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The clothes of the dead don’t wear well. They fret for the person who owned them.


 Barbara Vine, The Brimstone Wedding










For Marnie










Prologue


Real life was never enough. The magic was always down the rabbit hole or on the other side of the mirror and you always chased it.


Eat me: a bitter pill of unknown provenance, dissolving on the tongue.


Drink me: don’t mind if I do.


When you were seven, you accessorised your school uniform with a velvet hairband and stripy socks, stood solemnly before the hall mirror and tried to push your way through to the back-to-front world on the other side. In the storybook, the looking glass turns first to gauze and then a kind of mist. You pressed your small hands against the surface until it cracked, carving a lightning bolt in the glass and a gash in your palm. By the time your mother arrived, the blood had already dripped on to the chessboard floor below. The porous old tiles drank it down.


The black squares hid their stains. You’d never know anything had happened. The little red stars on the white squares would fade to brown but never quite disappear, despite the vigorous application of bleach, vinegar, soda and soap. Really, they should have been changed for new ones, but nothing in that house ever was. The scarred mirror, beyond repair, never replaced, shattered every face that looked in it from that day on.


That same glass bore broken witness years later, when in that same hall more blood was spilled. Not yours this time. You watched in horrified fascination as the liquid red carpet rolled out in all directions, and you understood. The best way to hide blood is with more blood.










PART ONE










Chapter 1


Karen


‘The things we do for Alice,’ says Rex, reversing the hired van around a corner. The tarmac under the wheels turns to cobbles. The crate on my lap, carefully packed with beads and chains, starts to clack and rattle. A peacock feather stuck in a vase nearly stabs me in the eye.


‘The things we do for Alice,’ I echo.


He has no idea.


It’s December, dark at four o’clock. This back alley, at the Angel end of Islington, was made for horses, not motor vehicles. Currently dressed for Christmas in white lights and cut holly, Camden Passage is flagstones and wrought iron, alleyways and pubs straight out of Hogarth, antique shops and boutique galleries. Even the modern barber shops are done up to look like something from the Industrial Revolution.


A kid on an e-scooter with no lights punctures the snowglobe illusion, shooting out from the van’s blind spot, forcing Rex to brake hard. Something in the back of the van shatters.


I lower the window and lean out. ‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’


The kid raises his eyebrows at Rex. ‘Can’t talk for yourself, bruv?’


I slide the window up, not wanting to get into it. The boy can’t know why Rex outsources his road rage duties to his missus. He can’t know that Rex does not have the luxury of losing his temper. It’s safer if I funnel his anger through my lungs.


‘At least this is the last drop.’ Rex inches the van backwards into the space we’ve been illegally using as a loading bay all day and throws on the hazard lights. In the wing mirror our daughter approaches, dressed against type in an old sweatshirt and leggings that make her look a lot younger than twenty-three. Behind her, the logo she designed herself gleams gold and black on the window. It’s her take on Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man sketch, only instead of a spreadeagled naked man it’s a young woman in the kind of flowing gown Alice specialises in, arms flung out so it looks as though she’s dancing. Above that, the shop’s name, in writing that flows like thread through a needle: she’s called it Dead Girls’ Dresses.


‘I still hate the name,’ murmurs Rex, and of course he has good reason to. Dead girls are not an abstract concept for him.


Alice throws the van doors open and the three of us fall into place, a human chain passing the stock from the van to the shop. Lace froths in my face, ribbons trail on the floor.


‘I’d better . . .’ says Rex, nodding backwards at the empty van, which has miraculously escaped a parking ticket, but Alice throws her arms around our necks.


‘Thank you both. So, so much,’ she says. ‘I won’t let you down.’


A horseradish tingle starts up behind my eyes and when Rex says, ‘Better take the van back,’ there’s a crack in his voice.


The shop still has its fresh-paint smell. ‘I’ve made a start on it,’ says Alice. ‘Tried to, you know, evoke a demi-monde.’


She has more than made a start. This morning the space was black walls, naked brass clothes rails and a mound of charity-shop furniture under dust sheets. Now it’s a . . . a . . . I want to use a word like realm. A jade glass chandelier glitters overhead. A stuffed swan’s head hangs above a cast-iron fireplace. Two gilt mirrors face each other, a glass concertina projecting Alices into infinity. A Chinese silk fan hangs behind an old-fashioned cash register, and Venetian masks and figurines wink from a cabinet of curiosities.


‘The vibe’s supposed to be sort of Dickensian hovel meets Weimar Republic boudoir. What do you think?’


What I think is that Dead Girls’ Dresses is like Biba’s old bedroom in the house in Queenswood Lane, that it’s like going back in time, that it’s uncanny. What I think is that all it would take is one line of an old song and I would be a young girl in a bikini dancing in a garden again, rather than a middle-aged woman in a FatFace midi dress and orthotic inserts in my boots. What I think is that there’s a hand pulling a scarf tight around my throat, making it hard to breathe. But what I say is, ‘Very good. Very Instagrammable.’


She adjusts an ostrich feather in a cloisonné vase. ‘Well, what’s the point of having a bricks-and-mortar shop if you don’t make it a destination?’


‘There’s just so much to look at, wherever you – oh.’ My eye falls on a dressmaker’s dummy, bound tight in a corset decorated with a painting of a shepherdess. Vivienne Westwood, 1990.


Alice reads my mind and rolls her eyes. ‘For the last time,’ she says, ‘it was an investment.’ In her third year of university, she spent her entire student loan buying this in an auction. ‘It’s already doubled in value,’ she adds. ‘It’s virtually a pension.’


‘Hmmm.’


I turn my attention to the gallery wall of her fashion heroes: Marilyn in her ‘Happy Birthday, Mr President’ sequins, Princess Diana in her off-the-shoulder revenge dress, Kate Bush in a red gown, Billy Porter at the Oscars, a full skirt twirling beneath his tuxedo.


‘All the major icons.’ Her big black eyes dart towards a smaller, faded picture and then hopefully towards me. ‘I found it in an old Vogue. It’s perfect for my brand.’


‘Oh, love.’ My hand flutters to my heart. She’s framed one of the most famous advertisements of the 1970s, the Natura shampoo girl with her gleaming dark hair in her white dress in the meadow. It’s a multi-sensory experience, that photograph: you can hear the harp music from the TV advert and smell the herbal tang of the shampoo. I had no idea, when as a child I sat in the bath and screamed as the lather stung my eyes, that one day I would marry the Natura girl’s son and raise her grandchild, although I would never meet her. Sheila Capel hanged herself on the landing of the Queenswood Lane house when Rex was sixteen and Biba was twelve.


Rex’s dead girl number one.


‘You must know you can’t have this on the wall.’


‘I can say it’s me?’


Anyone Alice’s age would believe it; a bit of retro dress-up, run through a filter to give it a sun-drenched vibe. The likeness is certainly strong enough. Sheila’s pale face with its huge dark eyes and strong nose is Alice’s face, it is Rex’s, it is Biba’s. It passes down the generations like an heirloom. It bulldozes other genes out of its way. But anyone my age and older would recognise it at once, note the similarity between the girl in the painting and the girl behind the till, and the questions would begin.


‘But it’s a famous picture. It connects you to Dad’s old name. It only takes one person to join the dots and he’ll have to start all over again.’


I could remind her what it was like last time she slipped up, but we agreed not to use The Fallout as leverage. Gently, I take Sheila Capel down from the wall and set her face-down on the counter.


Alice’s hands form fists. ‘I’m not going to throw it away.’


‘I’m not asking you to. It’s a beautiful picture. You should own it.’


Alice capitulates with only the briefest of scowls. ‘Right . . .’ she dusts her palms ‘. . . let’s hang some of these girls.’ She looks at Sheila’s picture, realises what she’s said, and is horrified. ‘Jeez. I didn’t mean . . . good thing Dad didn’t hear that.’


I tear the cellophane off a pack of pink velvet hangers. ‘Let’s go.’


The clothes are already grouped by colour and size. I was up all night double-checking the measurements of bust-darts and waistbands. When everything is in place, the shop looks less like Biba’s bedroom. Her clothes were more likely to be found on the floor than all facing the same way on matching hangers.


My belly growls. ‘Have you not eaten?’ asks Alice, apparently forgetting that I’ve been on the move since dawn. My Fitbit tells me I’ve climbed fifty flights of stairs today. ‘OK, I’m going to go to the coffee shop over the road, introduce myself to the neighbours, get some grub.’


She grabs a peach kimono from a railing, throws it on over the leggings and instantly looks like something from an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel. She swishes out of the door, all tassels and hair. Half a minute later, the brass bell above the door clangs, and Rex enters, holding a Morrison’s carrier bag.


‘Bloody hell.’ He runs the fingers of his free hand through his hair. ‘It looks like . . .’


‘I know.’


Rex’s dead girl number two.


He removes the Paisley scarf that Alice has draped over a standard lamp. ‘She never had any fucking sense of fire safety either.’ He coughs one of those laughs that’s not really a laugh and looks at the door. ‘I almost expect her to . . .’


‘I know what you mean. But this is Alice. This is all Alice.’


It’s not, and we both know it.


Biba’s ghost, never far away, has put on her best dress and slid in through cracks in windows, gaps under doors, through tightly closed eyes. She moves like mist, like poison gas.










Chapter 2


Karen


I peer into Rex’s carrier bag. ‘Any food in there?’


‘Nothing that useful, I’m afraid.’ He shakes something free from the plastic. ‘Honestly. What was she thinking?’ Dangling from his hand is an old-fashioned rotary-dial telephone, salmon-coloured, encrusted with seashells. A curly pink wire boings into a chunky receiver. I know exactly why she wants it.


‘It’s like the one in Desperately Seeking Susan,’ I say. He looks at me blankly. ‘The Madonna film?’ He remains unenlightened. ‘Never mind. I suppose she thinks it’s quaint, or more real, somehow. Like how she listens to music on vinyl. And she’ll like the way it looks in pictures.’


‘But it’s terrible business sense. A landline, in this day and age! I didn’t think analogue phones even worked any more. You can’t see when you’ve got a missed call, you can’t tell who’s calling.’ He picks up the receiver and frowns into the mouthpiece.


‘She does all the selling on apps anyway. Don’t worry about it. If it doesn’t work, she can just change it.’


Rex sets the phone on the counter. ‘I know, I know. I’ve got to stand back, not interfere. Let her make her own mistakes.’


With our money, I think. Well, the promise of our money, or the gamble of it. All we did was put our names on the shop lease, act as her guarantors. All we did was risk our house, the one my hard slog enabled us to buy.


‘And I guess one good thing about her being an only child is that we can put all our eggs in her basket, so to speak.’


My hands go to my belly. ‘Rex, don’t.’ It was only recently, when I crossed the age Rubicon of forty-five, that we truly gave up.


He realises as soon as he’s said it. ‘Sorry. Sorry. I’m an idiot. Sorry.’


‘S’alright,’ I say, straightening a hat on a stand to let him know that’s as far as we need to take that right now. I know he’s trying to find comfort in tragedy but I hate it when he tries to make a virtue of Alice being an only child, as though it hasn’t been a source of heartbreak. I fell pregnant within a month of Rex’s release from prison in the autumn of 2007 and showed almost immediately. But the Homecoming Baby, as we had begun to call her – I thought of all my babies as girls – was gone by Christmas. The one after that – the Snowflake Baby, because it began to snow as the line formed – stayed for five weeks. The Lanzarote Baby, conceived on our first family-of-three holiday, was outlived by my tan. The baby books track a foetus’s progress by comparing it to fruits; I got to know the weeks by heart, I could recite them like a nursery rhyme. Poppy seed, apple seed, blueberry, grape, fig, lime, nectarine. None of my babies ever made it to pear but with every pregnancy my belly swelled a little more, as though each one was leaving a layer of herself behind.


Alice breezes back in, re-hangs the kimono and is a grubby kid again. There’s a blob of chocolate on her upper lip but she’s empty-handed.


‘Did you not get us food? Coffee?’ I ask her. ‘Wasn’t that the point of you going out?’


‘Oh, crap.’ She slaps her hand to her forehead. ‘DeShaun in the churros shop gave me a few and then we got chatting and . . . sorry.’


My hands are still on my belly. I feel as well as hear it gurgle.


‘Right, so the guys are coming round for drinks in a bit,’ says Alice.


‘Who’re “the guys”?’ I presume she means her university friends, the fashion students who came to London and never left.


‘From around. The other traders. Aggie from the lighting shop’s got a special thing for cleaning the chandelier. Hollie’s going to burn some sage, cleanse any negative energy.’


‘Hollie?’ I ask, while Rex says:


‘Sage?’


Only one of us gets our answer. ‘From the kids’ boutique.’ Alice waves across the flagstones at the lemon-yellow shop with tiny, tasteful beige clothes strung on a washing line across its window. A stocky girl with huge glasses and pink dungarees flicks an apparently affectionate V sign in response. Alice has established a rapport in five minutes. How does she do that? We’ve been in our current home for five years and I’ve still never been inside our next-door neighbours’ house.


‘We’ll get out of your hair,’ I say. ‘We should get back to Peggy anyway.’


‘Stay for one.’ She produces a bottle of sparkling wine from a carrier bag, expertly pops the cork and fills a trio of those little coupe glasses that everyone always says are supposed to be modelled on Marie Antoinette’s boobs. The drink goes straight to our heads, every burst bubble a dead brain cell, a loosened muscle. Alice is full of her plans: she’s got fliers, her Instagram and Etsy accounts, she’s got a list of influencers and stylists she needs to befriend. (She hires out clothes to stylists and film companies as well as to ordinary women. Every now and then she sends me a video featuring some barefoot wraith twirling and chanting in one of her dresses.)


One glass becomes three while we wait for ‘the guys’ to turn up. When her grandfather clock strikes six, Alice leaps to her feet. ‘They’ll be here in a minute. I’d better change.’ She disappears behind a folding screen.


‘I’m a bit pissed.’ Rex puts out a hand to steady himself, lands on a taxidermy weasel in a top hat, and withdraws in alarm. ‘I really need to eat.’


‘We’ll go to that Turkish place on Upper Street, get a chicken shish.’


‘Whaddya think?’ Alice walks like a model through the shop’s narrow aisle in a figure-hugging orange dress with a sheen to the fabric and a ruffle at the neck. Next to me, Rex stiffens. The light in the room changes, as though the walls got blacker and absorbed too much. ‘What? What are you both looking at?’


‘Biba was wearing something a lot like this on, you know, The Night Of,’ blurts Rex. I reach out to silence him, the pads of my fingertips rest in the shiny craters of scar tissue on his forearm, but it’s too late.


‘The Night Of,’ repeats Alice meaningfully, because when do you ever hear that phrase in a context other than crime?


‘The night of Biba’s birthday.’ My mouth feels as if it’s filling with sand. ‘What Dad meant was, Biba was wearing something like that the night we met.’


I press his flesh, feeling through ropes of muscle the bone beneath. Finally he catches up. ‘Yes that’s right!’ he says, in a voice that’s somehow both mechanical and slurred. ‘The night I met your mum.’


We are saved by the brass bell. Half a dozen young people, who appear to be dressed as clowns but what do I know, ooze into the shop, proclaim it ‘sick’, and other adjectives that have changed their meaning since I was young. Rex and I back out in a hail of ‘nice to meet you’s, and face each other in the lamplit alleyway. Pub lights glow at either end of the lane but the shops are tucked up for the night behind accordion shutters.


‘I—’ begins Rex.


‘Not here.’ I march him past the kinds of shadows that look as though they might hide pickpocketing urchins, out to relieve us of our fob watches, and when we are out of earshot I let rip.


‘You fucking idiot! What were you thinking, The Night Of?’


‘I should’ve eaten,’ he says feebly. ‘Wine on an empty stomach. Karen, she didn’t work it out. She’s all excited by the shop, new mates, she won’t dwell on it.’


He traces an arc with his toe on the ground. I take his left hand in my right, rub the gold of his wedding ring.


‘We can’t trust her with the truth, not after The Fallout.’


‘She learned her lesson.’ His voice is a teenage whine.


‘She learned it for now. Is it worth risking you getting recalled to prison?’


He winces. None of this is new, but every now and then we play out the script to keep each other in check.


‘I’m a twat,’ he slurs.


‘No argument from me there.’ But we hold hands on the way to our favourite Turkish place where the ceiling is strung with glass lanterns and a basket of warm bread is on the table before we’ve even sat down. I tear a chunk in two and give half to Rex. ‘Soak up the booze.’ He holds it in his fist like a toddler, smooshing it into his face. When he talks again it’s about Alice: how good the shop is, what an eye she has for an interior, how she must get it from him.


I relax, just a little. Another near miss. If Alice starts to question the version of events she has grown up believing, then it sets her on a dark, bloodied path. Not even Rex knows what lies at the end of it. The only one who does is missing, presumed dead. If she were going to tell, she would have done so by now.










Chapter 3


Alice


The first rule of Capel Club is you don’t talk about Capel Club. I kept that rule for the first twenty-three years of my life and I promise you, no one was more surprised by this than I.


I have what my school reports called poor impulse control. When I was tiny, Mum signed me up for a re-creation of the famous marshmallow experiment, that willpower test when you sit a little kid in front of a marshmallow and tell them that if they leave it untouched for like two minutes they’ll get two marshmallows as a reward. While my mum was signing the forms, I found the packet of marshmallows and ate the lot. Then there was the infamous glitter bomb incident of 2005, when Sophie’s mum told us off for trying on her shoes and we sprinkled glitter into the base of the pedestal fan in her walk-in wardrobe. She’s probably still finding little flecks of gold in the creases of her clothes.


I’ve always called it The Surge. It’s a compulsion, a loss of control that you couldn’t define as a bad temper because it can be a high as well as a low, a force that’s as likely to see me waking up in a different country or tracking down a once-in-a-lifetime piece as it is lashing out at someone who has wronged me. It’s a wave I can ride, so I can’t hate it, even though I know it doesn’t have my best interests at heart. The Surge is the opposite of a mother.


It was The Surge that broke my silence around Capel Club.


After The Fallout, I learned to manage it.


Mostly.


I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know my dad’s history. The story I grew up with was that a Bad Man who sold drugs had turned up on the doorstep one night at Dad’s old house in London with a gun. (I took that in my stride: I knew London by its prisons the way other children knew it by theatres and toy shops. I presumed that finding gun-toting drug dealers on one’s doorstep was a daily feature of big city life.) They’d argued, and Dad had used the Bad Man’s gun to kill him. Then came the tricky bit: a neighbour came to see what all the noise was about, and Dad shot him in a panic. I swear it didn’t occur to me that there was any kind of contradiction in the fact that this double killer was also the kindest, gentlest human I had ever known.


After his release, they drip-fed me the remaining details. The new facts were these: Dad was not an only child. His sister’s name was Bathsheba but everyone called her Biba; the Bad Man had been her boyfriend. Biba went missing not long after Dad went to prison, a car found abandoned at a suicide spot. In the space of one conversation I went from not knowing I had an aunt or my paternal grandmother’s name to finding out they had both died by suicide. Not a great thing to have in your genetic make-up, is it? Let’s hope it’s one of those things that’s passed through the women in a family. Karen Clarke is as solid as they come.


Biba’s remains have never been found. The closest thing was an earring police divers found on the seabed during a search for another jumper a year or two after Dad’s release. It was one of a pair that Biba never took off, and which my parents had listed as something that might identify her.


Of course, where there’s no body, there’s always hope. One of the newspaper reports in September 1997 described the siblings as being ‘as close as lovers’ which is obviously gross, but if Biba loved Dad even a tenth as much as he obviously loved – still loves – her, there’s no way, if she were still alive, that she wouldn’t have come back to him. I used to fantasise that maybe she’d survived the fall, washed up somewhere like a message in a bottle, and was living on a pastel ward on the other side of the world, waiting for the magic word that would unlock her past. It was the only scenario I could picture in which her return would be a cause for celebration, and not salt in a wound that will never quite heal.


With new facts came new rules. I must never mention the name Capel to anyone, not even my best friend. If anyone ever called asking about Rex Capel or Biba Capel or any other name I didn’t recognise, if anyone threatening or nosy or just off approached me or called the house, I should get out of the conversation and then I should tell Mum and Dad straight away. Mum just dumped all that in my lap and then she told me not to go looking for details! Like: had she met me?


Naturally my first instinct was to Google everything, but Mum had always watched my internet access like the absolute hawk she is. It’s hard to fathom now when every Year Six child has a smartphone, but I was fourteen before I ever had unsupervised access to the internet. While other kids might pretend to go to the library and actually be shopping, I lied that I was shopping and went to the library, opened an incognito window, typed Rex Capel Highgate Drug Dealer Murder 1997 into the search bar and came face-to-face with this:.


 


JUDICIARY OF ENGLAND AND WALES


REGINA v CAPEL


SENTENCING REMARKS OF THE


HON. MR JUSTICE RAMAMURTHY


WOOD GREEN CROWN COURT 9 November 1997


 


We are here because on the 14th of September 1997, you, Rex Capel, murdered Thomas Wheeler and caused the death of Guy Grainger. I have your confession so I am sure that what follows is an accurate description of the offences for which I am to sentence you.


On the date in question, just before 6pm, you were home alone at your home in Queenswood Lane in Highgate, a home you shared with your sister Bathsheba, known as Biba. Biba was at that time with your father, Roger Capel, in nearby Hampstead and you were surprised when her on-off boyfriend, 19-year-old Guy Grainger, paid you a visit.


Mr Grainger was known to consume and occasionally deal drugs and you did not consider him to be a good influence on your sister, with whom you had an almost paternal relationship, having left school early to care for her after the untimely death of your mother by her own hand in 1990.


You were listening to loud music when Mr Grainger arrived. You did not invite him in and you stayed in the entrance hall of your home. Your voices quickly became raised in an argument over his suitability for your sister. The situation escalated rapidly and Mr Grainger produced a handgun which he pointed at you. A tussle ensued, during which you took possession of the gun and shot Mr Grainger. The bullet entered his shoulder but the cause of his death was a broken neck as he fell.


Moments later, a neighbour, Mr Thomas Wheeler, resident at 46 Queenswood Lane, appeared on your threshold. You had a history of conflict with Mr Wheeler, whose diaries record several occasions upon which he asked you and your sister to turn down loud music or cease other antisocial behaviour and you refused to comply. In a state of shock and panic, you shot Mr Wheeler. The bullet travelled approximately four inches into his heart. He died shortly afterwards.


You called the emergency services, requesting an ambulance as well as police. You then called your father. In a conversation which lasted for under one minute you asked him to send a solicitor to the police station, which he duly did. The following morning at Highgate Magistrates’ Court you indicated a guilty plea, this confirmed at the next available hearing at the Crown Court.


The major aggravating factor in the case is your history of confrontation with Mr Wheeler and that fact that during this incident he posed no threat. I have heard moving Victim Impact Statements from Greta Wheeler, his widow, and from his two teenage children. I know that you found those statements difficult to listen to. How much more difficult must they have been to write? There is nothing I can do to take away the pain that you inflicted on this family. They will have to learn to live with it, but, because of what you did, it will never end.


 


I had to stop reading for a bit then. I was feeling too many confusing things at once. I did not like the way the judge’s words made me think about Dad.


 


We also heard from Guy Grainger’s father. He was obviously a very well-loved son, although his associates at the time of his death were of concern.


Against that, I bear in mind that the offence was not premeditated and your reaction afterwards is not consistent with an intention to kill. You are a young man of previous good character and you are entitled to substantial credit for that. You were immediately horrified by what you had done. That you called the police so soon after the shooting also counts in your favour.


You are assessed as posing a low likelihood of reoffending and a medium risk of physical harm to the public. I am satisfied that you do not meet the criteria for dangerousness and that I should not pass a life sentence or an extended sentence upon you. You are therefore to serve two sentences of two years and twenty years, for manslaughter and murder respectively, to run concurrently, minus the time you have already served.


Take him down.


 


I closed the document but, while I’d been reading it, more search results had been loading in a different window. I saw newspaper headlines, grainy photographs of the victims: a kind-looking man with a bald patch and glasses and a much younger, better-looking blond man. I hit Escape and pushed myself away from the desk so hard that my chair carved lines in the carpet tiles. Knowing the details wasn’t worth the risk that I might stop loving my dad.


I only read that court report one time, a decade ago, but whole sentences imprinted themselves in my memory and I’ve been carrying it in my head ever since. I can consult it as easily as a note in my phone. So I knew that Dad had been alone in the house when Guy Grainger and his gun came to visit. Biba had not been there. I had no reason to doubt that.


Until last night.










Chapter 4


Alice


The shop-warming was a success, on the surface. I had a good feeling about my new work neighbours. But, underneath the getting-to-know you chat, all I could think of was my parents’ reaction to that dress and Dad’s remark and the way they had both turned to robots.


Was Biba there on the night of the murders?


And if so – why didn’t anyone say anything?


The questions are still on my mind when I wake up at seven o’clock the next morning with no memory of getting home. My tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth, I’m still in the troublesome orange dress plus a fake fur coat, I am holding a glowstick and somehow I’m both sweaty and cold. My little attic flat, which was stuffed floor-to-ceiling with my stock until yesterday, seems cold and empty.


I wrap a hundred-year-old Welsh blanket, too holey to sell, over my coat. In the ‘kitchen’ – a cooker in an alcove, really – I boil a kettle and spoon sugar over a teabag. When I pull the curtains, the sky is white as paper and the wires above the train tracks opposite make ruled lines in the sky. Dad’s words seem to write themselves like lines in an exercise book.


Biba was wearing something a lot like this on The Night Of.


Biba was wearing something a lot like this on The Night Of.


Biba was wearing something a lot like this on The Night Of.


I recall Mum digging her fingers into his arm until I thought she was going to break his skin. Whatever he nearly said, she knew to stop it.


Why would they lie?


Memories play like a slideshow.


Me taking the wing mirror off a neighbour’s car when Dad was teaching me to drive. Dad took responsibility. Mum accidentally taking out our old neighbour’s apple tree with a chainsaw, and Dad taking the blame because everyone hated him anyway by then and what was the point of both of them getting it in the neck? Me leaving my A-level art portfolio on the bus, and Dad telling my teachers it was his fault so I wouldn’t get marked down. Not to mention The Fallout.


Rex Clarke protects, he absorbs – that is the essence of who he is. Of course he would have covered for his sister.


How did I not . . .


How did I not guess?


I plug my dead phone into the wall. When it lights up, I call Dad.


‘Morning,’ he says nervously. ‘How’s the head? I was pretty far gone last night.’


I feel an emboldening baby-Surge. How dare he use the weren’t-we-pissed line of defence, as if it’s a regrettable one-night stand?


‘Was Biba there on the night of the murders? No one says “The Night Of” about the time they met their wife, and right afterwards, you and Mum went really weird.’


He is so quiet that I can hear Peggy’s claws on the kitchen floor.


‘Because if your sister was there, and you killed those guys, then you would’ve had a different defence. You would’ve said you were acting to protect her. But I don’t think you wanted anyone to know she was there at all. You don’t even want me to know. It’s so blatant. It’s obvious Mum knows as well. I think you took the blame for something Biba did.’


‘Alice, please.’ He sounds like an old man.


‘No, because isn’t it better that I think you did something kind? That you covered for your sister rather than see her go to prison?’


He takes a deep breath but then I hear a door slam and Mum’s voice closing in. ‘Is that Alice? Hello, sweetie!’ She must have wrestled the phone off Dad. ‘You’re overthinking it, love. Of course Biba wasn’t there. Don’t upset your dad. Go and open up your beautiful shop.’ She cuts the call.


Unless Dad had me on speakerphone, which I don’t think he did, how could she know what I might be overthinking, unless they’d been overthinking it too?


They don’t trust me. Knowing it’s my fault doesn’t stop it hurting.


I don’t open up the shop, not immediately. I sit on my bed, watching the trains rumble past over the road, and then I pick up my iPad and input words I haven’t typed for nine years into the search bar. I re-read the court document through this new lens and go on to the newspaper archives. The Highgate House of Horrors, as it came to be known, was a common headline in the summer of 1997. Roger Capel, my paternal grandfather, had been quite the minor celebrity. He took photos of the beautiful people in the sixties and seventies – rock stars and the models they married. He married two models himself and his children, from his first marriage at least, were beautiful. Throw in drugs and sex and guns and parties in a beautiful house in an affluent area that most readers could never dream of owning and it was tabloid heaven.


I’ve sometimes overheard my parents reminisce about ‘The House’ in strange, breathless tones. It’s a family thing to give significant events or places capital letters, give them proper-noun status – The Surge, The Fallout – indeed, The Night Of – and The House definitely falls into that category. The pictures of the place on Queenswood Lane show somewhere that deserves a special voice and a definite article. Outside, it looks like something from a period drama. Inside – someone had sold a handful of party photos to the press – it looks like a cross between a minor royal palace and a crack den. Dirty mirrors on the walls, floors carpeted in bottles, cans and ground-out cigarettes. Everything confirms my parents’ version of events. Nothing suggests that Biba had been there.


I’ve had this before, this sense of mission, a need that will only gather momentum if I don’t satisfy it, only we aren’t talking about acquiring some rare gown here, we’re talking about my family, my life. I save everything to a file on my iPad and call it ‘Sewing Machine Warranties’, a title so boring that no one would think to click on it. And then I set up a Google alert, just in case I am right. If there’s a bomb at the heart of my history, I want to be able to hear it ticking.


Six months later










Chapter 5


Alice


Print maxi dress, Elsa Schiaparelli, 1970s


Slingback shoes, Dolcis, 1960s


1930s Art Nouveau lavalier necklace


 


@deadgirlsdresses


#outfitoftheday #ootd #vintagefashion #sustainablestyle


 


Clothes tell tales on their wearer. Not only can I take your measurements in a single up-and-down glance, I can read in your outfit your relationship to sex, food, dancing, power, money, and nine times out of ten I’ll get your star sign right first time. I can find you a dress that will not only fit you but suit you better than anything new you have ever worn. Fashion is art, like a painting, like a sculpture, like architecture. More so. Not only does it have to look good on a hanger, it has to understand a human body. A well-made garment is reborn with every wearer; it breathes with your lungs and moves with your skin.


Take the woman browsing now. I can tell from her floaty cardigan and skinny jeans and the wrinkle in her nose as she scrutinises a pristine 1910s slip dress that she’s going to be a hard sell.


‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ I ask. ‘That’s Italian silk and Nottingham lace.’


‘Get these in a charity shop, did you? Must be a nice mark-up for you there.’


Ah, this old chestnut. I smile sweetly. ‘Actually, I source my clothes from all over the world. I got that one from a museum that was closing down. Just think: the first woman to own that dress would’ve been born when these streets were still full of horses and carts. She was probably just about old enough to wear it around the time of the First World War and just about young enough to wear it during the Second.’


My words may be well-worn sales patter but they’re heartfelt every time. Waterfall Cardigan’s nose wrinkles further. She looks like a rabbit who’s been offered a rotten carrot as she fingers the price tag. ‘I’m not being funny, but why spend three hundred quid on vintage when the high street does a viscose knock-off that you can throw in the washing machine and doesn’t have that musty smell?’


‘Fuck off to Oliver Bonas, then.’ I nod towards the chain boutiques of Upper Street.


Waterfall Cardigan presses her hand to her collarbone. ‘Charming!’


‘You can see yourself out.’


Not the most mature encounter, but deeply satisfying.


With the shop once again to myself, I pop in my earbuds and listen to my favourite podcast. Travesties is hosted by Tracey and Faye, a stand-up comedian and a tabloid journalist respectively. They specialise in cold cases that contain unanswered questions. Abandoned trials, dodgy confessions, wrongful arrests. It’s half criminal investigation and half comedy show and yes I know it’s in extremely poor taste; my friends never tire of telling me. It has a solid three-star average because listeners either give it five stars for its trailblazing irreverence or one star for being offensive. They play their jingle on a child’s xylophone and call their fans ‘criminoids’ and I am obsessed.


Gabe, who doesn’t know the real reason I’m drawn to true crime, thinks I’m ghoulish. He says that cycling the streets of London for a living and speaking truth to power by lying across motorways in the name of climate justice bring him into close enough contact with potential violent death.


Why hasn’t there been a millennial serial killer, Faye? asks Tracey.


The thing is, we don’t have time, what with the side hustles and the housing crisis. Plus we’re all tapping in on our phones with public transport, laments Faye.


And Uber: you don’t want to get kicked off the app for getting blood on the back seat, amiright?


I’m here not just for the content but for tips. Six months into my ‘investigation’ and my Sewing Machine Warranties folder has hardly changed since the day I created it. My early zeal faded as it became apparent that I didn’t really know what I was looking for. A signed confession on the internet? One of the few things I do know about Biba is that she could barely turn on a computer. That’s not to say she’s completely without a digital footprint. She was an actress, quite a good one apparently, and she’s on YouTube, playing a nymphomaniac nun in a romp about Charles II and the Restoration court. Sister Saint-Esprit, as her character was called, can be seen raising the skirts of her habit while giving the king come-to-bed eyes. She’s not credited in the video; I only found it by going to her short page on IMDb then manually sifting the clips. Most of the comments underneath were just fans thirsting after the actor who plays Charles II, but one leapt out.


 


I was at drama school with the girl playing the nun. WILD PARTIES. Her brother did time for murder.


 


It made my palms sweat. Someone who’d known Biba! Who knew what they might be able to tell me!


I followed the comment back to an account of an actress whose posts of herself performing Shakespearean monologues had views in the low hundreds. When I messaged her, she admitted she’d never met Biba; they hadn’t even been in the same year. She was just trying to entice viewers to her own page. Gain a bit of notoriety by association.


My first lead was my first dead-end and it knocked my confidence. How did a person with a degree in fashion, and no old Fleet Street chums to call on, even start? Was there a secret database? A way to access old phone records?


The brass bell jangles and I pause the podcast. Travesties doesn’t exactly scream spend spend spend. It’s only a postman with today’s returns. It’s always a nerve-racking moment, opening the bag to see if a piece has survived the rental process. I want my girls to go out dancing but I also want them back in good condition and, although they’re all insured, a ruined dress feels like a death. Today is a good day. A seventies prairie dress and a late-twenties silk coat have both made it back in shop-fresh condition. I email the customers to thank them for taking such good care. It’s not just customer service. I need them to know that I appreciate their appreciation of the piece.


I re-hang the dresses, mark them online as available again, and think, fuck it, I will ask the Travesties girls how they do their research. What, at this stage, have I got to lose? It’s the work of a moment to set up a new email account (I feel as though using my work address to message about murder would be icky) and then I shoot off a message before I can change my mind.


 


From: number1criminoid@gmail.com


To: traceyandfaye@travesties.com


 


Hi there, big fan of the show. I was just wondering if there are any specific steps you take when you’re investigating a case and would a normal person be able to do something similar or talk to journalists if they didn’t already know them? Thanks so much.


 


I take a screenshot of the email and save it to Sewing Machine Warranties. Then I check my new email address every minute for twenty minutes. There is an urgency now that things are serious with Gabe. One day my bloodline might pool with his, and he needs to know about the Capel legacy. He will have to know one day; he doesn’t count as ‘other people’. I want the version he gets to be right first time.










Chapter 6


Alice


I’m about to break for lunch when a customer walks in who unsettles me right away. I don’t believe in fate or a sixth sense but I believe in pheromones and instinct and body language. Call it the lizard brain if you want: there’s a level at which we know things before we know them.


This one, I can’t get a read on. Her clothes are all wrong. Individually, they’re quality pieces. Her deep-V top is this-season Versace. Her crystal-studded Bulgari sunglasses are last year’s: you could get a second-hand car for what they cost. But the way they’re put together doesn’t make sense. She wears a headscarf tucked expertly at the chin but a thick dark fringe like mine pokes out the front, and I’ve never seen a hijab worn with so much skin on show. Her face is unlined but that could be Botox. Her skin is freckled and lightly tanned but that could be fake. Her scent unsettles me for reasons I can’t put my finger on. She moves in an invisible cloud of a fragrance I know, or have known: in passing, but intimately. Rose and pepper and something else that makes me think of Indian silk. It feels like a perfume I tried on in my childhood; it has touched my skin. It’s not just the scent but its density. You can tell she’s got the bath oil and the hand lotion and the eau de cologne.


It’ll come to me if I wait. As I said: lizard brain.


‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’ I ask.


Lots of women like to feel the clothes, they shop with their fingers as well as their eyes, but this one thrusts her fists into her pockets. Another thing that’s off. Customers who don’t like to chat scuttle into a corner, focus on the clothes. They don’t engage me in one-way staring contests like this.


‘Alice, is it?’ Her voice is as uncanny as her clothes, somehow high and husky, like a little girl who smokes unfiltered cigarettes. Even so, it’s her words, her use of my name, that shoots a cold arrow through me. I never put my name on my socials; I never even show my face, only a neck-down shot of whatever I’m modelling. ‘So that’s what you look like.’ She inhales the air in front of me, deep and long, before bursting out with, ‘I can’t, not now.’


She is gone before I can think of a response, leaving a mist of rose and pepper and a bow-string tension behind. What the fuck was that about? It’s not impossible to find out my name, and the world of vintage fashion has its fair share of . . . let’s be generous and call them characters, not to mention would-be traders who think I’ll share my hard-won, jealously guarded sources if only they ask nicely.


I scoot back through my CCTV. If I can get a good enough capture of her face and Google Lens it, something might turn up – an Instagram avatar or, God forbid, a journalist’s byline photo – but even the clearest picture of her face is fuzzy, impressionistic.


I wish I had someone I could talk to about this. It’s hard carrying this on my own. As a child I wanted a sibling more than anything. I would have welcomed a brother but I longed for a sister. It didn’t occur to me then that the ten-year age gap meant it was already too late to share my childhood, and that gap widened with every baby that didn’t stay. By the time I was in my teens this phantom sibling became another ghost, like Biba.


Gabe is my best friend but I’ve never had one of those female friendships all the books are about: intimate, complicated, lifelong. I was raised on the idea of the Girl Squad, friendships that were as meaningful as, if not more so than, romantic relationships. Men are easy. Sex means there are rules; dating has a framework that even the most obtuse people have picked up. I can attract playmates, but whatever skill it is that takes a friendship from surface to deep, I don’t have it. I mean, there was Sophie, but then there was very much not Sophie. Even pre-Fallout I don’t think our bond was actually that deep. I mistook a shared childhood for intimacy. I put my trust in the wrong place.


I let my eyes roam the shop, drink in the clothes and their colours, the pale blues, ivories and creams, ebonies and onyxes, blood-red, forest-green. Sometimes I wonder if these dresses aren’t, on some level, company. That I have surrounded myself with the sisters I never got to have.


I’ve lost my appetite for true crime. Instead of resuming Travesties I flip through my LPs, Florence and Stevie and Kate and other singers I’d kill to have dressed, before sliding the first Bat for Lashes album from its sleeve. I open the doors wide to let the music out. Behind his vat of bubbling oil, DeShaun – who is wearing a Marni cardigan I gave him for his birthday – starts dancing. Yuki in the Japanese art gallery turns her music down to make way for mine and even Soldier Steve nods in time behind the gleaming brass of his military memorabilia.


A message from Gabe pings through.


Have you told your parents yet?


It’s a needle scratch across the groove of my good mood. Did I say I only had one secret?


Better make that two.










Chapter 7


Karen


‘Beach.’ Rex is behind me in my study, Peggy’s leash in his hand.


‘Let me get to the end of this chapter,’ I say.


‘No,’ he says. ‘You’ve got five minutes. If I don’t force you out you’ll be here till dinner. Beach.’


Rex is a barometer of other people’s moods, a holder of their pain. He knows before I do when it’s time for me to take a break from the desk. The book I’m working on is heavy going. Usually German-to-English translations are my favourites. I am in nerd heaven breaking down a twenty-letter compound word into exactly the right English ones or determining which of the many forms of bitte is intended. But this time it’s personal, as they say. Liebesbomb – Love Bomb, as it’ll be called over here – is five hundred unflinching pages about coercive control in relationships. Difficult material at the best of times, but on every page I see my daughter’s boyfriend. Gabe is the best, most extraordinary, most wonderful human being the world has ever produced and he loves Alice more than any man has ever loved any woman and that right there is the problem. Forget Cupid’s arrow; this is Cupid’s taser. I know young love is intense but there’s something about the way he swept her off her feet that unnerves me for reasons that go beyond my own experience of jumping into relationships not so much at the deep end as in the middle of the ocean.


The only reassurance is that Alice hasn’t told him about Rex’s conviction. At some level where her self-preservation instincts are still functioning, she knows Gabe is not to be trusted. Of course I don’t want to see her with a broken heart, but I hope this relationship burns out like the rest of them, and that he’s long gone before she confides in him.


‘Beach!’ Rex interrupts my thought spiral.


‘Okay okay okay.’ I rise from my chair and the bones in my back click like abacus beads. In the bathroom, I piss out a litre of coffee, check my reflection and wince. My hair looks like straw and I have these huge grey circles under my eyes. They weren’t even there a year ago but now they gather depth and darkness by the day. I keep waiting for someone to comment. To me, it’s as obvious as if I’d got a new nose or something.


‘Your carriage awaits,’ says Rex from behind the wheel. I once worked on a book about love languages, how we all have a preferred way of saying I love you, and it’s not always with words. Some people buy gifts; others say it through touch. Rex’s love language is acts of service, and that includes driving me everywhere. Peggy, tail thumping on the back seat, can’t believe her luck. It seems like only yesterday that the back seat of my car used to be squashed raisins and toys. Now it’s dog chews and poo bags.


‘No work on today?’ I ask Rex.


‘It’s an admin day,’ he says. ‘I’ve been filing receipts.’ He, like me, is self-employed. He’s a project manager for homeowners having loft conversions and kitchen extensions, managing their budgets and contractors and trying to persuade them to paint everything white. He’s finally out of the dip his work took after The Fallout. Sophie’s father Andrew used to put a lot of work Rex’s way, and that dried up overnight.


Peggy rests her chin on my shoulder while I scroll through my phone, deleting old photos. While we’re idling at the level crossing in Melton, I show Rex a picture of a slim white gown I saw in a charity-shop window. ‘D’you think Alice might like that? She sells a lot of wedding dresses.’


‘You’re asking the wrong person,’ says Rex, gesturing at his own clothes, which, as usual, look like they’ve been blown on by a gale.


I send her the picture. If she wants the dress, hopefully it’ll still be available this afternoon.


‘Which beach?’ I ask.


‘I thought Sizewell.’


‘Perfect.’


Sizewell is not the most popular beach on our part of the Suffolk coast – the hulking, Soviet-looking nuclear power plant puts a lot of people off – but it’s our beach. We lived just a couple of miles inland when Rex was released, and it was where we’d walk with Alice in the evenings, watching rabbits bob across the greensward that runs between the power station and the shore. After he was ‘outed’, we moved further inland to Woodbridge. It’s a small town – everywhere in Suffolk is a small town; even Ipswich is a village by London standards – but it’s big enough and far enough away from the old place that we could walk down the street without people whispering. The one mercy of The Fallout was that the news travelled the old-fashioned way. No one has yet posted about Rex online. Word of mouth was bad enough.


The car flies past the water tower on the edge of Leiston, a landmark which is Peggy’s cue to start whimpering as though scared we’re going to change our minds. By the time Rex parallel-parks outside a row of fishermen’s cottages – the pay-and-display is for tourists – Peggy is hurling herself at the window. It takes both of us to get her lead on.


‘Coffee?’ I gesture to the café as she pulls Rex up the boardwalk.


‘And a Twix!’ he shouts, then disappears behind a ridge of seagrass.


Even queuing outside the café I can feel the sea doing its thing. Sun on my skin, salt on my lungs. Rex was right. I needed this. Two blue ticks on my phone tell me Alice has seen my message. I call her, wondering which version of her will answer the phone.


‘What do you think?’ I ask. ‘Thirty quid, it won’t be there lo—’


‘Why are you texting me fucking wedding dresses?’


Ah, it’s that one. ‘You’re welcome. Just thought you might want me to pick it up for you?’


She sighs. ‘Thanks for thinking of me, Mum, but no, you know I like to source my own stock.’ Yes, she’s told me this a thousand times, but she’s all the way over in London and how else can I let her know I’m looking after her? This is my love language. ‘It’s twenty-first-century, a dress like that. I can’t sell it. It was nice of you, but leave it where it is.’


Her voice is pulled tight with impatience and another quality I can’t identify over the phone. Something is wrong.


‘Everything OK with Gabe?’ I regret the question even as I ask it.


‘Oh, my God, leave it.’


Since Alice met him even her spikes have spikes. ‘Because you know you can always tell me if—’


‘Ivegotacustomergottagobye.’ She cuts me dead.


Rex says Liebesbomb is clouding my judgement. It’s true that when I’m mired in a book I start to see the whole world through the prism of its concept. But I know my child. There’s something she’s not telling me.


I carry the coffees in one of those disposable cup holders I promised Alice I’d stop using. Sustainability is kind of built into her work but she was never judgemental before she met Gabe. He spends his days on nebulous eco-warrior ‘activism’ that makes Alice swoon, it’s just so attractive that he stands for something. He is real, apparently. Real! His name is Gabriel Villiers, he grew up in Windsor, he went to a posh school, but he still says ‘Whagwan?’ instead of ‘hello’. Comparisons with Guy Grainger are uncomfortable but I can’t help it.


As I crest the dune, Peggy appears from nowhere and drops a dripping, barnacled lump of wood at my feet. I bend to pick it up. As far as I can tell, Gabe’s ‘activism’ consists of preaching to the converted in pubs and occasionally lying in a human chain across busy junctions to hold up traffic – which will surely lead to more emissions as drivers back up for miles. I know I can be a bit la la la, I’m not listening about the climate crisis but I’m not sure it’s healthy to think about it constantly the way the kids seem to, and it’s certainly not great to tie your whole identity to your cause. He’s just such a pompous little prick. The first time we met him, a passing remark from Rex about how the Iraq war was a shame but that Tony Blair was alright, really, compared to this lot and we got an earful of polemic, and when I intervened Gabe said, ‘Don’t be a Karen, Karen,’ and Alice took his side.
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