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			Prologue

			2005

			I am a terrible mother. I wasn’t even good at being pregnant. I spent each trimester in a state of shock. I saw other mums-to-be, smugly patting their burgeoning bellies whilst I was horrified by every new swollen millimetre. It is an awful thing to be scared of your own children. When they arrived, they overwhelmed me, exhausted me. I was never sure I wanted them but there they were anyway. An accompaniment to a husband I desperately needed. Always more his achievement than mine. My gift to the man who had rescued me. The offering of life for the one he had saved. It’s all I had to give him.

			The first nanny was a naturally maternal girl. Young and full of life, robust and energetic. I found her in our bed. I didn’t blame him. Poor James was sadder than I was. She was gone the next day. I could have replaced her. I could even have kept her. I didn’t resent either of them, not for the affair anyway. 

			It was the looks she gave me, half-pity, half-disgust. Her head in my husband’s lap was just an excuse. She was too present, too near. She noticed when the children touched me and I flinched. They ran to her instead of me, her arms were wide open waiting to gather them up in hugs and kisses. She saw my relief. She knew. 

			I am sitting, sweating. My back pressed to the wall, knees raised. Tense eyes, so like my own, are watching me, waiting. I vomit. It’s uncontrollable. Hot acid spilling everywhere on my open legs, seeping through my nightgown into my already wet knickers. My bowels open, the smell is disgusting. I cough, heave, retch. I’m losing consciousness. Soon I will choke. I can’t fight, I was never in with a chance. I’ll be found here, not dressed, drenched in my own bodily expulsions. The pills and vodka are on the table. Only one conclusion will be drawn. So obvious. I was almost born for suicide. All the signs were there after all. Someone like me: fragile, breakable, a victim.

			I sentenced myself to this. I am drifting and then something brings me back. It’s my child’s hand on my shoulder, pulling me up, pinning me to the wall. I don’t flinch this time, I don’t have the strength. I meet clear, bright eyes. We lock, just for a moment. I see a face filled with curiosity. The mouth turns up at the corners. A smile that chills me and I am held there in time, inanimate, frozen. An intimate moment for all the wrong reasons. My eyes shut for the last time. 

			I hear singing. A lullaby I used to sing, when I had the energy, to the very person humming it now, watching while the life drains out of me. Lots of things are running through my mind. The outcomes of different choices, ones I hadn’t made. I made the wrong ones. This is the price of my weakness, so very, very high. I think I am sick again. I think my body shakes, my back slides down, my head hits the ground, a cold slap against my cheek. I hear a voice say ‘Goodbye, Mummy’ and then everything is black.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Now

			The Surrey Comet

			Mother’s distress as her child’s killer moves back to the Borough

			Teenage killer, Kate Reynolds, 24, has moved back to Kingston after serving six years of a twelve- year sentence for voluntary manslaughter.

			Ms Reynolds was just 18 when she pleaded guilty to stabbing Naomi Andrews in 2010. It was a crime that shook the nation, not just because of its brutality, but also due to the tender age of the victim, 17, and her killer.

			Despite a petition led by the victim’s mother, Anthea Andrews, the convicted killer is ‘allowed to live where she chooses’ according to Judge Marstam who set out the rules of her release.

			Mrs Andrews said: ‘I am disgusted to think that I might bump into Naomi’s murderer at any time. It’s bad enough that my daughter is dead. I am saddened and outraged by the court’s decision.’

			Naomi Andrews was stabbed 13 times whilst attending a party at the Reynolds’ family home. Ms Reynolds pleaded guilty to voluntary manslaughter and was given the maximum sentence. 

			A toxicology report showed both girls had consumed large quantities of pharmaceutical amphetamines and alcohol. Mrs Andrews said, ‘The sentence should have been longer’.

			We will be looking back over the case online this week and would like your views. Email us at editor@surreycomet.com.

		

	
		
			 

			1.

			Madison Attallee

			Emma says my name softly. The same way she says everything. When I look up she is standing, holding out a coffee for me. I grunt and signal for her to put it on my desk. Then I realise there really isn’t enough space. I sweep a pile of papers to the other side. I scowl and she walks off, head down. I congratulate myself on failing yet again to be pleasant. It’s weird having a PA. She always seems to be everywhere all at once. Being efficient and useful. I can’t complain; she does all the shit I’m useless at, and then some. I’ll nip out soon and when I come back my desk will be clear and ordered. Little neat stacks topped with Post-it notes so I know what’s what. I’ll hunt for a specific piece of paper and she’ll know exactly where it is. Better still, she’ll have put it into digital format and filed it electronically as well. I sigh again. The sigh of an ungrateful bitch. 

			‘Going for a smoke.’

			‘Righty-ho.’

			Who fucking says that? Righty-ho. Outside I light up and inhale. Relief floods my body as the craving is satisfied, I feel my shoulders drop. I look back at my odd little office. It’s a large brick hut. I like it more than I care to admit and it’s minutes away from my shit flat. But it’s not what I’m used to and, God help me, I miss the station. I miss the bustle, the people, the status. Fuck, maybe I miss the status most of all. 

			I used to laugh at private investigators. We all did. The rogue wannabes, either not good enough, or too old to do the real job. Yet here I am. In my sixth month, on my fourth marriage-wrecking case. I should be glad of the work. I get told this endlessly. Aren’t you lucky? You can pick your own hours, no boss and none of the nasty stuff, eh. All correct, but the real truth is the company’s almost broke, before it’s even got started. And I miss it. The boss, the long hours, the team. I miss the nasty stuff, and I miss the feeling of being at home somewhere in the world. I feel rudderless here, in my breeze-block office with efficient Emma and my hysterical clients. Desperate housewives.

			In all of my cases so far I’ve advised them they probably don’t need my services. ‘You’re mad, talking yourself out of money,’ I was told by a well-meaning friend. But I also tell them, if you think something’s wrong, it probably is. In one instance it wasn’t an affair though. Her husband had been sneaking around all right, but his ladylove was the race tracks and casinos. I’m not sure which is worse. At least the spouses of the cheaters will get some cash. This poor woman had none left to get. She was relieved nonetheless. I don’t think she realised gambling would probably be stiffer competition than another woman. He’s in rehab now, the husband. There’s rehab for fucking everything these days. I don’t think about it. I flick my fag and head back in. 

			I’m bored, which I hate. I hover over Emma pointlessly; she is tapping away at her keyboard. I ask how her weekend was and she offers me a pleasant smile. Apparently it was good. She went for a lovely walk and a pub lunch with her partner. She asks how mine was and I mumble that it was okay and skulk back to my own desk. I don’t tell her I was here for most of it. She probably knows. My case notes are up-to-date. She’s likely transcribing them now. I think of other weekends, ones filled with Molly and Rob. The temporary bit of my life when I was almost happy. Almost.

			I slurp at my coffee and spit it back into the mug. It’s cold. Emma’s there in seconds with a fresh cup, removing the old one. For fuck’s sake. I smile thanks and open emails. I have a news alert from the Comet. Kate Reynolds. Jeez, there’s a blast from the past. I skim the article and then go back over some of the historical pieces in a bit more detail. One of my first cases. I was a rookie then. Just out of uniform, new to murder. In my trial period and desperate to be taken onto the team. 

			I was sent along to secure the scene, as I happened to be close by. I nearly threw up when I walked in. I’d never seen so much blood in my life. It wasn’t my first dead body, not by a long shot. But there is a difference between the accidental deaths you find on the road, or the oldies in their beds, and what I saw that day. This was rage. Human nature at its most disgusting. 

			There was a girl in the middle of the floor. She was the one bleeding. But that day she managed not to be the main event. Not for me, anyway. Kate Reynolds was the star. Half smiling at me as I walked in, her hands gripped into the other girl’s dead flesh, the knife grazing her knee as she rocked back and forth. She was gibbering. Whispering. My colleague and I, another newbie who was not quite lucky enough to hold his lunch down, watched for what must have been a full minute before we did anything. And then I woke up and knew I had to move the girl, the living one, away. I knelt down and spoke to her.

			Her glazed eyes turned on me. She was still chattering but making no sense. Soaked in blood and that half-smile. She told me it was the wrong face. When I asked what she meant she held the dead chin and angled it towards me. I resisted the urge to smack her hand away. ‘It’s not her, it just looks like her.’ Shock had her in its confused grip, muddied further by being high. Eventually I prised her off and got her out. The Scene of Crime officers came in and started their business. I walked the bloody girl through the now cleared house. There were teenagers littering the lawn, by this time pushed back behind yellow police tape. They whispered amongst themselves as they watched, a gruesome sight. 

			She was treated for shock, albeit briefly. Taken in for questioning, and then she was charged. I was surprised when she was sent down for voluntary manslaughter. There was a madness on her that day that was as far away from a sound mind as you could get. She was confused, and had dissociated herself from reality and certainly from her dead friend, muttering over and over, ‘It just looks like her.’ As though it must all be some kind of dreadful mistake. But the case stuck. I’ve followed it over the past five years. Articles debating evil often reference it. I don’t believe in evil people as such. I don’t think it’s born, which means it must be created. Something that makes the hand and the mind warp. The outcome being scenes like that.

			It was my first nasty. There would be plenty more. Not now though. Now I am part of the home-wrecking network. Part of the universal paranoia. All the worse because it is justified. Hurrah for the digital age.

			I wonder why Kate has moved back to Kingston. Had she headed anywhere else, changed her name, she could have started afresh. As I recall she came from wealthy stock. Maybe she’d been cut off. Although it seems unlikely probation would have housed her here. Maybe she doesn’t know where else to go. Maybe she’s just plain stupid. It’s a funny place, this town. A large borough that straddles both London and Surrey. It has a reasonably big population but it’s close-knit nonetheless. The Surrey Comet is one of the few local papers in the city that is still widely read. Kate will get shit for this. There isn’t a recent photo accompanying the article. Just the same one from 2010, of an angel-faced blonde child. It was that image that stayed on the front pages for months, contrasted next to Naomi Andrews. Equally stunning but dark haired, dark eyed. 

			It was the story that had it all. Drugs, murder, a wealthy party lifestyle, and at its very heart two beautiful young girls. The public loved it. And now it was resurrected. Stupid she must be, plain dumb-ass stupid.

			 

			I wake up before my alarm goes off. When I get outside it’s drizzling. I get soaked on my way to the car which gives me the hump before I even arrive. I make notes, email them to Emma. I file a couple of invoices. There’s nobody to spy on right now. Surveillance is the highlight of my working day. The bit where I’m not tied to my shitty desk doing mundane tasks. Emma smiles and waves goodbye promptly at five thirty p.m., to go I don’t know where. I should know that by now, for God’s sake. I don’t know if she lives alone, with friends, parents. She talks about a partner, maybe with them? I don’t know if that’s a boyfriend or a girlfriend. I assume she has a social life. She can’t be more than thirty, though she has the air of someone far older and wiser. Fuck. I make a mental note to try harder. I wouldn’t want to lose her. She’s actually very good. She’s also not put off by me, which is a bonus. 

			I should be out of here in about half an hour. I’ve pretty much spent the day trying to figure out how other PIs make a living and if I can handle a life of fraud investigations and divorces. If the alternative is security I guess I’ll have to at least give being a PI a try; I worked bloody hard to get out of uniform and I’m in no hurry to put one back on. These thoughts are depressing me and I’m gasping for a cigarette but its dark outside and starting to rain again. I slip off my shoes and climb onto my desk in stockinged feet. It’s now actually illegal to smoke on a work premises. For fuck’s sake. I sweep the window open as wide as it will go and lean out. Fucking stupid smoking laws. I light up and relief hits all the good places. I’m halfway through when I hear the door click open followed by an ‘Oh’.

			I drop the fag out of the window and turn, frown in place, expecting Emma, but it’s not. The woman standing in the doorway is petite, dirty-blonde hair, probably mid-twenties, poorly dressed in some sort of hideous sportswear. Her outfit seems at odds with the rest of her. Neat hair. Neat small features. I’m now squatting on my desk, no shoes, exhaling a puff of smoke. I wish Emma was here. I’m still scowling as I climb down. My shoes are on the other side of the desk. I try to look business-like nonetheless. 

			‘Can I help you?’

			She asks, ‘Are you Detective Inspector Attallee?’

			‘I’m Madison Attallee. This is my private investigation company. I’m no longer with the police.’

			She frowns but it makes her look nervous rather than cross. ‘Yes, well, I knew that.’

			‘Can I help you?’ I glance at my watch. Six forty-five.

			‘Oh well, I don’t know. Sorry to come so late.’ She’s familiar, though I can’t pinpoint it. I wait.

			She goes on, ‘You don’t remember me?’

			‘No, I don’t think I do.’

			‘Kate Reynolds.’ She says it quietly with just the right amount of shame injected into the words. Then I see it. She’s still waiflike, too skinny even, not that I can talk. Her hair is darker, shorter. She looks older. Of course she does. She was a child last time I saw her. A blood-covered child. 

			‘Right, and how can I help you?’

			‘You’re not scared?’ 

			I shrug and resist laughing. ‘I’m more worried about getting a smoking fine, to be honest.’ I reckon I have a few pounds on her.

			She smiles and I see that she is still pretty underneath the premature worry lines. 

			‘What do you want?’ I ask.

			‘I want help.’

			‘Don’t do bodyguard services if that’s what you’re after.’ 

			She’s frowning now. ‘No, that hadn’t occurred to me. Gosh.’

			Gosh. Six years in prison hasn’t removed all the plummy-ness, though her voice is definitely rougher, less refined. I remember her clipped tones. Her startled confusion.

			‘Then what is it?’ I look at my watch again, openly this time. I might have all kinds of places to be. She doesn’t know any different.

			‘I . . . I’d like to hire you.’ Her voice is low, her eyes are carefully trained on the floor.

			I nearly laugh, but she looks serious, so I don’t. ‘What the hell for?’

			‘I think I’m innocent.’

		

	
		
			 

			2.

			Kate Reynolds

			She’s just staring at me, with piercing, bright blue eyes. I think I might have made a mistake. This whole thing is probably a mistake. My brother Marcus called me earlier. His overly concerned voice: Am I okay? Had I seen the paper? All code for ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ and ‘Please do us a favour and go away again.’ Maybe that’s exactly what I should be doing. I could go somewhere, anywhere. A nondescript little town. Not another country. My licence won’t allow for that. Somewhere near the sea. I used to like water. I’m about to turn around and go when she stands, walking around the desk and stepping into impossible-looking stilettos. I try not to flinch as she passes me. She runs a hand through an already wild mane of bleached hair and gestures at me. I think she means for me to take a seat and I do. She slumps back behind her desk, frowns and pulls out a pad and pen. 

			She’s waiting for me to start, but now I have no idea what to say. I sit dumb and silent.

			‘What’s changed?’ she asks.

			I take a deep breath and say it aloud: ‘Nothing.’

			She leans back, arms folded, eyes narrowed. She’s quite pretty in a sharp, cross sort of a way. She’s model thin, not scrawny like me. My memory is of someone softer. Kinder. 

			Another deep breath. The truth will set you free. I’ve read that somewhere. It’s been running amok in my brain for months. Lying in a cell, on a metal-framed prison bed dreaming of being free. But what if you don’t know the truth? How will you find freedom then? I made it here. I’m asking for help; I so want to be free. 

			I tell her, ‘I remember coming into the room.’

			Her shoulders sag a little. She looks disappointed. It doesn’t sound like much. ‘Okay, well I’m sure it’s great that you’re starting to get your memory back,’ she says, ‘but I can’t see how this in any way equals your innocence.’

			‘She was already there. Lying on the floor. I remember not knowing that . . . that she was there, if you see what I mean. Then I knelt down and held her.’ I can almost feel the weight of her body on my knees as I describe it. The sickly wet feel of her blood, spilling and still warm. I remember looking at her face and wondering what was wrong with her. So much of Naomi had been tied up in her expressions. A raised eyebrow, a puckered mouth, haughty and disapproving. She had looked almost kind that night, relaxed and benevolent. Covered in blood. I shut my eyes, inhale, exhale. When I open them again Madison is staring at me. Her mouth is set, a deep line runs between her eyebrows while she takes me in.

			We are silent. A minute passes, maybe two, or maybe just seconds. I meet her gaze, unwavering, but my heart is pounding. 

			Her eyes narrow. ‘She was already dead?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How do you know it’s not fake? Something your memory made up. I’m sure you’d like it to be true.’

			‘I don’t.’

			She runs a hand through her hair. She’s still looking at me suspiciously. ‘Don’t what?’

			‘I don’t know. Not for sure. Everything was a blur from getting arrested to the end of the trial. I think I was . . .’ I search for the words, ‘not thinking properly.’ I feel tears prick at the back of my eyes. I blink them away.

			‘You confessed.’

			I nod. ‘I know.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I thought I must be guilty. The evidence said I was guilty, I was still drunk when I was arrested, my memory was hazy at best and . . .’ I pause, I have to say it. ‘I wanted her to be dead.’

			‘Best mates, eh?’ She’s half smiling and it takes a bit of the hardness out of her face. I don’t smile back. She says, ‘Shrink said you weren’t fit to stand trial?’

			‘Yes, he’s been very supportive.’ This is an understatement. Without Dean I don’t think I would have survived the past six years. He’s been more than a therapist, more than a friend. Like family. How family should be.

			‘You’ve brought this up with your lawyer?’

			‘I did, a few months into my sentence. She said we could appeal but we’d be unlikely to win. My father refused to pay her anymore so it became irrelevant anyway.’

			‘Wow, tough call from Dad. Why didn’t you go to the police?’

			‘Why? It’s not hard evidence. I’m not stupid. I know it’s not enough to reopen the case or I’d have tried harder. I’m telling you.’ I hear a pleading edge creep into my voice. 

			‘So I can investigate?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What if I don’t believe you?’

			‘I’m not asking you to. I’ll pay you either way. Whether I’m right or wrong.’ 

			‘Why on earth would I want to work with a criminal I helped lock up?’

			‘Maybe you need the money?’ I’ve done my research. I’ve followed this woman’s career. The ridiculous high, rising through the ranks in record time. The humiliating series of lows that ended it. I remember her opening my fingers, standing me up, walking me from my house, her arm around my shoulders, talking. I don’t remember what she said but the tone was kind. It was the last kindness I would receive for a long time. 

			She’s staring at me with those piercing eyes. They are an intense shade of blue and seem to look right into me. I tell myself she’s not a mind reader and I resist the urge to fidget. ‘I’m expensive,’ she says.

			‘I know; I called earlier for a rough idea. Money’s no object. I’ll pay you twice your daily rate.’ At least the money is there. To be honest I’m not entirely sure Dad had a choice. I know there was inheritance due to me from my mother’s death that I would have collected around the time I was arrested. It had been written into her will that we ought to be provided for in case of her death. As if she knew, which I suppose she did. I want to believe it’s from him though, a sign that he cares. 

			‘To do what? Investigate a memory that may or may not be real?’ Madison asks.

			‘If you like.’

			She shrugs. ‘Why does it matter?’

			‘Because if I didn’t kill her, it changes everything.’

			‘You want what? An apology? A clean record? Clearly you have money – why not just disappear, change your name, start over?’

			‘I don’t want to. I want to find out who killed her, and why.’

			‘What if you’re wrong?’

			‘Then nothing’s changed. Then I’ll deal with it.’ I don’t know if that’s true but hopefully I look like I mean it.

			There is another long silence. It stretches out. I hold my nerve, her gaze. She drums long, thin fingers on the table in front of her. Once, twice. I can hear the clock on the wall tick. I say, ‘Please.’

			She shrugs again. ‘It’s your money to waste.’ 

			I resist the urge to hug her.

			 

			What I remember most about that night isn’t the blood or the gore; the horror of flesh ripped open. It’s not that I’ve forgotten it. Of course I haven’t. The gruesome images still fill my head at least once a day. Sometimes when I’m awake, more often penetrating my nightmares. But they are fading now, altered by the hands of time. One thing that never changes though is the look on her face. Almost peaceful. Almost alive. Kinder somehow than she usually looked. If anyone had ever perfected resting-bitch face, it was Naomi, but that drained away with her life, or so it seemed to me. I remember holding that face, confused, not quite understanding what had happened. I kept talking to her, asking what was wrong. Even after the police officer arrived, I don’t think I got it. Hours later when I was locked in the cell, in and out of an interrogation room, it sank in. She was dead. Gone, not coming back. The feel of it cut through everything else. Crystal clear. 

			The first thing I felt, when I realised she was dead, was relief. But then came the guilt. 

			I’ve only been out a day. Everything is odd. I waited yesterday at the prison gates for my release. My stomach was like a bile-filled washing machine. My hands were sweating. Dean Hall, my therapist, was waiting for me. He took me from the prison gates to Kingston in a sleek black car. It was overwhelming, intoxicating, and scary. I’m still heady, unsure how to pursue it. Freedom. The sharp, exquisite taste of it. I saw him stealing glances at me in the car, checking. I drank in everything, houses, shops, people, cars whizzing past the other way at what seemed to be five hundred miles an hour. I opened the window, listened to noises that seemed new and deafening. Eventually, things started to become familiar. Bus stops I had stood at, a pub that used to serve us underage – streets I had walked along, before. 

			I was heading to a flat owned by my dad. I’m lucky in that respect. Although he hasn’t spoken to me for over five years, he seems happy to share the comfort of his finances, though not for a lawyer. I should be grateful for the money, the stability – and I am. I really am. But I want his love more. When Dean finally parked, stepped out and opened my door, I found myself frozen, stuck to the seat. He reached down, gently encircling my arm with his hand, and helped me out. Proper out. Fresh air with no walls. A woman walked by and I jumped. He kept hold of me, walking me to my door, handing me the keys, making me open it myself.

			I should be relieved. To be out. And God knows I’m glad to get out of that cell. I’m glad not to have to listen to other women fighting, crying, shouting. But the thought of a new and better life still feels out of reach, like I can just about see it but I’m not allowed to touch.

			I hate being here, if I’m honest. It’s giving me the creeps, the whole town. Everywhere I turn feels familiar and strange. When this is over I’ll leave and never come back.

		

	
		
			 

			3.

			Madison Attallee

			What a fucking weird one. I feel like I should call it in, run it past a superior, but I no longer have one. And also, fuck them, right? I’m at home. My stupid cat is trying to kill me every time I move. She’s literally everywhere I’m about to put my foot. Dumb creature. She’s Molly’s actually. If she wasn’t I’d drown her, or at least give her away. I’m going to keep her. As some kind of lure. She’s what I got out of the divorce. Actually, that’s a lie. I got money. Not as much as I put in. Enough for my shithole flat and my crappy office. But I didn’t get any of the stuff. None of the familiar items that make a life. Rob got it all. I agreed to it when Molly said she wanted to stay with him. Not that the courts were likely to grant me custody anyway, even if she’d wanted to come with me. Either way, I didn’t have the heart to have saddled her with the world’s crappiest mum and then start taking away bits of the life she had left as well. Apparently the cat missed me. I reckon Rob couldn’t be arsed to feed her. He never wanted the damn thing anyway.

			I look in the fridge. It’s pretty bare so I brew a pot of coffee and light a cigarette in place of dinner, then I switch on the computer and start googling Kate Reynolds. Nothing new. The latest article was the one I read earlier. Heavy on sensationalism, light on facts. I worked the case under DS Tom Malone. I was impressed with him at the time. He seemed in control and unfazed. A few cases later and with a bit of experience my opinion changed. Two years ago we both went for the same promotion. I got it. He never let it go. Until now. Now he’s probably gloating. He finally made DI, albeit by default. He’s the kind of man who doesn’t much care how he wins. Whatever. I light another cigarette. The smoke stings my eyes. I squint at the screen. So many pictures. Kate smiling at the camera. Very good-looking, on the cusp of adulthood. Everything to look forward to. Naomi, all dark curly hair and bright white teeth. Best friends. Inseparable, by all accounts. 

			Naomi sounded like a bitch, according to just about everyone we interviewed, though since her death she’s been depicted as white as the driven snow. Often the way. Apparently she’d had a few boyfriends on the go, one of them Kate’s brother. We never did find the others, though admittedly we didn’t look too hard. 

			There’s a rather vile piece in one of the nationals about genetic mental health problems. It details the history of issues in Kate’s family, namely her mother who committed suicide, and her older sister Martha who has been institutionalised several times. It must have been an awful time for the Reynolds family already. Having had my own taste of tabloid fame I can imagine the damage. There’s a quote from Kate’s headmistress, Mrs Anselm, stating she felt the family were ‘never quite right’. I remember sitting in on her interview. A chilly, formidable woman. Mostly concerned about the reflection Naomi’s death would have on her school. An exclusive fee-paying establishment, Warrene Academy is set in beautiful grounds and steeped in privilege. A far cry from the grey breeze-blocked comprehensive I attended. I didn’t like the feel of it though. The place had the same coldness as its headmistress. 

			I remember Naomi’s family. She had been a doted-on only child. Her mother Anthea was one of those child-centric yummy mummies. She must have had Naomi in her early forties and from what I gathered later on, Naomi was an IVF baby and the Andrews had been trying for a long time. She broke when we turned up at the door. That extra sense that mums have just knew why we were there before we even said a word. Naomi’s father left the room. I pause for a moment letting the horror of that day sink in. I work for the victim, after all, no matter who’s paying. 

			I think about Naomi. Forcing an image of her messy body at the scene into my mind. Later, clean and sterile, lying on a mortuary slab. Her mother losing it during the ID, a wailing sound escaping from her, more animal than human. Her little girl. Her baby. Half-child, half-woman – lifeless. Everyone deserves justice. I see Kate with her hands curled like claws; I remember prising those fingers open, the half-moon crescent cuts post-mortem from where her nails dug in as she had held her friend. Kate had been confused, dissociated. She didn’t seem to recognise Naomi.

			Later she sat in the interrogation room, no time for a shower, she was bloody and raw. Red soaked through a cream-coloured party dress. Laddered tights fed into sparkly high heels. The remnants of a night of fun gone horribly wrong. She looked tiny, sad, bewildered and said she couldn’t remember what happened. We hadn’t spent long looking into it. Why would we? A confession, then Kate’s journal. Awful handwritten descriptions of a death that later came to fruition. Everything so neat, handed to us with all the loose ends neatly tied. Well, mostly.

			I felt at the time we’d let her down. I couldn’t have articulated it though. It wasn’t that I thought she hadn’t done it, though we never looked at any other possibilities, I just wasn’t sure she was culpable. Ultimately, it’s always the facts that decide where the guilt lies. My job is to unearth all the facts. To dig through the lives of the players, brush away the soil and see what’s left. I’m not convinced we did enough digging. 

			Despite myself, I feel a thrill; my head is whirring. Ideas are flitting, just out of reach for now but there nonetheless. I switch off the computer, smoke another couple of cigarettes and for the first time in a long time my eyes close shortly after my head hits the pillow.

		

	
		
			 

			4.

			Kate Reynolds

			Oliver was my obsession. I thought about him every waking moment. When it first started, I was barely sixteen. Everything at home was falling apart. Marcus stropped around. Martha was almost catatonic half the time and my dad was an empty vessel. Weighted down by grief and inadequacy. I’d spend hours lying there just thinking about Oli. When would I next see him? When would he call? Should I call him? Dean said he had been a distraction from the bigger problems, the ones at home. 

			Then there was Naomi. One night in the pub I got there late and she was at the bar, a hand on his arm, a smile on her face. He was smiling back, leaning in close. I sidled over, slid myself between them, my back pressed against his body. She’d laughed and I’d wanted to hit her, hard in the face. I didn’t though, it wasn’t my style. It still isn’t. I’ve thought more than once over the past six years that it would have been better if I’d been dead and Naomi had been in prison. She would have dealt with it, fought back. Not crumbled under the taunts of ‘posh bitch’. She would have stood up for herself. Like I should have stood up to her. But I hadn’t, even when she was all over my boyfriend. I’d smiled and danced and pretended everything was okay, because she was my other obsession. At the time it felt like they were the only people I had. 

			The night of the party Naomi had been on particularly fine form. She’d been cheating on my brother, Marcus, who thought he was head-over-heels in love with her. She wouldn’t say who with but he’d found evidence. When he confronted her earlier that evening, red-faced with his anger, she’d just laughed. We’d argued. I’d backed down but it had ruined my mood, made me reckless and cross. I’d drunk more quickly than I usually would, taken more drugs. Trying to keep up with her, impress her, match her drink for drink, line for line, whereas usually I was cautious. 

			At some point she’d disappeared. I went looking for her, high as a kite. Everything was blurred around the edges. I was shouting her name, opening doors, giggling, unsteady and obnoxious. I passed Marcus on the stairs. He was topless, looking worse for wear, ready to hurl. And then I found her. I was almost triumphant when I swung open the door and saw her sitting there. And then everything stopped, it seemed to take me ages to notice. Or maybe it didn’t, maybe it was just a second or two. Drug-time, drunk-time, unreal-time. I closed the door behind me. I don’t know why. I pressed my back to it and sank down. I recall wooden floorboards on my shins, snagging my tights, then crawling to her slowly, slowly and then I was holding her head in my arms, fascinated with her face which was not right, wet blood soaking into me. I remember thinking she’d finally got what she deserved and yet I couldn’t think how I’d done it.

			Now I’ve taken a step towards proving what I know to be true, that no matter how much I might have wished her dead, wishing hadn’t killed her. 

			My body clock is well programmed to wake up at six a.m. I doubt I’ll ever sleep any later, but I am not getting up this morning. No one is rattling at my door. It’s completely silent and everything around me is fresh. I breathe in and out. When I was first locked up I’d had a cellmate. She quickly worked out that I was ‘prison rich’. This isn’t exactly the same as being actually rich. There’s only so much you have access to, but my family had money. My dad cut all contact, but still sent in the maximum amount every week, fifteen pounds. Doesn’t sound like much but you can buy a lot of drugs and booze for that inside and my cellmate wanted both. I wasn’t the same as the other women. Women who shouted and swore. I was a jumpy, nervous wreck. I find my hand running along various scars on my body, ones I didn’t have six years ago.

			I am interrupted from these thoughts by a ringing sound; it makes me jump and I can’t think what it is. I’m up and looking for its source. It goes again, shrill and obtrusive. I see something that looks like a phone by the door lighting up red. I pick it up. 

			‘Hello?’

			‘Kate, it’s me, I’ve been ringing for bloody ages. Buzz me in.’

			‘How?’

			‘What?’

			‘How do I buzz you in?’

			A pause. ‘Hold down the button.’ I look and do as he says. I hear a click, and then soon enough a knock at my front door. 

			My hand leaves a wet imprint on the handle as I turn it. I’m wiping the sweat off my palm and onto my leg as he appears. My big brother. He has written me a letter every month for the past six years but he hasn’t visited. None of them have. The one time I called him, he refused to take the call. The only visitor I got was Dean. The letters from Marcus were mundane mostly, relaying details of his own progress, my father’s company, my sister’s ongoing mental health issues. Often he would repeat himself. He has sent me pictures. Photos of the wedding I missed, his wife, the spitting image of our mother, his daughter who’s now nearly three. My niece.

			I wondered why he bothered but I treasured every word, every photo, hungrily devouring all the news and was too scared to ask in case he removed me entirely. Like my dad. I responded, of course. At first I bombarded him, with emotion, with crap, pouring my heart out. Asking a million questions, telling him I was scared. Trying to add a depth to our relationship that had never been there.

			And now here he is, at the door. 

			‘Hello, Kate.’ He was nearly twenty-three when I last saw him. Into adulthood but still gangly. The years have been good to him. He is well dressed. Polished. He’s lost the unsure hunch he used to have. I stand for a moment, not certain what to do next, and he reaches down and holds me, just for a second. I’m sure it feels as awkward for him as it is for me. But I squeeze back as hard as I can. 

			He has a bag and heads to my kitchen. He starts unpacking things I hadn’t thought of – bread, milk, tea bags. ‘Claudia suggested I bring a few essentials for you. We didn’t know if it would occur to you. I don’t suppose you did your own shopping in there.’ He says ‘in there’ with distaste. 

			The last items are two mugs. He fills the kettle and makes us tea, waving sugar and milk at me in question. I stand watching him, drinking him in. Bombarded by memories. He places the two cups on the table and gestures for me to sit. 

			I say, ‘You look well.’

			He smiles. ‘You look bloody thin – just like Martha. Your hair’s dark.’

			‘I dyed it. How is she? Martha?’

			He holds my gaze. ‘As well as she ever is.’ 

			The last time I saw her was the day of the party. She had been on a stay away on the actual night. Stay away was family code for the nuthouse. Dad was tying up a deal in Bristol. I guess he knew Marcus and I wouldn’t manage her. 

			‘Is she in the same place?

			He sighs. ‘Sometimes she’s at home.’

			‘With Dad?’

			He nods. ‘We can’t have her, we have Bethany.’ His voice is defensive though I’ve made no accusation. ‘She’s in Sandcross at the moment.’ A psychiatric ward dressed as a spa. 

			‘I’d like to see her.’

			He avoids my gaze but nods. ‘You should call ahead when she’s there and let her know you’re coming. I’ve printed her details, and mine . . . addresses, numbers.’ He hands me a sheet with typed information on it. Not Dad’s though.

			He clears his throat. ‘You’ll need to get a mobile phone. I trust the bank card and what-have-you arrived?’

			‘Yes. Thank Dad, will you?’

			‘Sure.’ 

			‘How are you, Marcus?’

			He gives me a million-dollar grin, baring perfectly straight, suspiciously bright, white teeth. ‘Life’s good.’

			‘What’s Bethany like?’

			He shrugs. ‘I think she’s great but I’m biased.’ He sips at his tea, the grin dissolving to be replaced by discomfort, and suddenly he says, ‘Why are you here, Kate?’

			And it’s like being sucker-punched in the gut. ‘Are you not pleased to see me?’ 

			‘It’s not that.’

			‘But you were hoping never to see me again?’ 

			‘Not here, Kate. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.’ 

			I sigh. ‘I know.’

			‘Do you? It was pretty awful after you were locked up. Fucking press hounding us endlessly. Bringing up all kinds of shit. Dad went all silent, stopped working and I had to take over. I mean, clients were leaving us left, right and centre.’

			‘How inconvenient.’ 

			‘Right, it was.’ He misses my sarcasm. ‘Now it’s okay. Business has improved, we’ve bounced back. I married Claudia – I have her and Bethany to think about.’

			‘And now I’m back stirring stuff up?’

			He sighs. ‘Have you thought about us at all?’

			‘Of course I have. I’ve thought about all of you every day for six years. I’ve missed you.’

			He seems intent on studying the contents of his cup.

			‘None of you came.’

			He stands up, walks to my sink, empties out and rinses his mug. Ignoring the accusation in my voice. He says, ‘I’m worried about Bethany being affected, so is Dad.’ He looks again at the now clean mug, avoiding my eyes.

			I wonder if my father is the same way with her that he was with us. I wonder if he gathers her up in his arms and swings her round and round until she’s so dizzy she can’t walk. I hope so. I sip at my own tea; it’s starting to get cold.

			‘I’d like to meet her.’

			‘Bethany?’

			‘Yes, and Claudia.’

			‘Claudia obviously has some reservations.’

			‘The killer in the family, worse than your average black sheep, I guess.’

			He flinches. 

			‘What’s she like?’

			He smiles then. ‘Claudia?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘She looks like Mum.’

			‘I thought that when I saw your wedding pictures.’

			He sort of chuckles. ‘I’m sure Freud would have a field day with me.’

			‘Is she . . .?’

			He shakes his head. ‘God no, she’s a great mother. Dotes on Bethany.’

			‘Will you have any more?’

			He nods. ‘Probably. We don’t want her being an only child.’

			‘Must be fun being a daddy?’

			He stands, wandering around the small galley kitchen. When he stretches upwards he almost fills the whole space. ‘I’ll arrange dinner.’

			‘What?’

			‘For you to come around . . . for dinner.’

			I feel my pulse pick up. ‘I’d love that. Do you think Dad will come?’

			‘No,’ he answers quickly. I feel a familiar stab, the pain that I can’t indulge or it takes over. I think of climbing my dad like a frame, of hugging him and thinking he must be a giant. I think of his face at the police station while they questioned me. How wretched he looked in court, pale and baffled. The last time I saw him. 

			‘I’ve got to get to work.’ He points at the printed sheet of paper. ‘Text me from your mobile when you have it, to that number.’

			‘Okay.’

			He pauses at the door as if there’s something else but nothing comes. Just a nod and then he’s gone. I’ve missed him. I always loved Marcus more than he loved me. He could be cruel, my brother. I suppose all children can, but he was angry with it. At Mum, I think, but he’d turn it on me. I used to trail around after him anyway, looking to play, to hold on. I’ve missed his wedding, his child. The letters he sent weren’t warm, he might have been relaying information to a stranger. Worse than that though was my dad’s silence. So absolute and unbreakable. I’d left messages on his answering machine. Begging for forgiveness. Telling him I was frightened. Asking him to come. 

			My mother, Ruth, killed herself when I was thirteen. It’s not an excuse for anything. I tried to use it one of the first times I met my therapist Dean, a get-out clause for my messed up head.

			Dean laughed when I told him the dead mum story, actually laughed. I was used to people’s sympathy. When he’d stopped cackling he pointed out that shit happens. I spent the rest of the session sitting in miserable, fuming silence. I had no intention of seeing him again but it was court ordered and the boredom of long days got me talking in the end. Despite hating him to begin with, he has become my only friend. 

			I take off my pyjamas and dressing gown and put on the greying, awful, prison-issued underwear from my backpack and my second tracksuit. This is pretty much the sum of my wardrobe. 

			I head into town. Walking slowly, the noise builds up the closer I get to the centre and I tread carefully, trying not to let the sounds bombard me. People whizz past and I jump each time. 

			I recognise Topshop and head in. In prison, I quickly realised it didn’t matter what I wore. I stopped looking in the mirror the day Naomi died anyway. I found it hard to meet my own eyes in the early days of being locked up; I never knew if it was a killer looking back. Then it became habit. Now in the noisy communal changing rooms I’m looking hard. New start, new behaviour. Plus, no one’s going to steal my clothes out here. I sneak glances at some of the other girls and women. Lots my age. I look like them. Normal. I look normal in jeans and a T-shirt. I pay and ask if I can change there. The girl at the till looks at me like I’m a bit odd but nods. I ball up the tracksuit, the trainers, the shabby underwear and chuck it all in the nearest bin outside. 

			I buy a phone next. They do a million different things now and I am overwhelmed by the salesman’s talk of apps and camera settings. I opt for the simplest one available. He sets it up for me in the shop, grudgingly, I guess disappointed by my choice and its accompanying low price. I also buy a laptop and when I get home I google Oliver. He’s on something called LinkedIn. There is a photo of him. Too small for detail but I feel my heart race nonetheless. I sign up and send him a message.
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