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To Jack, Iris and Clem.
 I love you very much, but please don’t read any further . . .




		

		
			PART I

			You know the story. She was a girl your age, although it’s not like you were friends. She was in another class at school, or maybe she went to a different school but lived nearby. You thought she was pretty – pretty enough to make the other girls jealous. They started rumours and said mean things, things that weren’t true. It wasn’t a big deal, it’s just what teenagers do: pick on someone else, find an easy target in the hope that they’ll be spared.

			But the girl became more and more unhappy. It turned out that there were problems at home. Her ­parents were getting a divorce, or her mother had died, or there were problems with money. Let’s not get caught up in the ­specifics. She began mixing with older people and stopped going to school. She ran away a few times. It was supposed to be a temporary thing, an experiment for the weekend, but one day she didn’t come back. Young girls can be reckless, and this girl wanted the freedom to make her own choices. She was sixteen or seventeen, so close enough to being an adult. People used to run away in those days, back when hitchhiking was fun and you could meet all kinds of people.

			Turns out, he wanted the same thing. He was good-­looking and not that much older. Let’s imagine they met at a service station. She was impressed that he had his own car – she assumed it was his car – and once they started talking they realised they had plenty in common. He was even playing the music she liked. They drove for miles, talking non-stop. When he moved to change gear his arm brushed her leg, and she smiled because she didn’t mind. He seemed like the boy of her dreams, though her dreams changed from one day to the next. She told him she liked her new life on the road and he agreed and said it was the coolest thing ever.

			But soon she’d have a different view: not the one through the windscreen; one of tree roots, grass and ­nettles up close. She couldn’t speak or even breathe, ­because her throat was full of blood. She died before she had a chance to live, which isn’t fair or right. But the first time never goes according to plan. Let’s try again, and let’s keep her alive.

			Let’s say he didn’t kill her. Let’s say he married her ­instead.

		

	
		
			

			CASS

			Monday, 8 October 2018

			Morning

			I’ve only kept two photographs from when I was Cass. In the first, I’m standing in the garden of Cliff End, wearing my old school uniform. My white shirt is already unbuttoned, the knot of my tie tugged down and pulled tight. I’ve rolled up the waistband of my grey pleated skirt and shredded the cuffs of my jumper. My hair is short and I’m smiling with my mouth closed, eyes narrowed cynically. I look like any normal teenager.

			Oh, I think, just wait.

			I am not Cass any more. The first Cass was a singer in a band called The Mamas and Papas. That Cass had the most amazing voice, but was also seriously obese, addicted to pills and died tragically young.

			And that’s not even why I changed my name.

			I check my pace on my fitness tracker and look out over the river. The water is steel grey, smooth as glass, a line of mist hovering above it. I run the same route every morning: a loop along the towpath, taking me over the bridge and back. I like this time just before dawn, when the air is crisp. In the summer I’ll see foxes and kingfishers and ­although I run alone, there are always people about – ­early morning rowers or other runners. In the winter it stays dark. Peter bought me a headband with a spotlight torch, but the trouble with those gadgets is you only see what is directly in front of you, a tunnel of light that ­cancels out everything else.

			For the last year there has been a man with a red sweatshirt who runs my route. We always nod to each other. I decided long ago that a red sweatshirt was too distinctive for a would-be attacker, but it troubles me that he wears the same outfit every day. I assume he has several of these sweatshirts. Men do that, don’t they? After my first night with Peter I woke to find a row of near-identical tweed jackets arranged on a clothes rail at the foot of the bed. My blood ran cold, but Peter says it makes life easy.

			Peter is my husband. He hates me running in the dark. He once said, ‘It’s as if you want to be murdered.’

			I was outraged. I told him I had thought long and hard about my personal safety, but why should I alter my choices because of my gender? Don’t I have the right to run alone and enjoy the peace and quiet before dawn? It infuriates me that a woman should feel unsafe or intimi­dated, and not a man. This is also why I carry a flick knife. Peter doesn’t know that. I do keep a few secrets from my husband.

			We have been married for fifteen years and have a son and a daughter together. I am a very good mother. It’s not that hard. I just have to do the exact opposite of what my own mother did.

			I picture my mother: the smooth oval of her face, fine fair hair falling in wisps over her ears. She was at her most beautiful when she was hungover, which was also the only time she let me hug her. I would creep under one of her slender arms and study her face up close. Her eyes were huge, her lips full, her cheekbones high and sharp. There was something excessive about her ­features, ­almost ­startling, and because she was so thin she preferred clothes that hung and draped. I had a habit of clutching at her skirts when I was small. They are just so pretty, I would tell her, but that wasn’t why I held on tight. I was worried that if I didn’t, she’d drift away. Eventually she got annoyed and told me to let go. She said I was too heavy and dragged her down. Not that it matters now. I haven’t seen her in years. We are estranged. I like that word, since we are both quite strange.

			I don’t want to think about my mother so I run faster. To my left a heron lifts off from the riverbank, soaring into the milky sky. I sprint up the steps to the bridge. There are a few people ahead: I pass a young couple running ­together. Thud-thud-thud on the pavement. Further along there’s an elderly man in a Barbour and flat cap walking his dog. The kids are desperate for a dog but it’s always a dog walker who discovers a body. I’ve no doubt the dogs themselves get very excited. They probably bark a lot and wag their tails. Look what I have found, they’ll be saying. A bone. Lots of bones.

			An image flashes into my mind. A girl lying in a field. She’s flat on her back, legs grey and bare, splayed at an awkward angle. Her arms are thrown over her head and her long brown hair covers most of her face. I see blood on her chin, glistening like paint. It’s so clear to me, it feels real. What if I actually saw it?

			I’ve reached the turning to our road. I sprint round the corner and hurry up the steps to our house. Peter opens the door to greet me. He is wearing one of his many brown jackets.

			‘Good run?’

			I nod and pull my headphones off my ears.

			He frowns. ‘Is that a Walkman?’ He is looking down at the boxy machine strapped to my midriff. ‘You’re listening to cassettes now?’

			I swallow. ‘Yup. Going old-school.’

			He chuckles and swerves past me, taking the steps down to the basement. I watch as he unlocks the door to his ­office, and he must sense my eyes on him, as he turns back and smiles.

			‘You okay?’

			I nod again.

			I do love my husband. Have I said that already? He is a better person than I will ever be. Reliable, thoughtful, generous and kind. I sometimes watch those award programmes on television and imagine myself as the person on stage, dressed to the nines and holding one of those trophies that’s always somehow phallic, beaming down at a sea of people.

			‘Firstly,’ I say, ‘let me thank my husband, my darling Peter. I feel so very blessed! I don’t know what I’d do without you!’

			Except I’ll never win an award: there are no prizes for surviving, and to keep on surviving you’d better stay out of sight.

			Peter has gone into his office and I stare at the space he left. He is older than me, but not in a creepy way. The other things were creepy. As in, my childhood generally. He likes that. Well, he doesn’t like it, but he considers it interesting material. He is a therapist. Everyone tells me how lucky I am to have married a therapist. Dreams dissected over breakfast. Past traumas unlocked at lunch. What’s not to like?

			We met at a house party. He spent the whole night in the kitchen making drinks for other people and every time I looked at him he seemed to be looking at me. Our first dates were long walks around London parks where we conspicuously avoided eye contact. That made talking easy, and when he told me both his parents were dead, I said, ‘Snap, me too.’

			It just came out. I didn’t meant to lie. Of course I felt guilty for pretending to be an orphan when he really was, so I tried to put him off by listing my various mental health problems. He was in training to be a therapist and I thought this could be fun. Not that mental health problems are fun, it’s just I had quite the deluxe family-size selection. I told him I was an insomniac compulsive shoplifter who was also badly bulimic. He found this all quite riveting.

			‘In my opinion,’ he said, ‘the majority of people have some form of disordered eating . . .’

			Music to my ears.

			By our third date I was recounting my intrusive thoughts, since I often pictured myself hurting people. At that time I was preoccupied by stabbing and electrocution and was scared to use most kitchen appliances. Peter assured me this was also very common. He said they were just thoughts.

			Magic!

			By our sixth date I went all-in. This was after our fifth date where we’d slept together. The sex had been fast and forgettable and I had woken up that morning to find that long rail of aforementioned tweed jackets. I was so ­unnerved I immediately admitted that my father was not actually dead but serving a life sentence for rape and murder.

			Peter looked more surprised than the night before, when I had professed my desire to sleep with him. He sat up in bed, resting his elbows on his really quite bony knees.

			After a minute he said, ‘It’s a test, isn’t it? You think you will tell me something so shocking it will drive me away.’ He paused. ‘What if I tell you that you could say anything and it wouldn’t?’

			I lost myself in his jackets. I realised they were not actually identical – just a close tonal range – and by this time Peter had wrapped his arms around my shoulders.

			‘What if you tell me everything?’

			I don’t think I can ever tell anyone everything. It’s impossible to explain what it feels like when a person you love and trust is arrested out of the blue and accused of terrible, unspeakable things. It was a case of ‘Jekyll and Hyde’, according to my mother, who could and did talk a lot about it. She had a centre-page spread in the Sunday Mirror. They used a photograph from her London modelling days and she’s half in profile with slim manicured fingers resting lightly on one cheek. She was a great beauty back then, before the drink and the drugs took hold.

			I told Peter most of it, and he didn’t say, ‘Ah yes, very common, a lot of people have this kind of problem.’

			Which I am sure is a good thing.

			By then I was dressed and ready to leave and I offered up a hand to shake.

			‘You are going to be an excellent therapist,’ I told him. ‘Let me pay you for your time.’

			

			There was a long ache of silence.

			‘I don’t want your money,’ he said, taking my hand in both of his. ‘Don’t you realise I’m in love with you?’

			Peter says there is no genetic code that means I will turn out like Dad. He also says my dark thoughts are just a defence against actually hurting anyone. Genius, right? Peter makes me happy, secure in a way I have never been before. It helped that I cut all ties with Mum. Peter could’ve coped with her, I’m sure, but I am glad he didn’t need to. And I found my own therapist before we were married – strict protocols about that. My therapist is called Leonard, has a goatee and pierced ears, and favours cravats and long, flowing jackets. I think he resembles a seventeenth-century magician. This may or may not be a good thing.

			Peter, who doesn’t look like anyone but Peter, has mostly female patients. He has a trusting face and terrible posture, and I doubt any woman could feel threatened in his presence. They leave behind a waft of perfume: Chanel No 5. Coco, Amarige, Anything with figs. I track the scents but I do not get jealous. Peter has a truckload of his own neuroses and thus we are perfectly matched. Also, none of these women who come to see him have a story quite like mine. I am the best, or the worst.

			I hear the sound of drawers opening and doors shutting overhead. The kids are up, which means I need to move. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. I soak oats overnight and make açai smoothies and protein pancakes.

			Attack the day. Or your children.

			I check the news on my phone, typing the name Edward Wheeler.

			

			It comes up straight away: Island Killer Ned Wheeler to face parole board . . .

			Yes. My father, who is dead to me but not actually dead, is up for parole.

			I knew it was happening but I still can’t believe it, and so I keep scrolling, jabbing at my phone in the hope of finding some alternative news source. There’s the sound of the buzzer, which signals the first patient of the day. ­Peter’s consulting room is in the basement, with its own separate entrance. He never tells me anything about his cases – more strict rules about that. Except, our children aren’t allowed to have private music lessons because he’s heard too many stories of abuse.

			It is often the piano teacher, he says.

			Or the neighbour.

			Or the father of your best friend.

			My eyes are still glued to my phone as my son comes thumping down the stairs. He is ten years old with a mop of dark-blond hair. He has Peter’s eyes, my mouth. I won’t tell you his name. This is about me, the woman currently cursing the wi-fi, which is always too slow. I call out for my daughter. I need to check how much make-up she’s wearing because I’ve had two phone calls from the school this term. She is thirteen and wants another piercing and I’m scared if I say no she’ll do it herself. I click on an article in the Daily Mail.

			Double Date for Double Killer

			After serving thirty years in prison we can reveal that double killer and rapist Ned Wheeler could be getting parole. Wheeler, formerly resident of Totland on the Isle of Wight, was imprisoned in 1988. Although he eventually pleaded guilty to the murder and rape of Jane Sykes and the murder of Billy Knight, police told Portsmouth Crown Court that they believed Wheeler was responsible for a string of sexual assaults on the Island dating back over a decade. He was also a prime suspect in the death of teenager, Hannah Dawsey.

			Wheeler has always maintained his innocence as regards those crimes and whilst in prison became a born-again Christian. He is now set to marry his fiancée, Florence Watkins. Watkins, a self-described ‘extremely non-judgemental person’, said: ‘The Edward I know doesn’t have the capacity for violence. He has spent thirty years atoning for his sins. We both accept that much of his life has been wasted, but we hope that he will be granted parole so that he can devote his remaining years to serve God’s purpose.’

			I want to shout and scream and punch the wall, but instead I call again for my daughter. I tell her to come downstairs this minute, then add an exasperated ‘please’. There is a flurry of activity overhead and the sound of slamming doors. Peter is suddenly beside me. He must’ve cut short his session. He gently takes my phone.

			‘It’s going to be okay,’ he says, placing a hand on my shoulder.

			It’s funny how people say, ‘It’s going to be okay,’ when it very obviously isn’t. I picture us on a plane plummeting to earth, or in a car with no brakes accelerating towards a cliff. I swear I could be standing beside Peter as the roof of the house caves in, and still he’d take my hand and say, ‘All fine. It’s nothing.’

			

			But my father killed Billy, and that’s not nothing, and he raped and strangled Jane Sykes. Not nothing. And I thought he killed Hannah. For years, I was sure. I felt it in my blood and bones like a physical thing. Hannah. Not nothing.

			‘I know this is hard,’ Peter whispers. ‘But we always knew it was coming.’

			I picture my father in a suit and tie, clutching his ­Bible, rehearsing his lines. He was always so good at telling ­stories.

			It’s going to be okay. No it’s not.

			Thirty years is a long time.

			But it is nowhere close to life.

		

	
		
			

			JOAN

			Tape #1

			Testing, testing. One, two.

			Cass, honey, can you hear me?

			Ahem! 

			[Clears voice.]

			So! Hi! Sorry to disappoint, it’s only me, your mother . . . Er. I can still call myself that, right? I mean, it’s been a while! I’m guessing you still hate me and blame me for lots of things, which I’ll take as a good sign, as it means you still care.

			That’s why I’m doing this. Sure, ha ha! A cassette tape is pretty old-school, but hello, I am old! And we are both busy women, right? You’re a working mother of two. I mean, wow, good for you. I did not see that coming.

			[Pause.]

			I’m sending this to your place of work as I don’t want Peter freaking out. For the purposes of the tape, I am referring to your husband. That is his name, isn’t it? Peter. He was a lot easier to find thanks to the good ol’ internet. Classy that you married a therapist. According to his CV he has a lot of experience of working with addicts . . . LOL, as the kids say nowadays. That means he won’t approve of me making contact, unless we call this an extended step nine.

			Cass, I’ve step-nined you a few times and it’s ­never got us far. Sure, I am sorry, but as you might have noticed, life is short, so let’s move on. I would love to tell you that I don’t need anything except to know you’re well and safe.

			And that’s true.

			And then it isn’t.

			[Sighs.]

			You know why. The clock is ticking.

			Your dad’s been doing everything right, and that means we should be worried. I had the feeling if I wrote you a letter you’d tear it up. It’s harder to rip up a tape. I guess you could unspool it and then burn it. Except tapes melt and stink to high heaven.

			Ah, but you did always love a bonfire! Ned would come in and say, ‘I’ve got a real treat for you,’ and he’d have all this junk piled up and you’d be at his side, calling out, ‘Higher! Higher!’

			He called fires ‘cleansing’, even though you’d end up covered in soot.

			But hey, I’d better stay on track. I’m going to send you some other packages: photographs, maps and press cuttings and such. It won’t all make sense yet, but trust me, yeah? It’s the proof we need, like, for everything. The whole kit and caboodle. Oh, wait.

			You think I’m talking about Hannah? Well, sure . . . [Sighs.] That’s a conversation we need to have, but ­before we get on to that . . . I’ve found out a lot of other stuff and it’ll blow your mind. For real. Just don’t share this with anyone yet, especially not Peter. He’ll say I’m still drinking or that I’ve gone mad. I haven’t. I won’t. No, Fuck that. Give me a Bible and I’ll swear on it. I’m as sober as a judge, fit as a flea. Heart rate this morning 77, cholesterol excellent, blood pressure 83 over 130. I am sixty-eight, in case you’d forgotten. Also – thanks for asking! – it’s been seven years, five months and ten days since my last drink. Yup. I kid you not. I, Joan Diana Wheeler, am of sound body and mind for the first time in like, well, as above. So, if I’m found at the bottom of a cliff, don’t believe I jumped. Likewise, if I am killed in a house fire or a hit-and-run, it was no accident. If I die – however it looks – we will all know who did it.

			Bam! That’s where I should’ve started. The big Hollywood opening.

			[Chuckles.]

			To be fair, I should’ve been dead a long time ago, and no, I’m not asking to be rescued. If it helps, pretend it’s a story, not like the story I sold to the news­papers when I needed the money for our flights. This is the story I should have told from the start.

			It is a love story, or it starts out as one. Don’t we all love our husbands at the start? Ned was my prince, my shining knight. He was also the end of a long list. We were married within two months of meeting. How ­crazy is that? But these were crazy times. I mean, young ­people now, with their smartphones and their swipes left or right, they don’t know how to live. We knew how to live. We went all-in. I wanted to be authentic and spontaneous and open to the moment. Was it like that for you, Cass, when you met Peter? Oh sure, you don’t call yourself Cass any longer, but your new name doesn’t suit you so I will stick with what I know.

			I wanted to call you Stevie, by the by. After Stevie Nicks. Music was a big part of our life together. The Doors, Jimi Hendrix, Joni Mitchell. We saw them all. The newspapers loved it, how we met at the Isle of Wight Festival, as if that summed us up. But I wasn’t some hippy, I just liked the clothes. I’d ended up modelling after I’d flunked my first year at art school. I could’ve made it big, you know?

			I mean, if you’ve got it, flaunt it . . . and boy, did I flaunt it. Uh-huh, everyone called me a knock-out. Even my own father, which I grant you is weird. [Sighs.] I was quite the daddy’s girl until he died. Oh sure, boo-hoo, cue violins, sad music.

			But let’s get back to the Festival. I had these two friends: Jago and Ce-Ce. They were a lot of fun. Also a lot of trouble. After a day Jago went bug-eyed on acid and started running in circles, talking about an alien invasion. [Chuckles.] He’d go on to be almost famous, photograph The Who on Blackpool Pier, then die of an overdose . . . That’s all later on. For now he tore off his clothes and went to swim in the sea . . . As you do.

			I stayed put. We’d pitched our tent up on the hill, which had the best view of the stage. It was called Desolation Hill for, well, obvious reasons. Ahead of me was a sea of bodies, kind of like a battlefield with flags and tents. I mean, it was crazy. And of course everyone was high – you had to be. We’d paid for tickets but a lot of folk thought it should be free and were tearing down the fences on one side. There were guys making speeches and having fights. Some loser-freaks heckled Joni ­Mitchell, which was not okay . . . I love Joni . . . she’s such a queen.

			Anyway, I had this feeling my life was going to change . . . like, all these people had come here for a reason. I could feel the ground humming . . . And there he was. This vision of a man.

			[Sighs.]

			Oh, Cass, he was beautiful. Not to objectify, but yeah . . . I did. He was wearing dirty Levis and a plaid shirt. Nothing special about that, but he had these eyes, dark like rock pools, kind of twinkling. I couldn’t look away and he seemed to be looking for someone. He was walking slowly, moving round groups of people on the grass. His hair was full and curly, parted to one side, falling over his right eye so he had to keep tucking it behind his ear. His shirt was unbuttoned.

			Looks matter. Whoever says they don’t is full of shit. The first thing you see is the surface.

			He was staring right at me, and the next thing I know we have our arms round each other.

			‘Well, aren’t you a ray of light,’ he said.

			That’s all. We were together for a while, listening to the music, then Ce-Ce was at my shoulder, glancing back and forth between us, like: what did I miss?

			His face changed. ‘You’re not alone.’

			I’m sure he said that, though later I wondered if it was all a dream.

			

			It’s funny. I can remember stuff from years before, like the swing in the playground at the end of our street. As a kid, I didn’t like to share and I’d sit there for hours, swinging myself, oblivious to this queue of little girls waiting. They’d whisper about me, cupping their hands over their mouths, thinking I’d get upset. I just acted dumb and ignored them. I had one good friend at school. Marjorie Stevens. Marj was dumpy but sweet and in love with Paul, the boy who lived three doors down. She made up her mind that this was the guy she was going to marry. I told her I was only going to marry a prince and she said that sounded right, as I’d need a prince to keep me happy, so I went out with Paul when he asked.

			Um. I say this because I need to be honest. You have to be honest to heal. So yeah, I was a fickle kid, always on the lookout for something better. Call me a bitch by all means . . . get in line. Two days after the Festival I was on my own. I’d got fed up of Ce-Ce and was out of money, sitting in a café in Ryde, trying to work out what to do. Then in he walks.

			‘You,’ he said. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

			It was broad daylight, stingingly so, and I squinted up at his face. ‘You didn’t have to look hard.’

			He was already reaching across the table for my hands. His knuckles were red and chaffed and there were cuts on one arm.

			‘You were fighting?’

			‘No.’ He grinned. ‘I had to fix the fences. That’s why I was there. I built the stage, too.’

			

			He took hold of my wrists, pressing the pulse points, peering into my face. ‘I feel we’ve got this connection. Do you feel it, too?’

			We were fizzing like electricity, pulling closer together. I don’t think any man has ever looked at me the way he did. It was like he saw inside me, like he saw right into my soul.

			‘You’re perfect,’ he sighed.

			I hadn’t even asked his name, but now I did.

			‘Ned. Ned Wheeler. You?’

			‘Joan,’ I replied. ‘You can call me Joanie.’

			He took my face in his hands. ‘You’re Saint Joan to me. You’re glowing. You’re like a vision. How can you be real?’

			He kissed me then, and his mouth was hot and fierce, and my knees nearly buckled under me. Sorry, TMI, but your dad was a great kisser. I couldn’t resist. Also, why should I? The Festival had been ­amazing, but I had a bad feeling my life would go on the same. Like I needed a new fix, and Ned Wheeler was it. So off we went, driving fast down these narrow country roads, the blue sky overhead, the flat sea slipping in and out of view. The Island was gorgeous in the sunshine, ­idyllic, and Ned talked non-stop about star signs and music and people he knew. Now I say it back, it sounds like a script. Could I make this into a ­movie? Nope, nada – Ned would like that too much. He was ­already showing off, saying he was part of this famous Island family: ‘the Wheelers of Wheeler Bay’. They were smugglers and wreckers, the original rebels, which made it sound wild and romantic.

			

			But the house, now, the house did look like it belonged on a movie set. Cliff End. Maybe you remember, Cass, or maybe you’ve wiped it from your mind. I hear children can do that. But I loved that house, and most nights, when I close my eyes, I can hear the sea and the wind through the trees, and the tick of the clock on the stairs. When we pulled into the drive I thought it was a joke, but Ned took me by the hand and tugged me through the big oak door.

			According to the land registry, Cliff End was built in 1897 as a holiday home for a rich English family. They wanted a house looking out over the Solent, with easy access to Totland Bay, which was at the time quite the Victorian holiday hotspot. The family lost their ­money in the Depression, and Charles Wheeler, Ned’s dad, bought it at auction after he came back from the war.

			Newsflash: I went back there not so long ago. Don’t freak out, nobody saw me. It was night-time and I was careful. The house itself hasn’t changed, though the trees and hedges have grown up high, and our old room with the balcony is lost under ivy. I went round the back, forcing the door by Ned’s old workshop, which is, of course, long gone.

			You know? It made me sad.

			I remember that first day, when Ned spun me into the big front room, throwing open the shutters to let the sunlight in. The house came alive then, our laughter echoing in every arch and corner. Man, it was beautiful. We danced through to the kitchen, which was again huge, with honey-coloured walls and a white tiled floor. What a moment. There were windows looking out into the garden, and a row of service bells lined up along one side.

			‘You have servants,’ I laughed. ‘Are you like a prince?’

			Ned bowed. ‘And you – my princess.’

			He always said the right thing, but it was not just what he said, but how. It felt so familiar, like a path we’d already taken together. It was a warm afternoon so we took a blanket out into the garden and lay under the trees. I’ll spare you the details of what happened next, but it was still like a fairytale, just with lots of sex.

			Afterwards I remember the leaves stirring and rustling over us and Ned turning and whispering into my ear: ‘They know why you’re here. They’ve been waiting for you.’

			The garden was a little paradise. Ned’s dad had pulled up the tennis courts to plant an orchard and the leaves hung like a canopy over us.

			‘It’s my special place,’ Ned said, running his hands up and down my arm, ‘and now it’s yours.’ Then he fetched me an apple off a tree, took a bite and gave it to me. ‘We are like Adam and Eve. Our kids will play here . . .’

			I hadn’t thought about kids, but once he said that, they felt real. It’s almost like I heard them skipping around me.

			I said yes. I just kept saying yes.

			I mean, wow, did anyone ever tell him no?

			If I’d been stronger mentally, it might have been different. I’m not going to give you the sob story of how my father had died and my mother had thrown me out, but those things happened. And let’s not ­forget, Ned had his own issues. His big brother, ­Dylan, had been crippled in a car crash. The story was, ­Dylan had been driving his girlfriend and Ned home one night when the car skidded and flipped. Ned was okay but the girl died and Dylan was in a bad state. He lived for a few more years in some downstairs rooms, cared for by their mother, then died of an infection. So, yeah, Ned and I, we needed each other.

			Love was like a pot of paint spilling over between us, staining everything.

			[Clattering sound.]

			But stop right there! Wind that back. Zoom in.

			This was a man who told me he loved me within hours of us meeting. A man who asked me to have his kids. A man who still lived with his mother.

			Boy-oh-boy.

			Red flags everywhere. Was I ever a sucker? [Sighs.]

			And now let’s consider that piece of work, the mother.

			Sure, you loved her Cass. I did, too. At first.

			Sue Wheeler was born Susan Clara Barton and ­married Charles Wheeler in 1939, before he went off to war. Sue trained as a nurse and stayed one all her life, even when they had enough money and she didn’t need to work, as she said often enough. When Ned told me his mother still lived in the extension, I wanted to run a mile. I expected Sue Wheeler to hate me on sight, since mothers normally did. But I met her the next morning and she pulled me into this bone-­crushing hug.

			

			‘So you’re the girl who has made my boy so happy! He says you’re a wonder. Please stay!’

			I can still hear her voice: a little husky, a little harsh. She was a force of nature, a take-no-prisoners type. She told me to call her ‘Mother’ and even had a little gold brooch that spelled it out, like a job description. Mother. Odd, right? And they called me a kook? Huh. I guess she missed Dylan and needed a new person to run around after. I was okay with that. She was good to me after the accident.

			The accident? you ask.

			Mm-hmm. Hold on.

			Picture me, a barefoot lovely, drifting through the days. We lounged in the garden or went down on the beach, where we sunbathed and smoked. I’m not going to lie, the longer I was out of the city, the less I wanted to go back. London had been hard – living in a cramped room, lost in a crowd. Here, I could sleep until the afternoon and not lift a finger, and people thought I was special. Sue would introduce me as ‘Joanie from London, who is a model’ and everyone fell at my feet. I mean, hilariously, a few people even thought I was Joni Mitchell!

			It was easy, too easy, there had to be a catch. Most fairytales have a curse, or a test. I hadn’t read many books back then. Ned loved his books. I thought he was some kind of genius. He had a wall of old hardbacks in his workshop. They had weird titles, foreign stuff, ­histories of religion, which back then he called a ‘­social construct’. He was all for sticking it to the man, whoever the man was.

			

			I wasn’t allowed in the workshop without him – he left his tools and broken stuff lying about – and I told him not to worry.

			‘I prefer to experience things, not read about them,’ I said.

			(I thought I was oh-so smart.)

			Ned laughed hard and repeated that to Lo. Lo was Lois. Lois Mansell. She lived in a wooden bungalow on the opposite side of the road and had known Ned and Dylan all her life. One morning she just strolled through the garden and found me.

			‘So you’re Ned’s girl!’ she said teasingly. ‘We’re gonna be great friends.’

			Lo was tiny, like a doll, with big outlined eyes and brown hair cropped short. She was wearing, I remember, these tiny shorts and a waistcoat with tassels. She instantly struck me as very original and cool. She told me she made clothes and asked if I’d model for her. I said sure.

			‘There are loads of creative people on the Island,’ she said. ‘We stay true to who we are.’

			Then she plucked a joint from the pocket of her waistcoat and said I had great energy.

			I took that as a sign, though it’s fair to say I was always looking for signs.

			Lo, apart from running her handicraft stall, was deep into astrology and Tarot. She did readings as a side hustle and offered to do one for me. I thought, why not? Where’s the harm? The days were getting cooler, the nights drawing in, I needed a little direction.

			

			It was almost evening and we settled in the dining room, lit a few candles to mellow the mood, took some shots of vodka. With Tarot you can ask a simple question, get a yes or no, or you draw three to make a ­story. I drew: the Tower, then the Princess of Wands, then Death.

			It felt bad, even though Lo promised me it wasn’t.

			‘Death doesn’t mean an actual death. It’s about a fresh start, shaking off bad habits.’

			But my heart started to race. I felt this darkness lurking in the corner of the room, and I got too scared to look over my shoulder. It was as if some heavy truth were waiting . . . You are lazy, you are lost. I mean, I wasn’t entirely unaware of my failings. My pulse started skipping in my throat and I was close to tears. That’s when Lo suggested we fetch Ned and she do him next to see if our ‘stories’ made sense together.

			That seemed like a good idea, so off I went. Ned had been in the scullery, repainting some chairs. It was this space between the kitchen and the corridor leading to Sue’s rooms. It had a couple of sinks and an ancient mangle and drying rack. I rushed in there, and my foot got stuck on some old newspaper that he’d put down to protect the tiles. The radio was playing and the back door was open. I peeled the page off my sole, and I remember this because I saw a girl’s face, and she looked like me – young, pretty, with long hair parted and falling neatly round her face. ‘Last Seen at Festival’ ran the caption. Huh, I thought. Weird. But maybe a lot of people went missing after the Festival. Turn on, tune in, drop out, right?

			

			I wandered into the garden and the light was on in the workshop, so I walked right in. Ned wasn’t there either, but I saw a bag on his work table. A woman’s bag. It was quilted velvet with mirrors sewn into it, a silk rope drawstring strap . . . Not the kind of thing Sue would use, but I’d seen a few girls at the Festival with them. I picked it up and looked inside. There was a cotton scarf twisted and tied in a knot and a dainty silver ring with what I thought were three diamonds.

			I turned to go and suddenly felt this searing pain, like a blowtorch splicing my foot. I’d stood on a rusty nail sticking up from a plank of wood. It had pierced my foot, all the way through. I screamed and screamed. Jesus, it hurt.

			I don’t remember much more. Ned came running and freaked out when he saw me.

			‘I warned you,’ he cried. ‘Oh, angel! I should’ve locked the door.’

			He carried me to the car and then into the hospital and the nail was still in my foot. It was agony. I’d damaged both the nerves and the muscle, and there was a risk it could get infected. After three hours I was bandaged up and put on bed rest and different kinds of pills. I was very calm – all those pills, maybe. Is this where it starts? I took whatever was offered.

			Sue looked after me, cleaning the wound and changing my bandages. And I couldn’t go anywhere, even if I wanted to.

			That’s when Ned asked me to marry him. Maybe he asked me because he felt guilty. But I said yes because I loved him.

			

			It wasn’t what I imagined would happen, but there was a certainty to the house, I thought I could fill it with my things. Ned said we’d live by our own rules.

			His exact words were: ‘I want us to be together forever.’

			I took the ring as a sign. Another sign. It was the ring from the bag. I knew that the second he slipped it on my finger. I thought how clever, he’d got the ring for me, he’d been planning it all along.

			Yeah. [Sighs.] I really did think that.

			Guess the joke was on me.

			

			Island Echo

			14 September 1970

			Missing Teenager, Last Seen at Festival

			Police are appealing for any information about missing ­teenager Barbara Colley. Barbara is eighteen years old and five-foot-two, with long brown hair. She is very slim and was last seen ­wearing blue jean shorts with a frayed hem, a red bomber ­jacket and a ­yellow blouse. Barbara had been living with foster-­parents in Northamptonshire until December of last year, when she left home after an argument. Police are still trying to trace her ­movements, but it is believed she had stayed in a boarding house in Bournemouth for several weeks, working as a maid, before ­heading to the Isle of Wight Festival.

			Here, several people remember meeting Barbara, among them two female students from Bristol who have now been interviewed. They let her share their tent as she had no money. They report she had been using drugs and seemed ‘jittery’, having split up with a boyfriend. After one night they parted ways and encouraged her to return home.

			Barbara has not been seen or heard of since, but a black ­quilted bag with some of her clothes has since been found in a dustbin in Newport.

		

	
		
			

			CASS

			Monday, 8 October 2018

			Afternoon

			The last time I saw my mother her clothes were filthy, and there was make-up streaked all down her face. She’d passed out on the Tube and had her bag stolen. Or that’s what she told me. But this was much later, let’s go right back. I remember her as beautiful: long-limbed and sinuous, blonde hair catching the sun. I remember how her bracelets chimed when she moved – the weird hippy jewellery she made with Auntie Lo – the pendants and earrings with feathers and beads. I remember her smell when she kissed me goodnight. I’d ask for a story to make her stay, but she’d sigh and say she was no good at stories. ‘For that you’ve got to ask Dad or Grandma.’ She had this way of tilting her head to one side and staring, and she had such blankly open eyes it was hard to imagine she’d ever lie.

			I punch in the code and yank the gates open. The garden is empty – the residents are still having lunch – so I stand by the fountain and listen to the birds. I hear the halting call of a mistle thrush, the rattle of a magpie. A squirrel darts along the fence and drops into the ivy and makes the trellis shake. Crawford Lodge was the grand London home of an English composer. There is a full-size portrait of him hanging on the wall in the main reception. He holds a book of musical scores and looks mildly uneasy, as if he’s unsure how his former residence became a care home. I don’t know either, but small rooms on the first floor cost £500 a week, and the larger ones on the ground floor are double that, as they have patios and direct access to the garden. I swipe my card through the reader and lean hard to push the door open. Ruth, the manager, sits in her narrow office to my left. She is typing furiously, mobile jammed under her chin. I wave to her and grab a crumpled Metro off the sideboard.

			Damn it. There, on page 4.

			Teacher to Wed Killer: ‘We will marry whether or not he is granted parole’

			There’s a tiny photo of Florence Watkins hiding under a padded maroon anorak. She looks up, startled, her ­glasses catching the camera’s flash. Her face is round, her chin dimpled. I’d guess she’s about sixty. She looks pasty and plain – not at all Dad’s type. Maybe he has changed.

			Yeah, right.

			I want to call Peter, but I know what he’ll say. He will tell me to take it easy and come home.

			I won’t. I like my job.

			People are shocked when they learn I’m a carer. They expect someone who smiles a lot, loves a chat and makes endless cups of watery tea. That is not remotely me. But I’m calm and trustworthy and I like old people. I like old people better than other people, because I was raised by one. I won’t talk about my parents, but I have stories about my grandmother that I can rotate on command. She was the person I went to first, for pretty much ­anything. If life was fair, I’d be looking after her now, returning the favour. Except I can’t. So I look after Margot and Lennie, and Sheila and Alice and Jasmine. Lennie is one of the three men here. He was married to Frances, who died last year. They were devoted to each other and ­Lennie can be sweet, but he also has a temper. His two sons don’t visit much despite one of them living in ­Watford, which is not so far. He loves word puzzles and raspberry jam. He misses Frances, although he did sometimes shout at her and now he shouts at Margot. He thumps on the wall with his stick, hard enough to leave a mark. I wonder if that’s why his sons don’t ­visit. I accept that getting to know him now, near the end of his life, means I’m more likely to see the lonely old man, not the bully or the tyrant. But the bully is there – ­people don’t change that much.

			I spend ten minutes googling Florence Watkins. She sells her hand-thrown urns in a shop in North London. Her Facebook profile is pure Bible quotes and there’s a link to her podcast: The Leap of Faith with Flo. I take screenshots and send them to Peter, who types back: A fascinating case study.

			I send him an angry face.

			But he’s not wrong. The other night when I couldn’t sleep I scrolled through interview clips of women who have relationships with convicted killers. One woman was seeing three violent offenders at the same time. ‘I can’t ­resist bad boys,’ she told the camera, a big smile on her face. I showed Peter in the morning and he told me there’s even a name for it. Hybristophilia. A sexual interest in and attraction to those who commit crimes. He wants to write a paper on it.

			‘A lot of these women are victims of abuse and want to reclaim power,’ he explained.

			It didn’t make me feel any better.

			I give Sheila fresh sheets and hear about her brother who lives in Australia, then Jasmine asks for my help on the loo and tells me she had an uncle who spied through keyholes. Most old people just need someone to lean on and listen. There are novels set in care homes where everyone is best friends with everyone else and it’s like a fancy cruise. That’s not what I see here. Jasmine only talks to the staff, she says it’s not worth making friends as everyone is either a lunatic or turns into one. Margot has a more positive outlook, but she has four daughters who whisk her off to the big M&S at Marble Arch and get her a Chinese takeaway every Sunday night. She has a room on the ground floor with patio doors opening onto the garden.

			‘These roses need some love,’ she tells me. ‘And the clematis is outgrowing its trellis.’

			It’s after three and I’ve wheeled her outside, swaddled in a thick fleece blanket. Margot was an avid gardener until last year, when she fell out of bed and broke her hip. Six months of rehab and she’s still very cautious.

			‘I could do the window boxes,’ she mutters. ‘If you’d help.’

			‘Of course.’ I pat her shoulder. ‘That’d be good.’

			The garden at Crawford Lodge was the main reason I took this job. It reminds me of the one at Cliff End, with its little paths cut between thickets of rhododendron, and its rose bushes and marigolds. I had my own swing and a tree house, and I was always outside, with dirt under my fingernails and cuts on my knees.

			‘You’re a tomboy like me,’ Grandma said, and she’d ­recount some story of battling a rip-tide or capsizing her own boat, which was nothing I could relate to. But I ­wanted to be like her, so capable and tough. I can still see her in my mind’s eye, pacing between the flowerbeds, making a list on her fingers of what needed doing.

			‘A house of this size needs a lot of upkeep,’ she’d mutter, and set me to work digging or weeding.

			I push Margot round the garden, pausing to lay some cold toast on the arm of a bench. Within seconds a robin and a blackbird flutter down. When I see flowers I think of Grandma. With birds, I think of Dad. He knew all their names and he would stand so still they’d eat seeds from his palm. One afternoon I was weeding close to the hedge and he laid his hand on my shoulder. I twisted my head round and he was crouched over, peering into the hedge. He raised his other hand, placing a finger to his closed mouth. I nodded and waited as he reached into the hedge, moving ever so slowly, not making a sound. After a minute he drew his arm back and brought his now closed hand down to my level. He opened his fingers and there was a fuzzy dark shape on his palm: a baby blackbird, still asleep.

			Maybe it wasn’t a bird at all, just a collection of feathers. Maybe it was a trick.

			Margot turns her head. ‘How about a quick ciggie, then?’
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