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Prologue


It happened when I was on my way to work. It was an ordinary day; I was walking down the street and everything was completely normal. I wasn’t really thinking about anything in particular, just meetings and decisions and what I ought to do first, when I suddenly heard a woman’s voice. ‘I love you, Dodie.’ And I thought, that’s my mother. Quite matter of fact. That’s my mother, telling me she loves me.


I stopped. I don’t know whether I physically turned round or not, but I saw – no, not saw, I sort of sensed … It’s no good, I can’t describe it exactly, but I had this very strong feeling – more than that, I knew. She was beside me. A beautiful young woman, standing there, smiling. ‘Oh, Dodie,’ she said, ‘I do love you.’ I felt so wonderful. Happy, proud, elated … I said, ‘I love you, too.’


Then everything sort of clicked back into place. I thought, that cannot have happened. I don’t believe in ghosts, and my mother doesn’t exist any more. She’s been dead for twenty years. She was kidnapped when I was eight, and they never found her body.
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My name is Dodie Blackstock. Well, it’s supposed to be Dorothy, but I hate it. And yes, it’s those Blackstocks. Wolf Blackstock was my father. I’m the one who inherited all the money. My mother was his third wife. The one who was kidnapped.


I hate telling people. Sometimes – no, often – I lie. Because when they ask if I’m related, they expect me to say something like, ‘No, but I wish I had his money,’ and then we can talk about the kidnap and how weird that they never found her body, and that leads us on to the summer of 1976 and how hot it was. If you’re about my age – I’m twenty-nine – I already know it was your best school holiday ever and that you went to the open-air pool every day and came back in the evening feeling as if the sun was inside you.


If I do tell the truth, I usually regret it. Because if you tell someone that your father was Wolf Blackstock and your mother was murdered by her kidnappers, you might just as well add, ‘And by the way, I’m seriously screwed up,’ because that’ll be what they’re thinking. I’ve had every sort of reaction, from total disbelief to a level of sympathy where they’re almost ready to commit suicide on my behalf, and they’ve only known me five minutes. But the worst thing is the nice people, the ones who just say, ‘God, that must have been terrible.’ I just say, ‘Yeah, well …’ and talk about something else. But it’s always uncomfortable. It’s as if people feel guilty because they asked or they’d made a joke about it or something. And because they’re fascinated by the money, of course.


People used to ask all the time. I used to think about handing out flyers with my life story printed on them to save time. Father rich; mother kidnapped, body never found; university; the reason I actually work for a living instead of designing my own range of swimwear or prancing about in art galleries or whatever rich girls are supposed to do that passes for a job. Anyway, the life-story thing dropped off a bit because people were getting younger – well, they weren’t, but you know what I mean. But last year, when my father died, it was all raked up in the obituaries and magazine articles and one of those TV programmes, so now everyone knows about it all over again.


*

I was eight when Mum was kidnapped. January 1976. The kidnappers wanted ten million pounds, but my father wouldn’t pay. They dropped it to nine million, and then to eight million three months later, then seven, then two months after that they dropped it to six, before he agreed to part with a penny. You know the Pathé News videos they sell, one tape for each year? Well, if you get the one for 1976 you can see what happened. You’ll find it in June, after the bit about the end of the Cod War. There’s a man with fuzzy sideburns and a drip-dry shirt with a long pointy collar, crouching in some grass in front of a bush. The camera’s a bit wobbly, and sometimes you catch sight of a bit of thatched roof poking up behind him.




At ten o’clock this evening, armed police stormed the cottage where kidnappers were said to be holding Susan Blackstock, wife of multi-millionaire property tycoon Wolf Blackstock, who was snatched from her car in January this year. Mr Blackstock, one of the richest men in Britain, was asked for ten million pounds in exchange for the safe return of his wife. The kidnappers, who are thought to be politically motivated, have not yet received any money. In a covert operation, police marksmen surrounded this quiet Suffolk cottage but when they approached the house, the kidnappers fired on them. The police responded, and in the crossfire two policemen were injured and one man, thought to be the leader of the group, was killed. One of the officers, PC Timothy Corrigan, has subsequently died in hospital. Susan Blackstock was not in the house, and no traces of her have so far been found.





Then a voice-over will tell you that police arrested the third member of the gang at a house in Cricklewood, where items of women’s clothing were discovered, but that despite a nationwide search, my mother’s body was never found. Then it goes on to talk about record traffic jams to British coastal resorts and Dennis Howell being the Minister for Drought.


After that, half the journalists in the country must have descended on that village in Suffolk. One of the locals said it was like Gunfight at the OK Corral and a woman said she’d rung the police station when she heard the gunfire, and the sergeant said not to worry because the police were the ones doing the shooting. The other half of the journalists were doorstepping us, or that’s what it felt like. We were down at Camoys Hall. That was my father’s country house, which was where he lived most of the time and where I lived when I wasn’t at school. It’s got a great circle of gravel in front of it, made when the house was built so that carriages could turn round. I remember looking down at it from a top-floor window and not being able to see one speck of gravel, only the tops of journalists’ heads. I spat, but nobody looked up.


Frankly, it would have been child’s play to kidnap Mum from Camoys Hall, but she was taken from her car in London. My father wouldn’t have dogs or guards or anything because he said he wouldn’t be made a prisoner in his own house, so there were ordinary farm gates at the end of the driveway instead of electric ones. There was a notice saying PRIVATE PROPERTY, but the gates were usually open and anyone could have driven through them. Those journalists must have thought they’d died and gone to heaven, except that my father refused to talk to them, and they waited in front of the house every single day for almost three weeks while the search for Mum’s body was going on. The reporters had vans, lighting, everything. By the end, there were blankets and even deckchairs. Most of the men had sunhats, and some of the women were lying on the brown grass of the front lawn with their tops rolled up, sunbathing. One of the newspapers ran a picture of them sitting around a picnic, playing cards. When they finally went, Joan, our housekeeper – actually she was a bit more than that, but I don’t want to go into it now – and I tiptoed out of the front door to have a look and by the state of the grounds you’d have thought there’d been a garden party. Not a Buckingham Palace one, though. The following spring, our cook cut open one of the cabbages from the kitchen garden and found a used condom inside it.


I’ve got a photograph of the press conference that my father eventually gave. We’re all standing on the porch at Camoys Hall. My father’s in the front with Angela, his mistress – she had been sort of pensioned off when he married Mum, but she still lived at Camoys Hall – Des, Irene des Voeux, Joan and me. Irene des Voeux was the woman Mum was on her way to spend the weekend with when she was kidnapped. Des is Desmond Haigh-Wood. He’s retired now, but he was my father’s finance director and probably the closest thing he had to a friend. He had his own suite at Camoys Hall because he stayed with us so often. Des was always nice to me: I used to practise writing Dodie Haigh-Wood, and wish that he was my father instead of my real one.


I think the photo I’ve got must have been done just after the official picture was taken. Everyone’s turning sideways to talk to each other and I’m obviously not meant to be there at all; they’re in suits and I’m wearing shorts and a T-shirt and Joan’s holding the top of my arm as if she’s trying to hoick me back into the house. You can just about see my squint through my glasses, which are completely lopsided, and my hair is a mess – plus ça change. It looks as though Joan’s been at my fringe with her nail scissors.


At that time, the police were still searching for my mother. I couldn’t believe she was dead. I was sure they’d find her. I thought she’d manage to escape from the kidnappers, and that she was going to come and get me and take me away with her to somewhere lovely where we could live together. I couldn’t believe she was just going to leave me with my father. I went on believing that for about three years, and then on and off until I was about fifteen. I couldn’t talk about it to anyone. I knew they’d be sympathetic but pitying, because they didn’t believe she was going to come back themselves. I never spoke to Angela anyway if I could help it, and the thought of talking to Joan about it was even worse because I liked her. I suppose I could have talked to Des, but I was frightened he’d say the same as the others and then I wouldn’t be able to love him any more. And I didn’t really talk to my father at all. I mean, I couldn’t have gone to his study unless I was summoned. Nobody did that, not even Des.


Mum had to be officially declared dead in the end. They never found her body. Until last night, that is. June 14, 1996. They found it on an estate in Hackney, where they’ve been pulling down the tower blocks.


She’s been dead for less than forty-eight hours.
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Des once told me this story about soldiers in the Second World War. They’re in Malaya or somewhere, fighting, and their commander – a man not known for his tact and sensitivity – gets a telegram to say that one of the men’s mothers has died. He orders a parade and says, ‘All those men with mothers still alive, take one pace forward. And where d’you think you’re going, Private Smith?’


The policeman who told me about Mum was a bit like that. I told him my mother was already dead, and he said, ‘Look, you are Dorothy Jane Blackstock, aren’t you?’ When I said yes, he said, ‘Well, you’re absolutely right, because she died yesterday. We’ve just found her body.’ Then he asked me if I’d like to ‘take a look at her’, meaning would I come to the mortuary and identify her.


There was another policeman in the car with him. Neither of them looked old enough to shave, so they can’t have remembered the kidnap and it was obvious no one had told them, or maybe they thought it didn’t matter. At the mortuary, they had this person they said was my mother, on a trolley covered over with a sheet. I looked around to see if there was someone older, someone who’d remember what happened, a doctor or somebody I could talk to.


Someone in a white coat came and pulled the sheet down a bit, and one of the policemen said, ‘Do you recognise her?’


I said, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t.’


‘So you’re saying that this isn’t your mother?’


‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’ I mean, how was I meant to know? I suppose she did look vaguely familiar, but even if I’d seen the same face, alive, in a crowd of people – because she wasn’t battered or anything – I wouldn’t have shouted out, ‘That’s my mother!’ My idea of Mum – the beautiful young woman whose voice I’d heard so clearly in my mind two days before – and this woman … I just couldn’t bring them together. The woman’s face just looked so … so nothing. So dead, I suppose.


I said, ‘I haven’t seen her for twenty years. I can’t tell if it’s her or not.’ One of the policemen gave me a funny look, but they covered her up again. When we left the room, I asked, ‘Why do you think she’s my mother?’ and they said she’d had a diary with her name in it: Susan Carrington. Then I asked them how they’d found me and they said my name was in the diary as well. In the section where you put personal details, where it says who to contact if there’s an emergency, she’d written my name. She’d put ‘daughter’ beside it. That was why they kept calling me Mrs Blackstock all the time – they thought I was married, and Blackstock was my husband’s name.


They took me into a little office with filing cabinets and a scuzzy grey carpet. I looked to see if there was a name on the door, just to get my bearings, but I couldn’t see one. ‘Did you leave home when you were very young?’ one of them asked.


‘No,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t like that.’ I suppose I should have explained, but I couldn’t be bothered. I was angry because they didn’t know, and they should have. I mean, they must have a computer or records or something where they look people up. Why should I do their work for them? And if it was Mum, why didn’t they do their job in 1976 and find her while she was still alive? I couldn’t stand having to go through it all again while they asked stupid prurient questions and just … I don’t know, trampled over everything. I wanted to go home.


I was about to ask if I could when an older man in ordinary clothes poked his head round the door and motioned one of the uniforms outside. I heard them talking – not the words, though – and then the older one looked in again and told the other uniform to fetch me a cup of tea.


‘Get younger all the time, don’t they?’ He came in and sat down. He said his name was Inspector Halstead. I don’t think the others told me their names, or if they did I don’t remember them. ‘That must have been a terrible shock,’ he continued. ‘Miss Draycott obviously wasn’t able to talk to you.’


I was about to ask him who Miss Draycott was, but then I realised he meant Joan. She still lives at Camoys Hall. ‘You’ve spoken to her?’


‘Your name was in Miss Carrington’s diary with a Cambridgeshire address. I spoke to Miss Draycott, and she told me where to reach you.’


‘When was this?’


‘This morning. She said she’d phone you straight away. She wanted to tell you herself.’


‘Well she didn’t. I was at home all the time, until your men came.’


He was sitting across from me, with his legs properly under the table. The uniform who’d asked me if I’d run away from home had parked his bum on the corner of the desk as if he was just making do with me until someone more interesting came along.


‘Do you know about it?’ I asked.


‘You mean, about the kidnap? Yes.’


‘Those others didn’t. They didn’t know anything. Anyway, why are you so sure it’s her? It couldn’t be some sort of hoax, could it?’ I’m not sure what I was thinking, really – I suppose that someone might claim to be my mother, like that woman in America who claimed to be the Tsar’s daughter. The woman in the mortuary had red hair, but it was darker than Mum’s, and anyone can dye their hair. I didn’t know if I wanted the woman to be Mum, but I didn’t want her to be Minnie Bloggs who’d just been decanted from the mental home and was going round telling everybody that she was Susan Carrington, either.


‘Well, we’re not certain. Having said that, we think that she might have been homeless. A couple of the local shelters recognised the name and description, though they didn’t know much about her. Both said she was quiet – not a talker. They didn’t think she was anyone in particular. They didn’t say that she’d gone round claiming to be kidnapped or anything. Mind you, a lot of them do in those places, so another one would hardly stand out.’


‘They claim to be kidnapped?’


‘You know, by aliens or something. The nutters.’


‘Did they say she was a nutter?’


‘God, no. Nothing like that. Sorry, I wasn’t suggesting—’


‘No, no, it’s OK. Can we just … just be quiet for a moment? I need to think.’


He went over to one of the filing cabinets and picked at a dying spider plant while I sat there and tried to take it all in. Remember the Etch-a-Sketch toy? You’d twiddle the knobs and try to draw a house or something on the screen, but all you ended up with was a load of jagged lines. My mind was like that – nothing connected up or made sense. Except, he’d said the woman was homeless. If it was my mother, she was homeless. I might have passed her on the street and not recognised her. She might have asked me for money and been refused.


‘Do the shelter people know who you think she is? Could they talk to the press? Surely the papers don’t have to know if it’s someone who thought they were my mother?’


‘You needn’t worry about that. As far as the shelter people are concerned, she was just another customer.’


‘But if it is her, then the papers will have to know eventually, won’t they?’ God, why was I even asking? They’d have a field day, I knew they would. We both did.


‘We’ll have to release the information, yes. There’s something else: she had a couple of plastic bags with clothes inside. There were some photographs in one of them. Do you want to see them?’


I didn’t, but I knew I had to.


Inspector Halstead left the room and came back with three very small clear plastic bags, each with a photograph inside. He put them on the table in a row in front of me, face down. I didn’t want to turn them over. When I heard Inspector Halstead say she was homeless, I knew I didn’t want it to be her. I suddenly felt desperate to go home and forget all about it.


The photographs must have been handled a lot and fixed to walls because their edges were tatty and they were covered in Blu-tack marks and pin holes. Inspector Halstead turned one over and pointed at it. ‘Do you recognise this?’


Shit. It was a photograph of me as a toddler, standing in a paddling pool in the garden at Camoys Hall, wearing a blue swimsuit with a white pleated skirt and waving a little red spade.


‘That’s me. I think I was about two. Joan – Miss Draycott – has the same picture.’


‘And this one?’


The second one was black and white. My mother and father. It looked like a portrait; my father used to get them done for Christmas cards. Mum’s sitting down and he’s standing slightly behind with one hand on her shoulder. She’s smiling, but it doesn’t look natural, and her legs, which are sort of tucked in and crossed at the ankles, look as if they’ve been arranged by someone else. She’s wearing a pale coat with a wraparound collar in black fur and big black buttons down the front, like a pierrot at an old-fashioned end-of-pier show. He’s wearing a dark suit and looking handsome and glamorous. He was like Marilyn Monroe, my father. He could turn it on and off at will.


‘I’ve never seen it before, but those are my parents.’


‘This?’ He turned over the third photograph.


It was a photograph of me in the middle of a group of people at a party. Not taken with my camera, because I don’t own a camera. I usually leave when people start waving cameras about, partly because you never know where the negatives will end up, and partly because I don’t understand this mania for recording everything as if it didn’t really happen unless you’ve got a bunch of snaps mouldering away in an album somewhere. I remembered the photograph, because I can usually smell a camera at fifty paces and it was one of the few times when I didn’t realise it until it was too late. I’m blurred and my pupils are red dots, so whoever took it must have been pissed.


‘This was taken last Christmas. If that woman in there really is my mother, I don’t see how she could have got hold of it.’


‘Do you remember who took it?’


‘It was just some man at a party. I didn’t know him.’


‘Whose party was it?’


‘A friend of mine. Tony Hepworth. But I don’t see—’


‘Are you sure your mother – or someone calling herself your mother – has never tried to contact you?’


‘Never. We all thought she was dead. Everyone thought she was dead. The police thought she was dead. There was a memorial service. There’s a plaque in the church at Camoys Hall. My father remarried, for God’s sake. Oh Christ, it is her in there, isn’t it?’ I felt the tea surge back into my throat and for a moment I thought I was going to throw up, but I managed to get it to go down again. ‘I should look at her again, shouldn’t I?’


‘Do you want to?’ He wasn’t exactly shouting ‘Result!’ and punching the air with his fist, but I could tell he was pleased, even if he was trying to keep it out of his voice.


‘I couldn’t see her eyes. She had a brown mark in one eye. They’re green, but one of them has a little brown patch. We used to do Cyclops – you know, the game where you get nearer and nearer to the other person’s face until you can only see one eye – and I could always see it. She used to call it her birthmark. If I saw that, I’d know it was her.’


Inspector Halstead said he’d see what he could do and left me with one of the uniforms. I felt sick again. I looked at the sludge of sugar crystals at the bottom of the tea and tried not to think about them having to prise open her eyes. I kept getting this picture of the pathologist or whoever it was doing it with forceps or tongs or something. Inspector Halstead came back eventually and took me into the room.


The eyes seemed to be looking straight at me. Their surface – the viscous humour or whatever it’s called – had sort of congealed. They looked dull and shiny at the same time, like unmade jelly. But the brown patch was there. I’d know it anywhere.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That’s my mother.’
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When I got home I sat on the sofa for a bit. Then I put on a video of Grease. I didn’t want to watch it, in fact, I didn’t even know I had it. It was the first one I saw when I opened the cupboard. Mum was forty-eight when she died. I worked it out. I’m the same age now as she was when she was kidnapped – when everyone thought she’d died. When I was twenty-eight I used to think, when it’s my twenty-ninth birthday, I’ll be older than she ever was. But I won’t now, will I? Because she had twenty more years of life, and she didn’t tell me.


The two uniforms brought me home. They asked if there was anyone I could get to ‘come and sit with me’ but I told them I wanted to be on my own. I asked Inspector Halstead how Mum had died, but he said they had to do tests and that they’d contact me when they knew more. I asked if he’d warn me before he told the press. I just wanted him to give me twenty-four hours to get to Camoys Hall before they did. I thought, I’ve got to talk to Joan. What’s wrong with her? Why didn’t she ring me?


I decided I wasn’t going to think about it. I rewound the film and watched it again because I hadn’t been following, but the second time was no better. You know when people die and you give their clothes to charity shops? That’s what we did with Angela’s clothes. She had cancer. My father paid for the clinic but he never went to see her because he hated sick people. Sick people and mad people scared him. He was always afraid of catching what they had. Angela had lots of swirly, floppy clothes like caftans and djellabas, and Joan had them all washed and dry-cleaned and then she packed them up in suitcases with tissue paper. We took them into Cambridge one evening and left them in the doorway of the Sue Ryder shop because Joan couldn’t face going in and handing them over. Joan even gave them Angela’s fur coat. It was one of those slashed ones that Fendi used to do. I thought, if Mum had just told me where she was, I could have sent her that coat. Or I could have sent her the money to buy a coat. She could have come to live with me in my flat. All she was wearing when I saw her was a blue T-shirt, but I could only see the top half. I don’t know what other clothes she had. Inspector Halstead told me that I could have her bags and things when the forensic lab had finished with them, so I suppose I’ll find out. I could have helped her. If she’d come to me, I would have helped her.


She loved clothes. I’ve got lots of photographs of her from when she was a model, but my favourite is one from an article in Harpers called ‘English Roses’. It was taken a week before she married my father. It’s a bit like the girls-in-pearls thing they run in Country Life, except that the girls in these photographs are beautiful. There’s a huge close-up of my mother’s face running across two pages. Everything about her is glowing: her long, straight, strawberry-blond hair, high cheekbones and skin as delicate as a peach, with just a sprinkling of tiny cinnamon-coloured freckles across her nose. Her eyes are enormous, almond shaped and slightly slanted upwards. They’re bright green except for the brown patch. You wouldn’t know it was brown because the way they’ve lit her face makes it look golden.


Everyone said Mum was beautiful, even Angela, but she didn’t think she was. If she was going out for the evening with my father, she’d sit at the dressing table for hours doing her make-up. I used to watch her. She’d be completely finished – stunningly beautiful – and she’d put her jewellery on and turn to me and say, ‘What do you think?’ I never knew what to say. I could have just sat and looked at her for ever. I’d always tell her she looked lovely, but she’d go straight back to the mirror and start scrubbing at her eyes with cold cream to get it all off so she could do it again. She’d apply her make-up five or six times before she was satisfied. Most of the time, the only reason she left the dressing table was because my father sent someone up to say that they were going to be late if she didn’t come down. I used to think she redid the make-up because I wasn’t saying the right thing, but now I know it wasn’t that. It was almost as if, when she looked in the mirror, she saw something ugly.


Somebody once told me that redheads have fewer layers of skin than other people. It’s not true, but if you’d seen my mother when she was alive you’d have believed it. That was part of the problem when I saw her body – not that the face was ugly or contorted or anything, although it didn’t look much like I remembered – but it was her skin. It looked pasty and sort of thick. Perhaps dead people’s skin always looks coarse. I wouldn’t know because I’ve never seen a corpse before. I know this sounds horrible, but the skin was more like mine than hers. I mean, OK, I’ve got the hair and the freckles and the skinny body, but my skin always looks dull, as if I don’t wash enough. And I have spots. Mum probably never had a single spot in her whole life, but I still get them even now I’m nearly thirty. Not the type that join up for the thin-crust pizza look, just big, individual, splotchy ones. I spend a fortune on skin cream, but most of the time, what with the blotches and the stick-figure arms and legs, I look like something that’s just been dragged out of a plague pit.


Oh, God. I switched off the TV and curled up on the sofa, my back to the room. Why didn’t she contact me? She wrote my name in her diary. She even wrote that I was her daughter. Surely she could have written a letter. God Almighty, it wasn’t that hard. She even had the address of Camoys Hall in the diary. But she never even tried. She just went off and had her own life and left me with him. She must have had friends. Christ, there’s probably a bunch of pissed-up old dossers out there somewhere who know more than I do about my own mother. The police know more than me. Everyone knows more than me. Why couldn’t she just have been dead when we thought she was?


I didn’t know how I felt about any of it. Jesus, how would you feel? Don’t even try to answer that, because you can’t. Well, I can’t, either. No – actually, I can. I can tell you exactly how I felt. I hated her. I really hated her. I was upset, but more than that, I was so angry, not just with Mum, but with myself, with everyone. For letting it happen.
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Joan wasn’t answering her telephone, so I decided to drive up to Camoys Hall the following morning. I rang Mark, my boss, first, to ask for a couple of days off. I’m an editor – well, that’s what it’s called, although I’m more of a stylist, really. I work for an interiors magazine. My friend Tony thinks that all I do is drape muslin over things and throw cushions about. There’s a bit more to it than that; not much, but a bit. Anyway, I like it. I’m good at it too, and I got the job because of me, not because of my family. Of course, it only took a couple of months before Mark put two and two together, but he’d met me first, if you see what I mean.


Mark was resigned about being phoned at home, and pissed off when I told him I needed the time away from the office.


‘Is it a family thing?’ he asked.


‘I’m afraid so. I’m sorry, but I really do have to sort it out.’


‘We’ll manage, but give me a ring if you need any more time, yeah? I’d like to know sooner rather than later.’


‘Thanks, Mark.’


‘It’s OK. But you’ll call me, yeah?’


‘I promise. Bye.’


*

All the way there in the car, I tried to kid myself that I’d be able to hang on to my job once the press found out about Mum, but I knew it wasn’t true. They’d make my life impossible: I wouldn’t be able to leave my flat, they’d pester me at the office … What am I going to do? I thought. Just when I was starting to make a life on my own, this had to happen. Because it matters so much to me, earning my own money. It means I can stand on my own two feet and be my own person. And I was so nearly there, so close …


I thought how ironic it was, Mum and I, both trying to have our own lives. Did she think she was free as well? Did she think she was going to do it all by herself? Except that she hadn’t had my father funnelling money into her bank account for years, buttressing her with cash to make sure she’d never, ever be independent.


I suddenly found myself thinking about something that used to worry me a lot when I was younger, though I stopped thinking about it eventually because it seemed so improbable. It was this: I used to believe I’d met the kidnappers – before they took Mum, I mean. It was about a year before, so I must have been seven. I know it sounds absurd, but I’m sure that Mum and I were actually in their house. I wasn’t allowed to go to the trial, so I never saw the kidnappers in the flesh, but I saw some of the newspaper photographs and they looked like the same people, only with different hair.


I never mentioned it to anyone. It seemed so ridiculous to think that they might be the kidnappers, especially because they were the only studenty-looking people I’d ever met and you have to admit that students did all look pretty similar in the mid-seventies. Especially to me, because I’m so shortsighted that things look blurred even when they’re close up. I never wore glasses as a child because Mum had read somewhere that they made your eyes lazy, so I used to get headaches all the time from peering at things. My father simply refused to acknowledge that there was a problem. Every time he saw me, he’d tell me to ‘Take that sullen expression off your face.’


After a while I decided that they couldn’t have been the kidnappers, that I must have made them up or dreamt them. Then a few months ago, by chance, I drove past the end of the street where I thought their house was. It’s in north London, near Muswell Hill. I remembered it as a detached Victorian house with peeling paintwork, steps up to the front door and a big, weedy front garden. The houses in that street are certainly Victorian, but it’s a terrace and they’re quite small – no steps or front gardens. I suppose it could have been the wrong road.


I’ve tried to think why Mum and I would have been in that part of town, and the only thing I can come up with was the eye exercises. For my squint. Whenever we were staying at our house in London, Mum used to take me to see this elderly lady who lived in Muswell Hill and practised something called the Bates Method. She used to get me to rock backwards and forwards on the balls of my feet and wink at a stick with different coloured nails stuck into it. I can’t remember how long I went to those classes, but they didn’t make any difference.


We met the kidnappers because of a cat. Mum was driving down the main road and it ran straight out in front of the car. We didn’t hear the bump but she must have hit it, because, when we stopped, it was lying at one side of the road as if the impact of the car had flung it there. Mum and I were bending over the cat to see if it was alive when a man came up to us. He didn’t come out of the kidnappers’ house, he was just walking past and he saw us. Mum didn’t call out to him or wave, but he crossed over to our side of the road and squatted down beside the cat.


‘I’m so sorry, is it yours?’ Mum asked.


‘Never seen it before.’


‘Have you got a phone? I ought to ring a vet.’


‘Yeah. All right.’


He looked quite ordinary. He had black hair down to his shoulders, and he was wearing dirty blue jeans and a brown skinny-rib polo neck. I think he might have been the man they called Steven Moody.


The cat seemed terrified. It wasn’t moving but its sides were heaving and it was panting with its mouth open like a dog.


‘Do you think we ought to move it?’ Mum asked.


‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘You can’t just leave it out here.’


I remembered that because Mum wasn’t saying that we should go off and leave the cat, she was just asking if it should be moved, but he made it sound as if we were planning to abandon it. It was as if he was suddenly in charge, and Mum went along with it. She often did that – deferred to people.


‘Let’s be having you,’ the man said to the cat, and scooped it up in his arms.


We followed him down the road and into the house. The kidnappers lived on the first floor. The landing was their hallway. I thought it had two rooms coming off it on either side, but when I saw the house again it looked too narrow for that. There was a shop-window mannequin in the hall. It was dressed in army fatigues with a helmet on its head. There were telephone directories piled up round its feet, and the Steven Moody man put the cat on the floor and started riffling through one of them to find the nearest vet.


I must have said something about the mannequin because he said, ‘We got him for a play we were doing.’


All the doors were closed except one, and we could see a bunch of people – students, I thought – sitting around on beanbags and chairs and things. They saw us come in, but none of them moved or said anything until the Steven Moody man stuck his head round the door and asked one of them to fetch a blanket for the cat. It must have been stunned rather than hurt, because while Mum was arranging the Afghan rug they’d brought for it, the cat jumped up and shot into the sitting room. Mum and the man went after it. They made grabs through people’s legs, but none of them took any notice, even when the cat shat behind the sofa.


I remember looking through the door and seeing Mum standing in the middle of all these people, begging to be allowed to clear up the mess. They kept saying, ‘Look, it’s cool,’ and, ‘No problem,’ but she said, ‘No, please, you must let me,’ and, ‘But we can’t just leave it.’ I could see that she was right about clearing it up, but I felt embarrassed for her because they were all just sitting there, looking at her as if she was mad to be making such a fuss. The cat was obviously fine, because it ran along the back of the sofa and jumped straight out of the window.


Mum gave up in the end and came out into the hall, but I could see it really bothered her.


One of the men got up and came after her. He said, ‘Don’t worry, it’s a natural reaction to shock.’ He fetched a cloth from the kitchen, and we followed him in there – to help, I suppose.


A girl wandered in after him and asked, ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ I could tell she didn’t like us. I remember thinking, she isn’t doing this because she wants to. One of the others has told her to do it.


Mum said, ‘It’s very kind of you, but we’re fine, really.’


‘I was going to make one anyway.’ She seemed irritated. ‘It’s not a problem.’ Mum hadn’t been rude or anything, but the kitchen was filthy and I could see she was horrified by it. She kept looking over at me to make sure I didn’t say anything.


The girl turned to me. ‘What about you? I mean, if you don’t like tea, there’s orange squash.’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Are you sure? It’s no big deal.’


Mum answered for me. ‘No, really, but thanks, anyway.’


The girl shrugged. ‘Please yourself.’


I can’t remember what the man with the cloth looked like, but I remember every detail about the girl. Maggie Hill. The newspapers said she’d got a scholarship to music college to study the cello. She was wearing a brown velvet trouser suit. The jacket had wide lapels and the trousers were flared. It was almost threadbare in places and one of the pockets was ripped. She had on brown platform boots with broad elastic bands stretched round them to keep the uppers and soles together. Her hair was frizzy, almost like an Afro except that it was blonde. There was far too much of it for her face, which was narrow and very pale. She had a pencil in one hand and she kept scratching her head with the pointed end.


When I saw the photos in the newspapers, Maggie Hill looked faint, like a ghost. She was the one I thought about the most, because she was a girl. I wondered if she’d been nice to Mum when the gang were holding her. Probably not, if the exchange in the kitchen was anything to go by. The newspapers said Maggie Hill was Mick Martin’s girlfriend. Martin was the leader, the one who got killed in the raid. Judging from the photograph in the newspaper, he looked like Jim Morrison. I know I didn’t see him, because I’d have remembered someone who looked like that.


Later on, when I was seventeen or eighteen, I used to get these awful thoughts about what might have happened if they’d … done anything to Mum. If they’d raped her. But when I tried to get a picture in my mind, I found I couldn’t. I’d imagine her in a little room like a cell, all dark and dirty, with a horrible man looming over her. I went to the village school for a couple of years when I was seven or eight, and a policewoman came one day and showed us a film about not taking sweets from strangers and not getting into people’s cars unless you knew who they were. It had this footage of a terrified little girl huddled up in an armchair in the corner of a room and an enormous man closing in on her and blocking out the light. I had no idea what the man was going to do to her, but I knew it was something terrible. That was what came into my mind when I tried to think about Mum. I just couldn’t make myself think about it with real images that I’d thought of for myself. But I often wondered what Maggie Hill would have done if the men had tried anything. Would she have tried to stop them, or would she have laughed and encouraged them and felt glad because Mum was beautiful and rich and she was neither? When I pictured her standing in that grubby kitchen, raking at her frizzy yellow hair with a chewed pencil and asking me if I wanted orange squash, I could never decide.


I always wondered what they did with Mum. Was she locked up, or tied up, or what? It was worst when the kidnappers had been arrested and the police were trying to find her. I’d heard about the Lesley Whittle case, how the man who kidnapped her kept her in a drain, and I imagined Mum in a cavern under the ground somewhere, with people walking over the top and not knowing she was there. I used to have this nightmare that it was me in the cavern. I’d scream but nobody came to help me, and the space got smaller and smaller and I’d panic and thrash about, thinking I was suffocating. If we were having a meal, I’d imagine Mum locked in a room somewhere, starving to death. I used to think, if I could just give her this food …


At the trial, the kidnappers said they didn’t know where Mum was. The prosecution claimed that they’d already killed her, which was what most people thought. Everyone at Camoys Hall thought it, although I never heard them say it in so many words. Except me. I didn’t believe it, although when I was about eighteen, I started to think that if she hadn’t reappeared after ten years, they must have killed her. It was so much harder without a body or something that showed she was definitely dead. But it wasn’t true, was it? Because she was still alive.


I don’t remember what happened after Mum refused the tea. I suppose we must just have left. I can’t remember Mum giving them her name or telephone number, but she might have done, in case the cat was really hurt. And they must have realised Mum was rich, because she must have seemed so … well, so looked-after: her clothes, her hair, everything. Maggie Hill didn’t look like that. She looked as if she’d never seen a bottle of hair conditioner in her life. And it wasn’t as if Mum drove an old banger, either. She had a sports car, a Mercedes 280SL. It was a pinky-red colour called Russian red, and the seats were cream leather. If there wasn’t much traffic about, I’d say to her, ‘Go on, go as fast as you can,’ and she always would. Once she did a hundred miles an hour down Royal Hospital Road in Chelsea, and she and Irene des Voeux used to have races up the motorway to Camoys Hall, and then they’d go really fast. You can’t do that now because there are too many other cars, which is a pity. I’d have a go, though. If I had anyone to race with, I’d do it.


*

The day was too hot for it, but I’d deliberately dressed in a pair of jeans. If I’d come to Camoys Hall wearing jeans when my father was alive, Joan would have whisked me off up the back stairs to get changed ‘before Wolfie catches sight of them’. He hated women in trousers; even if they were guests. I remember once, when I was about sixteen, Irene des Voeux came down to dinner in the most beautiful Thierry Mugler trouser suit. My father waited until everyone was seated – there must have been eight or ten people there – and then he sat back in his chair and stared at Irene without saying anything. There was this terrible long silence while everyone tried to figure out what was wrong and why they weren’t getting any food. It was Joan who finally twigged. She walked round to Irene and whispered to her, and Irene went out and came back with a dress on. I never defied him. I wish I could tell you I’d come down to dinner wearing trousers, but I never did. Because everyone just did what he said. We all tiptoed round him. It was as if he was everywhere. You know how people say that when they were kids they thought that God could see them all the time, even when they were on the loo? Well it wasn’t exactly that, but it was close. He just pervaded everything.


When I was older – before I stopped coming to Camoys Hall for good, that is – I had a car, and I used to drive up on a Friday night, after college. I was always late because I used to leave it till the last minute. I’d go haring along the motorway to be in time for dinner, and then the last bit was winding country lanes, one car’s width and no passing places for miles, and I’d be belting down them, swapping the wheel from hand to hand, changing my clothes as I was going. Word of advice: don’t try this with anything you have to pull over your head, especially if you’re like me and don’t wear a bra, because it scares people, and also because if you had a crash it would be a real bummer and definitely your fault.


I promised myself that I would park my car right outside the front porch. (‘I do wish you wouldn’t do that, Dodie. For heaven’s sake, move that car before Wolfie sees it. You’ll have to rake the gravel yourself. All the men have gone home.’)


I pulled off the motorway and drove through the lanes past fields full of sheep, and pig housing-estates made of miniature Nissen huts. Camoys village itself is a jumble of jettied medieval cottages with a pub and a war memorial in the centre and a fringe of post-war pebble-dash. The long tree-lined drive up to Camoys Hall was striped with shadows. There were more potholes than I remembered and the house at the end looked vaster than ever. I was planning on accelerating and swerving to a halt smack in front of the doors, but driving into the house’s enormous shadow took the wind out of my sails a bit. I stopped the car, got out and looked up at it. The sky was still blue, the sun was shining, but the honey-coloured stone walls looked grey in the shade and all the front windows were shuttered and barred. Paint was peeling from the downstairs window frames and grass was growing between the stone flags of the portico. It wasn’t exactly going to rack and ruin, but it looked neglected. Unloved. I wondered how much money my father had left Joan for its upkeep.


She hadn’t answered my calls. I didn’t want to go in. I looked up at the cold, closed house and thought, I wish Des were here.
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The front door was locked, so I had to go round the back. So much for the big entrance. The back door on the church side was locked as well, but I’ve got a key for that. It’s in the older part of the house, where the kitchen is. I stood in the passage and shouted, but no one answered. I was trying not to feel angry that Joan hadn’t rung to tell me about Mum and that she hadn’t been there when I phoned. I mean, where else would she be, for God’s sake? She never goes anywhere.


Going into the kitchens at Camoys Hall always used to make me feel like Arietty in The Borrowers: you know, titchy, because they are mammoth. They’re a strange mixture of a National Trust Victorian reconstruction job with dressers and wooden draining boards, and how I imagine one of those places where they used to make up school dinners would look – full of big steel cookers and worktops. But it’s not industrial chic, more the kind of thing you’d see in a factory in Russia. Half of it probably doesn’t work any more because nobody’s used it for about ten years. My father stopped entertaining after Virginia left – she was the wife after Mum – and Joan got rid of the kitchen staff after that. She bought a second-hand Baby Belling from someone in the village and did all the cooking herself. The poor little cooker looked sad alongside all the big metal stuff. Joan had left a cup and saucer on the big wooden table in the middle of the room and that was sad, too; to imagine her sitting there having tea all on her own and thinking about my father.


There was one of her lists on the table, tucked underneath the saucer. Joan’s lists are famous. She does one every day, and they always start the same way: Get up, bath, dress … When she’s done the thing, she ticks it off. My father used to say that Joan’s list was the sum of her consciousness and he hoped he was on there somewhere, which was pretty disingenuous because at least half the entries were things she had to do for him, probably more. And, of course, Angela used to weigh in – any chance to take my father’s side against Joan’s. She’d say things like, ‘Dear Joan, she’s one of life’s turnip diggers.’


I glanced at the paper on the table: Book hair 40’c Fri. Ring Mrs Williams. Order flowers. Milk bill. Fruit and Veg. Woolite. Vol-au-vents … Vol-au-vents? There wasn’t anything about going out. Or about telephoning me. I shoved the list into my pocket, and I was just going to see if Joan had left anything nice to drink in one of the six fridges in the scullery next door when an enormous man erupted through the door behind me waving a meat cleaver and bellowing, ‘Don’t fucking move, you bastard!’


I froze. I understand now why rape victims say that they didn’t do anything – you know, scream or try to fight the man off – because I seized up like the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz. I wanted to say, ‘Please don’t kill me,’ or something, but I couldn’t get the words out. Suddenly he was a blur, flying through the air towards me. I remember putting my hands up to cover my face, and thinking, Oh shit, and then I thought, I don’t want Oh shit to be my last thought on earth, and then there was a tremendous crash and he completely disappeared. I think he must have caught his hip on the table because he shot off to one side and cannoned into the big oven which is built to withstand a nuclear holocaust and runs along one entire wall. The next thing I knew was that he had dropped the cleaver and rugby-tackled my legs, and we were both on the floor with me trying to crawl away from him on my hands and knees and him hanging on to my ankles.


‘Stop, I need to talk to you,’ he gasped.


I tried to kick him, but it didn’t work. I might as well have had a concrete block tied to my feet.


‘Let go of me!’


‘I only want to talk to you, for God’s sake.’ He sounded indignant, as if I was the one being unreasonable.


‘Just get off me, will you?’


‘Dodie, please.’


Dodie? ‘How do you know my name?’


His grip slackened enough for me to wrench my legs round and sit up, trying to get my breath back. He was sprawled face down on the floor, less than a foot away from me. He was easily as big as I’d first thought, with curly black hair. He was wearing a white T-shirt and those checked trousers that chefs wear. At least that gave him a reason for carrying a machete-sized meat cleaver in the first place, I thought, idiotically.
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