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Chapter 1



15th June 1994 | Travis Green


Travis sits in the front room, running his hands back and forth over his semi-automatic rifle, cool and smooth beneath his calloused fingers. He is calm, his heartbeat slow and even. In a few hours’ time, eleven people will be dead.


He can hear the gentle clink of crockery from the kitchen. Elaine is emptying the dishwasher, closing the cupboard doors softly so they don’t bang. He had thought about killing her too, but he wants her to know what he has done. He wants her to understand why. That will be a worse punishment for her than death.


Death. He hasn’t thought much about it, although he’s known all along it would be inevitable. He’s not frightened, because he knows it will be a nothingness, like before he was born. If anything, he’s looking forward to it.


She made him fried eggs this morning without being asked, the edges brown and frilly, just how he likes them. He wonders if she senses that something is coming. She can be like that. Her grandmother was supposed to have had the gift – people used to come to her to have their fortunes read, right up to the end of her life. People can be fucking stupid. As if knowing what’s going to happen can make any difference, make things any better. If he had known what was going to happen to him and Elaine, could he have changed things? If he could, then that makes a mockery of the whole thing. No, we’re in control of our own destinies. Elaine has sealed her fate as surely as Travis has his own.


Paul has left for school, and Travis is glad he is out of the way. He wouldn’t want him to see anything. He’ll be OK. Maybe in time he’ll come to understand. Travis senses in him a certain quality, a quiet watchfulness that reminds Travis of himself. Last week, he caught Paul looking at him intently, almost as if he knew what Travis was planning. Their eyes locked for a moment, until Travis pulled his away and busied himself elsewhere. If he hadn’t been so preoccupied with his plans, he might have been frightened.


There are folk in this town who think Travis is a joke. He’s seen them laughing behind their hands, talking about him when they think he’s not looking, whispering this and that, swapping rumours about why he lost his caretaking job at the school. They certainly won’t be laughing when this day is over. Some of them will never laugh again.


The radio is on in the kitchen and he can hear the faint strains of Elaine singing along as she stacks the breakfast things into the dishwasher. It’s been a while since he heard her singing. His resolve hardens as he thinks about what might be lifting her spirits.


In a few hours’ time, eleven people will be dead, and it will be time to turn the gun on himself. And if everything goes to plan – and surely Travis has done enough to ensure that it will – nobody except Elaine will ever know why.


He stands up and tightens his grip on the rifle. It’s time.










Chapter 2



It’s the most innocuous of questions, but it makes my insides shrivel, curdling them like sour milk: Where did you grow up? If the person asking is under the age of forty, it’s not so bad. Sometimes there’s a flutter in their eyes, a brief microsecond of recognition – they know there’s something significant about my home town, but they can’t recall what it is. That’s OK. But if they’re older – ten years or more older than me – they’ll wince and in an instant it’s there between us, as if another person has joined the conversation. Only it’s not a person, it’s a place: Hartstead.


Sometimes – and these are the times I prefer – they won’t say anything; they’ll simply move the conversation on to safer ground. What I hate is when they say, Hartstead? Oh, God, I remember that day so well. I know exactly where I was when I heard the news. If they’re around forty years old, it’s often the first news item they recall with any clarity. They would have been in their mid-teens, beginning to engage with the world, to understand that what was happening out there could affect them. I was frightened to go out for ages afterwards, a woman at a party once said to me. Me and my friends were obsessed with it.


This I can cope with. I nod and smile, and say I was very young, keeping my fingers tightly crossed behind my back, hoping they don’t probe me any further about it. Where I struggle is when someone goes further and says, What about that terrible story? Of the last one before he . . . you know. It happened right in front of his wife and daughter; she was only about four years old. I do my best to arrange my features into a semblance of calm and say, Yes, of course, but it was a long time ago and our town has moved on. It’s no longer defined by a tragedy that took place twenty-five years ago.


This, of course, is a lie. How could we not be defined by it, when it’s all the general public remember about us? There’s nothing else memorable about Hartstead. If it weren’t for what happened here on the 15th June 1994, nobody would have heard of the place. It doesn’t have a cathedral like nearby Salisbury, or the coast. It doesn’t even have any boutiquey little shops selling handmade pepper pots and bottle-openers shaped like otters. There’s a Tesco Metro, a small W.H. Smith’s and all the other faceless shops you would expect to find on the high street of a run-of-the-mill small town in the south of England. The only thing it has that you won’t find in other towns is the memorial plaque in St Thomas’s church: a sombre, discreet brass plate with the names of the eleven victims engraved on it. It doesn’t list the other casualties, though – the witnesses, and those left behind. There was talk at the time of something bigger – a community hall, or a memorial park – but those plans were swiftly shelved. It turned out the residents of Hartstead didn’t want a daily reminder of the worst day of their lives, and it seemed futile to attempt to build something positive out of a tragedy in which no light could ever be found.


That can be the end of it and the conversation moves on; but, other times, a shadow falls over their face and they say, I’m sorry, you didn’t . . . lose anyone yourself, did you? They slacken in relief when I say no. But I am lying again. I lost everything the day Travis Green took a semi-automatic rifle and made his way around our town, indiscriminately pulling the trigger. The man they all remember, the very last person to be killed, was my father. The wife that looked on in horror was my mother. The child, clinging to her, distraught and blood-spattered, was me.






SOUTHERN GAZETTE



Friday 17th June 1994


TOWN IN MOURNING AS ELEVEN SHOT DEAD


ELEVEN PEOPLE WERE KILLED on Wednesday when 38-year-old Travis Green took a semi-automatic rifle and rampaged around his home town of Hartstead, before turning the gun on himself. The community has been rocked by the tragedy, and police and Social Services are working around the clock to support the families of the victims and other residents who watched the terrible events unfold.


The gunman’s first victims were husband and wife Peter and Jane Frogmore, both aged 82, shot in their garden. The couple lived next door to the gunman, and were said to have had a civil, neighbourly relationship with him. They were due to celebrate their diamond wedding anniversary later this year.


Another married couple, Richard and Sheila Delaney, aged 45 and 43, were next in the firing line, killed on the pavement outside their house as they left for a shopping trip, followed by 54-year-old Graham Mooney, a driving instructor, mown down as he waited for a client. The gunman continued his rampage, shooting dead David Wilkes, 42, an estate agent, and 19-yearold Manisha Mehta, killed outside her parents’ hotel where she worked part-time.


Travis Green then moved on to the high street, the news of the massacre not yet having spread. He killed Suzanne Persimmon, a 28-year-old case worker at the Citizens Advice Bureau, and Melissa Bradshaw, also 28, solicitor at a small law firm. At the end of the high street, he turned onto the recreation ground and shot a pensioner walking her dog, Maureen Featherstone, 65.


The gunman’s last victim was 39-year-old Gary Colman, shot dead in his home in front of his wife, Sylvia, and their 4-year-old daughter.


As the police closed in, the gunman placed the gun in his own mouth and ended his reign of terror.


Neighbours of Travis Green described him as a loner. One, who preferred not to be named, said he had worked as a caretaker at St Margaret’s High School in Hartstead until recently. ‘He was asked to leave,’ the source said. ‘No one knew why, but he hasn’t worked since.’ Another local resident, who also chose not to be identified, said that Green was a regular in the Lamb and Flag on Hartstead High Street. He often drank with Dennis Glover, a local farmer said to be his only friend. Mr Glover has so far been unavailable for comment.


Hartstead residents are left shell-shocked by the traumatic events, and have been laying flowers and tributes at the sites of each murder. Teenager Hilary Masters, a schoolfriend of Manisha Mehta, laid a wreath and a card outside the hotel. ‘It’s just so awful,’ she said, choking back tears. ‘I can’t believe what’s happened. I feel so terrible. Manisha was supposed to be going to Cambridge. She had her whole life ahead of her.’


Outside the house of the last victim, Gary Colman, flowers are piling up too. The Colmans’ next-door neighbour, Doreen Flitwick, told our reporter that the little girl was ‘screaming and crying, soaked in blood’ when the police arrived.


Green is survived by his wife Elaine and son Paul, 13. Sources close to the family suggest Mrs Green is being cared for at a psychiatric hospital and Paul has been taken into temporary foster care. Neighbours said she had always been polite but kept herself to herself. Paul was described as being a quiet boy with few friends, who spends a lot of time up at the disused quarry on the Farnwood Estate, the grounds of a stately home close to the town. It has been closed to the public since 15-year-old Adam Groundswell died there four years ago after experimenting with drugs and falling into the pit.










Chapter 3



Today is one of Mum’s bad days. I’ve noticed since I moved in a few months ago how frequent they are. When I was in London, still working, it was easier for her to hide it from me, I suppose. She’s always been so keen for me to be independent, to get out there and live life, that keeping the extent of her growing confusion from me came naturally to her. I was so busy all the time that I couldn’t see what was going on – correction, I thought I was busy. If it wasn’t so awful, I’d laugh now to think about how hard I thought it was to be pregnant and working a full-time job, moaning all the time about how tired I was. Jesus. I didn’t know the meaning of the word. I didn’t know that once I had a baby I would live in a fog where everything is off-kilter, where my limbs are so heavy it seems impossible to lift them; where my eyes sting all the time, as if several tiny insects have taken up residence in them.


Bedtime used to be my favourite time of day, but I dread it now. There is no pleasure in it when you know, without a shadow of a doubt, that you will be awoken two hours later, often less. It’s not even Amy’s crying that rouses me. I wake as soon as she stirs, a familiar dread settling upon me before I’m fully awake. It can be almost nothing – a squirm, a snuffle – but there’s no chance, none at all, that she will settle herself back to sleep. I’m in for at least an hour of feeding, rocking, pacing up and down the landing, rubbing and patting, until it’s all I can do not to hurl her down the stairs.


Can’t your mum help? Aisha said, when she came to see me soon after I had Amy. I wanted to scream at her, No, she can’t bloody help, she can’t even look after herself any more! But it wasn’t Aisha’s fault that she didn’t understand. When I moved back here shortly before Amy was born, I told everyone I was doing it so my mum could help with the baby. I think I’d even had some idea myself that she could, that we would be able to help each other out. It took less than a day for me to realise that I had seriously underestimated how much she had gone downhill, and that not only would I be looking after Amy alone, I’d also be caring for Mum.


I try so hard not to resent Mum for it, because of course – of course – it’s not her fault. But when Amy’s had a particularly bad night and my body is heavy with exhaustion, and Mum asks me the same question for the tenth time that morning, or is refusing to eat, adamant she’s already had her breakfast, it’s hard. It’s hard not to get angry, and at times I do, because if I swallow it down, if I move beyond anger, there’s utter despair, and I can’t allow myself to go there because then I’ll be no use to anyone. It surfaces, unbidden, in the dead of night, when the house is finally still and I’m alone. When it’s quiet, with nothing to drown out the voices that whisper to me about what it must be like for Mum to be like this. Mum, who has always been so independent, so strong. How does she feel inside? Does she know what’s happening to her? Is she frightened? I can’t stop myself imagining what it would have been like if she hadn’t got dementia. She loves Amy, she really does, but I don’t think she always knows she’s her granddaughter. And Amy will never know her, not the real her. I let myself succumb briefly to these thoughts, weeping silently into my pillow, but after a while I have to force myself to stop, to think about something, anything else, in order to get back to sleep. I don’t have the luxury of lying awake all night, tossing and turning and emoting. I need to squeeze in every drop of sleep I can while Amy’s down, because, if I don’t, there’s no way I will get through the next day, and the next, and the next, each one more draining and monotonous than the last.


I think wistfully of my two best friends from school, Stella and Bec. If only they still lived here, I know they would help. But they’re scattered to the four winds – Stella loved-up with Pete in Edinburgh, and Bec teaching scuba-diving in Australia. Even before Amy they weren’t the greatest of correspondents, caught up in their own lives, just as I was in mine, in London.


I try not to think about Before, because a hole opens up inside me, threatening to swallow me. I try to think of that Cassie as a separate person: the Cassie who had well-cut suits and wore heels, who spent her days in a building made of glass and steel, holding meetings and issuing instructions. That Cassie had friends, and evenings in the pub, and cinema trips, and a boyfriend, even if he was married to another woman. She had a mother she could chat to on the phone, who was interested in her daughter’s life and who had stories of her own. She had a life that existed outside this bubble of feeds and naps and cooking and cleaning and shopping. Amy only sleeps for a maximum of thirty minutes at a time during the day, and when she’s awake she’s never happy. She doesn’t lie burbling in her pram like the other babies I see out and about. She’s always crying, or writhing as if she wants to get out. I bought a bouncy chair for her but the longest she’s ever sat in it without screaming is seven and a half minutes. It doesn’t bounce any more, because one day I threw it across the room, hard, and the mechanism jammed. Amy wasn’t in it.


What about Guy? Aisha had said next. Amy’s his daughter too. But she’s not, not in any real sense. He cried, when I told him. I’d never seen him cry before. I thought it meant he’d realised it was time to leave his wife. I should have known that an unborn child could never compete with a living, breathing one. That whatever I could offer him could never compete with a ten-year relationship, a shared history, a life inextricably intertwined. What did Aisha think I was going to do, call him up and ask him to take Amy overnight? Even when we were together I was only allowed to call him at prearranged times when his wife wasn’t there. Aisha had had that conversation about Guy with me too many times to pursue it, so she’d ended up giving up and just wishing me good luck.


I should feel that I’m well rid of him, I know. I want to feel that. But I don’t. I long for him. Not only to share the burden of caring for our baby, which would be amazing, but just him. Talking for hours about anything and everything. Burying my nose in his neck and inhaling the scent of him. Curling up together in bed, knowing that despite everything I was finally in the right place, precisely where I was supposed to be.


Today, the doorbell goes and I pick Amy up as usual, hoisting her against my stomach. It’ll be Mum’s carer. I had intended to cancel them, but actually it’s the only time I can leave the house without feeling any guilt. As the door swings open, I note without much interest that it’s a new one, a woman of about my age, her glossy brown hair smoothed into a high, tight ponytail. Her eyebrows are thick and dark, immaculately groomed, like two fat slugs.


‘Cassie!’ Her face creases into a smile under the mask of foundation.


‘Yes?’ I say, uncomprehending.


‘It’s me, Chloe! Chloe Riordan . . . from school?’


‘Oh, my God! I’m so sorry I didn’t recognise you. You look so different.’


‘Better, I hope,’ she says.


At school she’d been mousy and spotty, her clothes always slightly too small or too large, and not quite hitting the mark fashion-wise. Unsure of how to answer without offending either her past or present selves, I fall back on a compliment. ‘You look great.’


‘Thanks – so do you! It’s so good to see you!’ She really does seem happy to see me, which gives me a guilty feeling. We were close throughout the five years we were at school together, although once she left at the end of Year 11 to study social care at college, and I stayed on to do A-levels, we drifted apart. Or, more honestly, I allowed us to drift, taking longer and longer to return her texts, coming up with excuses not to meet up – too much homework, Mum wouldn’t let me go out . . . In reality I was busy with Stella and Bec, having got to know them better since she’d left, and finding I had more in common with them than with Chloe, who I’d unfairly begun to think of as dull and provincial.


‘I thought you might be here – I heard you’d moved back to look after your mum, bless her. She’s no age for it, is she? What is she, early sixties?’


‘Sixty-three.’


Mum had had so many plans when she’d taken early retirement a few years ago from her admin job at the local council. When I was young, we had an ancient caravan that we’d hitch up to our equally ancient Ford Fiesta. We’d spend the summer holidays driving around the UK coast, pulling up at caravan parks and beaches, and, one memorable night, in a lay-by on the A21 near Hastings. The caravan is long gone, but I know she’d been looking at second-hand camper vans, planning to spend this next stage of her life footloose and fancy-free, letting the wind take her. That was all stolen from her when, just a few months after retiring, she got the devastating diagnosis of early-onset Alzheimer’s.


I used to wonder as a teenager whether she’d ever meet anyone else. A stepfather for me – big shoes in the hall, a razor in the bathroom, a deep voice asking what time his dinner would be ready. From time to time I’d ask her if she’d like to meet someone, and she always said she was happy as we were – the two of us against the world. I guess my dad must have been a hard act to follow. So it never happened, and now it never will.


‘And who’s this?’ Chloe chucks Amy under her chin, eliciting a rare smile. ‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’


I suppose she is, but I never spend any time doing what the mothers in books do: staring adoringly at her, drinking her in.


‘What’s her name?’


‘Amy.’


‘How old?’


‘Fifteen weeks.’ Fifteen weeks of constant motion. Fifteen weeks of every single thing I do being for someone else. Fifteen weeks where every decision has been taken away from me, where everything I do is viewed through the filmy lens of motherhood.


‘Oh, bless. My Phoebe’s six months; we should get them together,’ she says.


What for, so they can lie next to each other, unknowing, occasionally flinging out a hand wet with saliva and bopping the other in the face?


‘I go to a baby group at St Thomas’s church hall, it’s on a Tuesday afternoon – why don’t you come tomorrow?’


‘Yes, maybe.’ Not in a million years.


‘What about her dad? Is he staying here too?’


‘No,’ I say shortly.


Mum was never a huge fan of my relationship with Guy, although she supported me, as she did in everything. If she could have met him it would have been different, I’m sure. She couldn’t have helped loving him. He’s charming, but not in a fake, smarmy way. It sounds crazy given that he was having an affair with me, but he’s a genuinely good person. He just found himself in an impossible situation.


‘Come through.’


She follows me into the front room.


‘Hello, Sylvia!’ she says to Mum. ‘I’m Chloe! You won’t have seen me before; I’ve been off on maternity leave.’


Mum looks at her without speaking, eyes glazed.


‘She’s not so good today,’ I say to Chloe.


‘Oh, bless,’ she says again. ‘I’m a bit out of practice, to be honest. It’s my first day back after maternity leave. I hate being away from Phoebe – you know what it’s like.’


I fix a smile to my face, but I’m consumed by a fierce jealousy of Chloe, who is going to get whole days on her own, away from the ceaseless demands of her baby. She may spend it wiping geriatric bottoms, but it’s a trade I’d gladly make.


‘I’d give anything to stay home with her,’ she continues blithely, ‘but we can’t afford it. I’m missing out on so much. Thank goodness I’m only part-time, though. I couldn’t leave her every day like some do.’


I can never rekindle my friendship with Chloe, that much is already clear. I bet she has never sat on the floor sobbing while her baby screams and screams in her cot, the battery-powered mobile turning above her, plinking out its interminable tune. Twinkle twinkle, little star. I bet she’s never pulled too roughly on her wriggling baby’s arm when dressing her.


‘What about you?’ she goes on. ‘Will you be going back to work?’


I think longingly of my quiet office, and of my assistant, Shanice, who would bring me coffee at regular intervals, huge coffees that I could drink in their entirety while they were still piping hot.


‘No, I’m taking a bit of a break.’


‘Oh, lucky you.’


Lucky me. Except I’d give anything to be able to go back. I’d be there tomorrow if I could. Amy would be better off at nursery – they’d know what to do, how to play with her. But I can’t, not while Guy’s there – and he loves that job. Used to say it would see him through to retirement. There’s no way I could cope with seeing him every day and then going home to our child whom he refuses to acknowledge.


I’m going to have to do something, though. I was never able to save any money living in London, and the carers’ fees are ripping through Mum’s savings. Once they’re gone, I suppose the house will have to be sold to pay for her care – and I can see the day coming, sooner than I thought, that she won’t be able to live here, carers or no carers. Then I’ll be homeless, with no job and a child, and a mother who doesn’t know who I am.


‘Right, shall we get you washed and dressed?’ says Chloe loudly to Mum, who ignores her and continues to stare out of the window. Chloe takes her elbow, and Mum allows her to help her out of the chair.


‘Did you hear?’ she says to me. ‘There’s a journalist doing a big piece on Hartstead for the Sunday Times, to coincide with the twenty-fifth anniversary.’


‘What? Who?’ Jesus Christ, can they not give it a rest? I suppose I should have expected it, given the anniversary. Hopefully this journalist won’t know I’ve moved back.


‘Her name’s Alison Patchett. She’s local, and only a couple of years older than us, but I don’t think she went to St Margaret’s. Do you remember her?’


‘No, doesn’t ring a bell.’ I’m sure I’ll be meeting her soon, though. She may not be writing for a tabloid but they’re basically all the same. It won’t be long before this Alison is poking around here with her notebook and pen.


‘No?’ Chloe looks disappointed. I bet she prides herself on knowing everything and everyone around here. ‘Anyway, she’s doing this article on Hartstead, twenty-five years on. Not only on Hartstead, actually. It’s about how towns recover from . . . traumatic events.’ She looks at me slyly from under her lashes. She always was keen to ask me about that day.


‘Why can’t everyone leave it alone? It was so long ago.’


‘Oh, I totally agree, but I suppose people are always interested, aren’t they? Especially when it’s a big anniversary, like this year. It’s one of those things you don’t forget.’


I don’t reply. At four herself, Chloe was too young to remember it – most people of our age are. I’m the only one who doesn’t have that luxury.


‘I suppose she’ll try and talk to Paul Green,’ she is saying.


‘Does he still live around here? I thought he’d moved to London.’


I used to see Travis Green’s son, strimming hedges or repairing fences, on my forbidden teenage trips to the quarry up at the Farnwood Estate. Stella, Bec and I, plus whatever boys we were hanging around with at the time, used to meet there, vodka poured into cans of Fanta, thinking ourselves so sophisticated as we puffed inelegantly on illicit cigarettes. The boys would dare each other to go ever closer to the edge, Adam Groundswell’s tragic fall being ancient history to us; we’d only been babies when it had happened.


‘Yeah, he did a few years ago, with some woman, I think. Dunno what happened, but he came back with his tail between his legs a year later.’


‘Who was she?’ I’ve never heard of him being involved with anyone, although he must have been; he’s in his late thirties.


Chloe and Mum have finally reached the door to the hall, and they pause.


‘No idea. I doubt she was from round here, though; no one from Hartstead would touch him with a bargepole.’


‘Why not? Because of what happened? It wasn’t his fault.’


‘No, but he’s a bit weird, isn’t he? Drinks too much, so they say. Shaun – that’s my other half – says he sees him pissed in the pub all the time, but not, like, fun pissed. On his own, sinking pint after pint.’


‘That’s sad.’ Poor man. His life must have been overshadowed by what happened even more than mine has.


‘And it’s not just that,’ Chloe says hurriedly. ‘There were rumours that he knew what his dad was planning – even that he was involved somehow.’


‘What? That’s ridiculous. He was thirteen years old.’


‘I don’t know, that’s what people said. He idolised his dad, apparently.’


Mum jerks her head up. ‘She understood,’ she says.


‘What’s that, love?’ says Chloe.


‘She understood,’ repeats Mum.


‘Who?’ I say.


‘She suffered like I did. She was the only one who understood.’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ Chloe says to Mum. ‘Best to agree with them, whatever they say,’ she adds to me as if Mum isn’t right there. ‘They get ever so upset otherwise.’


‘She can hear, you know. She’s still a person,’ I say coldly, as if I haven’t been guilty of seeing her only as her dementia.


‘Yes, I know,’ says Chloe, flushing. ‘Sorry.’ She leads Mum from the room, and fusses over her in the bathroom, cajoling her as if she were a child.


In the hall, I tuck Amy into the pram and pull on my trainers. Maybe she’ll sleep for a bit and I can walk in peace for half an hour. I’d love to stop for a coffee the way other mums do, but the pram has to be constantly in motion or she wakes up.


‘Just popping out with Amy for a bit,’ I call, manoeuvring the pram over the bottom of the door frame and down the steps. As I walk along the pavement, Amy starts to shift and grunt, always a prelude to a screaming session. My fingers curl around the navy handle, straining with the effort it takes not to give the pram one hard shove down the hill and simply let go.










Chapter 4



15th June 1994 | Paul Green


Paul watches his father clean his gun at the kitchen table. The muscles in his forearms twitch as he rubs the barrel up and down with an old piece of cloth. He hopes Travis is going to let him stay off school again and take him shooting squirrels up at the quarry on the Farnwood Estate, like he did on Paul’s thirteenth birthday. Paul gets a warm feeling in his stomach when he thinks about that day. His mum had made herself useful for once and made them sandwiches, great thick doorstops of white bread with salted butter and ham from the butchers, not the pale floppy kind, and a flask of tea syrupy with sugar, the way his father likes it. Paul doesn’t really like tea, but he’d gulped it down happily, lukewarm and tinny from the flask, sitting close beside his father on a fallen tree. He’s not felt so happy since.


Travis hates Hartstead just as much as Paul does. He talked about it that day – the small-town gossips, poking their nose into people’s business. You couldn’t fart without everyone knowing about it, Travis had said, and Paul had laughed so hard that tea spurted out of his nose. He’s getting out of here as soon as he’s old enough, he’s promised himself. Not for him this small life of trotting between work and pub, returning reluctantly each night to wife and kids. There’s something better out there for him, he’s sure of it.


The quarry is strictly forbidden, has been since Adam Groundswell smoked a joint that turned out to be a lot stronger than normal weed and fell into the pit. People still go there, though. A gang of kids a couple of years above Paul gather there on a Friday night, cans of cider clinking in carrier bags, weed hidden in their innermost pockets. Travis goes there too, shooting squirrels for fun, and the odd pheasant for the pot. Old Stan Fowler, the groundskeeper at Farnwood, turns a blind eye. He’s known Travis since he was a boy. Paul can’t imagine his father as a boy. It seems to him Travis must always have been as he is now – grizzled, dirt under his fingernails, smelling of earth and rolling tobacco.


Paul goes to the quarry too, when he can. His father doesn’t know that. He’s built a den in the copse near the drop, where he can secrete himself and watch the comings and goings. He watches Travis, wishing he’d ask him to go along with him.


He doesn’t blame his father for wanting to get out of the house, away from his mother. There have been times where Paul hasn’t liked the way his father treats her, but he’s found out something recently that’s changed his view. Paul knows more than he lets on about his mother, and when he lets himself think about it, he knows she deserves everything she gets.










Chapter 5



I’m out walking with Amy in the pram in the hope of getting a bit of peace, having left Mum dozing in her chair, surrounded by the Post-it notes she leaves for herself in a futile attempt to hold on to what remains of her life. Once she was standing again after the initial body-blow of her diagnosis, she took a typically practical approach, implementing all kinds of systems to make sure she ate, attended appointments, took her medication. As well as multiple Post-its, she put everything into her iPad, alarms going off at all times to remind her about various things. And it worked, for a while. She’s past that stage now, but the Post-its remain. They’re abstract now, though, mysterious. I found one this morning by the side of her bed that said simply, ‘Remember’. Her handwriting, once bold and slanted, now wavery and shaky, pierces my heart.


I wasn’t intending to go to the baby group Chloe mentioned, but as I’m passing the hall I can see in through the fire door, which they’ve left open to let some air in. I pause for a second, looking enviously at the mothers chatting while their babies sit nicely in front of them on the floor, playing with blocks or cloth books. Maybe Amy will be easier when she can sit up unaided and do stuff. Or maybe she’s just bored. I know I am.


Stupidly, I’ve stood here too long without pushing the pram back and forth, and she lets out a piercing wail. ‘Ssshhh,’ I say uselessly, jiggling the pram, but I know there’s no point. I check the time. I’ve been out longer than I realised, and actually, she’s probably hungry. I can either half run home and suffer ten minutes of screaming, or go in and feed her in there. I’ve got a carton of ready-made formula and a bottle in the enormous sack I have to lug around with me everywhere I go. Amy takes a breath and this time it’s more of a scream than a wail, and it sends me scuttling into the hall. I keep my head down, inhaling furniture polish and instant coffee with a hint of dirty nappy. I take a seat as far away as possible from the little groups that have formed, and rummage in the changing bag. God, there’s so much crap in here.


I gradually become aware of a presence, and I look up, my hand still searching the depths of the bag, to see a middle-aged woman with sensible shoes and small round glasses smiling at me.


‘Hello, I’m Pat. Welcome. I’m the family and youth work leader here at St Thomas’s. Would you like me to hold the baby while you sort yourself out?’


To my surprise and shame, hot tears press at the backs of my eyes at her kindness.


‘Thank you,’ I manage. ‘I’m just trying to find her bottle.’


Pat lifts Amy gently out of the pram and holds her against her shoulder, swaying from side to side and rubbing her back. She quiets instantly, snuffling into Pat’s neck. I fight the urge to run, leaving her in Pat’s capable hands.


At last my fingers meet the smooth, curved plastic of the bottle, and, next to it, the carton of formula. I place the bottle on the chair next to me and rip the top of the carton open with my teeth, gagging at the sweet viscosity of the milk. I pour it into the bottle and hold out my arms for Amy.


‘Do you want to warm it up in the kitchen?’ asks Pat.


‘Oh, no, it’s fine, she takes it cold.’


‘Really?’ Pat’s forehead furrows in concern.


‘Yes,’ I say, beckoning for her to pass Amy over. ‘I read it’s best to get them used to it cold, then you never have to bother about warming it up.’


‘Alright,’ Pat says dubiously, passing Amy to me.


As soon as she’s in my arms she starts to cry again, twisting her tiny body so violently I almost drop her. Pat goes to lunge forward as if to catch her, then checks herself. ‘I’ll leave you to feed her in peace. Do come and have a cup of tea when she’s finished.’


I smile in agreement, silently vowing to get her back in the pram and out of the door as soon as the last drop of milk is gone. It takes a while for Amy to settle to the bottle, but after a minute or two where she takes a few mouthfuls then pulls away, spitting and coughing, she stills, and begins sucking away contentedly. I look up, and my attention is caught by a poster pinned to the board on the wall next to me, among the notices for prayer groups and jumble sales. It’s advertising a service and candlelit vigil in the churchyard on Saturday 15th June, to commemorate those killed in the tragedy of that day in 1994. Jesus, I can’t get away from it. I know the twenty-five-year anniversary is approaching, but I hadn’t thought it would be marked in any way. I don’t recall there ever being anything like this before, although I suppose there were probably extra prayers in the church every year. There’d been a bit of a fuss ten years on, but Mum and I hadn’t taken part in anything public; in fact I’d come home from university and we’d stayed in for several days, until the journalists who turned up hoping for ‘the personal angle’ had gone back to London.


I’m making a conscious effort to relax my shoulders, trying to enjoy the few minutes of peace I get when Amy’s feeding, when I see Chloe making her way towards me, a chubby, smiling baby on her hip. She’s in her ‘mum’ uniform today, rather than her carer’s one – skinny jeans, white trainers, longline top to avoid any accidental display of midriff.


‘You came!’ she says delightedly.


‘I was passing and she needed a feed, so . . . ’


Her face falls. ‘Well, it’s nice to see you anyway. This is Phoebe.’


‘She’s lovely,’ I say obediently, although she looks much like any other baby, only a bit fatter.


‘Come and meet the others,’ she says.


‘I can’t move at the moment. If I stop mid-bottle, she goes mad.’


‘Oh, does she? It’s easier with breastfeeding, I suppose: you whip your top up and off you go!’ She probably doesn’t mean to judge me, but I feel judged nonetheless. Another way in which I’m not a proper mother. ‘I’ll get them over here – girls! Come and meet Cassie!’


I start to protest but it’s too late. Two women are making their way across the room towards us, both in different variations of the mum uniform. One of them is even more polished than Chloe, her honey-highlighted hair smooth, make-up flawless. I’d say she’s a few years younger than me and Chloe; the other is older, I’d guess mid-thirties, although it’s hard to tell. She looks a bit more like how I feel. She has dark circles under her eyes and I’m not convinced she’s brushed her hair today.


I suspect they’ve recognised me already. I try to keep my life as private as I can. There are ghouls out there who feed on these kinds of stories, and I don’t want them to be able to find out what I look like now. It’s practically impossible, though. I don’t have Facebook or Twitter or Instagram, but until recently I worked in marketing, and photos of me at work events, with my name attached, have slipped through the net. My friends live out their lives online and they assume I’m happy to do the same, gaily posting photos of me on their unsecured social media accounts. I’ve given up trying to control it.


‘This is Della, and little Harry.’ Della, the immaculate blonde, picks up Harry’s podgy hand in her manicured scarlet fingernails and waves it at me. I smile weakly.


‘And this is Karen, and Theo.’


‘Nice to meet you,’ says the tired-looking woman.


‘This is Cassie Colman,’ says Chloe. ‘We were at school together, at St Margaret’s.’ She doesn’t raise her eyebrows, or load her voice with significance, but I’ve been playing this game too long not to hear it: she has told them about me already. Guess who I ran into – Cassie Colman! Yes, the one who . . . yes . . . back then. It won’t be long before they work it into the conversation, wanting to pick over what I know, what I saw. Not much, as it happens. What does anyone remember from when they were four? I know I was found beside my mother as she cradled my dead father in her arms, the body of Travis Green beside her, gun in hand. But do I actually remember it? I think it’s unlikely. Any memories I had have been overlaid with the little I’ve been told, and the reports I looked at online as a teenager. I devoured them in secret, finger hovering, poised to close the page if my mother should come in. Despite our closeness in every other way, Mum was always reluctant to talk about the details of what happened that June day, and eventually I stopped asking.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ asks Karen. ‘I could bring you one over.’


‘Oh, no, thanks, it’s OK. I won’t get the chance to drink it.’


‘Can’t you put her down on one of the mats for a bit, when she’s had her bottle?’ says Della. ‘She can have a little kick about.’


‘She doesn’t really . . . do that,’ I said. ‘She’s . . . ’ I tail off. What I want to say is she’s a total bloody misery guts, but I sense that won’t go down well here.


‘A bit grumpy?’ Karen fills in helpfully, and I give her a grateful smile.


‘Yes.’


‘It can be hard when they’re like that,’ she says, and I realise that, while the other two have sat down next to me, she hasn’t stopped jigging from foot to foot. That’s the only reason Theo’s not screaming the place down. ‘My husband can’t stand it. He seems to think all other babies are like these ones.’ She waves a hand at the happy babies playing on the floor. ‘He says I must be doing something wrong.’


‘They just don’t get it, do they?’ Della chips in. ‘They don’t spend all day with them like we do. Tom expects to roll in from work, throw Harry up in the air a few times and then have him quiet and in bed. If I ask him to do the bedtime routine for once, he says, I’ve been at work all day. What does he think I’ve been doing, painting my nails?’


To be fair, from the state of her, that would be a reasonable conclusion. I pull my sleeves down over my own ragged nails.


‘What about your partner?’ Della goes on. ‘Does he help?’ It’s a seemingly innocent question, but I can’t help suspecting she’s been primed to ask it by Chloe, in the hope of extracting more info about Amy’s missing father.


‘We’re not together,’ I say, hoping to shut it down. I wish with all my heart I could join in with this casual moaning about useless husbands – although, from what Guy says, he was a pretty hands-on father with his son. I could have been the smug one who said, Oh, Guy’s great with Amy. He had her all last night and let me sleep. He takes her out every morning in the buggy before he goes to work to give me a break.


‘Oh, what a shame,’ Della says, all faux sympathy.


‘God, that must be hard,’ Karen says with feeling. ‘I mean, Simon’s pretty crap but at least he’s there, and he does help out a bit. There’s no way on earth I could do this alone. You’re a hero!’


She’s the first person I’ve met who’s given any indication that motherhood isn’t a bed of roses, and I’m about to speak, to reach out and let her in, in the hope that she understands a tiny bit of how I feel, when Pat calls out.


‘OK, everybody, it’s music time!’


All the mothers (and they are all mothers, not a stay-at-home dad in sight) drift towards the centre of the room and sit down in a loose circle. Pat puts a cardboard box down in the centre and to my horror I see it’s filled with tambourines, glockenspiels and other happy-clappy instruments.


‘Oh, I won’t stay for this.’ Amy drains the last of her bottle and I lift her onto my shoulder, patting her back as other mothers do, although she never seems to bring up any wind. ‘Amy’s not really a . . . fan of music.’


‘Don’t be silly, she’s a baby!’ laughs Della. ‘How can she be a fan of anything?’


‘I know, it’s just . . . she’ll probably cry, and it’ll spoil it for the others.’


‘There’s always a minimum of three crying,’ says Karen. ‘Theo’s usually one of them. Don’t worry about it.’


‘No, really, I’d better go. I’ll see you another time.’ I hastily tuck Amy into the pram and leave the way I came in without looking back.


As I hurry down the street, I wonder if moving back to Hartstead was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made. I’m completely alone. Stella and Bec are long gone. The only person I know from my previous life here is Chloe, and I can’t see her and me becoming friends now. Mum’s only going to sink further into dementia and away from me. What’s more, to some I’ll never be anyone other than ‘tragic Cassie Colman’. It’s been a quarter of a century since the events of 15th June 1994, but, however desperate those involved are to forget it, they can’t. How can you forget the worst thing that ever happened to you?










Chapter 6



The high street has changed a lot since I last lived here eleven years ago. The mini-mart is a Tesco Metro, and what used to be a cosy little tea room is now an identikit chain coffee shop, its outside seats almost exclusively filled with well-heeled mums, buggies crammed around the tiny tables. I’ve no urge to join them, but I do experience a pang as I pass the Lamb and Flag pub. It looks the same as it did when I was a teenager, although I’ve heard it’s changed hands. Despite us being blatantly underage, the old manager used to serve me, Stella and Bec up to a point, keeping a paternal eye on us and refusing us once he felt we’d had enough.


There’s a beer garden at the side, and a few lucky souls are enjoying a cheeky daytime drink in the sunshine. There’s nothing special about it – weathered wooden picnic tables on a patch of scrubby grass – but I’m pierced by a longing like physical pain for my old life. It’s such a simple thing, to sit in a pub garden with a friend and feel the warmth of the sun on your face, the cool liquid slipping down your throat, the thrill of confidences shared.


I loiter by the gate to the garden, pushing the pram to and fro. I can’t go in by myself, can I? It wouldn’t be the same. So why am I still here?


‘Can I get the gate for you?’ The young woman at the nearest table stands, suspended in the space between the bench and the table. She’s about my age, a bit younger perhaps, dressed in all black – chic, rather than Goth – with angular glasses that give her a sharp, enquiring look. There’s a half-drunk glass of wine on the table in front of her, and a book – a new novel I’ve heard about but can’t imagine ever getting the opportunity to read.


‘Oh, no, thanks. I’m not coming in. The baby . . . ’ I indicate Amy, fast asleep, butter wouldn’t melt.


‘I’m sure they won’t mind. It’s not busy, and it’s a fairly family-friendly place.’


She heaves herself out, flipping one leg and then the other over the bench and pulling the gate open for me. Maybe she recognises my desperation. I don’t know why else she’d be so keen to help me.


I push the pram through and stand awkwardly by the table as she sits back down. ‘I can’t . . . she won’t . . . ’ That kindness, the tiny act of holding the gate open for me has undone me and a tear rolls down my cheek. I wipe it away furiously. ‘Sorry.’


‘That’s OK.’ She’s remarkably sanguine. ‘What is it?’


‘I had been thinking I’d like a drink, but if I stop the pram she’ll wake up and start crying and I’ll have to leave. It’s just easier not to.’


‘Not to what?’


‘Not to do anything.’ There’s a dull finality to my words that makes the tears prick again. It’s true: I don’t do anything. Everything is so hard now, and so not worth it. It’s easier to stay home, or just go for short walks.


‘Would you . . . ’ She hesitates, glancing at her wine and book, and I suspect she’s already regretting her rash act of kindness. ‘It’s fine if you don’t, but would you like me to jiggle the pram for you while you go and get a drink? Or I could go to the bar for you, if you’d rather?’


‘Oh, God, would you?’ For fifteen long weeks, the only other people to have held Amy or pushed her pram are professionals, apart from Aisha, on the one day when she came down from London to visit. She cooed over her and professed to want to hold her, but as soon as Amy began to cry she couldn’t wait to hand her back: I think she wants her mummy. She pushed the pram for a bit when we went out for a walk, trying it on for size, to see how it would feel to be a mother. She doesn’t have the faintest idea. I haven’t heard from her since. I get the odd message from my other London friends, and from Stella and Bec, but I reply only briefly, having nothing to contribute any more. They don’t want to hear about sleepless nights and nappies, and about my having the same conversations over and over again with my mother, who is not really my mother any more. That’s all my world consists of now.


‘Don’t stop moving it,’ I say, pushing the pram at her. ‘Can I get you another one?’


‘Oh, no, I’d better not, I’ll be asleep by dinnertime.’


‘You sure?’ I say. I used to be the queen of making my friends have ‘just one more’ in my old life.


‘Oh . . . go on, then. White wine – a small one.’


I smile to myself as I duck through the low doorway into the cool of the bar. Still got it.


‘Won’t be a minute,’ the barman says to me from the floor. He’s kneeling by the fridge, stacking mixers into it from a cardboard box. His T-shirt is riding up and I can see part of a tattoo on his lower back – Chinese symbols, I think, or Roman numerals; I can’t tell from this angle. I’m rubbish at Roman numerals; I can never remember which is the C and which the M.
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