighteen, then it’s probably in your best interests to go to
college, get some A-levels and join the police,” he
explained.

“Why would I need to do
that?” I asked, not really understanding.

“Tara, I’m not going to be
here forever. I’m nearing mandatory retirement age and after that,
I can’t guarantee that my replacement will either be open to your
talents or if he is, willing to work with a civilian when it comes
to murder cases. It would be better to be inside the police force,
which you can do by entering as a general PC and working your way
up to CID. Or you can go to college and then onto university and
then straight into CID. Either way, it’s something you need to give
some serious thought to.”

“Are you saying that once
I leave school, I won’t be able to work here?”

“Well, in a way, yes. You
don’t technically ‘work’ here at the moment. You’re sixteen and
it’s only because of my position that I’m able to have you in to
consult, as well as arrange to pay you a small sum for the work you
do on a case-by-case basis. It’s not often that the police even use
‘psychic’ consultants and when we do, it’s not something that will
be a steady income. Nor is it something that every officer will be
open to using. I just don’t want you to put all your eggs in one
basket so to speak. I don’t want you to think that you can just
leave school and make money working with me on cases. In the
grown-up real world, it just doesn’t work like that.”

“Okay,” I said. It was the
only thing I could think to say. He was telling me that I couldn’t
spend the rest of my adult life working for the police. I couldn’t
believe what he was saying, and I wasn’t 100% sure that it wasn’t a
ploy to get me to carry on my education.

“Just give it some
thought,” he said, smiling kindly. I liked Mike, I’d liked him the
moment he’d told me almost two years ago
that he believed me when I said I knew who had killed Kaolin’s
dad. I liked that he thought enough of my
gift to allow me to consult on Cassie’s death and all the cases
since then. I did not, however, like the fact that he was basically
telling me that unless I went to college and possibly university
then my ‘career’ was going to be over once I left school. Suddenly,
I wasn’t looking forward to study leave as much.

Once I left the station, I
called Dad to come and pick me up and I spent the fifteen minutes
it took for him to arrive to think everything over. I didn’t think
that Mike would outright lie to me about something like that, but I
wouldn’t put it past Dad to try something like this to convince me
to continue being a slave to homework, coursework, learning and
exams. I figured that once I got home and went online I could look
into what Mike said without having to ask Dad about any of it. I
didn’t want him to know that Mike and I had spoken; I wanted to
have all the information I could get myself before I confronted
Dad. To do that, I needed to hope that Mike didn’t let on to Dad
that he’d delivered the crushing blows about my hopes and dreams
for the rest of my life.

What good was a gift like
mine if all it did for me was let me have seizures buying old books
but didn’t let me help the police or anybody really? This sucked
big time.

When Dad arrived, he asked
how the case had gone. I could tell that he was trying to gauge
whether Mike and I had had the ‘chat’ he’d mentioned yesterday. I
told him that everything was fine, that it was just a normal case.
Then I lied and said I had a bit of a headache and wanted to get
home. I wanted to do my homework, some research and head to bed. If
Dad had been paying attention, he would have realised something was
wrong. I mean, since when did I voluntarily do homework? Then
again, I’d played the part of the good girl revising for her GCSEs
so well for the past few months that maybe it didn’t seem that
strange to him. Whatever, as long as he left me alone I didn’t
really care.

We spent the rest of the
fifteen minute journey in silence and Dad didn’t comment when I
said nothing as we entered the house or when I just headed straight
up to my room. I guess I really had been playing a convincing
student studying for exams. Once I was in my room, I put my bag on
my bed and booted up my computer. Despite Dad being loaded, it
wasn’t brand new, and was actually getting to be quite dated,
mostly because Dad believed in not spoiling me and I didn’t see the
point in begging him for a new one, it still worked
fine.

While my computer was
loading up, I dug in my bag for my phone and found something that
hadn’t been there when I’d last looked. Another note, this would be
number four and although I hadn’t told anyone because I told myself
they didn’t bother me, I was starting to get pissed off at whoever
it was because I didn’t like the idea that they were putting them
in my bag or whatever. It said: Tara, why
don’t you notice me? Just as cryptic as
the others and I still had no idea who was sending them. Whoever it
was had been dropping them into my bag since Kaolin was found and
they all hinted that whoever it was knew more about my life and
work with the police than I was comfortable with. The first had
been a short line about how they knew my secret, but the two since
had just been creepy.

One had commented on how
good my hair had looked and the other went on about how good it
must be to have a secret like the one I guarded so closely. Whoever
it was knew more than I wanted them to. I’d told myself it was a
secret admirer and really, what harm could they do? I decided there
and then, that I’d have to start being more vigilant about who had
access to my stuff.

I put the fourth note with
the others, and forgot about it as I started to Google information
about my situation with Mike. I just hoped that somehow I could
prove him wrong and settle the feeling of dread in my stomach.
Yeah, that was likely.
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When I went to bed that
night, all I’d really done was confirm my fears that Mike wasn’t
lying to me. I had spent most of the evening on Google, checking
out links for psychic consultations in relation to the police, and
Mike had been spot on. I was extremely lucky that I even had a job
at all! Once Mike reached the mandatory retirement age of sixty,
there was no guarantee that the guy (or girl) who filled his
position would even consider me anything other than a quack;
someone trying to make money out of vulnerable people, which I was
anything but, except it was kinda hard to prove that.

How on earth was I going
to convince a stranger? Even if I managed to get to prove myself on
a case, they’d probably just put it down to luck. Mike had also
been right about my career prospects if I didn’t go to college. I
mean, sure I could join the police at eighteen if I met all the
criteria.

I was glad Mike had told
me, rather than spring it to me once I hit eighteen. I knew that
Mike was in his late forties, maybe early fifties, so he had a
while before retirement. But I also knew that it would be harder to
explain to his superiors (because some of those *were* closer to
sixty) as time went on that I was a good asset to work on the
cases. If I was a police officer of some kind, then it would be
easier to just put me on the case or have me work alongside him in
some capacity. This was a whole lot more worry than I’d been
expecting after Mike’s little chat. I’d thought I would just find a
way to prove him wrong, and then stick to my plans about no college
or university, but he’d been right. If I didn’t do it now, I’d
probably have to do it later in life and would regret it then. That
didn’t mean that one discussion had changed my mind; it was just
something to think about.

When my alarm went off the
following morning, I blearily reached over to quiet it and laid
back on my pillow rubbing my eyes. I had slept badly, which was
unusual for me. I normally slept like a log. The only reason I
could think of for my poor sleep was the weight on my shoulders
about my future. I didn’t want to talk to Dad about Mike’s
revelation because I knew he’d tell me that I should go to college.
After all, it was what he wanted. So my choices for someone to talk
to were limited, which was my own fault for being so bloody
anti-social.

I got up and stretched
while yawning. God, I did not want to deal with a chirpy father
this morning. He’d sense I’d slept badly and pounce on it whilst I
was vulnerable. I’d spend the whole of breakfast listening to him
witter on about school or something. As I got out of bed, I knocked
the little pile of the notes from my admirer onto the floor. I
should probably hide them better if I didn’t want Dad to know about
them. He rarely came in my room, but if he did and found them, I’d
probably find myself tied to him with handcuffs since he was a bit
touchy about my safety and people knowing about my gift.

Actually, touchy is the
wrong word because what parent *isn’t* about their child, but he
was maybe, vigilant, about it? He’d even kept it from me for
several years that what I saw during my visions wasn’t a sign of me
being a bit loony but actually my mother had had the same ‘gift’.
His deceptiveness on this subject had been a cause of a few
problems between us in the past.

I flipped through the four
slips of paper, taking in again the messages on them. They were all
typed with either a typewriter or a font that looked like one. The
paper was off-white and the first two had come in envelopes that
looked like an ordinary generic envelope, so it wasn’t as if I had
any clue from who they were from. The letters probably had
fingerprints on them, but after all this time and the probability
that I had probably put my own prints on then several times, it
seemed unlikely that the police would find any. The notes weren’t
threatening in any way so I didn’t see the point in telling Mike or
my Dad about them. The only thing that bothered me was that they
seemed to be getting creepier in their content. I decided that it
would probably be a good idea to tell *someone*. After going
through the idea in my head, I decided that Kaolin was probably the
better answer. She was less likely to call in the armed police and
a bodyguard. She’d tell me honestly if she thought I should tell
anyone else.

Once that was decided, I
picked all four of them up and placed them in an envelope of my own
and put them in my school bag. I was sure the moment would arise
during the course of the day.

I had been right about
Dad. He’d already sensed that I was vulnerable with so little sleep
and he’d also worked out, or he’d spoken to Mike, that I’d had the
conversation with Mike. He was his usual chirpy self and I was my
usual get-me-caffeine-it’s-too-bloody-early grunting self. I’d
managed to hold off on most of the questions about my future and
Dad had taken pity on me and given me a lift to school, during
which he peppered the conversation (if you can even call it a
conversation) with questions about what I planned to do after
school. I didn’t know why we had to make a decision now. Man, give
me a break, I’d *just* found out about it.

I was happy once we
arrived at school, something which never usually happened, but hey,
there’s a first time for everything. I got out of the car and told
Dad for what felt like the hundredth time, that no, I did not know
what I was going to do. I thought if I spelt it out for him, he’d
leave it alone. Apparently not, because he told me he’d pick me up
after school and we’d “discuss it in more detail when you’re
feeling more alert.” I have never wished anyone to die horribly
before, but I did then, and immediately felt bad for it.

So, by the time I got into
my tutor group, I’d completely forgotten I was going to tell Kaolin
about the notes as my mind was elsewhere. It obviously showed
because after Mr. Andrews had called the register and told us to
talk among ourselves before the first bell rang, Kaolin said, “Wow,
you look like someone peed in your cup of tea.”

“Don’t start with me,” I
snapped, still trying to think of a way to get out of going home
after school.

“Hey, don’t take it out on
me!” she snapped back. Great, now I’d pissed off the only person on
my side.

“Sorry,” I said, giving
her an apologetic look. “I’ve had a bad night and morning and it’s
looking to continue till I turn twenty one.”

“What happened?” she
asked, then lowering her voice, “Is it a case?”

I shook my head. “It’s
Dad, and Mike, and my future, and the whole subject of ‘what is
Tara going to do with her life?’”

“Ah, your Dad still
pushing for you to do college and uni?”

“Has he ever
stopped?!”

“Well, no, but that’s
because he’s a stubborn as you.”

“Hey! I thought you were
on my side!”

“I’m firmly on the fence,”
she replied, grinning at me. “I ain’t stepping on that land
mine.”

“Thanks, I feel so
loved.”

“No problem.”

We headed off to French.
“I wouldn’t mind, except he’s got Mike on his side now
too.”

“Ah, well, I wish you luck
with that,” Kaolin said.

“It’s just not fair, next
he’ll have bribed you into bullying me into making a
decision.”

“I can’t say he’s at
fault, Tara, he just wants what’s best for you.”

“Why do you assume that he
knows and I don’t?”

Kaolin laughed. “Mostly
because I have no clue what I want in life and I’m more together in
my plans than you are. Also because I know it’s not exactly
practical to rely on your gift to get you through life. It hardly
pays a steady wage now, how are you going to cope when you’ve got
monthly bills and Mike hasn’t needed you for a while?”

She may have been right,
but I resented the idea that I hadn’t thought about my plans for
the future. “It’s not like there are ever going to be no murders,
Kaolin, he’ll need me regularly, he does now.”

“Whatever you say, Tara.
Like I said, it’s a minefield and I’m not stepping one foot into
it.” She smiled at me. “Come on, let’s get to French and you can
tell me all about it at lunch.”

Suddenly I wasn’t feeling
like I wanted to confide in her. She obviously felt my Dad knew
best (as everyone seemed to) but I also knew that out of everyone
involved, she was probably the only one who wouldn’t overreact to
the fact that I’d been getting admirer notes for the past few
months, and not said anything. I guess I’d have to see how she was
at lunch.
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When the first break
rolled around, I was totally schooled out and it wasn’t even
halfway through the day. I’d managed to cope fine with French for
the most part, but once we headed into Science, the thought of
having to do A-levels had finally sunk in. I was close to breaking
point. So I did what anyone in my position would have done, I spent
my emergency fifty pence in the vending machine and got myself some
chocolate. Kaolin raised her eyebrows when she saw me rip open the
wrapper and I'd eaten it in about thirty seconds. “Okay, this is
more serious than I thought,” she said, once I swallowed the last
mouthful. “You never eat chocolate that fast.”

“It’s been a trying day,”
I told her.

She looked at her phone.
“It’s only 11:45am!”

“Well, with the day I had
yesterday and the morning so far, it sucks.”

“It can’t be that bad! So
your Dad and Mike want you to go to college and university, so
what? You don’t *have* to!”

“Oh, but Kaolin, I do,” I
said, frowning.

“Why?” she asked, looking
confused. I felt confused, for the first time I’d voiced what had
been drumming away in my head since I got off the internet the
night before. I didn’t have a choice, I was going to have to go to
college and then onto university – okay, maybe not university, but
college at least. And it sucked, it totally sucked.

“Mike told me that if I
didn’t go to college, I couldn’t join the police and work with CID
and it was unlikely that his replacement would want to work with
someone with my, how to put it, talents. So basically, it’s go to
college or sod off,” I said, giving her the condensed
version.

“Mike’s leaving?” she
asked, looking shocked. Trust Kaolin to focus on the part that’s
not important.

“Not yet, but the police
force have a mandatory retirement age of sixty and he’s nearly
fifty.”

Kaolin sighed. “I hate to
say it, but maybe it would be best to do what he suggested
then.”

I groaned. “I don’t *want*
to go to college, or uni, or anything. I just want to do my GCSEs,
get them out of the way and forget all about ‘advancing my
education’. I want to stick to the job I do and know that I pretty
much rock at. I earn enough to get by and like I said, it’s not
like I’m ever short of money. Why couldn’t they have told me this
*before* I starting working with Mike? At least then I’d never have
known what I was missing out on,” I whined. Yeah, I was throwing my
toys out of the pram, but I didn’t care. Until yesterday I’d had my
future planned out and it had nothing in it that meant me relying
on anyone’s money but my own. I mean, yes, my dad is rich, but I
wasn’t asking him or anyone else to support me. I was willing to
work and joining the police did sound like something I’d enjoy, but
that wasn’t the point, the two years of college were. I did not
want to do that!

“Do you *have* to have
A-levels?” Kaolin asked.

“I don’t think so,
but…”

“No buts, don’t go to
college, wait till you’re eighteen and join up. Work your way
through the ranks and there you go, no more education
needed.”

“Except I don’t know how
long that will take. Some places says two years, some say five,
whereas most say about two years if you have A-levels or a
degree.”

“So? What’s the problem?
You just have to grit your teeth and get through it. You’re really
blowing this out of proportion, Tara, even for you!”

Maybe she was right; maybe
I could just get on with it starting from entry level PC working
the beat and eventually make it up through the ranks. Mike had at
least ten years before he’d be forced to retire so he could still
consult with me on cases once I was on the force. That way I
wouldn’t have to do anything school-like apart from study for the
odd promotion exam. I think even I could handle that.

I was about to tell Kaolin
that I thought she was right and apologise for my outburst when the
bell rang. We grabbed our bags and headed off to English. “Oh, “she
said, “before I forget, I got the tickets for the
Leavers’ Ball.” What? I’d only agreed to go
yesterday, were they selling that fast?

“Oh, right. How much do I
owe you?” I asked.

“£5, I figured you could
take me for a coffee on the weekend or something, maybe the next
time we get a case?” Sometimes, Kaolin worked cases with me. It had
only really happened a handful of times since the last big case I’d
worked had been her disappearance, and there hadn’t been much she
could do to help with that.
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