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Chapter 1



The other witnesses had focused on the balloons in their description of the accident. Red, yellow, orange; bright lively colours. Hard to miss, you would think.


‘Is there anything you remember?’ The police officer was patient. This was the third time he’d asked me. He kept referring to it as ‘the incident’. What did I remember about the incident?


He’d described the balloons to prompt me. Did I recall seeing them?


I raised my gaze to the ceiling of the hospital ward, trying to recollect. The strip lighting and hoist-rails were distracting, so I closed my eyes. I pictured the harsh playground colours of the helium balloons. In my mind’s eye, I saw them rising above the bridge, bobbing against each other in their mission for freedom. The image was jarring to my frayed nerves, so I made it more calming. They became a drifting autumnal cloud of russet, rust and amber, hard to make out against the backdrop of the trees, their colours merging with the dying leaves.


I hadn’t seen the balloons.


I wish I had and then I might have seen her – alive – if only for a fleeting moment.


‘Shin splints,’ I said, opening my eyes. ‘I remember that.’


He looked up from his notes. I was aware there is a terrible irony in an overweight middle-aged woman suffering from shin splints, a condition that Dr Google says ‘typically occurs in runners’. Lack of magnesium, not enough water, a sign of the approaching menopause – whatever its cause, when it struck it demanded my immediate attention.


‘I could feel the cramp coming on in my shin.’


I patted my right leg, the one that did all the work when driving an automatic, as if this confirmed the veracity of my one pathetic contribution to the jigsaw he was piecing together.


‘I was trying to find somewhere I could pull over.’ A shiver ran through me and I tugged the thin hospital blanket up around my shoulders. I was unsure if it was the sudden memory, or the temperature of the ward, which – while not so cold that anyone would complain – was kept a tad too chilly for comfort. ‘I’d spotted a sign for a lay-by. Up ahead, just past the bridge.’


He seemed to be struggling, his notes taking more time than my few words warranted. He was young enough to have been my son.


‘That must have been when it happened.’


It was a feeling, a sense of something rather than a proper memory. Like a fleeting movement in your peripheral vision.


I didn’t recall any noise. No scream as she fell, no bang on impact as she landed on the bonnet of my car. There was just a deafening silence, a black field where the memory should be.


She fell backwards he’d said, in the fashion that people launch themselves from boats when scuba diving. I used this information to try to fill in the gaps in my memory – imagining her descent towards me like a slow-motion film, the sound on mute. I pictured her shoulders through the broken windscreen, her head lolling back over the steering wheel, her auburn curls cascading into my lap. Thrown forward by the force of the crash, my face next to hers; so close I would’ve seen her freckles, our cheeks almost touching.


I found myself crying. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, wiping my cheeks carefully, dabbing around the cuts and grazes. ‘I don’t mean to cause a scene. It’s just …’ My shoulders heaved as I succumbed to my tears. ‘I’m sorry …’


The police had informed me that the car was a write-off, having hit the concrete embankment, then the side of the bridge when I was knocked unconscious. They were amazed that I had no significant injuries: some bruising on my ribs and chest, a lump on my head, cuts from flying glass; nothing that couldn’t be resolved with surgical tape and hospital glue apparently.


The doctor tested my reflexes with a tap to my knees, shone lights in my eyes and got me to follow her long thin finger as she moved it from side to side. She could have been a musician with hands like that – they’d easily span an octave on the piano. I was curious as to how she chose her career. Did she play hospitals with her dolls, bandage her teddies? Or was it something she discovered later when she realised she was good at biology?


I didn’t ask.


They ended up keeping me in overnight, watching out for signs of concussion and waiting for my blood pressure to come down. The next morning a young nurse brought me a pair of paper scrubs to go home in, my own clothes having been destroyed following the crash. She helped me sit up and edge to the side of the bed before passing me the trousers.


‘You can leave as soon as the doctor has seen you.’ She untied the cord holding the hospital gown together at the back.


Wincing, I let her help me, thanking her profusely. I gingerly lifted my arms and disappeared into the green-grey top, thinking back to the day I’d got dressed to set off on my journey to Norfolk. So much had happened since. Pushing my head through the V neck I asked, ‘What day is it?’


The nurse flashed a frown of concentration, possibly trying to assess whether I was amnesiac or struggling to remember the date herself.


‘Monday,’ she said. ‘The eighteenth, I think.’


Oh no. Where had Sunday gone? I’d missed my weekly duty call with Mother. She would not be pleased.


They let me leave hospital that afternoon. I still felt a bit shaken but wasn’t in serious pain. I touched the graze on my forehead gingerly. While sizeable, it was shallow and already scabbing. I must’ve looked like an anonymous extra, turned into one of the walking wounded by the overzealous efforts of a TV make-up artist. Luckily there was no one I needed to impress.


As I left, they gave me Tramadol and the phone number of Victim Support, should I feel the need to unburden myself. I wasn’t sure what, or who, I was ‘the victim’ of – hardly that poor, poor girl. It seemed that we were both the victim of fate.


I kept thinking of her.


It was a relief to be in the taxi on my way back to my own home. I was a bit peopled-out; not used to so much attention, so many questions, so much talking. With all the constant distraction it had been hard to focus my thoughts, my brain skittering in different directions, not allowing me to process the horror of the past days. Now in the dark warmth of the back seat of the cab, I was exhausted but unable to rest as my mind flashed up an assortment of sounds and images; a mix of memories and imaginings, which would no doubt haunt my dreams for days or weeks to come.


The moment the cab pulled up on the pebbled drive of my home I was brought back to the present by the sound of the ducks squawking from the pond, their cries like those of children demanding to know where I’d been. They’d become tame over the years, since I’d started feeding them; each generation bringing me their chicks to feed as soon as they hatched, abdicating responsibility for their brood to me, their surrogate mother.


It seems they’d missed me.


‘Nice place,’ the cab driver said. I forgot how imposing the old house looks when you first see it as you round the bend in the drive. Still named The Old Vicarage, there’d been no men of the cloth living here for over two centuries, but memories are long in villages. ‘You’ve lived here a while?’


‘My grandfather bought it between the wars. It’s been in our family ever since.’


‘I bet your kids loved growing up here, having all this space to play in.’ I looked away, fumbled with my purse so he couldn’t see my face. ‘A kids’ paradise!’


He meant well; he wasn’t to know. Suddenly tired, I rested my head on the side window, watching as my breath steamed up the glass. ‘If you take a left by the war memorial, you can avoid the back lane. The pot holes are worse than ever since all that rain.’


‘Tell me about it!’


I gave him twenty pounds for the sixteen-pound fare, told him to keep the change. He gave me a hoot of his horn and a thumbs-up through the window as he drove away. I stood there until I could no longer hear the rumble of his tyres, the purring of the engine, and was left with only the country stillness, the call and response of distant owls.


‘I nearly didn’t pick up.’ Mother’s voice was curt, conveying the disdain on her face across the thousand miles between us. She lived in Spain with Georgio, her current gentleman friend.


‘Sorry, Mother.’


A deep sigh. ‘Hmm.’ Was that faint tapping her nails drumming on the wooden arm of her chair?


My allocated slot was on Sundays: 5 p.m. GMT, before her first G&T. It was now Monday evening.


‘I couldn’t call. I’m sorry. I had an accident and had to go to the hospital.’


‘What have you done this time? Always tripping over things and galumphing about the place. You should wear your glasses more often, then you might see where you’re going. You get this clumsiness from your father’s side of the family. I tried my best, but you’ve always been ungainly.’


The flash of an image: me at ten years old shuffling up and down the long corridors of the house, books balanced on my head to help my ‘deportment’, Mother listening out for the clatter of any dropping to the floor.


Mother was still talking. ‘A graze here, a bruise there. Lord knows what people thought. These days you’d be whisked into social care. Did they have to give you stitches?’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Do you remember that time you fell in the pond? You and your father had to wait hours at the hospital, just for two stitches. To be fair, he said you were quite good about it. Didn’t make a fuss. Do you remember?’


‘Yes.’ My fingers find the small pale scar on my knee. ‘But this wasn’t my fault. It was an accident …’ I sounded timid to my own ears, almost pleading. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. ‘It really wasn’t …’ But I’d lost her attention already.


She was talking to someone else, not bothering to cover the mouthpiece of the phone, her voice light and bright. A man’s voice, something about dinner on the patio. With enthusiasm she expressed her preference for the new bottle of Pinot over the remains of yesterday’s Sauvignon.


‘Georgio says dinner will be in ten minutes and I have to freshen up. You really must be more careful, darling. I hope you’re on the mend soon. I’ll speak to you next Sunday.’





Chapter 2



A couple of days later the police came round to see me again. They wanted to check my statement, to find out if I’d remembered anything else. I’d been checking the newspapers to see if there was any mention of the accident, anything that might jog my memory. But it was only a side bar in the nationals, warranting just a few lines: ‘A young woman fell from a pedestrian bridge over the A12 yesterday morning, landing on a vehicle passing below. She died at the scene. The car driver was freed from the car and taken to hospital. While the death is being treated as non-suspicious, enquiries are on-going and the police are appealing for witnesses.’ The following day it wasn’t mentioned at all, the incident old news now. The world had moved on to the latest rise in crime/obesity/global temperatures/petrol prices.


I ushered the police into the front room, shutting the door firmly while I went to fetch tea and digestives. I only put the heating on in the rooms I used: the old house was big and damp, the sash windows ill-fitting, allowing in drafts and random insects that had to be ushered back outside. Other than these wild creatures, visitors were rare, so I figured the police deserved Mother’s best plates – the Royal Albert with the pink roses – although I had to give them a quick rinse first. It had been years since their use had been warranted.


Fred, the cat from Woodley’s Farm, wound in and out of my legs as I walked back with the laden tray. He’d lost most of his tail in an accident with some farm equipment, but the stump waved vigorously, signalling temper or curiosity. The second I turned the door handle, Ginger shot from halfway up the stairs and they both zoomed into the front room, clamouring for attention. The male officer seemed happy as Ginger made herself comfortable on his lap, but the woman kept Fred at bay by rifling through her paperwork. I suppose he isn’t very appealing with his missing eye and shredded ears. But I’m fond of them both and, even though they are meant to be feral and live in Woodley’s barn catching rats, they prefer to spend most of their time with me.


The woman started talking before I’d even poured the tea.


‘You say you saw nothing.’


I nod, waiting for her to say more, the pedant in me pondering whether it is possible to see nothing.


‘The driver of the car behind yours gave a statement. He said he thinks he saw someone else on the bridge.’ She checked the file although I’m sure it wasn’t necessary. She was giving me time to think about what she’d said. ‘He may have seen a man in a red hat, near the barrier, after the woman fell.’


The young policeman scratched Ginger under the chin. ‘Of course, it could just have been another balloon.’ He looked pleased with himself, proud of his deduction. ‘A red balloon, you know, not a hat at all. In the chaos people think they see things they haven’t. Happens all the time.’


The policewoman frowned at him, but he was too busy helping himself to a biscuit to notice.


‘Has anything else come back to you about the events?’ she said.


I shook my head. ‘No, it all happened so fast.’


I proffered the sugar bowl and the policeman shovelled three spoonfuls into his teacup. He was young, probably still growing and needed the energy. The woman read back my statement, her voice conveying an edge of boredom.


‘Do you have any questions for us?’ she asked, once I’d reaffirmed what I’d told them before.


‘Do you know the name of the young woman?’ I asked. ‘Do you know who she is?’


It seemed important for me to know.


‘We don’t know her name, no,’ she said. She paused for a moment, as if considering whether she should share more. ‘There was no handbag or mobile, which is unusual.’


‘A real “Jane Doe”, I’m afraid,’ the policeman interjected, like an investigator in CSI. ‘Even these days, these cases don’t always get solved. We might never know who she is or how it happened.’ He reached for another biscuit. ‘Could be suicide. But who commits suicide with a load of balloons? Misadventure probably.’


‘That’s for the coroner to determine at the inquest.’ The woman’s tone was clipped. She was that bit older than him and probably fed up with having to tow around someone she saw as a lightweight partner. But I liked him. Even if he was a bit unpolished, he still had his raw enthusiasm.


The policewoman was already placing her paperwork in a large shoulder bag. I wondered whether this interview was just a box-ticking enquiry to her. The poor dead girl just another open case, another missed target if it couldn’t be resolved. They probably have to build a tough veneer to cope. ‘We’ve taken up too much of your time, Mrs Thomason.’


‘Miss. Miss Thomason. Or Janice.’


She didn’t apologise, unaware that she could have caused upset with her assumptions. Her eyes flashed something to her colleague, who bounced into life.


‘Your belongings, Miss Thomason.’ He held out a bulging plastic bag that had been resting at his side against the chair throughout the ‘interview’. I’d been handed something similar years ago at the hospital when Father died. That one had had the hospital name printed on the side in grey, his clothes and few possessions jumbled inside. This was a gaudy orange, that particular shade favoured by Sainsbury’s.


‘The things from your car,’ he said.


I took the bag. ‘Yes, of course. Thank you.’


He handed me a card with a contact number, although I’d already been given one in the hospital. ‘Call us. If anything comes to mind.’ I noticed he’d scrawled his name and the incident number on the back. For someone less experienced in deciphering handwriting it would have been hard to tell the 1 from the 7.


Ginger seemed sad when they left, meowing at the closed front door while Fred stomped about, cross at changes to his routine. But sometimes it’s nice to have a bit of company.


Nothing that two bowls of kitekat and a KitKat couldn’t resolve.


I cleared away the tea things before I opened the orange plastic bag. I was relieved to find my manila client folder seemingly intact and, flipping through the paperwork, everything appeared to be there. On top, the hard copy of the original email request. It was from Mr Abbyss, my client, asking if I could research his family tree in time for his great-aunt’s ninetieth. Beneath that a photocopy of my handwritten letter setting out the information I would need and my research plans. His reply, birth and death certificates appended; some photos and a sketchy family tree, hand-drawn by Aunty Marjory with lots of arrows and question marks.


On the day of the accident, I’d been travelling to a cemetery in the outer reaches of Norfolk. I was in pursuit of the records of an eighteenth-century farmer, the next generation in the genealogy of the Abbyss family. There was only so much research one could do at the computer before having to leave home to metaphorically dig around in graveyards and old records. I charge more for these trips, of course, my fee quote always stating ‘plus incidental expenses’. Honest to the last penny about money, I always submit the receipts with my invoice.


I take great pride in my work tracking down people’s forgotten histories, finding the poor souls lost in time and giving them back to the world. Reverence for the dead is at the heart of my business. I’d built a reputation for being caring, thorough and proficient – enough for me to have been asked to help out with background research for that TV show, Who Do You Think You Are? It was just the once, and of course I never appeared on the programme, but it was my one claim to fame, should there ever be anyone I needed to impress.


In my experience, Joe Public gets just as excited about knowing their roots as any star on the TV, even if most of their antecedents were coal miners or agricultural labourers. The stack of thank-you letters and invitations to join family reunions were evidence of that. Of course, I never went – it was important to keep professional boundaries. And a quiet night in with a cup of cocoa always seemed infinitely more attractive than a room full of strangers where I wouldn’t really belong.


I put the Abbyss file on one side to take upstairs to my office later. Sitting at the kitchen table to retrieve the rest of my belongings from the plastic bag, I was pleased to see my trusty old Pentax had survived; a much better tool than my mobile for shots of tombstone inscriptions and registry entries. There was the book I’d planned to read at the hotel, a romance novel which had been well reviewed in the press, its cover scuffed and torn. My packed lunch lay sweating in my favourite Tupperware, the one that was just the right size for a couple of rounds of sandwiches and a chocolate bar. I peered through the lid, wondering momentarily whether any of the contents would still be edible – Gran had hated waste – but sanity stepped in and I put it to one side to go in the kitchen food-bin.


Having removed the larger items, I tipped the bag upside down on the table to empty out the last few things. Some loose coins fell out, small change for parking and supermarket trollies that I kept in the car ashtray. It was then that I saw it, among the minutiae of my life, entwined with my spare keys – a silver bracelet laden with charms.


I carefully untangled it, holding my breath to steady my hands. The chain was not the modern costume jewellery you buy in high street stores, but more solid and traditional. The clasp was broken.


It must’ve been hers.


It must have fallen from her wrist and been lying in the footwell of my car, waiting to be scooped up from the wreckage with the jumble of my belongings after the crash.


Gently, I laid it out flat on the table. Probably not valuable, but of sentimental worth. A hand-me-down? I should give it back, ring the police tomorrow. It was probably listed on an inventory somewhere; I wouldn’t want to get in trouble.


My fingertips touched each of the charms in turn – the broken padlock, a teddy bear with a small sapphire on his chest, an acorn, a heart with the initial S … The bracelet was thick with them. Each a symbol of a time, a person, a place. She’d lived her life to the full, this young woman.


The more I considered these personal events in her life, the closer I felt to her. Like she was sharing her story with me. I can’t explain it rationally, but I had a strong sense that she meant me to have this bracelet, to look after it for her.


A shiver ran through me as I realised – it was a sign. Fate had brought us together in a cruel way, but I was meant to be in her life and she in mine. We were connected after all; I was the one who was with her at the end, her face next to mine when she passed.


I had to find her.


This was not just another fascinating research project – my quickening pulse signalled that. I wanted to breathe life back into her; to give her back an identity so she wasn’t just another ‘Jane Doe’, lost and alone. No doubt the police were doing their best, but they had other priorities and targets to chase. It’s their business to close cases and move on; it’s not in their interests to care.


I couldn’t bear to think of her laying there in the mortuary when I could help.


I looped the bracelet around my fingers and made my promise to her. I will find you. I will bring you back to your family.





Chapter 3



‘Yes, Mr Abbyss … Of course, Glyn, sorry.’ I tucked the receiver under my chin to flick through the pages of my diary. ‘Hmm … 28th November. Yes, definitely. All the work can be completed by then.’ My schedule looked delightfully clear; having high standards for my work I don’t cope well with pressure, don’t like to feel rushed. There was only one blot on the blank pages for the coming months, a talk on family history to the local Women’s Institute. ‘In fact, I plan to have everything with you the week before.’


Reassured, he started to make signing-off noises. Among the ritual goodbyes, I interjected, ‘Oh, and Glyn, please do thank Aunty Marjory for her diagram of the family tree … immensely helpful.’ It’s important to recognise people’s efforts to help and I liked to leave client conversations on a warm note; a balance of professionalism with the personal touch.


I set to work as soon as he hung up the phone. With plenty of time before the deadline for my client work, I could focus on my priority: collating the information I had gathered so far.


I selected a beautiful turquoise box file from my stock of stationery; brand new, not repurposed. I’ve always loved creating order out of chaos – folders, index cards and paperclips the tools of my trade. Of course, I could see the value of technology – I was no Luddite. A well-crafted spreadsheet was a joy to work with. But for some things paper couldn’t be beaten.


When I was a teenager, Father used to give me his expense accounts to do. Not the maths part, but the sifting and sorting. Creating the system was half the fun; bullying all that paperwork into submission so it told a logical story – January to December, A to Z, low to high.


‘She’s off on another of her projects,’ Mother would say, watching me scurry to my room with her recipes, no longer able to bear seeing them all jumbled together in the shoebox where she seemed content to keep them. Her cosmetics were the same, despite the fact I’d saved up my pocket money and bought her a make-up bag with separate compartments. Sometimes I wondered if she did it deliberately, to give me something to do.


I reached for the black permanent marker pen to label the new file. It was my favourite, the nicely chiselled edge almost an italic nib. I prided myself on my penmanship; hours of practice when I went through my ‘calligraphy phase’, as Mother termed it. With the pen poised, I dithered – what to call the file? Since nothing felt right, I decided to use a Post-it Note as a temporary solution. In my best handwriting I wrote ‘The lost girl’, for that is what she was.


I’d cut out the original articles in the nationals – The Times and Daily Mail had both deemed the accident worth a mention. I’d also searched the news websites local to the accident to see if they’d given the incident more virtual column inches. In one there was a photo of the bridge festooned with yellow and black police tape, my car thankfully already towed from the scene. I’d printed the article to add to the file. It may seem of little importance now, but my genealogy work over the years had taught me that something small may yet turn out to be the hook on which everything hangs.


The McDougal family was a case in point. Born to an unknown father, Roger Bradwell McDougal was suddenly struck by a need to know more about his heritage when he turned sixty. He contacted me to ask whether I might be able to identify his father. Needles, haystacks … How could I track down an anonymous parent after all these years? Researching his mother’s family, I noticed a theme of biblical names – boys were Mark, Matthew, Paul. There was a pattern of naming first-born sons after the father, with Bradwell as a middle name. Roger was not, to my knowledge, a common biblical character, so I deduced the father was possibly another Roger.


With the information he’d given me from the Barnardo’s files and some logical deductions, I narrowed it down to two Roger ‘suspects’, right age, right place. I researched the family trees of these putative fathers, highlighting patterns in ‘cause of death’. One family showed a propensity for alcohol, it would seem, given the number of liver failures; the other weak hearts. I handed over the files and left Roger McDougal to draw his own conclusions. He wrote to me that Christmas to say that he’d found two half-sisters, a pleasing result for both of us. The devil, it seemed, was in the detail.


I made myself wait until Friday before I called the young police officer. Once he’d looked up the case number and placed my voice, he was bright and friendly.


‘Thank you for calling, Janice. Can I take it you’ve had some further recollections about the incident?’


‘No,’ I said, sorry to disappoint him. His mother was no doubt justifiably proud of him, having such a good career in the police service. ‘I was wondering if you’ve identified the young woman.’


‘I’m sorry to say we’ve not made any progress there yet. The inquest has been opened and adjourned until we know who she is. Now, if we’d had her mobile that would’ve made it easier but there was nothing of that nature on her person.’


On her person. Bless him. They must teach them to speak like that at Hendon. Or maybe they inadvertently pick it up from the TV shows, stashing a bottle of whisky in their bottom drawers to really get into role.


‘You found nothing at all?’ I said.


‘No jewellery, other than earrings.’


Her bracelet lay on the desk in front of me, glinting in a ray of sunlight, and I swallowed a flash of guilt. He continued, ‘She had tattoos but that’s not unusual.’


‘Oh?’ I hoped he’d say more, give me something to help me envisage her; a clue, however small.


‘Could you hold on, please,’ he said. He must’ve put his hand over the receiver as I could hear a muffled conversation. The brevity and tone suggested something formal rather than office chitchat about the morning coffee run. His manner had changed when he returned to our conversation, something along the lines of ‘We are not in a position to divulge any further information at this time.’


‘I do a lot of research myself, have you thought about—’


‘We have a detective on the case, Miss Thomason. I am sure she will consider every angle.’


I thanked him for his time before I hung up. It’s important to be civil and show appreciation; it can help open doors and make friends.


Picking up the bracelet from where it lay, I pondered whether it could really help them find her. Or would it just end up logged on an inventory, then stashed in some evidence bag to be stored in a box in the basement, forgotten.


The blue sapphire twinkled at me, caught by the sun. If the balloons had been for her birthday, it would be her birthstone. It seemed we shared a star sign, me and this young woman. I wondered if we were alike in any other way. Not that I’m the type to believe in horoscopes, mediums and mystics, but twining the bracelet around my fingers, I felt a strong sense of her. Somehow I knew that it was not just another piece of jewellery.


A family heirloom? Passed on by her mother for her eighteenth? Left to her by a loving grandma? Whoever bought her these charms clearly adored her, each milestone marked; tangible evidence of every happy memory.


What must it be like to have a family like that, to give or receive that much love? How desperate her family must be, wondering where she was and what had happened. What if she were my daughter? How awful to not know.


The police didn’t seem to know where to look next, but I could use my research skills to help. I had a small following on my genealogy blog and wondered if there might be someone out there who could identify the provenance of the bracelet. People interested in ancestry were often history buffs or experts in esoteric fields. Excited by my idea, I laid the chain on a sheet of white paper, arranging the desk lamp to illuminate the broken clasp. It seemed it would be too personal to place images of all the charms online, too exposing – like sharing someone’s photo album without their permission. The clasp was a good place to begin – small controlled steps; someone may know when it was made, or where, which would give me a starting point. I set the camera to macro and zoomed in on the tiny hallmark on the back of the broken padlock charm. I posted the shots with a short message to my ‘fans’: ‘Can anyone help me identify this bracelet on behalf of a client?’


Time would tell.


It was chilly in my room so I went down to the lounge, taking my notepad with me. I lit a fire then left it to catch while I made myself a large hot chocolate with marshmallows on top – a treat to help steel myself for my weekly call to Mother. At ten to five I herded Fred and Ginger out of the house, apologising for shutting them out in the drizzle that had just started. Fred leapt onto the fence, flicked his stub of a tail and was gone; off to find a small animal he could taunt, no doubt. Ginger took refuge in their Wendy house – I’d bought it at a garage sale in the village so they could shelter there if I wasn’t around to let them in. Lined with old blankets, it was cosier than that draughty barn at Woodley’s.


Settled in my armchair, my notepad beside me, I watched the hands on the grandfather clock approach the hour. I started dialling just before five o’clock. 00 34 …


‘Hallo, Mother.’


‘Oh, it’s you. I hadn’t realised the time.’


‘How are you? How’s Georgio?’


She set off on a rant about the challenge of finding a reliable cleaner in Madrid, which segued into the problems she’d been having with her hips, then the trouble she has getting out of the low-slung seats in Georgio’s BMW.


‘Which reminds me,’ she said. ‘Peggy tells me you’ve got a new car. Of course, I had to pretend you’d told me already. She saw it on the drive when she cycled past. She said it’s not a very practical colour. Far too light for country roads and all that mud.’


Peggy. A woman who invented Neighbourhood Watch before it was ‘a thing’. And frustratingly, she: 1) had been a friend of Mother’s, 2) they were still in touch, and 3) she lived in the next village. Mother may as well have had a drone circling the house constantly spying on me. Not that I ever did anything worth reporting back.


I smothered a sigh. ‘It’s not a new car. It’s a courtesy car from the insurance company …’ It had been a week since the accident and I really didn’t want to go back over it and start explaining to Mother; it was still far too raw. A white lie would do the trick. ‘My car got stolen but it’s covered by the insurance.’


She immediately launched into a diatribe about crime in the UK, which kept us going for most of my allotted time. When she paused for breath, I threw in Item One of the conversation topics on my prepared list: the rather nasty divorce of the Guilfords, something I knew she would relish. She never liked them when she’d lived here and was pleased that I’d harvested quite a lot of information from the conversation I’d overheard on the bus.


We ended the call on a good note.





Chapter 4



When I next phoned the police later that week, I was put through to the female officer who’d come to the house. She had no need of an armoured vest; she was born Teflon-plated – there was no way past her defences. As soon as I started to ask questions, she cut me short, turning the questions back on me, asking if I had the number of Victim Support.


‘Thank you, yes, I do.’


‘I wonder if it would be good for you to give them a call,’ she said. ‘The shock of an incident like this can present in different ways. It’s their job to listen and offer support to victims who are struggling to cope with events.’


Closing the call, she told me that any updates would be available on their website and they would be in touch should they need a further statement for the coroner’s court; the message ‘don’t phone us again’ was unstated, but coming through loud and clear.


She was treating me as a nuisance, when I was only trying to help that poor lost girl.


Since the police had no answers for me, I phoned the coroner. I’d first found out one could do this after Father died. I’d been trying to make arrangements for his funeral but, because he had died while on a respite stay in a care home, there needed to be an autopsy. Bereft of information, I’d called them. It was a bizarre conversation and didn’t instil confidence.


Apparently February was a busy time for post-mortems. When I asked how long I would have to wait for Father’s death certificate, the man asked me what he had died of. Incredulous, I spoke without thinking and was uncharacteristically abrupt, sounding just like Mother. ‘I rather thought that was your job.’ He was a little sniffy with me after that.


This time I would need to be professional, polite and diplomatic if I was to get any answers. I dialled 141 before the number of the coroner’s office just in case awkward questions were asked – I didn’t want anything traced back to me.


The police I’d been dealing with were from Chatford, the nearest station to the accident site. I’d watched enough police shows to know some of the jargon. ‘I’m calling from the RTA Department at Chatford Police Station. It’s about a case you’re handling for us. An unidentified young woman. Died falling from a bridge. Would’ve been brought in sixteenth September.’ My genealogy research has taught me that it’s best to assume confidence and a level of authority with clerical staff and civil servants; speak their language, as it were.


The dead are not covered by data protection, it would seem. I was informed that she died before she hit the car, neck broken during the fall. No defensive injuries. Probably misadventure but the coroner’s court would decide in due course.


When I hung up, I cried tears of relief: I wasn’t to blame for the poor girl’s death. There was nothing I could have done to save her, even if I’d had time to try.


I couldn’t help her then, but I was doing everything I could to help her now.


Later that evening when I’d finished my scheduled chores, I shooed Ginger out of the room, then turned on my pc to check for any updates that the Teflon woman had refused to divulge to me in person.


The machine laboured through its start-up routines, but I was duly rewarded when I logged into the police website. They had at last issued a full description of my poor girl. I read it avidly, eager for information. Long wavy auburn hair and hazel-green eyes … mid/late twenties … five foot ten. Like me, tall for a woman. Multiple piercings in both ears. Tattoos, although they still didn’t say of what, or where they were sited.


There was an e-fit graphic alongside the text which, like the average passport photo, probably bore no resemblance to reality. The eyes were wide-spaced under a broad forehead; an equally wide mouth and nose – everything about the features was generous. It was an enthusiastic face, a notice-me face; the opposite of my own. I swear I could be trapped in a train carriage for hours with half a dozen other people and, afterwards, none of them would recognise me if I passed them at the station. I was just too beige to be of interest.


This woman in the e-fit looked vivid, her personality full of colour – like her balloons.


She looked like someone who enjoyed life.


Had enjoyed life.


I signed on to social media with a heavy heart. My standard password, T1m3_Wa5t3, summed up my feelings towards this ghastly modern phenomenon. Observing the vitriol of many of the posts and the saccharine falseness of others I felt like a passive smoker, the toxicity seeping into my body just by being there. Still, even I had to admit, it had its uses. And this was one of them.


Twenty or thirty years ago the police would always have been your first port of call for help. But judging by social media, village email updates and posters on lampposts – whether you’d lost a dog, had a bike stolen, seen someone suspicious, or someone had gone missing – it seemed people often reached out to others first.


I searched #MissingPerson and was inundated with posts. The old and demented, the young and drug-addled, the vulnerable women, family men; so many people lost to the world, so many questions left unanswered. I narrowed my search to #MissingGirl, then #MissingWoman, both resulting in pages of messages. I settled in for a long evening, my pen and notepad close to hand.


There were a surprising number of auburn-haired women. Maybe a fashion thing. Some trend started by a pop star or actress that I’d be hard-pressed to recognise let alone name. I hadn’t realised there were so many shades of red hair. Maybe I should consider it myself? I may have been approaching fifty, but I wasn’t too old to make a change.


An hour or so later I’d found several viable options for my missing girl.


I’d based my search on the date of the posts, giving myself a range of a week before and after the accident; although she had died recently, in reality the poor young woman could have been missing for years – a runaway, an elopement, a bitter family row. Or she may not even be missed yet – an itinerant worker, a holidaymaker, a loner. But all those memories stored on her charm bracelet suggested that she was loved, someone people cared about; she’d touched others, had an impact on their lives. Surely someone would have missed her by now.


First up: Jac Pritchard, reported missing on 17th September 2018, the day after the accident. Last seen at a festival talking to a DJ. It was the cascading auburn curls that caused me to single her out, along with her age and the multiple studs in her ears, one through the cartilage like those tags you see on cattle. The ‘missing’ photo had been lifted from her account profile. She had seventy-two followers, mainly young people discussing fashion and music. Reading through each of her posts in turn, I found that she’d planned a ‘wild new look’ for the festival, which could mean anything, a new outfit, more piercings, a rakish hat. I skim-read through until I found the conclusive message: it clearly wasn’t her. Back in early September, there it was: ‘I am so over him!’ it read, above a photo of her with cropped bleached hair. To be honest, it suited her better. Easier to manage too, I’d have thought.


Possible number two: Ella. She had that softer shade of ginger hair sometimes called strawberry-blonde. She’d applied for a place at college as a mature student and moved to the area over the summer to prepare for the start of term. It seems she’d changed her mind at the last minute and now no one knew where she was. Apparently that in itself wasn’t so out of character, but she’d paid her rent for three months in advance and not tried to reclaim it – that was the giveaway to her family. They’d posted a photo of her. She had a tattoo of ivy that snaked over her collar bone and up to her left ear. Surely the police would have mentioned that in their description? Aside from this, she was a match: height, age, hair, eye colour all fitted. And the place she had rented was on the outskirts of Colchester, quite close to the A12 where the accident had happened.
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