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When I was younger I could remember anything, whether it happened or not; but I am getting old, and soon I shall remember only the latter.


– Mark Twain










PROLOGUE



Our transistor radio, perched on the kitchen counter, fills the silence. Andy Williams’s golden timbre: ‘Moon River’.


You enter the room, Albert. Take my hand as if it’s a gift.


‘May I have the pleasure, Margaret?’


Merriment sparkles in your deep voice. You pull me into an embrace. The woody, citrus fragrance of Floris No. 89.


This could be our first dance: hesitant, a stranger’s body close, uncertain where to place feet and hands.


It’s a struggle to move creaking joints and aching muscles. Your hands support me, somehow firm and gentle. Steadfast. We find our rhythm, movements mirroring, we’re one with the tune. The cold linoleum becomes Blackpool Tower Ballroom’s warm, sprung floorboards, and slowly the decades fall away.


One-two-three. Rise and fall.


My summer dress sways, our steps light and loose. You whisper three wonderful words in my ear that I haven’t heard for so long.


The radio crackles occasionally. No trouble, the melody’s within.


Our shadows stretch across the floor, and suddenly I am uneasy. This could be our last dance: holding on for dear life. I can’t bear for the song to end. I close my eyes, willing us to stay in this moment forever. But the night is already fading, and you’re falling from my grip.










CHAPTER 1



A beautiful blue light dances effortlessly across the ceiling. It illuminates our bedroom, helping my eyes adjust to the dark.


Curious noises intrude on night’s stillness: car doors shutting, hurried footsteps, urgent voices. The golden bells of our alarm clock, which sits alone on the bedside table, glow eerily. I struggle to make out the tiny hands. It’s one o’clock, I think.


I look across to where you lie, Albert, always on my left. That side of the bed is empty. I sit up. You’ve always favoured sleeping nearest the door.


‘So I can leap up to protect you if anyone bursts into the room,’ you sometimes say, your bony fists raised in the mock pose of a boxer.


‘Would be just my blooming luck if they snuck in through the window,’ I’ll shoot back.


We both know full well that you sleep nearest the door so as not to disturb me in the night when you go to the loo. Up and down like a fiddler’s elbow.


The blue light whirls across our cream ceiling. My head is a little muzzy. I lie back down and close my eyes, waiting for sleep to wash over me. Tyres grumble over gravel. A squeak of brakes. More car doors clanging.


My mind is alert to the sounds. Once the synapses are firing it can be difficult to switch off.


Snippets of conversation drift into earshot like clues to a crossword puzzle: ‘secured the scene’, ‘officers stationed’, ‘means of entry’.


It’s no use. I have to investigate.


Lifting the duvet, I slowly swivel my legs until they’re out of the bed’s warmth. Lowering them to the ground, I ease myself upright. Cold air nips my ankles. I put on my non-slip slippers, then switch on the light. The click matches the sound of my hip as I turn. I wrap my flannel dressing gown around myself, pulling the cord tight and fastening it into a bow. Opening the curtains, I peer out.


Several police cars are parked at odd angles across the street as if discarded by a tornado. Their blue lights spin towards me. At first, I think the uniformed officers are stationed outside Jean Brampton’s house, opposite. Then, with a sharp intake of breath, I realise it’s the one next door, it’s Barbara’s house.


Oh, what on Earth has happened? I’ve no choice but to get out there to find out. I can’t sit around waiting for you to finish in the bathroom. You’ll be in there forever.


The floorboards from bedroom to staircase creak louder than my joints. At what point did my body become my enemy? Niggles that once disappeared became aches, aches became pains. My body seems to have forgotten how to repair itself. Unlike that Doctor Who you love to watch on a Saturday night, it’s lost the ability to regenerate. Our real doctor’s still debating whether I need a hip replacement – ‘I’m concerned about an operation at your age, Margaret’ – so I have to put up with it and use that blasted stick when it gets too sore. Still, mustn’t grumble.


The bathroom door is shut, a sliver of light spilling from beneath. The trickle of a running tap. Nothing wrong with my hearing, as you well know.


‘I’m going outside to see what all the fuss is about.’


No answer. Deaf as a doorpost without your hearing aid in.


‘Deaf from all your nagging,’ you often say. With a smile. Always with a smile.


Something else niggles at my smoggy brain. Never mind. I grip the staircase’s wooden rail and focus on the task in hand. Oh, to be able to slide down the banister with the glee of a child! I resist the urge. I’d only end up a crumpled heap in the hallway for you to discover in the morning.


I descend one step at a time. Everyone will have gone by the time I get out there.


Finally reaching the bottom of the stairs, I unlock the front door and haul it open to be greeted by a blast of icy air. Goosebumps crowd my skin. I grit my remaining teeth and venture outside. The night air is stodgy with petrol fumes. So many police officers. Must be serious. Though I’m always reading in the paper about them rushing off to some petty incident while not attending when something disastrous happens.


One officer is standing outside Barbara’s gate, staring straight ahead. Behind him, blue and white tape bearing the words POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS twists in the wind. Another officer is standing with his back to me, next to a panda car at the foot of our drive. I shuffle towards him, the concrete chill permeating my slippers. I’ve not been out this late in years. Not since we went ballroom dancing, decades ago when we laughed and twirled into the night. I reach our gate. How different the street looks at this hour without daytime’s revealing light, the houses and gardens shrouded in darkness and mystery. The stars are pinpricks in the blackness; their radiance still with us, despite some of them burning out long ago.


I reach the policeman. Tap him on the shoulder.


‘What’s going on?’


He jolts around, then regains his composure. ‘Sorry, madam. Didn’t see you there.’


He says nothing else, so I stare at him intently.


‘Nothing to see out here,’ he says, eventually. ‘Best you go back inside.’


‘But what’s happened at Barbara’s place?’


‘I don’t know, but you’ll catch your death out here.’


Policemen really are getting younger these days. He can’t be much older than our James, who’s what, fifteen now? He too has spots and no sign of stubble. The policeman looks downcast. Maybe this isn’t what he had in mind when he signed up.


‘I can’t go back in without knowing how she is.’


He doesn’t look at me but round me. I don’t have to hear a sigh, it’s there in his crestfallen expression. The bitter wind whips around us.


‘Honestly, I don’t know myself. Now I must insist you go back inside.’


‘Don’t tell me what to do, young man.’ I pull my dressing-gown cord tighter and refasten the bow. ‘This is a free country and you’re right outside my doorstep.’


A policewoman gets out of the car, alerted by the raised voices no doubt.


‘You all right, love?’ She smiles insipidly. ‘You really shouldn’t be out dressed like that on such a cold night.’


‘I’m worried about my neighbour.’


Unease is growing in the pit of my stomach. All these officers. That tape. No answers. There was something I needed to remember about Barbara. But what?


‘We’re still establishing the circumstances.’ The police officer’s voice is lilting, intended as a balm. ‘Once we know more, we’ll let you know. For now, you’d be much more comfortable in the warmth of your home.’


The icy wind picks up. Even the policeman’s teeth are chattering. They don’t make them tough any more. And they’re not as good as that nice Bergerac. You never come across one as lovely as that.


It’s no good. They’re not going to tell me. I let her guide me back inside. The young policeman looks relieved.


We stand in the hallway, the front door ajar.


‘What’s your name, love?’ the policewoman asks.


‘It’s Mrs Winterbottom.’


In the unforgiving hallway light, I can see her face more clearly. Glossy, auburn hair cascades from beneath her hat, framing her pretty face. My lank, grey locks hang dismally around mine. Her skin is taut and smooth, mine crumpled by wrinkles. Her complexion is so clear that she mustn’t have had time yet for the sort of troubles that leave a mark.


Sympathy invades her eyes. I don’t want that. I haven’t asked for that. I just want to be treated the same as anyone else and given God’s honest truth. I know how she sees me. She’ll find herself old one day. You can’t stop that with crime prevention advice.


‘Now, Mrs Winterbottom, there’s nothing you can do to help at this time of night, so I think it’s best if you head back to bed. We’ll be able to tell you more in the morning once things are a little clearer.’


People always think they know what’s blooming best for you when you get to our age, Albert.


‘I won’t be able to sleep thinking that something’s happened to Barbara.’


‘You mustn’t worry yourself. Once you’re tucked up in bed, you’ll soon drift away.’


She’s not telling me that everything will be all right though. It’s what they don’t tell you that’s important. Six decades in our safe haven of Garnon Crescent without a single crime and now something dreadful must have happened. There’s been the odd cross word now and again, I grant you, but nothing to attract the attention of the law.


‘Can you at least tell me that she’s OK?’


She looks past me. ‘Are you here on your own, Mrs Winterbottom? Is there anyone I can call for you?’


The words jar something inside me. I stare at her. The crisp fresh air has cleared my mind and a cold knowledge buried within is creeping through me. I glance upstairs, thinking of the shut bathroom door, the trickle of the tap. Then shake my head. Suddenly, I want her to leave.


‘Well, just make sure you lock the door,’ the policewoman says breezily as she steps outside. ‘Though you couldn’t be safer with all these strong, handsome policemen guarding your front gate.’


I shut the door behind her with a thud. Lock it as instructed. Trudge back upstairs. I enter the bathroom. It’s empty. I turn off the tap. Switch off the light.


Once in our bedroom I gaze out the window. Curtains are twitching in neighbouring houses. Word will soon spread.


I scan Barbara’s house. No shattered window or battered door. No blackened frames or trails of smoke. Her garden so neat and tidy, just like her. Not an inkling of disturbance.


I look to our bed, Albert, where you’ve lain beside me for sixty years. Your pillow remains plumped. The duvet carefully tucked in on your side. That blue light swirls in discordant patterns that make me feel nauseous.


More lights stream through the darkness. An ambulance approaches, parks outside Barbara’s house. Its back doors swing wide open. Paramedics wheel a stretcher from within and pass under the tape. I catch my breath. My best friend, my friend of fifty years, one of my few remaining friends. Tears prick my eyes, but I will not cry.


After an age, they bring the stretcher back out, now bearing a weight completely covered with a white sheet.


That memory slaps me, Albert. Of when they took you away and you didn’t return. Of that morning when the sun didn’t rise. The blue light cold and silent.


I didn’t know a heart could break twice, but that agony is burning in my chest once again.










CHAPTER 2



‘Must have been there hours that copper, just stood outside the front gate as if he’s one of those fancy-dress blokes in town who pretend to be statues.’


James is at our lounge window, Albert, surveying the crime scene. He’s been there quite a while himself. Our grandson is upright and alert – like those meerkats on the David Attenborough television programmes we loved to watch together. There’s an edge to his voice, a nervous energy. He lowers his head, his long hair tumbling in front of his face. Wish I had a pair of scissors handy to give him a good trim. And a needle and thread as his low-slung jeans are ripped at the knees. I offered to buy him a new pair for his birthday but apparently that’s the fashion. I’ll get him a belt instead. He’s also wearing a black T-shirt with ‘My Chemical Romance’ scrawled in white across it, whatever that means.


‘Police van’s pulled up. Men wearing those white boiler suits have got out. Forensics. Must be collecting evidence.’


He was very quiet earlier but seems to have picked up now. It’s like having your own personal commentator on the wireless: I don’t need to see for myself. All that he’s watched on television is real and being played out in front of him, a piece of theatre on his doorstep.


‘James, come away from that window, it’s not the done thing.’ Shirley’s more on edge than usual. Understandable really. We all are. James isn’t shifting, though, whatever his mum says. Same as she is in the Boxing Day sales queue, he’s not giving up his prime position.


‘They’ve trooped right in,’ says James.


Doesn’t even sound as if they’re wiping their feet. Barbara wouldn’t like that. She was very house-proud. All those people trampling over her carpets and touching her things. She wouldn’t like that at all.


I’m in your armchair, Albert, out the way. I look for today’s newspaper, in the pile at my feet. Better make sure I’ve got the right date. There’s the one, 18 February 2012. Heavens, that year was science fiction when we were courting. The years go by so fast, the days so slow.


I have a flick through but there’s no mention of what’s happened. It’s all telephone hacking, record unemployment and quantitative easing, whatever that is. It must be too soon to have reached the printed press.


I’m so tired from the disturbed night, and all the chatter makes it hard for me to concentrate, my thoughts swirling like smoke in a squall. I couldn’t get back to sleep, could I. Just lay until dawn on the king-size bed, which seems awfully large with only me on it. Sometimes, love, it’s better not to sleep than to wake up without you.


‘Didn’t sleep a blooming wink,’ I say.


‘We know, Mum, you keep telling us.’ Shirley’s prowling the lounge, picking things up, then putting them down elsewhere. Just as you always pointed out, she’s the spit of me – small and demanding. She’s had her hair cut into a tight bob, but it’s gone more shaggy than sleek with all her rushing around. ‘What were you doing going outside so late? It’s February. You could have caught pneumonia.’


There she goes, telling me off again. I know she always wanted a second child, and we all wished it could have happened, but I don’t want it to become me.


‘I didn’t know what was going on and the police wouldn’t tell me anything.’


‘You didn’t have to get involved.’ Wish she’d just sit down rather than flit in and out of my vision.


I phoned Shirley first thing to tell her something dreadful must have happened. They were over like a shot. Been here for an hour or so now. Our son-in-law’s here too, somewhere; Matthew drove them all round. It would have fallen on a Saturday so that the whole family is available. Funny, isn’t it? As much as I need their company, I could do with some quiet time to think.


‘They won’t tell you anything if it’s really serious,’ says James. ‘Gotta be bad if they’ve got forensics.’


His knowledge of police procedure comes from watching all those crime shows.


‘Poor Barbara,’ I mutter.


It’s you that I really need, Albert. Your quiet presence. A reassuring squeeze of the hand. A strong cup of tea with a spoonful of sugar. Without your grounding, I feel untethered, drifting.


‘James! You’re upsetting your gran,’ barks Shirley. ‘Let’s not speculate, it’s unpleasant and disrespectful.’


‘Then they should tell us what’s gone on,’ James shoots back. ‘Wouldn’t have to guess if we knew.’


That memory resurfaces of being told what had happened to you, Albert. Being ushered into that small, cold room in the hospital and told to sit down. The doctor in his starched white shirt, the news engraved on his face before he even uttered a word. Mumbling his sorrow, his sympathy, his condolences. Your heart had given way, your beautiful heart. And yes, I know the biology, I know how it works, but I still can’t understand how it happened, when there was so much life still inside you, when that heart contained so much goodness. Mine’s been left a black hole.


How strange it is that some memories are ingrained, so vivid, as if they’ve only just happened, when months, years, even decades have passed. And they rise whether you want to recall them or not. Yet sometimes I can’t even remember what I was doing five minutes ago. The mysteries of the mind, a sea of unfathomable depths. Who knows what might swim to the surface or sink below.


I try to focus on Barbara’s situation, to work out what’s gone on. What did I need to remember about Barbara? I try to picture last night’s scene again, looking for clues.


My thoughts are swept away by a commotion at the front door; stamping and clapping. Matthew enters the lounge, blowing on, then rubbing, his hands. He’s the human equivalent of a penguin that man: will never soar and he waddles around in an ungainly fashion.


‘Flipping freezing. Don’t know how you managed to be out there at night without catching pneumonia, Margaret.’


‘Just what I was telling her,’ says Shirley.


‘Where on Earth have you been?’ I ask.


‘Nipped out to see if the police could tell us more.’


Shirley will have sent him, her little errand boy.


‘Well?’ she asks, hands on hips.


‘They’re sending someone over.’


‘A policewoman’s coming up the path now.’ A strange foreboding permeates James’s tone. He really hasn’t seemed himself all morning. I hadn’t expected him to be troubled, but I guess it affects everyone. Well, we already know it’s bad news, but I have to know what happened.


Shirley rushes to let her in. My house hasn’t been this popular since your wake, when it was like Piccadilly Circus, so many family and friends round, some I hadn’t seen for years, all telling me how sorry they were, that glisten of sympathy in their eye that I didn’t like.


Shirley and the policewoman step into the lounge. I can’t tell if it’s the same officer I spoke to last night – everything seems different in daylight, doesn’t it? – but she smiles in a friendly way when she sees me.


‘It’s Mrs Winterbottom, isn’t it?’


‘What’s happened to Barbara?’


Shirley groans. ‘All in good time, Mum.’


The policewoman declines a drink, then takes a seat on our floral-patterned sofa, the daisies still fresh and vivid after all these years. Proved a bargain that sofa, it really has.


‘How are you doing?’ she asks me.


‘I’m fine. Mustn’t grumble.’


‘Good.’ That smile again. Wide and toothsome. ‘My name’s Detective Constable Alex Read. As you know, we’re investigating an incident across the road.’


An incident! I tell you!


She surveys our faces: James now perched on the windowsill, his eyes cast downwards; Shirley and Matthew stood either side, gawping a little, and me leaning forward in our armchair.


Her demeanour turns serious. ‘I’ll try to explain what’s happened. Then I’ve a few questions.’


James should be thrilled at being part of a crime investigation and having something to impress his pals with at school on Monday. But he’s got the expression of someone being taken to the dentist.


‘Can I first establish who you all are?’


She whips out a notebook and pen from her pocket.


‘Margaret Winterbottom,’ I announce. ‘Age eighty-nine. I live here. Have done for sixty years.’


‘And you live here alone?’


‘I try to.’


She smiles, then turns to James.


‘James Thomas Stone. Aged fifteen. Gran’s grandson.’


‘Thank you, James. I don’t really need your ages though.’


‘Shirley and Matthew Stone. I’m Margaret’s daughter and this is my husband.’


‘Now, I’m afraid I’ve some bad news, Mrs Winterbottom.’ The policewoman cocks her head to one side, as Princess Diana used to do. I smooth the armrest. ‘Your neighbour Barbara Jones passed away yesterday.’ Even though I knew, it still hits me in the stomach, and my body tenses. ‘She’d been due to visit a relative yesterday evening and to stay the night but didn’t arrive. A neighbour who called round saw that something was wrong and contacted us to check on her welfare. My colleagues forced their way in and Mrs Jones was found on the kitchen floor.’


Shirley clasps a hand over her mouth. Matthew places an arm around her shoulder. James is listening intently; I can almost hear the cogs whirring.


‘What time was she found?’ My voice sounds small, shrill.


‘Around eleven-thirty p.m., I think.’


I must have been sound asleep when they first got here. They didn’t disturb me until later.


‘How did she die?’


‘We won’t know for sure until tests are carried out by a pathologist. The death is being treated as suspicious.’


A coldness grips me, my tiredness evaporating. ‘Murder?’


The policewoman sniffs. ‘As I’ve said, it’s being treated as suspicious. We’re investigating thoroughly.’


‘Was she injured?’


‘I can’t say anything more at this stage.’


‘How long was she there for?’


‘We don’t know exactly. We believe Mrs Jones passed away the same day.’


She doesn’t try to tell me that Barbara wouldn’t have suffered, which leads me to think the worst. I picture her prone on the floor, her life ebbing away. I hold my face in my hands and blink away a tear.


‘I have a few questions of my own if that’s OK, Mrs Winterbottom? If you feel up to answering them?’


Shirley takes a chair from the dining room, positioning it next to me. She sits beside me, taking my hand in hers, her smooth skin warm on the cold, rough ridges of mine. ‘Will you be all right, Mum?’


Thoughts spin and clash in my head. Why would someone kill Barbara? Such a gentle, compassionate lady. An uneasy feeling troubles my gut.


‘I’m fine. I’ll do whatever I can to help.’


‘Appreciate that,’ says the detective gently. ‘Now, how long had you known Mrs Jones?’


‘Since she first moved onto this street with her husband Don fifty years ago. She was twenty-nine then as she’s seventy-nine now.’ I catch myself. ‘I mean … was.’


Too many loved ones, friends, acquaintances not with us any more. Another one lost.


‘Don had just had a promotion and they’d moved from a terraced house near the town centre. He was a bit of a rum ’un, died five years ago from a stroke.’


That grief was strange for Barbara, wasn’t it, Albert? Don’s death was more of a release, a freedom for her, but with sadness at the wasted years, at what could have been.


The detective scribbles some notes, seemingly impressed with my memory.


‘She was a lovely lady, would do anything for anyone.’


Shirley strokes my hand.


‘And when did you last see Mrs Jones?’


I must get it right. Didn’t see her yesterday, nor the day before. Always a busy lady with all her voluntary work. But I’m sure I spoke to her this week.


The detective glances up from her notebook. ‘Yesterday?’


‘Definitely not yesterday.’


‘Earlier this week?’


‘Yes,’ I say, searching for the memory. Was it on Monday or Tuesday? The days get muddled, it’s hard to order them. Especially when all I can picture is poor Barbara lying there helpless.


‘I think it was Monday.’


‘Did she call round? Or did you visit her?’


I didn’t go round to hers, but then I don’t think she was here either. I can’t visualise it. But where else would we meet? I rub the base of my neck with my free hand. There was something odd about our meeting, I just know it.


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Do you remember how she was?’


And then it’s like a bulb, dim and distant, comes on somewhere in my brain. Barbara’s face. Usually so calm, so unflappable, creased with distress. Promise me you’ll do it, Margaret. The thought pierces me like a red-hot poker. I try to grasp the memory. What was she so worried about? But then the light is extinguished.


‘Mrs Winterbottom?’


‘She was upset.’


‘Can you remember what about?’ The detective’s studying me now, her pen poised, the ink ready to flow.


‘I … erm … I think …’ My blood seems to have turned to sludge. We met somewhere unusual, she wasn’t herself, she was distraught. I’m certain. But all these thoughts are so scattered around my head that I can’t collect them, can’t piece them together, it’s just feelings over facts, sensations instead of specifics. The corners of my lips twitch. ‘I don’t know.’


‘She gets confused,’ says Matthew, giving the policewoman a knowing glance. The note of apology in his tone shoots sparks of anger through me. I could do without him making me look worse.


‘Something bad had happened,’ I insist.


Shirley’s strokes quicken their laps of my hand.


I grasp for something from the blackness. ‘It was noisy.’ An awful racket, Albert. Couldn’t hear myself think. A word, a curious word, comes to me from the dark, as if I’m leading a seance. ‘Bilkers.’ It solidifies and sticks in my mind. ‘The Bilkers.’


‘An unusual word.’ The policewoman holds the pen’s tip to her lips.


‘She’s said stranger stuff,’ mutters Matthew.


I glare at him. If he can’t be helpful then he could at least keep quiet.


‘What does it mean?’ My neck is practically polished from all my rubbing.


‘It’s OK,’ says the policewoman, her smile now tight with sympathy. But her pen is no longer continuing its function. ‘It might come back to you later. What about yesterday? Did you notice anything untoward?’


All I remember is watching television. ‘No. I didn’t leave the house.’


‘Didn’t hear any disturbances outside?’


‘Not until I was woken by yourselves.’ I heave a wintery sigh. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not much use in helping you find out what’s happened to Mrs Smith.’


Concern flashes across the policewoman’s face. ‘You mean Mrs Jones? I think you’ve got your Smith and Jones mixed up.’ She laughs, though it seems forced and fleeting.


‘Is that not what I said?’


A slip of the tongue. Shirley frowns at me.


‘Any previous problems on the street?’


‘Oh, no. This is a very nice neighbourhood.’


The policewoman looks at the others. ‘Is there anything you think might help?’


James studies his trainers. Matthew has the look of a man given a tricky starter for ten.


Shirley purses her lips. ‘I don’t think so. As Mum says, Barbara was lovely, can’t think of anyone who’d want to hurt her.’


‘That’s all for now.’ The policewoman snaps her notebook shut. ‘I’ll return if I have any more questions. Sorry to have to break such news to you.’


James looks relieved. Returns his focus to the scene outside. Shirley sees the policewoman out and I can hear them talking in hushed tones on the way. My body feels stodgy.


‘You OK, Gran?’ James rests a hand on my shoulder, his touch gentle. He seems more like his usual self, caring about his old gran. I pat the crests of his slim fingers and nod.


‘Do you need a rest, Mum?’ Shirley asks on her return. I wouldn’t be able to sleep but I could do with some peace and quiet to think things over. To let that memory of meeting Barbara ease its way back into my mind.


‘I think I’ll have a lie down. No need for you lot to stay.’


‘It’s awful,’ she says. ‘Sure you’ll be all right on your own?’


‘You mustn’t fuss.’


‘We could do with going,’ says Matthew. ‘We’ve got to get James to football.’


He still dreams that James is going to become a Premier League player to make him rich, though I don’t think there’s much hope. I don’t know how he can even see the ball with all that hair in his eyes.


I lock the door behind them with a slight tremble. It seems an act of wickedness has struck at the heart of our street. Anger burns through my tiredness.


I have to know who’s done this to Barbara and why.


I have to remember what she said to me.










CHAPTER 3



They’ll never find it. Doesn’t matter how hard they look. They could search all blooming night. I’ve told them until I’m blue in the face, Albert. Because it’s just not there.


‘I’ve looked in every drawer, through your wardrobe and under the bed but it’s not in your bedroom, Mum.’


I’d told Shirley it wasn’t in there, but she wouldn’t listen. You know what she’s like.


‘I’ve gone through all the cabinets, drawers and cupboards in the kitchen, Gran, but I can’t see it.’


James wouldn’t be bothering in this pointless search if his mum hadn’t ordered him to. Not while there’s still police officers outside for him to stare at, just like yesterday.


‘I’ve checked the bathroom.’ Something simmers in the weary sludge of Matthew’s tone. ‘It’s definitely not in there.’


Why on Earth would my blooming purse be in there? I know that man thinks I’ve completely lost my marbles, but I haven’t. It’s not in our house.


‘I’ll look in your spare room, Gran. It’s always in the last place you’d expect.’


Now the lad’s just being daft. No one’s set foot in there for weeks and I’ve only been missing my purse today. The three of them continue to spend their Sunday clattering around upstairs.


I’m sitting in your armchair again, Albert. This is where you’d read your newspaper, occasionally looking up to see what I was watching on television as I did my knitting. I know I never once sat here in all the years we were together, but it’s become a habit since you left. It feels like a fresh experience, a different perspective, seeing things from where you’d always sit, as the world rushes by outside.


‘What are they like, Albert?’


You smile down at me from the most recent photograph I have of you, in a polished silver frame on the mantelpiece. Your handsome face: short waves of winter white hair, wisps of salt and pepper eyebrows, strong chin and cheekbones. A twinkle in your eyes, creases of kindness radiating, two perfect dimples giving a mischievous look. You’re tucked warmly beneath an open-necked shirt, jumper and tweed jacket; both smart and casual.


My enduring image of you, frozen in time. It’s not an old man with liver spots, loose skin around the jowls and timeworn grooves across the forehead that I see, but the shy boy I met seventy years ago, the proud man I married, the stern but fair father and the doting grandfather.


I just see you.


I reach out, then stop. Your photograph’s just an imitation of life.


It fills me with happiness to see and speak to you. But there’s no reply, no comforting word, no piece of wisdom. I’ll never experience your affection, your reassurance, your presence again.


Silence used to be companionable. Now it’s lonely.


I sink further into the armchair and stare at the ceiling, listening to the footsteps bounding above. In the corner, a spider is making a web, industrious in its intricate design. It has a plump body, spindly legs. I know how it feels. I’ve never liked spiders; I’d usually call for you to evict it, Albert. Not that I’m scared of them, I’d just rather not have to deal with them. I’ll ask James to remove it while he’s here.


My eyelids feel heavy. I let them fall and let my mind drift.


A loud clang jolts me upright. The grandfather clock striking the hour. I take a deep breath and settle back down. You never seemed to notice its noise, being a bit mutton, but its hourly cry still disturbs me, despite having lived alongside it for so long. It’s been here as long as we have, the pendulum swinging as it meticulously ticks every passing second.


I can hear the creak of our front door closing. No, I definitely haven’t lost my hearing.


The lounge door opens.


My heart skips like a rabbit’s. Daft, I know, but I still hope that it’s going to be you, stepping back into my life. As if you’d just popped out for a stroll or a pint.


My heart always sinks when I see it’s someone else.


Mr Braithwaite enters the room. ‘I’ve had a good look round your garden, Mrs Winterbottom, but it’s not there.’


I hadn’t asked him to. Hadn’t asked any of them to do this stupid search.


You never met Mr Braithwaite, Albert. He moved in next door not long after you left us. It was empty for quite a while after Terry died and poor Mavis moved into sheltered. Their children had difficulty selling it, something to do with the housing market collapsing. Apparently, Mr Braithwaite got it for a bit of a steal. He’s a bachelor, living in that spacious house on his own. You know my feelings about bachelors over the age of fifty. Has to be something wrong if they haven’t found someone to share their life with by that age. Must say I find him as wet and weak as a twice-used teabag. And he isn’t one for a brew and a natter, not like Mavis.


Shirley bustles in, looking flustered, with Matthew in her wake. ‘Oh Mum, where have you put it?’


She’s all het up because I’m causing a problem that she doesn’t have time to deal with. That’s twice she’s been called round in two days and she’ll have washing and ironing to be getting on with. But it’s not my fault. I didn’t want them to look. I just wanted them to listen.


Matthew walks slowly towards me, as though I’m a wounded animal. He bends forward to bring his face near mine and says loudly: ‘You’re sure you’ve checked all your bags and coat pockets, Margaret?’


‘Of course,’ I snap.


He shakes his head as if it’s a fiendish conundrum on Countdown. ‘It must be here somewhere.’


No, it’s not. And that’s why they’ll never find it. Because, as I’ve told them, it’s been taken.


Matthew crouches down on his haunches, so that his face is lowered to my level, and asks slowly and loudly: ‘Can you remember where you were when you last had your purse? If we retrace your steps we might find it.’


‘I told you,’ I say, just as loudly and right in his ear. ‘It was in my shopping bag this morning and now it’s gone. It’s been stolen.’


‘Stolen!’ He pauses, letting the magnitude of the word sink in, before dismissing it with a roll of his eyes. ‘What on Earth makes you think that?’


‘Because I know it was there and now it isn’t, so someone must have taken it.’


He looks incredulous despite the fact it’s quite simple.


Matthew wanders over to our solid oak writing bureau. It’s stood there proudly for as long as I can remember, the brass handles still glistening against the warm woodgrain, the leaded glass display cabinet showing off our finest china, so delicate within its sturdy surround.


‘Have you looked in here?’


‘It’s locked. It can’t have got in there.’


‘It’s worth checking.’


‘No. You mustn’t look in there.’


He gives me a quizzical glance, then turns back to the bureau. I take a gasp of breath and hold it. I want to yell at him to step away, but I can’t draw attention to what’s inside, that’s the last thing I should do. I’ve already checked that it has remained untouched. I exhale slowly.


‘Stolen,’ I repeat, to distract him.


‘Mum, don’t be silly. You’ve just put it somewhere and forgotten.’


‘I have not!’


‘It’s happened a lot recently, Margaret.’ Matthew sighs, but his attention is back on me. ‘Things getting lost, then turning up later in strange places. Your chequebook we eventually found in the airing cupboard. Took us a day to discover the remote was on top of the bookcase. I don’t even know how you got it up there.’


I have had a few senior moments of late. But who doesn’t forget things? It’s perfectly normal. Who hasn’t gone into a room and then completely forgotten what they went in there for? You feel quite silly at the time but it happens to everyone and it’ll come back to you later. That conversation with Barbara needles me, I wish that would pop back into my head.


‘This is different. This time I know it’s gone.’


‘I’ve spent more time searching for your belongings than I have in my own home. And you keep leaving the TV on when you go out.’


Sometimes, I think it might be you, Albert, moving things around and putting the television on. Perhaps it’s your way of telling me you’re still with me. Or maybe you’re trying to get me into trouble. You could be quite mischievous, that knowing, schoolboy glint in your eye, even in your twilight years.


‘You have been getting very confused, Mum. You couldn’t remember Uncle Harry’s name last week.’


Harry. I freeze. The silence hangs heavy. It’s been so long. And yet …


Shirley blushes. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought him up. The point is you’re getting very forgetful.’


This little brain can’t hold everything. When you get to my age it’s obvious that some memories are going to have to make way for new ones. It’s just a case of getting rid of the clutter to clear space, like a good old spring clean.


‘I’m eighty-nine, Shirley. I can’t remember everything.’


I point a finger at Mr Braithwaite to change tack. ‘Why is he here anyway?’


His lips purse. Behind gold-framed glasses, he squints down at me as he runs a hand through short greying hair, disturbing a neatly combed side parting. He has bushy eyebrows that move with his expressions as if they’re two drowsy caterpillars. He’s wearing faded blue jeans and a baggy grey jumper over a striped shirt that makes him look like an accountant on his day off. I can see why he might struggle to attract a suitable lady.


‘Mum, don’t be rude. Steve very kindly offered to help. I’m sorry about that,’ Shirley simpers at him. ‘She doesn’t mean it. She just says the wrong things sometimes.’


Is the heating on? It’s getting cold in here. I shuffle in our chair, trying to feel comfortable again.


‘It’s quite all right, Shirley. I appreciate your mother’s on edge. After everything that’s happened and now she can’t find her purse as well. It’s quite understandable.’


I can’t hear the boiler rumbling or the pipes clanging so I guess it’s switched off.


‘That awful business across the road has upset everyone,’ says Shirley.


Awful business? It wasn’t some blooming bank bailout. Why won’t people be straightforward and call it what it was? Barbara’s dead. It’s as if avoiding it denies it actually happened. Well, it did happen. And someone needs to get to the bottom of what’s gone on.


Again, I see Barbara’s face. Promise me you’ll do it, Margaret. But then it’s just her lips moving. Her words are missing.


‘Did you see or hear anything, Steve?’ asks Matthew. ‘The night it happened.’


‘No, I was away on business. Told the police I couldn’t help them, sadly.’


I can’t quite place Mr Braithwaite’s accent. He’s certainly not from round here. But it’s indistinguishable. As if he’s not from anywhere, really.


‘I was out myself,’ says Matthew, scratching the back of his neck. ‘At a work do.’


‘You must worry about the effect on your mother,’ adds Mr Braithwaite to Shirley.


‘Of course. She was very close to Barbara.’ Shirley shivers. Not from the cold though, she wouldn’t notice it. She flits around too much, constantly fussing. A whirlwind. I used to be a whirlwind too, until time caught up with me and pegged me down like a tent.


‘I am still here you know.’ I do hate how people talk about me as if I’m invisible.


James careers into the room and flops down on the sofa, flicking his hair out of his eyes.


‘Spare room all clear,’ he says, slouching into the cushions. Terrible posture that lad, he’ll regret it in years to come. Not like you, Albert, you’d sit in this chair with your back ramrod straight.


James has shot up in the last year. I’ve told him to stop getting older but he won’t have any of it. Got a bit different in his tastes though. Not only is he growing his hair but his T-shirts are as loud and brash as his music. I’ve warned him he’ll end up as deaf as you are. And always wearing black.


‘Where’s that nice orange sweater I bought you, James?’


He looks away. ‘It’s in the wash. Anyway, why d’you reckon your purse has been nicked, Gran?’


I lean across. ‘I had Irene Broadbent on the telephone earlier. She said Vera Smith had her purse stolen. That’s when I realised mine was missing.’


No crime on this street at all and then a killing and two thefts. Everything’s gone wrong since you went, Albert.


James nods in acknowledgement. A strange expression, a mix of sadness and something else. Still, at least he listens to me.


Why don’t the rest of the fools listen to me?


Shirley glares. ‘You said that out loud, Mum. Who were you talking to? Not to Dad again?’ I’m not even allowed to communicate with you these days. ‘You know he’s no longer with us, don’t you?’


You’ll never truly leave me.


‘You never want to talk about him.’


‘It won’t bring him back,’ Shirley says.


People avoid mentioning you, as they think it’ll upset me. But the memories keep you alive.


‘Anyway.’ Shirley dismisses it with a wave of her hand. ‘No one can get in to steal your purse.’


‘People were in and out here all yesterday.’


‘Was there anything of importance in your purse?’ The caterpillar eyebrows crawl up Mr Braithwaite’s forehead.


‘Everything of importance. My bank card, money – I think a tenner and some change – my house keys, a lottery scratch card – I don’t think it was a winner – my emergency telephone numbers list and, well, I can’t remember what else but there will have been other stuff.’


A purse is sacred to a woman. A private space, full of my vital things, somewhere I can keep order in the world. And a way of showing a sense of style no matter how awful I look. You’d keep everything in your trouser pockets. The jingle jangle of all those coins and keys used to irritate me, but now I’d give anything to hear that tune again.


‘Ooh, I remember, some lipstick as well.’ I know I’m eighty-nine, and you’re no longer with us, Albert, but a girl still has to try to look her best.


‘Great. Now I’ll have to get the locks changed and cancel the card. More hassle and time wasted.’ Shirley has a face like a rumbling volcano.


‘Let’s not be too hasty.’ Matthew puts an arm around her. ‘It could well turn up.’


‘You’re right.’ Irritation crawls around Shirley’s voice. ‘Everything else does in this house eventually.’


‘I can use my spare key in the meantime,’ I say, trying to be of some use.


‘Whatever you do, don’t lose that one.’ Shirley hesitates, her expression softens. ‘I just don’t want to leave you vulnerable.’


‘I’m not vulnerable. If anyone dared get in, I know exactly where Albert’s old rifle is. You can shoot burglars now.’


The volcano erupts. ‘Mum, you know I got rid of that.’


At what point does the child become the one telling off the parent? When’s the moment that the roles reverse? And whatever happened to respect?


James’s petrol-blue eyes ignite. ‘Was there really a gun in the house, Gran?’


I give James a wink. The mischievous smile that reminds me of you lights up his face.


‘Thanks for your help, Steve.’ Shirley ushers Mr Braithwaite out of the room. Despite their low voices, I can still hear them in the hallway.


‘Mentioning Harry seemed to startle her. Is that her brother?’


‘Sore subject. I shouldn’t have said anything in front of her, it just causes upset.’


I don’t listen to any more. I can’t think about Harry now, not on top of everything else. I’m cross with Shirley: talking about me behind my back and making out that I’ve put my purse somewhere daft.


But I swear I haven’t lost the purse, Albert.


And I’m not losing ‘it’.










CHAPTER 4



Daylight’s fading. I reach to close the lounge curtains, having given up on watching the comings and goings across the road and trying to force that memory of Barbara back into my mind. There’s nothing on television. It’ll be the London Olympics soon. You’d have that on all the time, Albert, but it fair wears me out just watching them, all that running, jumping and swimming. Even thinking about it is draining.


My hand halts, the curtain suspended. A figure on the other side of the road, his curved back to me, as motionless as my raised arm, staring at Barbara’s house. I can’t tell who it is from this distance, though there’s something familiar about the outline. I make my way outside, but by the time I get there, he’s gone. I go back inside, secure the door and close the curtains. After all the unrest, tiredness is dragging me down. Time for an early night.


I head upstairs. All right, I admit it’s become a burden climbing them several times a day. I know I refused to move to a bungalow, but I didn’t want to lose trusted neighbours. No, this is our home and where I’ll stay until I die. And I won’t contemplate getting a stairlift. Matthew nearly got a slap when he suggested that.


Halfway up, there’s a knock on the front door. I plod back down, unlock, and open it to a stranger. He’s wearing a worn black coat, a burgundy tie hanging loose over his grey shirt, the top button unfastened. He looks young but almost as tired as me, bags beginning to show beneath his brown eyes, a few days’ worth of stubble. He’s much younger than the person I just saw.


Cigarette smoke coils in the air.


‘So sorry to disturb you.’ His voice is gritty. I try to work out his age but can’t really tell. Just young. ‘I’m a reporter. From the Evening News. Just hoping to have a chat about what’s happened …’, he glances behind him, ‘… across the road.’


I hesitate, a small knot in my stomach. Should I be talking to reporters? It doesn’t seem my place to do so, but then it is my street, my neighbour, my friend. ‘The police wouldn’t tell me much.’


‘Maybe you can tell me about the victim.’ He looks at a notebook. ‘A Mrs Barbara Jones. I’ve been getting tributes from your neighbours. Maybe I can come inside and have a quick chat about her?’


That knot tightens. I’m not sure I should be letting people in, either. Especially with what’s happened.


‘Quite cold out here today.’ He shuffles his feet.


It’s not in my nature to be inhospitable, and he’s unlikely to do anything with half of Greater Manchester Police milling around. Why shouldn’t I tell him things? I want the truth to be told, for people to know who Barbara was. This wasn’t some little old lady reaching the end of her life but someone who continued to give so much to others.


‘Yes, yes, come in.’


I put the kettle on while he waits in the lounge. I try not to shake under the strain as I carry a tray laden with the teapot, a little jug of milk, sugar pot and two cups – a Prince Charles one for him and one with Her Majesty on for me – as well as saucers. A small spillage as I lower it onto the coffee table, thankful to have put it down. He doesn’t notice, his eyes flitting around the room.


I settle into your armchair, Albert, as he leans back into the sofa. He’s the same as that policewoman, wanting to know if I saw or heard anything and, again, I don’t have any answers. It’s like when we used to watch Mastermind, until we gave up when we couldn’t get any right. But he also takes a keen interest in Barbara and there I can help, telling him what a wonderful woman she was as I pour out the tea, filling the Queen and Prince to the brim. He makes lots of notes, then asks if I have any photographs of her.


I lumber over to the writing bureau and fish out its little black key from a pot on a shelf, covering my movements with my body so he can’t see. I unlock the cupboard at its base. Inside sit two boxes. One is even older and stiffer than me. A small Victorian pine trunk, its varnished lid curving down to a polished brass lock that catches the light, gleaming with all the promise of a treasure chest. Except that what it contains is far from treasure. At least nobody knows what’s concealed there, Albert. No one apart from you, and, of course, Barbara, as my best friend. I’ve learned the hard way to trust nobody else. There is history in a scar.


I pull out the second box, made of flimsy cardboard and full of photograph albums. I choose one and search through the cellophane leaves that cling to each other, until a photograph stops me in my tracks. It’s of Barbara from a couple of years ago, taken on your birthday, Albert, when Shirley and Matthew did a barbecue outside. Such a gloriously sunny day. There are others from that occasion. Tanned faces and beaming smiles. Plates full of burgers and hot dogs, caramelised onions and tomato relish. I think Matthew took the pictures, fancying himself as the next David Bailey at the time. I take the photograph of Barbara from its cover. He has captured her contented smile in the sunlight, though, and that genial glint in her eye.


I hand the photograph to the reporter. ‘Nice pic,’ he says, slipping it under his notebook. ‘I’ll bring it back once we’ve scanned it.’


I sit back down and he brings the conversation back to yesterday. Yes, I agree with him, it was a shock, to see all those police, to find out my friend and neighbour had died.
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