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            Chapter One

          

          Me

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been in Dad’s attic for the last two hours. Aching knees on the hard boards. Blackened fingertips; dry, dusty throat. In the single-bulb gloom, my bent shadow looms large on the sloping wall as I survey the scattered contents of an old box marked Baby clothes: over-washed towelling onesies, misshapen little bootees; stiff stained bibs still smelling of mashed banana. My baby clothes. I hold a pink knitted jumper against my chest and sigh. What the hell am I supposed to do with all these things? I don’t even know if I want kids, and now that it’s over with Eliot…

      Don’t start thinking about all that. Just finish the job.

      I grab an armful of items and am about to dump them back in the box when I spot something lurking at the bottom – a hard, black, rectangular shape. An old videotape by the look of it, almost a museum piece these days. I peer in to read the label – Meredith, July 1990. I’ve never seen that looping, egotistical handwriting before, but I instantly know whose it is. Has to be hers. I pull back my hand, afraid to touch.

      The tape sits there, my name staring up at me. It looks like a bomb, waiting to explode. Smart move, I think, hiding it in a box so innocently labelled, knowing it wouldn’t be removed until Dad left the house. Or died. She’d have known he wasn’t the type to climb into the loft on a wet Sunday afternoon and have a good old sort-out. Judging by the number of skips we’ve filled during the last few weeks, I’m starting to wonder whether he’s a hoarder. Except hoarders are usually people who are depressed or have psychological disorders. Dad’s not like that. He’s not the mad one.

      Go on, pick it up. It’s got your name on it.

      The black box feels charged, plugged into my fingers, the current shooting up my arm. I want to play it, right this moment, but there’s no VHS machine; I took it to the dump yesterday. Only a DVD player downstairs, so I’ll have to wait till I can get it converted. I pass the tape back and forth between my hands, hoping by some magic to reveal its secrets. What’s on it? I wonder. Badly filmed images of myself as a toddler, feeding the ducks, playing in the sandpit, reciting nursery rhymes, dancing around naked after a bath? What if there are pictures of her on it – dressed up for a party, jumping the waves, the three of us smiling on the beach? Mummy, Daddy and Meredith. Happy days…

      I look at the label again and count on my fingers – July 1990: I was four and a half then. It was a few months before Becca (I no longer refer to her as Mother, Mummy, Mum) disappeared from my life. The last time I saw her was in the hospital. So often I’ve tried to reconstruct that day in my head, but the memory is like an old blanket, frayed at the edges and full of holes. Buildings, objects, other people are easy; it’s Becca herself that’s never in shot.

      It always starts with the journey there. A long ride out of the city, the bus starting full and gradually emptying until Dad and I are the only ones left on the top deck. We get off at a stop on a wide busy road – red flip-up seats in the shelter, crushed diamonds sparkling in the kerb. Cars are whizzing past, neither wanting nor needing to stop, everyone on their way to somewhere else. Daddy takes my hand, leading me down a side turning, more of a country lane, really; tall hedges on either side, crumbling tarmac, no pavements. When there’s a gap in the green leaves, all I can see are flat mustardy fields. My arm aches as I hold it aloft. He’s so tall I have to crane my neck upwards to see his face. Tired little legs. I ask for a piggyback but he promises me we’re nearly there. But Nearly There is nowhere to be seen.

      We arrive, eventually, I never remember exactly how. The hospital looks like one of my Lego constructions: shiny white bricks, flat red roof, blue front door. A solid mass of too-bright grass in front like somebody has painted it on, and inside, a large entrance hall with slippery grey tiles covered in black skid marks. We get into the lift and Daddy lets me press the number 3 button. When we come out, I see the staircase has nets strung across the bottom of each floor, like at the circus. I put my chin over the banister and point excitedly, but Daddy scoops me up in his arms and carries me down a long corridor. We pass a room with rows of people watching television in their pyjamas, and an old woman is using the toilet with the door wide open. Daddy tells me not to stare, rushing me past as he looks for the right ward, clutching me even more tightly as he walks in. I press my nose into his scratchy checked shirt – hairs on his chest where the birds build their nest.

      There are lots of little rooms inside the big one, like my Wendy house in the garden – orange walls, a bed, a cupboard, a chair. On one side, plastic windows scored with nail scratches. No vases of flowers, no Get Well Soon cards. No pictures on the wall. A lady is sitting in the corner of Mummy’s little den, knitting in fluffy white wool, knitting without ever looking down at the clicking needles, not speaking, just staring at Mummy, watching her all the time with unblinking eyes. I watch the woman doing the watching. How can she knit so fast without looking? Why does she never stop looking at Mummy?

      That’s where the memory always falls apart, with the woman on suicide watch. Why can I see the stupid knitter, but never my own mother? Maybe something terrible happened after that, something I’ve blocked out. All I know is Dad never took me to the hospital again. That was twenty-five years ago. I have no idea where Becca is now, even if she’s still alive.

      I feel a sudden urge to be in the daylight, fresh air, the here and now. I stand up, nearly banging my head on a cross-beam, and tuck the tape into the belt of my jeans. Walking over to the hatch, I step onto the ladder and lower myself to the soft, carpeted landing.

      ‘Dad? Where are you?’ No reply. I scurry downstairs. A cold draught is coming from the kitchen; he’s left the back door open by the look of it. ‘Dad?’

      He’s at the bottom of the garden, burning dead leaves. Sweet and sour smoke rises into the air, wizened berries and crackling holly. What’s he doing, lighting a bonfire now? Only four days to go until he moves out, and he’s nowhere near ready.

      ‘I thought you were supposed to be packing the books.’ I walk towards him and he lifts his head, looking at me over his glasses.

      ‘I got bored.’ He smiles apologetically. ‘What have you got there?’

      I hold the tape up for him to see. ‘It was in with my baby clothes. Got my name on it. July 1990. Mean anything to you?’

      He stops suddenly, throwing his poking stick on the ground. ‘Jesus Christ… It’s been there all these years?’ He flings off his gardening gloves and holds out a hand. ‘Give it to me… Now, please.’ I frown – it’s as if I’m six years old and he’s caught me nicking biscuits out of the tin. Only it feels worse than that, like I’ve done something really bad.

      ‘It’s just a home movie or something. You okay, Dad? What’s wrong?’

      ‘I mean it, give it to me.’ I step back, hovering just out of reach, tightening my hold on the tape. Something tells me that if I hand it over, he’s going to throw it straight onto the fire. I can’t let him do that. It’s my tape. ‘Please, Meri, it’s for your own good. I know what’s on it and you don’t want to see it.’

      ‘It can’t be that bad, surely? For God’s sake, Dad, you’re freaking me out. What is it?’

      His face has turned pink; even his bald patch is colouring up. Breathing hard and fast, tiny bubbles of sweat popping up on his forehead. He’s gone from everyday neutral to super-angry in seconds. Scaring the shit out of me. Please don’t let him have another heart attack.

      ‘Dad, try to calm down. You know you’re not supposed to get in a—’

      He lunges at me. ‘Give me the sodding tape!’ He swats frantically as I dance it high above my head, but this is no game. Both my hands grip the case as he grabs my arm roughly and pulls it down, twisting it into the nook of his curved body.

      ‘Dad! Stop! You’re hurting me!’ But he carries on wrestling, trying to jerk the tape from my grasp, digging at my fingers until I can fight him off no longer and the tape springs out, falling to the ground. If he gets to it first, he’ll put it on the fire. I can’t let him – I just can’t. He moves towards it and I give him a massive shove. There’s a look of hurt surprise on his face as he staggers back several paces, falling comically into the flower bed.

      I pick up the tape, shaking off the loose dead grass and shoving it back down the front of my jeans. My body is trembling with the shock of what’s just happened. I struck my own father; I pushed him to the ground. I’ve never, never fought with him like that. He was in hospital only three months ago. What was I thinking?

      ‘Sorry, I’m really sorry… I didn’t mean… Are you okay?’ He nods, but his gaze is glassy, as if he’s staring at a stranger. I take several slow steps backwards, my eyes still fixed on him.

      ‘It’s something to do with Becca, isn’t it? This is her handwriting, she made the video. It’s of me and her, right…? Well?’ No answer. He just sits there in the flower bed, breathing hard. ‘It’s up to me, isn’t it, if I want to watch it?’

      ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ He turns sideways onto his knees and heaves himself up, groaning as his bones click.

      ‘I’m grown up, Dad. You can’t protect me from everything.’

      ‘No, I never could.’ He walks slowly back to his bonfire, defeated.

      I want to run into his arms and be his little girl again. I want to say, I’m sorry, I love you. Whatever this thing is, we’ll deal with it; it won’t make any difference to us, I promise it’ll be all right. But I can’t risk it, I have to stay at a safe distance. If I drop my guard, he could still snatch the tape and commit it to the flames.

      He picks up his heavy gloves and puts them back on, then finds the stick and pokes listlessly at the fire. ‘Watch it, if you must.’ He looks up at me. ‘Just don’t believe a word you say.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Me

        

      

    

    
      I’m a surprisingly beautiful child. Long blonde hair that shines in the sunlight, almost white at the wispy tips. My limbs are rosy chubbiness; I’m barely in control of them as I dance around like a clumsy fairy, laughing at whoever’s holding the video camera. Four years old – pink cheeks, pale lemon cotton skirt and a white T-shirt. I’m a bag of marshmallows, all soft and chewy. The kind of child a grown-up would like to eat.

      We’re in the back garden of a house I don’t remember. It’s a gorgeous sunny day, warm enough to have the paddling pool out. As the camera follows me, a ring of blue plastic comes fleetingly into frame. Barefoot, I twirl about on the spot and slip on a muddy patch where I’ve been splashing.

      ‘Look what I can do, Mummy!’

      I press pause, freezing the image. As I suspected, it’s Becca that’s filming. I want to see her. Her face, her hairstyle, the shape of her body. Is she fat or thin? What is she wearing? Go on, show yourself. My heart starts to race as I press play again.

      In the background, the flower beds are soft-focusing in purple, red and golden yellow. The height of summer. The camera is fixed on its subject, jerking left to right as I dance, or up and down as I collapse on the ground with seeming exhaustion only to bob up again like a cork. There’s a furtive urgency about the way she’s following me, trying to get whatever it is we’re doing done with.

      ‘Meri! Come and sit down.’

      Her voice is like a glass bell that’s about to shatter. I’ve heard those ringing tones in my dreams many, many times. She sounds like me when I’m stressed, or rather, I sound like her, and I’m not sure I like it.

      ‘It’s time to tell your story.’

      I’ve got hold of the garden hose, making it writhe across the grass. ‘Ssss… Sssss… Sssssss.’ A trickle of cold water runs out, making me jump aside with a short cry.

      ‘We’re going to tell everyone what really happened. Remember? You promised.’ Her voice rises by a couple of notes. ‘Mummy really needs your help. If we don’t tell the truth, the bad man will come and take us away.’

      ‘Look, Mummy, a snake!’

      ‘Please, Meri, please. I need your help. Leave that alone and sit down here.’ The camera shakes, then settles as Becca puts it down on the garden table. A thin white arm reaches forward, a beckoning hand, two long fingers weighed down by heavy silver rings. Then the rest of her walks into frame, a gathered skirt in blue and green paisley, a white sleeveless blouse, strands of light brown hair escaping from the loose bun at the nape of her neck. She grabs my chubby little hand and guides me onto a white plastic chair that looks as if it’s been placed deliberately for this moment, spotlit by the afternoon sun.

      My eyes are fixed on the screen; I’m finding it hard to breathe. Turn around, I whisper, please turn around. And then, as if she has heard me calling to her across the chasm of the years, she does.

      There she is. My mother. I pause the image for a few seconds. Blue eyes, full pink lips and a few freckles scattered over a short blunt nose. She’s much thinner than me, almost anorexic-looking, but there’s no mistaking we’re mother and daughter. I trace my own adult features with a wondering finger. Some part of my brain must recognise this face, as it recognised the voice, but it feels like I’m seeing her for the first time. Becca points at the camera and tells me to look at it when she’s talking.

      ‘Tell them who you were before you were Meri,’ she prompts. I tuck and untuck my legs and examine a black scuff on the arm of the chair. ‘You were someone else, isn’t that right? Tell them who you were.’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘Yes you do, you do. You told me all about it. You told me you were Cara.’ I scrunch up my face. ‘Go on. Say it. You were Cara Travers. Nobody believes me, so you’ve got to tell them. I need you to say it, Meri – say it!’

      The sun pops behind a cloud for a moment and suddenly everything looks cold, almost sinister. There’s the distant sound of an ice-cream van approaching – a tinkling version of ‘Greensleeves’ that makes me look up, full of expectation.

      ‘Can I have a lolly?’

      ‘No! First we’ve got to tell them about Cara and who did the horrible thing to you… Come on, tell them what happened.’

      The ice-cream music has stopped, and even at that age I know this means the van has parked outside the house, its noisy engine humming. Other, luckier children are probably lining up, clutching their fifty-pence pieces, elbowing each other to the front, peering over the edge of the counter.

      ‘Can I have stawbelly?’ I jump off the chair and go to my sandals.

      ‘Not until you’ve told everyone the truth. They think I lied, you see, but I didn’t. It was the bad man, making me all confused; he made me say the wrong thing. Only you know what really happened. You’ve got to tell them…’

      ‘I want a lolly.’

      ‘You’ve got to tell them! Now!’ Becca runs back into frame and picks me up. I kick out against her, but she carries me back to the chair and sits. I stiffen and arch my back in protest, but she grips me hard around the waist, pushing my body down, pinning me into her lap. I wriggle and squirm, my little face growing red with effort and fury, but she tightens her hold, forcing me to face the camera.

      ‘Let me go! Let me go!’

      ‘We’ve got to do this first, before Daddy comes home. This is our secret, remember? Daddy mustn’t know. We’re going to tell our story and then it will all stop and Mummy will be safe. You want Mummy to be safe, don’t you?’

      ‘Want a lolly,’ I whimper, tiring of the struggle.

      ‘The bad man knows. If you don’t help Mummy, he’ll come and get me. He’ll come and get you too, and we don’t want that, do we?’ I shake my head, my bottom lip starting to tremble. ‘That’s why we have to tell them about Cara. You have to tell them who killed you. Remember?’

      ‘Like this.’ I make a stabbing motion with my fist. Up and down, up and down.

      ‘Yes, that’s right, but who? Who did it to you?’ I stop stabbing and stare back at my mother, my small right arm suspended in the air. ‘It was Jay, wasn’t it?’ Becca whispers. ‘Tell them it was Christopher Jay.’

      I nod, slowly. ‘Yes. Cwister Jay.’ ‘Greensleeves’ starts up again, loud at first, then fades into silence. My clear blue eyes widen with alarm and I start to cry. ‘The ice-cream man’s gone! You said I could have a lolly!’ I wrench myself free of her grasp and jump down, running towards the camera. I sweep it off the table and send it crashing onto the ground.

      The screen goes black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Me

        

      

    

    
      I slam down the lid of the laptop and jump off my bed. The DVD spins and slows to a stop – I want to stamp on it and break it into pieces, but I know it won’t help. I’ve watched it now, seen Becca in that strange, feverish state, holding me down, making me cry, forcing me to say horrible, crazy things. The image of my tiny self, stabbing the air with an imaginary knife, is lodged in my brain forever. No matter how many times I press delete, I’ll never get rid of it.

      It’s already dark outside. My reflection hovers uneasily in the bedroom window – adult-sized features, weary eyes smudged with the remains of the day’s make-up, hair lank with London dirt. I’m worried about the little girl in the video, even though she’s tucked away safely inside me, an inner layer of being, like the centre of an onion. I feel I should be doing something – calling Social Services or taking her to a psychiatrist. It’s as if her life is still being played out in a parallel universe and she’s in sudden danger, reaching out to me through time and space to rescue her from harm.

      I rest my forehead on the cool glass, but it doesn’t soothe me. My insides are all churned up with emotion, anger for me and pity for Becca. Sadness for Dad because he tried, as ever, to protect me and I refused to listen. Thought I knew better. I was so determined to have my own way, I pushed him to the ground, just a few weeks after he’d had a heart attack. God knows what made me do it. Will he ever forgive me?

      I pick up my phone and call his number again. It rings out for several seconds and I imagine him staring at his screen, deciding whether to accept or reject me. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve tried calling him these past few days – he hasn’t picked up once, or replied to any of my texts. The voicemail kicks in and I hesitate, not knowing what to say.

      ‘Dad? It’s me. Please, please call me… I’m sorry… Really, really sorry. Please, let’s talk.’

      The air in the room feels contaminated. I open the window and look down into the back garden – dishevelled flower beds and overgrown trees, last year’s dead leaves rotting on the cracked paving stones of the patio. I hate this house. It’s dark and damp and I live with two girls I hardly know. When Eliot and I split up, neither of us could afford the flat on our own, so we had to move out. I was in a panic and not in a good place emotionally. I should have moved back home with Dad until I got myself sorted out, but that felt like too much of a defeat. I wanted to be strong, deciding it would be better to live with new people and make a fresh start. But Lizzie is hardly ever here, and I don’t really get on with Fay. I can hear her playing music in her room, but I can’t go and talk to her – not about something as personal as this. Can’t confide in any of my girlfriends either. They don’t know about my mad mother. When the subject of parents comes up, I always say she walked out when I was very young and leave it there. That’s all I knew for years anyway – it’s a half-lie I’m comfortable with telling.

      When I was little, I lived very happily with just one parent and rarely thought about my mother. But when puberty struck, I started to miss her, despite the fact that I had so few memories of her and didn’t even know what she looked like. I needed help with agonising period pains and hair sprouting in embarrassing places; I needed someone to explain all these mixed-up emotions I was feeling. In short, I needed a woman in my life. But my mother wasn’t around and nobody seemed to know where I could find her. Sometimes I blamed myself for her absence. At other times, I was angry with her for never once getting in touch – not so much as a birthday card or a phone call at Christmas. The feeling of rejection was so painful it was as if she’d only just walked out of the door. Dad refused to talk about what had happened, so I concluded she must have run off with another man. My feelings became even more complicated then; I wanted to find her, but I hated her too. For hurting Dad. I had so many questions going round and round in my head, but another two years passed before I plucked up the courage to ask them.

      It was the summer holidays, about eleven o’clock at night, and Dad and I were still in the garden, sitting at a table bathed in candlelight. It must have been a heatwave. Dad was wearing a T-shirt and baggy shorts, flip-flops on his feet, a bottle of beer in his hand. He was a heavy smoker back then, and was showing off his ability to blow rings into the star-filled sky. I was drinking Pepsi, secretly laced with shots of Bacardi that I’d stolen from the drinks cabinet. I’d stuffed my tall tumbler with ice cubes, just like I’d seen in the adverts, and the glass was so slippery I could hardly hold it.

      We’d been sitting there since dinner, talking about this and that – how my GCSEs were going, what I might study at university, whether he should apply for an internal promotion or look for a new job elsewhere, how I’d feel about moving house… It was one of our first proper ‘grown-up’ conversations and I remember feeling pleased that I’d stayed at home for the evening instead of going out with my friends.

      I don’t know how the subject of Becca came up. Maybe it was the unusual weather, or the secret alcohol running through my veins, but there was a relaxed atmosphere between us I had never experienced with Dad before. We’d reached a natural pause in our conversation and were sitting in easy silence, listening to the night sounds, watching the candle flames flicker in the darkness. Without warning, the words just drifted into my mouth.

      ‘Can we talk about Becca?’

      He didn’t reply immediately, just took another swig of his beer and gently set the bottle down on the table. ‘What is it you want to know?’

      ‘Everything. What happened. Why she left us.’

      ‘She was schizophrenic,’ he said. ‘Not her fault, but it nearly destroyed all of us.’

      I’d vaguely heard of schizophrenia, but I thought it was something to do with having a split personality, like Jekyll and Hyde. Dad explained that it was more of a destroyed personality than a split one. He told me the illness had come on very gradually and taken several years to diagnose. It had probably started when Becca was a teenager, but her family hadn’t realised at the time – they just thought she was moody and difficult. Her parents chucked her out and they were estranged. Dad said his relationship with Becca had always been volatile, but he’d thought that was just her personality.

      ‘If only I’d known…’ he muttered, blowing smoke rings into the sky as if he were setting the memories free.

      I let the ice in my glass melt, not daring to drink in case I broke the spell. Dad had never opened up to me before like this and I didn’t want it to stop.

      He carried on, speaking without looking at me, as if pretending I wasn’t really there.

      ‘We met during teacher training and hit it off immediately, moved in together after a few weeks and got married the following summer. She wasn’t the easiest person to live with – we had a few rows, but we had a lot of fun too. Life with Becca was never boring and I liked that. To begin with, anyway… After she qualified, she got a job in a primary school but instantly hated it. Things started to get a bit weird. She became convinced her colleagues were plotting against her, trying to get her sacked.’

      ‘And were they?’

      ‘No, it was all in her head. She was unreliable, didn’t turn up for work, or walked out in the middle of lessons. Sometimes she said really odd things to the kids and upset them. There were complaints. She went off on long-term sick leave with stress. Spent all day lying in bed, stayed awake all night. She’d wander the streets in her nightdress and come home at dawn, her feet covered in mud.’

      ‘Didn’t she have counselling?’ I asked. I’d started to become aware of such things at school. If you had emotional problems, you were supposed to ask for help.

      ‘We tried, but after a couple of sessions she refused to go. The doctor put her on antidepressants, but the drugs weren’t right – they seemed to make it worse. At that stage, nobody mentioned the possibility of schizophrenia.’ Dad paused to take another drink. His hand was trembling slightly as it held the bottle, and I remember thinking that he was recalling something specific – something too horrible or painful to express.

      ‘We had a very difficult year,’ he said finally, ‘but then she became pregnant with you and things seemed to improve for a while.’ He chose his next words carefully. ‘She wanted you very much, but, when you were born, she found it hard to cope. The doctors said it was postnatal depression and it would pass eventually, but…’

      ‘They were wrong.’

      ‘Things went rapidly downhill. She was on her own with you all day and she felt very isolated. She wasn’t looking after you properly. Sometimes I’d get home from work and find her asleep on the sofa with you crying in your playpen. I sent you to full-time nursery – she hated me for that, but it was for your own safety. Then the voices started. They told her I was evil and was trying to poison her. She wouldn’t eat any meal I prepared and was rapidly losing weight. Every night she woke up screaming, said the house was full of devils and monsters and I was one of them. She was terrified of mirrors and we had to cover them all up. It was crazy stuff. She was self-harming almost daily; her arms and thighs were in shreds. Then she tried to kill herself. I had no choice, Meri. I had to have her taken away. You do understand, don’t you? I did what I thought was best.’

      My mind instantly went back to the last time I had seen her. The visit to the peculiar hospital. The nets in the stairwell and the plastic windows. Finally I understood where I’d been all those years earlier.

      ‘Was that when they finally diagnosed her schizophrenia?’ He nodded. ‘So what happened next? Where did she go?’

      He sighed, leaning back and looking up at the stars. ‘I don’t know, my darling. After a few months, she escaped from the psychiatric unit and disappeared. My guess is she tried to commit suicide again and succeeded. I’m sorry, it’s hard to take, but I think you’re old enough to know the truth.’

      I picked up my glass and downed the secret Bacardi in a single gulp. ‘But you don’t know for sure – she could still be alive…’

      Dad shook his head. ‘I doubt it. Please don’t look for her, Meri. She’s dead to us – let’s leave it that way. For all our sakes.’ He stood up, blew out the candles and went indoors. That was the last time we talked about her.

      I leave the memory at the window and sit back on the bed, tracing my fingers across the lid of the laptop. Why did Becca make the video? What was she trying to say? Dad never mentioned it that night in the garden, but I have a feeling it was significant. A turning point, perhaps. At the very least, the video is evidence that he was right to have her sectioned. The whole family was suffering. The long-term psychological damage she could have done to me doesn’t bear thinking about. But I survived, thanks to him. I was lucky.

      I play the tape again, distancing myself this time, watching coolly as if viewing a documentary, listening carefully as I try to work out what’s really going on. Some of what Becca says has no grip on reality – tell them who you were before you were Meri… if we don’t tell the truth, the bad man will come and take us away. But other bits are very specific. Names are mentioned – Cara Travers, Christopher Jay. Did she make them up, or were they people she knew? Perhaps there was an actual murder. I type the names into my phone and wait for the search engine to do its stuff, but the results are inconclusive. There are such people in existence, several in fact, but nothing linking them together. Of course there’s nothing. I click out of Google and slam my phone down on the bed. Why am I taking this at all seriously? There’s nothing to investigate here; it’s just a load of pitiful, insane rambling – a random chapter in the life of my poor schizophrenic mother, that’s all. It has nothing to do with the real world, or with my life now. And yet…

      I lie back and gaze up at the cracked grey ceiling. A cold shiver runs through me and I reach for the duvet, pulling it across my body. I want to forget I ever saw the video, put it on the top shelf and leave it to gather dust. But I know I won’t be able to. Something inside me has changed. A light has been turned on; a door to a forgotten room has been opened.
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        January 1984

      

      It was gone eleven by the time they got to the house, taking it in turns to carry Cara’s huge suitcase from the bus stop at the top of Darkwater Lane, the weight of it propelling them down the hill towards the pond.

      ‘It’s known as a pool – not that you can swim in it,’ Isobel explained, stopping to catch her breath. Cara looked at the flat black expanse of water, its surface lit by a couple of street lamps, and shivered at the mere thought of anyone jumping in.

      ‘What’s that?’ she said, pointing to the dark shape of a building at the far side.

      ‘The old boathouse. You used to be able to hire these sweet little rowing boats. I’ve got a very dim memory of Grandpa taking me out and the ducks following us around.’ Isobel laughed softly. ‘Our garden backs onto the footpath that goes round the pool – there’s a gate in the fence. I’ll show you properly tomorrow.’

      Cara peered around her in the darkness, impatient to understand the geography of her new surroundings. Tall silhouettes of houses curved in a gracious arc around three-quarters of the pool; that must be Darkwater Terrace. They were standing on the open side, by the road. Two wooden benches overlooked the water and there was a gate in the low brick wall – leading, she presumed, to the footpath, hidden by the trees and bushes lining the banks. It was very secluded. They were only a couple of miles from the city centre, but it felt almost rural.

      Isobel picked up the suitcase again. ‘Come on. Nearly there.’ They took the first road on the left and walked along until they reached number 31 – a large brick terraced house, bay-fronted on both floors with a small pointed attic window in the roof.

      ‘This is it,’ she announced, heaving the case up the path and resting it on the tiled step while she searched for her door key. ‘Welcome!’

      Cara felt again the surge of joy she’d had after Isobel’s phone call a week ago. In the six months since they’d graduated, her life had virtually ground to a halt; more accurately, it had gone back to how it had been before, as if the last three years had never happened. With no job to go to, there’d been no alternative but to return home. She’d written dozens of letters to agents and rep theatres, but nobody had shown the slightest bit of interest and her parents had more or less told her to give up the idea of acting. Her mother wanted her to do teacher-training, whereas her father – who disapproved of teachers almost as much as he disapproved of actors – thought she would do better in personnel. The one thing they were both agreed on was that she should start paying her way, so she’d signed up with a temping agency – photocopying and filing mostly, as she couldn’t type. She’d spent the last few months shuffling between construction companies, accountants, conveyancing solicitors and the local council, feeling more and more depressed. Then, last Monday evening, the phone rang.

      ‘It’s a beautiful house and it’ll make the perfect base for our theatre company,’ Isobel said. Her grandmother had died nearly a year ago, leaving her entire estate – including 31 Darkwater Terrace – to her only grandchild. The will had been contested and the whole business had caused an unpleasant rift between Isobel and her mother’s side of the family.

      ‘You will come, won’t you?’ Isobel had pleaded. ‘I couldn’t possibly do it without you.’ It had taken less than a second for Cara to make up her mind.

      Isobel was right – the house was beautiful. It was like wandering through an antiques shop, with ornaments and silverware crowding every surface, oil paintings of hunting scenes and sea storms and delicate Victorian watercolour landscapes on the walls. The contents alone must be worth a fortune, thought Cara, gasping at the sitting room with its enormous carved wooden mantelpiece, the large, graceful settee and small velvet armchair. She admired the contents of the half-moon display cabinet and the faded Turkish carpet on the floor. In the dining room she was suitably impressed by the huge polished table and its twelve matching chairs, and easily agreed that the long, thin kitchen, where the units looked like something out of the 1950s, was ‘perfect’. But her favourite room was the ancient conservatory, bursting with rickety bamboo furniture and overgrown cacti.

      ‘I want to use Gran’s old bedroom for rehearsals,’ said Isobel, leading the way upstairs. ‘So I’m in the attic – it’s where I used to sleep when I was a child – and I’ve put you in the back bedroom. It’s got a lovely view of the garden.’ She pushed open the door to reveal a rectangular room full of red mahogany furniture – a double bed with a high headboard, a small matching wardrobe and a dressing table decked with three hinged mirrors. Cara threw her bag onto the bed and walked straight over to the window, but it was too dark to see the garden below.

      ‘You’ll love it,’ said Isobel, standing behind her and folding her arms around Cara’s waist. ‘It was Gran’s pride and joy, so we’ve got to look after it.’

      ‘Yes, we must,’ Cara murmured, thinking that she didn’t know a thing about gardening.

      ‘Anyway, you must be worn out,’ Isobel said, releasing her with a final squeeze and moving back to the doorway. ‘Get some sleep and we’ll start work in the morning. I’ve already made a frighteningly long list of jobs, but now there’s the two of us…’

      ‘Can’t wait.’ Cara sat down on the mattress, feeling the ancient springs twang. ‘Have you had any thoughts about what we should call the company?’ She’d always liked naming things – dolls, pets, imaginary children…

      ‘Oh, didn’t I tell you?’ Isobel pulled a mock-guilty face. ‘It just came to me the other night.’ She gestured at her purple dress, mauve patterned scarf and woollen tights the colour of aubergine; as if Cara wasn’t already aware of her best friend’s obsession with the colour. ‘Purple Blaze. What do you think?’

      Cara thought it sounded more like a name for a cocktail than a left-wing touring theatre company – but before she had time to voice her opinion, Isobel told her she’d already designed the logo and had some letterhead printed. It was the inheritance money that was paying for all this, so it was right, Cara supposed, that Isobel made the main decisions, although in the past, she’d talked a lot about wanting to start a cooperative (or was it a collective? Cara didn’t really know the difference) in which everything would be agreed unanimously. What did it matter, anyway? Of the two of them, Isobel always had the best ideas, and it would be churlish to start raising objections. Her friend had thrown her a lifeline – not for the first time – and Cara had no intention of letting it go.

      She went to fetch her suitcase, dragging it upstairs and laying it on her bedroom floor. She unzipped the lid and took out her pyjamas. The radiator was stone cold and there was a nasty draught coming through the window, so she drew the curtains. Then she undressed, slipped on her pyjamas and got into bed, keeping her socks on. The mattress was very soft and dipped in the middle, so it took a while to find a comfortable position. She switched off the bedside lamp and lay in the darkness, her eyes still wide open. Her head felt too buzzy to sleep, her thoughts drifting further and further back to when it had all begun.

      It was almost painful to remember how she’d been when she arrived at university, that first bewildering week away from home. Mouse-haired and mouse-timid Cara Jane Travers, sitting primly on the only chair outside the admin secretary’s office, clutching her neatly filled-in forms, looking and feeling anything but the bohemian drama student. Everyone else was chatting to each other like old friends even though they’d only just met – boasting about their exotic gap years (she hadn’t been allowed to take one), rubbishing the importance of A-level results (she had three A’s) or comparing notes on the latest production at the Royal Court (she hadn’t even heard of the place). And they were all dressed the same, as if there was a uniform but nobody had sent her the list of requirements. The girls were wearing scruffy jeans, sweatshirts, coloured berets, oversized blazers with turned-up shiny lining cuffs, and big laced boots. Their hair was universally dyed with henna in varying intensities of red, and nobody wore make-up – all blemishes defiantly on display. They sat on the hard floor with legs outstretched, unaware or uncaring that people had to step over them to get past, leaning intimately on strangers’ shoulders, begging tobacco and rolling up their Rizlas with the expertise of workmen on a building site.

      The boys were no less self-styled, their skin, hair and clothes deliberately unwashed, dressed like would-be farmers or fishermen – flat tweedy caps, knotted neckerchiefs, hand-knitted Fair Isle tank tops, corduroy trousers and crumpled collarless shirts. They stood in earnest, competitive clusters, canvas bags covered in badges advertising various political causes lurching off their shoulders, and one of them was even waving the Morning Star. Someone had made a ghastly mistake, thought Cara – either the tutors for offering her a place, or her for accepting it. The corridor was becoming unbearably hot and crowded, so she finally unbuttoned her long beige raincoat, dismally surveying the plain brown skirt and orange polo-neck sweater beneath. It was blindingly obvious that she didn’t belong to this tribe.

      ‘Do you have a pen I could borrow?’ Cara glanced up to see a striking young woman with Snow White looks: wavy jet-black hair cut in a 1920s bob with a fringe chopped halfway down her forehead, skin as white as china and full lips the colour of freshly spilt blood. She was wearing a purple crushed-velvet dress, a short black embroidered jacket, lilac nylon gloves that reached to her elbows, fishnet stockings and black patent sling-backs.

      ‘Of course,’ Cara replied, rummaging in her bag and eventually proffering a blue biro.

      ‘Thanks… Can I perch?’

      Cara shifted obligingly to one side, balancing one buttock on the edge of the chair.

      ‘I’m Isobel.’ The girl paused expectantly. ‘Don’t you have a name?’

      ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, feeling herself redden with awkwardness. ‘It’s Cara.’

      Isobel scribbled down her details in large, generous handwriting and Cara watched her intently, breathing in her thick evening perfume, observing the layers of powder on her flawless face. She started to realise that the other students were staring – the girls mainly. What an odd couple they must have looked that first day: Beauty and the Beast.

      ‘I think we’re done here.’ Isobel stood up and smoothed down her dress. ‘Shall we go? Celebratory cocktails in the bar – my shout.’

      Cara had never had cocktails before, and she’d only ever drunk alcohol during the day at a cousin’s wedding, but she quickly nodded and stood up. If she was going to survive here, she was going to have to adapt, and fast. As they walked across campus towards the Student Union, Isobel’s pace a step faster than her own, Cara felt her old self peeling away, like the skin of a snake.

      A few weeks later, she’d left her student accommodation and moved in to share a room with Isobel in a large crumbling Victorian house on a once-splendid leafy boulevard only a short bus ride from the city centre. Their room was huge, with ceilings so high you had to stand a chair on the table to change a light bulb. They painted the walls lilac and the woodwork purple, bought giant cushions from the market and draped the stained lumpy sofa with Indian throws.

      Cara cut her long, lifeless hair, dying it blonde and swooping it dramatically over one shoulder – she looked a bit like Lauren Bacall, Isobel said. Out went the Marks & Spencer’s raincoat and the flat court shoes. They went to a vintage clothes market where Isobel picked out three patterned skirts with gathered waists and a black silk fifties dress ‘for parties’. Cara felt herself an entirely new person, on the outside at least. But after graduation she’d slipped back so easily into her dull suburban past that she’d started to wonder whether she’d actually changed at all.

      Now, thanks to Isobel again, she had a second chance. The Jimi Hendrix tune played in her head – ‘Purple Blaze, Purple Blaze,’ she sang quietly to the darkness. Her heart was galloping and thoughts danced joyously around her head. How would she ever get to sleep? She felt like a child on the eve of her birthday, desperate for tomorrow to begin.
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      It’s half past one, and as usual, Eliot is late. What will the excuse be this time? This restaurant used to be one of our favourite haunts, ten minutes’ walk from the old flat, so he can’t pretend he got lost. I like Echo Beach, it reminds me of the old days, when things were easy between us and it never occurred to me that we wouldn’t be together forever. The name must come from the song – it was on an album of eighties hits Dad used to play in the car. Echo Beach, faraway in time, Echo Beach, faraway in time… Eliot and I discovered the place early on, before Time Out ranked it third out of the ten best restaurants in south London for weekend brunch. Now every Sunday people queue all the way up the street for their deep-fried duck egg and baba ganoush. Evenings are big too, with live music and a DJ on Fridays. But it’s relatively quiet at lunchtime so you can usually hear yourself talk. Not that I’ve got anyone to talk to yet. Where the hell is he?

      In a way, I find it comforting that Eliot is behaving just as he used to when we were together. I don’t like the idea of him improving under somebody else’s tutelage. Not that there seems to be a somebody else. Not judging from Facebook, anyway. I stab a Kalamata olive with a toothpick and suck it into my mouth – I’m proud to say that until yesterday, I hadn’t looked at his page for months.

      We met in the local pub, the summer after I graduated, and lived together like a proper grown-up couple for four and a half years, so understandably it took a while to get used to being single again – living in an all-girl house-share, having to plan things in advance so I don’t end up on my own on Saturday nights. But we did the right thing, splitting up; I couldn’t take any more of that stressful life. I thought it might be painful coming back here, but actually it’s fine. I’m over him. Really, I am. Anyway, it’s good we’re still officially friends, because I need his help.

      I keep replaying the DVD. It’s like watching a human puppet show: Becca pulling invisible strings, raising Meri’s little clenched fist, holding an imaginary knife and bringing it down, up and down. I can’t leave it alone. Can’t stop looking at Becca either. I put the laptop on my chest of drawers and freeze on the shots of her – stare in the mirror on the wall above and compare our features. Sometimes I look so much like her, I forget I’m the child in the scene. I’m both people – victim and abuser – and yet Becca’s a victim too. She didn’t choose to have a mental illness, she didn’t mean me any harm. I don’t know what to think. I’m dreaming about her at night and waking up in a sweat. Stuff that’s lain dormant for years has suddenly been activated and I can’t put it back to sleep. There are so many questions I need to ask and only one person who can answer them: Dad.

      Suddenly Eliot’s standing next to me saying, ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry, couldn’t get away, I had to finish this interview and it took way longer than I’d expected and now I’ve only got twenty minutes…’ I stand up and we hug, holding on a few seconds longer than friends do, catching the memory of each other. He sits down and removes his light silk scarf, sticking it in his jacket pocket. One of the first presents I ever bought him; I wonder if he remembers, if he chose it deliberately today.

      ‘The waiter was pushing so I had to order,’ I say. ‘Hope you still like ham hock croquettes.’

      ‘Of course. You’re having the Burmese chicken salad, yes?’

      ‘Of course,’ I echo.

      ‘So predictable, aren’t we?’ He laughs and beckons the waiter over to order sparkling water, refusing to join me in my bottle of Rioja – he has a meeting at two sharp and then a load of paperwork to get through this afternoon. Still on the twelve-hour shifts, he explains ruefully. As the waiter tops up my glass, I have a brief flashback to those solitary evenings on the sofa wading through endless box sets, my legs stretched out into the space where Eliot should have been sitting, persuading myself that his absence meant I could watch girlie stuff but actually bored out of my skull. If I succumbed to wine and waited up, I was leery by the time he got home, spoiling for a row. Then he’d tell me what he’d just seen – a woman with an eyeball hanging out of its socket, jaw caved right in, teeth scattered across the carpet like a broken string of beads. I never could compete with that.

      ‘This is nice,’ he says, leaning back in his chair. ‘How are you doing?’

      ‘I’m good, thanks.’

      ‘I’m really pleased to hear that…’ He pauses. ‘Cos I heard you’d been through a bit of a rough patch, you know, after we ended…’

      ‘Really?’ I try to look as if I’ve no idea what he means. One of our mutual friends has clearly been gossiping. There’s female loyalty for you. ‘No,’ I reply airily. ‘I’m absolutely fine, thanks.’

      We hold a smile for each other. He’s wearing a shirt I don’t recognise and his wiry black curls have been cropped tight against his skull, much smarter than the old Afro. Same Eliot, though. I can still remember what he looks like naked. Long brown legs, muscular arms, a spray of dark freckles across his back, birthmark on his right – no, left – thigh. Has somebody else discovered that fluff collects in his belly button? I pull my thoughts up short and reach for my wine glass.

      ‘How’s your dad?’ He moves aside his cutlery and places his elbows on the table, resting his hands on his chin. ‘Someone told me he had a heart attack.’

      ‘He’s okay, pretty much fixed. Horrible when it happened, though. Got two stents, on medication for the rest of his life. Did you know he retired? He’s just moved to Suffolk.’

      ‘Good for him, sounds like he needs the rest.’ He catches my expression. ‘How do you feel about it?’

      ‘Well…’ I say, about to embark on my story, but the waiter arrives with our food and the intimacy of the moment is lost.

      As we eat, Eliot asks me how my work’s going. I wave it aside, telling him it’s the ‘same old, same old’, that I’ve had enough of online marketing but can’t think of what to do instead. Eliot’s the opposite: he’s always wanted to be a policeman and one day he’ll be a chief superintendent or a commissioner or something, but for now he’s a detective constable in Lambeth’s Domestic Violence Unit. He spends a few minutes moaning about the CPS blocking their investigations at every turn, refusing to let cases go to court unless they’re a hundred per cent watertight; tells me how bad he feels for the poor women he’s encouraged to speak out, only to leave them at the mercy of their husbands/boyfriends/exes. I’ve heard it all before, several times over.

      ‘It’s time I moved on,’ he says, leaning across the table to steal a sip of my wine.

      ‘I was sure you’d be a sergeant by now. Didn’t you sail through your OSPRE?’

      He shrugs modestly. ‘I’m just waiting for the promotion.’

      ‘They’ll give you something really juicy; isn’t that what the High Potential Development Scheme is all about?’

      ‘Supposed to be.’ He takes a sneaky glance at his watch. ‘What I’d really like is murder.’ I’ve heard that before too. I have to cut this subject short or my twenty minutes will be up and I’ll have got nowhere.

      ‘I need to talk to you about something.’

      ‘Yes, sorry, you said on the phone. Didn’t mean to bang on.’

      So I tell him about the videotape. Becca’s paranoid fantasies about the bad man, Meri stabbing with her little fists, the accusation, all of it, right down to the strawberry lolly. His generous brown eyes widen, and at one point he puts his fork down and murmurs, ‘What a thing… what a thing.’ When I finish, he reaches out and lays his hand gently on my arm. ‘I’m so sorry, Meredith. I knew your mother had mental health issues, but that’s appalling.’ Eliot is the only boyfriend I’ve ever told about Becca. ‘So what does Graeme say? Did he know the tape existed?’

      ‘Oh yes, he knew. When I showed it to him he got himself in one hell of a state.’ I tell Eliot about our ugly fight. ‘Now he’s behaving like I’ve betrayed him. He won’t answer any of my calls. He was supposed to be moving yesterday. I’m guessing it all went through. He didn’t even let me say my last goodbyes to the place. I mean, that was my childhood home.’

      ‘He’s trying to punish you,’ says Eliot. ‘Don’t worry, he won’t be able to keep it up. Give it a few more days and he’ll be texting you every other minute again.’ Every other minute is an exaggeration, but Dad usually texts me morning and evening; it’s a ritual he’s been performing since I left home: ‘Hope the meeting goes well xxx’… ‘Rain’s expected, don’t forget your umbrella xxx’… ‘How’s the cough? Thinking of you xxx’. The caring but slightly bossy messages used to get on my nerves a bit, but now I miss them. Dad will hate the fact that I’ve turned to Eliot for help, but he’s left me with no choice.

      I take a DVD from my bag and push it across the table. ‘I burnt you a copy. Tell me what you think.’

      He picks up the disc and spins it between his fingers. ‘About what? Sorry, I don’t understand.’

      ‘On the tape Becca mentions two names – Cara Travers and Christopher Jay. I need to know if they’re real people, if there was an actual murder.’

      Eliot screws up his face. ‘Why? What difference does it make?’

      ‘I just need to know.’

      ‘You’ve googled them?’

      ‘Honestly, El, I’m not a complete idiot. Nothing comes up, but it was a long time ago, so maybe…’ I hesitate. ‘I mean, not everything’s on the internet. And if there was a murder, I thought you might be able—’

      ‘So that’s why you asked me to lunch. You want me to look at police records.’

      ‘Could you?’ I lean forward.

      He puffs out a sigh. ‘You were four when the video was made, right? That’s twenty-five years ago. So if there was a murder, it would have been before we were fully computerised and the HOLMES database was created. It could have taken place anywhere in the country – nothing was joined up back then…’

      ‘I’m not asking for a full investigation. Just have a quick peek. Please?’

      Eliot gives me a pitying look. ‘Okay, but I’m not sure what it is you’re hoping to find.’

      ‘Nor am I. But thanks, it would mean a lot.’

      He looks at his watch again. ‘Gotta go.’ He takes out his wallet and searches for a note.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get it,’ I say. ‘Just call me as soon as you find out anything.’

      ‘Promise.’ He swoops the scarf – my scarf – around his neck. ‘So good to see you… I miss you, you know.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I opt for mock-dismissive. ‘Now piss off and do some detecting for me, Sherlock!’

      I watch him go – weaving his way to the door, spinning through and hanging left, leaving the frame without once looking back, without so much as a wave. I turn my gaze to his empty chair, soaking up the memory of his eager, restless face, the soft, broad nose and high cheekbones, the trusting brown eyes. How long is it since I’ve had sex? Don’t go there, Meri.

      

      I return to the office feeling strangely elated. The lunch went well, considering. Being friends with an ex is hard, even when you no longer have feelings, as they say. Neither of us asked if we were seeing new people – I wonder if that’s significant. Does it suggest that we don’t want to think of each other with new partners, or did it just not come up in the conversation? We had other, more urgent things to discuss, so maybe he just didn’t get around to it. Maybe I just didn’t get around to it. No, that’s not true. I wanted to know, but I couldn’t bear to ask, because… because? …

      Only a few emails have come in since I left my desk. It’s Friday afternoon; everything’s winding down for the weekend, there’s nothing urgent or interesting. I compose an email from self to self, with no message, just a heading: Stop analysing everything.

      But as the afternoon makes its slow, weary way to 5 p.m. – the earliest we can all leave for the pub – my thoughts wander back to Eliot. Vague, Rioja-fuelled feelings of lust rise within me, making me hot and restless. I try to imagine him having sex with someone else to test my lack of desire, but it keeps turning into memories of being with him. It was good, I remember. The sex. It was always good, from our very first night together.

      We fell in love really quickly, moved in together after only three months; found a tiny one-bedroomed flat above a greengrocer’s, damp and dark in the winter, stinking of rotting vegetables in the summer and outrageously expensive all year round. We went to IKEA and bought throws and blinds and lamps, carried home flat-packed bookshelves on the bus. Dad gave me his old dining table, Eliot’s parents a set of wine glasses and a fancy grater for Parmesan cheese. He was working on the PC Response Team then – 999 calls all hours of the day and night, burglaries, robberies, car crime; it was exhausting. But we still made love several times a week and all through the weekend. For the first six months or so, anyway.

      Inevitably, things slowed down – that didn’t worry me; I mean, nobody can keep up that kind of pace. The sex was never the problem. It was Eliot’s job. The long, awkward shifts, the cancelled leave, the lack of social life, the physical and emotional strain. Eliot brought his work home every night – and not only in his briefcase. He couldn’t stop talking about the victims, as if he felt responsible for them. I know it was stupid, but I started to feel jealous. And I wasn’t allowed to complain about my work or our relationship – or anything – because there were all these poor women out there who were really suffering. And that just made me feel worse. Selfish. Guilty. Resentful. He was off-loading all his stress onto me and then criticising me for not coping. It started off as lightweight bickering, with the occasional row. Then we started screaming at each other. We weren’t special, we were disappointingly normal. The divorce rate amongst police officers is extremely high, but we never even made it down the aisle.

      Looking back, it was amazing that we stuck it out for four years. We loved each other, that’s why. I didn’t want us to split up, but I also knew I couldn’t be a policeman’s wife. And there was no way he would give up his career. I remember those last months when the relationship was dying – all that talking, talking, talking through the midnight hours, lying in bed in the darkness, him exhausted and me refusing to let him sleep, going on and on about how I didn’t know what I felt any more, not just about our relationship but my whole life. I know I wore him out. But even after awful, no-going-back things were said and we’d both wept and begged forgiveness, we still made love; a desperate, clinging kind of sex, both thinking maybe this was the last time, maybe we’d never do it again, not with each other, not with anyone.

      Then one lazy Saturday morning we had an early-morning cuddle that turned into something more, desire creeping up on us unawares. Warm, affectionate lovemaking, not like those mad, sad fucks of previous weeks, and I remember feeling that we’d turned a corner. Afterwards I got up and made tea and Scotch pancakes to have in bed, but when I got back he was already dressed, told me he was moving out, that he couldn’t go on like this. I’ll never forgive him for making love to me without telling me it was the last time.

      My mobile rings and his photo comes up on the screen, making me jump, as if he’s been eavesdropping on my thoughts. I take a deep breath and answer as casually as I can.

      ‘Eliot! How’s it going?’

      ‘Fine… Can you talk?’

      ‘Hang on,’ I say, getting up from my desk and going into the corridor. My hands feel clammy around the phone. He’s found something. He wouldn’t have rung if he hadn’t found something. ‘So? Any luck?’

      ‘Sort of… You were born in Birmingham, right?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Trust him to remember. ‘We moved to Essex when I was about six.’

      ‘Hmm, that makes sense. Local murder case, lots of stuff on the news.’ He sounds pleased with himself.

      ‘So there was an actual murder?’

      ‘Cara Travers was a young actress, stabbed to death at a local beauty spot in August 1984. The case was never solved.’

      ‘She was a real person…’ I feel a shiver run right through me. ‘And what about the other one? Christopher Jay?’

      ‘Don’t know. It was before computerisation, so there’s no detail on the original case on HOLMES, just a couple of case reviews that got nowhere.’

      ‘And this was in Birmingham?’

      ‘Yup. It was known as the Darkwater Murder. As it happens, my boss used to work at Heartlands – DI Gerrard, remember her?’ Of course I remember Siobhan Gerrard; I used to be jealous of her. An Irish Brummie with flaming-red hair and a large bosom, brain the size of a department store, ten years older than Eliot and happily married, but otherwise a perfect match for him – another cop, someone who understood the life.

      ‘Did she work on it, then?’ I say.

      ‘No,’ he laughs, ‘way before her time. But her boss back then worked on the case as a young DC, so she knew a bit about it. Anyway, I showed her the DVD – hope you don’t mind – and she immediately sent it on to this guy in Birmingham.’ He lowers his voice conspiratorially. ‘Turns out he’s now the chief constable! How crazy is that?’

      He showed her the video. Why did he do that? ‘It’s not a public document, Eliot,’ I say, stiffly. ‘It’s not like I put it on Facebook.’

      ‘I thought you wanted me to investigate.’

      ‘I did, but…’

      ‘Chief Constable Durley came straight back to Siobhan, really interested. He wants to talk to you about it. Off the record.’

      ‘What? But I don’t know anything.’
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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