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PROLOGUE

1947


She stands at the edge of the lake, a diminutive figure in a belted trench coat and black beret, worn flat on the side of her head. From beneath it, wavy dark hair tumbles over her collar, which she has turned up against the chill wind and fitful scuds of drizzling rain. Between her hands, stiff from the cold, she holds a small but surprisingly heavy box of dark blue leather, flipped open to reveal a gold signet ring, a silver locket containing a curly snippet of a baby’s hair and an ornate medal in the shape of a cross, all nestling on a bed of dark blue velvet.

For a moment she stares at them, dark eyes narrowed, biting down hard on her scarlet-painted lower lip. She is thinking she should be feeling a rush of emotion for the lost loves the personal items represent, and perhaps pride in the honour conveyed by the medal, but she can feel nothing but the hollow pain of despair that sits like a cancer at the heart of her, which sharpens to unbearable agony at the sight of them. The memories they revive are all overshadowed by grief and guilt, a guilt she knows will never leave her, though the voice of reason that struggles to make itself heard might argue that she was not to blame; that desperate situations determine desperate responses. But it is of no comfort to her. What happened came about because of the choices she made. They are a burden on her heart – on her soul – that she knows will never lighten.

These mementos are a tangible reminder of everything she must  now leave behind. It is time to move on. For the sake of others, and for her own sake, the sake of her sanity. Time to close the door on that part of her life, which, short as it was, has affected her more profoundly than all the others that make up her twenty-six years on this earth.

She snaps the box shut, raises her head, looks out across the expanse of the lake. In the gathering gloom of a late November afternoon, the surface of the water is dark, rippled by the wind, mottled with the falling rain. Trees surround it on three sides, sparse in places, dense woodland in others, a natural muff holding the lake securely at its heart, just as the little locket holds the curl of baby hair and the gold ring encircled her finger. This seems a fitting resting place for the things that tie her to a past she must leave behind.

Before she can change her mind, she transfers the box to her right hand, arcs her arm back to its furthest extent, and hurls the box as far as she is able towards the centre of the lake. For a brief moment it seems to hang in the murky air, then it strikes the water with a barely discernible splash, and is gone.

She stands motionless, her eyes fixed on the spot where it disappeared. She wants to feel relief, or regret, but she is numb. Her cheeks are wet, but from the rain, not from tears. She has cried too many of them; those particular rivers have run dry.

She thrusts her chilled hands into the pockets of her trench coat, bows her head in a silent last goodbye to the treasures that meant so much to her, and the decoration that meant nothing at all.

Then she turns and walks back along the path that winter has cleared through the undergrowth, dead leaves mushing beneath the sturdy soles of her shoes, dead brambles catching at her stockings. Her past has been laid to rest in a watery grave, and though the requiem will go on, it is the future she must look towards now. A long, long future without the ones she loved most. But to which she owes a debt for the sake of those who love her now, and whom she may yet come to love.




Part One




ONE

MARTHA

 



 



2008


It’s 8.30 a.m. and I’m at my desk in the Police Underwater Search Unit office at Almondsbury when the phone rings. I curse silently; I came in early to catch up on some of the mountain of paperwork that’s accumulated and as yet I’ve made next to no impression on it. We’ve been busy the past week or so, as we often can be in summer. We cover a large area, Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Dorset as well as Avon & Somerset, and people have a habit of gravitating towards water on warm days and long light evenings. In the past few days we’ve recovered the bodies of a lad who’d drunk too much and fallen into the docks in the wee small hours when the clubs and pubs were emptying, and, even more tragically, a foolhardy kid who’d gone swimming with friends in a flooded quarry. As the sergeant in charge of the unit, most of the form filling and report writing that follows falls to me. A sad task as well as a time-consuming one. But very necessary.

Still writing, I reach for the phone.

‘Sergeant Holley.’

‘Morning, MJ.’

My nickname. Short for Martha Jane. Some wag started calling me by my initials way back when I was a rookie beat PC, and somehow it’s stuck. Well – it could be worse, I suppose. Policemen can be very rude and politically incorrect.

I recognise the voice immediately – the soft Scottish burr that  can turn whiplash sharp if the situation merits it. Jock McLaren, training sergeant at my first station, now inspector in charge of a division out in the sticks that covers my old home.

‘Morning, Jock.’

‘Busy?’

‘Snowed under.’

‘But enjoying it.’

‘I wouldn’t be anywhere else.’ It’s the truth. I love every moment of life with the team. Well – almost every moment. There are times in winter when I’m wet and filthy, chilled to the bone, when I think it would be nice to be in a warm, dry office, or even a response car. But it’s not a sentiment that lasts long.

‘I can’t believe you’re ringing to enquire after my welfare, though,’ I say drily.

‘And you’d be right, I’m afraid.’

‘Go on. Where do you want us?’

‘Bolborough Lake.’

Bolborough Lake. A place I know well. I sigh.

‘OK, what’s happened? A fisherman toppled in? Or kids swimming?’

‘Nothing like that. There was a burglary last night at Bolborough House. The big place up on the hill, you know it?’

‘I know where it is.’ I’ve only ever seen it from the other side of the perimeter fence, though, and even then obscured by trees. A big old country house owned by local gentry, the same family who owned most of the surrounding land. ‘The Woodhouse family lived there when I was a kid, but they’re not still there, are they?’

‘No, they sold up some years back. It was bought by an actor – Will Ford. You’ve seen him on TV, I expect.’

‘I don’t watch much TV.’ But I do remember Lucy, my sister, telling me about it. There’d been great excitement at the time, with rumours that the new owner was a Hollywood star – Brad Pitt’s name was bandied about, I seem to remember, and Russell Crowe. There was even a suggestion that Madonna had been seen in the vicinity. By their standards, this Will Ford was something of a disappointment.

‘Go on,’ I say. 

‘Well, last night the house was broken into and a lot of antique silverware was stolen. The burglar alarm went off, triggered a call to the security company and one of our response cars that was more or less just up the road got to the scene in time to see a couple of our local villains legging it. Our lads gave chase, down across the fields. They lost them in the woods round the lake, but we got the helicopter out and caught them on the other side of the valley. But they didn’t have any of the stuff on them. And my thinking is they dumped it in panic and—’

‘It’s in the lake.’

‘Seems highly likely.’

‘You want me to take a look.’

‘If you can. Any chance you could fit it in today? It would make my life a whole lot easier if I had the evidence before I charge them.’

I close my eyes briefly. There goes my clear run at the paperwork.

‘OK, Jock. You’ve got it.’

 



Bolborough Lake. A place I’ve known since I was a child. When I was eight or nine, Lucy and I would trek the mile or so across the open country behind our house taking a picnic lunch – meat paste sandwiches, Jammy Dodgers, a bottle of lemonade – and eat it sitting on the grassy slope that led down to the lake. You can’t see the water from that slope, it’s hidden behind a thick tangle of trees, and neither can you see the underground stream that runs into it. If you’re local, you just know which part of the field to avoid if you don’t want to end up ankle deep in boggy ground.

When I was with Lucy we never went down to the lake; it was forbidden territory and Lucy, two years older than me, was obedient to the point of being a goody-goody. When I was on my own, though, I would go the rest of the way down the field, scramble beneath the barbed-wire fence, and through knee-high fern and undergrowth, right up to the strip of rough earth lapped by the algae-covered water. Sometimes I would even take off my socks and sandals and wade out on to a promontory of stones and boulders over which the lake flows into a cascading waterfall to form a river through the wooded area beneath. Even then I was always drawn  by water, and unlike my sister, I wasn’t a child who did what I was told if my inclinations were otherwise. I was something of a tomboy and definitely a rebel.

Nothing much has changed, really. I still like to be where the action is – I’ve tried everything from bungee jumping and a skydive for charity, to potholing and rock climbing, though water is the only love I’ve remained true to. And I’m still a rebel at heart. I’ve been hauled over the coals more than once for following my own nose rather than instructions from on high – I have a healthy disregard for career officers who graduate to flying a desk via the fast-track system and think all the answers come from a textbook. But miraculously, in spite of that, I’ve made sergeant and I’m in charge of the nine-strong specialist search unit. Because I’m good at my job, I like to think.

Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about my personal life. My marriage broke up two years ago when I discovered that Nick, my husband – also a police officer – was having an affair with one of the civilian clerks in the CID office, though if I’m truthful, it was just the last act in a relationship gone sour, and I couldn’t really blame him for looking towards greener pastures. Sad, though. Once upon a time we’d been so much in love, so determined to make our relationship work against the backdrop of a profession noted for the high proportion of failed marriages it spawned.

Mostly, of course, the problems arise because police wives get fed up with the long, uncertain and unsocial hours their husbands work; in our case the boot was on the other foot. We’d thought that, both being serving police officers, we’d understand and be able to work around the problems. Trouble was, when push came to shove, Nick wanted a wife waiting for him at home when he finished a long shift. A meal on the table if he made it at a halfway normal hour, someone to cuddle up to in bed if he came in at two in the morning, chilled to the marrow – Nick was a motorcycle cop, and eight hours on a motorbike when the thermometer is hovering around zero is guaranteed to induce a body temperature that needs some warming up. But of course the chances were I was at work myself, our shifts overlapping.

To make matters worse, Nick didn’t just want a wife, he wanted a family. And I didn’t. Well, not just then. I loved my work, and I knew I was in line for promotion and possibly the job of leading the underwater search team. Taking maternity leave would scupper that. Besides, when I was ready to be a mother, I wanted to do it properly, as my sister Lucy did, not shuttle a child about between childminders and often not even be there at bath and bedtime. But as yet I didn’t feel ready to give everything up to change nappies and puree carrots and watch CBeebies.

I got my promotion. I was given the job I’d worked for, heading up the underwater search unit, with whom I’d worked for the past three years. And it really was the beginning of the end.

Nick said he was pleased for me, and perhaps he was, but it wasn’t long before the cracks began to appear.

Disappointment that I’d committed myself, yet again, to the job instead of giving it up to be a good little wife and an even better mother, resentment that I was a sergeant whilst he was still a PC.

It was obvious enough to me, though neither of us actually put it into words. And it seemed so petty! Nick was doing what he wanted to do, just as I was. Why would he be jealous and resentful? But he was. I knew he was.

I’ve no idea how the affair with the CID clerk began, except that they were both based at the Divisional HQ – but I can guess. Nick’s a good-looking chap; in his motorcycle leathers he’s pretty damned near irresistible. And she is, to give her her due, a very pretty girl. Who probably threw herself at him. We used to joke that the civilian girls came to work at the police station in order to hook a handsome copper, and certainly there were so many romances and even marriages that the admin inspector said that in future he would only employ older women who looked like old boots. But with all the young, unattached talent around the place, she had to pick on my husband. A compliment to my taste, maybe, but one step too far.

When I divorced him, I really thought there was a good chance they might hook up. But they haven’t. He did live with her for a bit, but no more. Perhaps she didn’t like it when he had to work at weekends, Christmas, Easter, and all Bank Holidays in between;  perhaps she didn’t turn out to be the little homemaker he wanted deep down even when he was taking advantage of her 36DD full frontal – not a breast enhancement in sight, or needed. I don’t know and I don’t care.

At least, that’s how I kid myself. And if I still feel a pang of regret when our paths cross, I give myself a good shake and move on.

OK. So that’s my failure as a wife dealt with. Now we come onto my shortcomings as a granddaughter, sister, paid-up member of the human race.

I’ve failed in that department, too. My sister makes that all too clear to me. Well, actually, she doesn’t. She’s too nice for that. But it’s an inescapable fact that confronts me every time I visit, which is at least once a week.

My grandmother, Bea, who’s in her late eighties, suffered a stroke just over a year ago, and became incapable of being left alone in the house that had been hers and Grampy’s and where she brought up Lucy and me after our parents were killed when Lucy was nine and I was seven. Lucy, always determined to do the right thing whatever the cost, wouldn’t hear of her going into a care home, or even sheltered accommodation, since the closest available is a good fifteen miles away. She converted the extension on her house, intended as a games room for her three teenage sons, and moved Granny in so that she could look after her herself. It must have meant a considerable sacrifice on the part of the family, and it is, without doubt, a constant burden on Lucy. Granny has never properly recovered the use of her limbs on the left side, or the power of speech, and needs a lot of understanding as well as help with basic day-to-day necessities like washing and dressing. Lucy had been hoping, I know, to go back to work now that the boys are more or less grown-up, looking forward to a life beyond baking, cleaning, being on hand to help with homework and providing a taxi service to rugby practice, judo, or whatever other activity the boys were currently involved with. With Granny to care for, her plans had to go on hold again.

Lucy never complains, but it makes me feel horribly guilty that she is shouldering the whole of the burden whilst my life continues  in exactly the same way as it did before, and I can’t help thinking she wouldn’t be human if she didn’t resent me for it.

So you see, my private life is something of a mess. Usually, when I’m at work, I’m able to forget about it. But today, as the eighteen-ton lorry that is the unit’s mobile HQ rolls down a rutted track across open farmland, the only access for a wheeled vehicle to Bolborough Lake, I look at the fields sloping up on the far side of the valley and see the ghosts of two little girls, picnicking on meat paste sandwiches and Jammy Dodgers, and feel a pang of nostalgia for a long lost past of endless summer days when, it seems, the sun always shone, and a closeness between sisters that has all but disappeared. And make up my mind to try a bit harder to pull my weight.

How I’m going to manage it, though, I’m not quite sure. I adore Granny every bit as much as Lucy does, but there’s no way I could care for her in the poky flat I took when Nick and I split up and sold the house, and no way I can give her the care and attention she needs. Maybe I could take her away for a holiday. But I’m not at all convinced she would want to go. Even before her stroke, she was very much a homebody. I don’t think she’s been far outside of Somerset in the whole of her life. Certainly I don’t ever recall them going anywhere exotic when we were small, though I suppose they might have done, and when Lucy and I went to live with them, money was tight and the furthest we ever went was on day trips to Weston-super-Mare and Weymouth, though we did once have a week in a caravan in Barry, South Wales. But even then Granny didn’t seem to enjoy it much. When we got back, she heaved a huge sigh of relief and put the kettle on for a ‘nice cup of tea’, even before taking off her coat.

‘There’s no place like home,’ she said, standing there waiting for it to boil with the suitcases and our duffel bags piled up around her ankles.

So I can’t see that now she is old and infirm, a week in a hotel, however luxurious, would be much of a treat for her. But it would be a change, and I expect the bracing sea air at Weston would do her good, besides which it would give Lucy a week off.

The lorry lurches to a stop, tilting a little to one side on the uneven, sloping ground.

‘There we are then,’ says Doug Hawthorn, a former professional deep-sea diver who is driving. ‘Over to you, Cap’n.’

And I have to forget about my personal problems and give the job in hand my full attention.

 



I’ve decided that I’ll dive, with Colin Bell, known as Ding-Dong, as stand-by diver and Tony Short, known as Shorty, and Carlo Morris as our handlers. Doug will oversee operations as supervisor. We get kitted up in our drysuits and check our equipment. When we’re satisfied that everything is in order, it’s time to go.

It’s murky in the lake, the thick covering of green plant growth over the surface of the water close to the bank obscuring the sunlight, but at least we’re unlikely to encounter the sort of hazards that are commonplace in canals and rivers in urban areas. Old refrigerators and microwaves, abandoned supermarket trolleys, broken chairs, you name it, someone will have seen fit to dump it. The poor access to Bolborough Lake means – hopefully! – that coming here to dispose of their rubbish would be, for most folk, more trouble than it’s worth. Could be a stolen car submerged somewhere, of course – joyriders would get a kick out of racing down the bumpy track, and perhaps playing ‘chicken’ at the water’s edge – ‘Last one out’s a wanker!’ And once, on a training exercise at a flooded quarry, one of the team came up with an unexploded World War II bomb. Not a pleasant thought, since apart from the obvious danger, everything would have to go on hold while the bomb disposal unit was sent for.

I put such thoughts to the back of my mind and concentrate on searching, sweeping arcs with my right hand on the floor of the lake whilst holding the jackstay line with my left. Disturbed mud and silt rises, clouding the water and reducing visibility still further.

We’ve started by looking in the vicinity of where the burglars were last seen by the pursuing coppers, and estimated the distance they would have been likely to be able to throw the silverware haul, but Bolborough Lake is pretty big, and the perimeter a good three quarters of a mile, so I’m highly gratified when I encounter something that feels, through my thin gloves, like a metal plate.

I tug on my line to indicate I’ve found something. As I surface, I  can see I was right – it’s a silver salver. I pass it to Doug and dive again, swimming out to approximately the same distance from the bank as before, and following it to the east. I’m working on the assumption that the rest of the haul will be in more or less the same area, but possibly spaced out if, as seems likely, the lads were disposing of it as they ran. Sure enough, a bit further along I come across another salver, oval this time, and a silver candlestick.

And then what feels like a small case of some kind. Was there a trinket box on the list of missing items? I don’t remember seeing it – platters, a condiment set, candlesticks and a candle snuffer, as far as I can recall. But perhaps the loser hadn’t yet missed the trinket box. In any case, it’s definitely not a native of the lake. I tug on my line again, gently rise to the surface.

The box isn’t silver, it is covered in a dark fabric that has rotted in places. I pass it to Doug, flip up my mask.

‘Good work, MJ,’ he acknowledges me. ‘Take a breather. Ding-Dong? Do you want to see what you can find?’

‘Boss.’ Ding-Dong is all wired up and ready to go.

I pull off my helmet, running my fingers through my hair, shortcut all over in a neat crop. When I was in my teens, I wore it long, and it was a thick curtain of dark waves that looked for all the world as if I’d paid a lot of money for expensive extensions. As a diver, hair like that just isn’t practical and in any case, I like it this way, and I think it suits me. Long hair cries out for make-up to complement it, and I can’t wear that either in my job. Just a flick of waterproof mascara and a touch of natural-toned lipstick is as girlie as I can get when I’m working.

Doug is handling the box, carefully.

‘This doesn’t look like part of the haul.’

‘No.’ I go closer to take a look. ‘You’re right.’

He prises the lid up carefully with his thumbs, whistles between his teeth.

There are two or three items in the box. One looks like a locket on a chain, another is a gold signet ring. But what really catches my eye is a medal in the shape of an elaborate cross, on a medal ribbon.

‘What the hell is this?’ I ask.

Doug’s eyes narrow. He shakes his head. ‘Never know what you’re going to find, do you?’

‘You’re right there.’

‘Ah – has Ding-Dong got something?’

‘Great. This looks like being one of our more successful days.’

But as I go to the bank to see what Ding-Dong has come up with, it’s the box I’m thinking of. How in the world did it come to be in the lake? Was it part of another haul of stolen goods from a burglary so long ago that the owner had long since given up hope of ever getting it back? I can think of no other reason for it being there. But it seems strange that the thief would throw away what were probably highly saleable items, unless, like last night’s burglars, he was on the point of being apprehended. It’s not really small enough to have been lost accidentally, either. Just the ring, or the locket, yes. But not the whole caboodle. Not a medal box into which the other items had been placed.

Well, however it got there, it would be nice if we could reunite it with its owner. It must be of huge sentimental value to someone.

The idea that we might be able to give someone back their lost treasures is a very satisfying one. A whole lot more worthwhile than returning collector’s pieces to a man who can probably well afford to buy replacements at the next sale at Sotheby’s or Christie’s.

But not for one moment does it occur to me that this find may come to dominate my life. It is, at the end of the day, just another job. Far less harrowing than many that have gone before. And one which I can go back to my life and forget.




TWO

ANNE

 



 




‘I have to talk to you about the college end-of-term fashion show,’ Elaine, my PA, says. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to come in to the office, or shall I come to you?’

She sounds anxious and faintly harassed, which is not a good sign. Elaine is, by nature, calm, competent, almost completely unflappable, which is why she’s so good at her job. She’s had the head of fashion design at the school of art hassling her to firm up arrangements for their degree show, I imagine, and efficient though Elaine is, she doesn’t feel qualified to make final decisions.

The degree show for third-year students is an annual event, for which my agency provides the models. It’s a massive undertaking, staged in a marquee in the college grounds, with full lighting erected on scaffolding towers, a sophisticated sound system, and a champagne reception for dignitaries, talent scouts, boutique owners and other glitterati from the world of fashion, as well as the proud relatives of the twenty-odd graduates who are showing their final collections. It takes weeks of careful planning on everyone’s part, and concentrated rehearsal in the week leading up to the shows to ensure everything runs smoothly. Paris or New York Fashion Week it might not be, but with my background as a sixties catwalk model, I aim to emulate the professional shows as closely as I can. You could say – and some do – that I’m too much of a perfectionist; for me, the smallest hiccup will mar the whole event, and normally I lay out my plans like a general preparing for battle.

Not this year. I’ve had too much on my mind to be able to concentrate on what is the biggest event in the agency’s calendar. It’s almost ceased to matter. There are things in life that make business pale into insignificance. Now, however, the stress in Elaine’s voice triggers a frisson of guilt, that I’m expecting too much of her, and a brief concern for the agency that I built up from scratch and that I think of as my baby.

Would it be better, under the circumstances, to tell the college to find another agency to provide the models this year? The last thing I want is to give a less-than-perfect service, to have some foul-up happen because my eye is not on the ball. But equally, allowing another agency to take over what is a regular, and lucrative, job might mean losing it permanently.

The decision is, for the moment, beyond me.

‘Could you come over, Elaine?’ I say. ‘Bring all the files and your laptop with you, and we’ll run over the options.’

‘Will do. This afternoon?’

I try to get my mind into gear. Sonia usually rests for a couple of hours after I’ve got her some lunch; the children have to be collected from school at 3.15.

‘Could you make it about half one?’

‘Yes. That should be OK.’

‘I’ll see you then.’

A brief pause.

‘How is Sonia?’ Elaine asks, a little belatedly.

‘Much the same.’ What else is there to say?

Down the line, I hear the other telephone begin to ring.

‘I’ll have to go. There’s another call coming in,’ Elaine says.

‘Yes, sure.’

We don’t want to lose business. Though in the last resort, what does it matter? What does anything matter?

Except Sonia.

 



I’ve always said I live a charmed life. A happy childhood, a good education at a fee-paying girls’ school, a glamorous career, catwalk modelling in the days when the fashion houses wanted girls who looked like girls  and not strings of spaghetti, a happy marriage, a lovely daughter, and a successful second career running my own modelling agency. The chips always seemed to fall my way. It scared me a bit sometimes – how could one person be so lucky? Might fate have something in store to knock me off my perch and redress the balance? But the moments of introspection never lasted long. Unlike my mother, who is, not to put too fine a point on it, rather highly strung, I have never wasted too much time worrying about things that might never happen. I thanked God I hadn’t inherited her genes, accepted that mine was a world where the sun almost always shone and believed that, with a positive outlook, I could overcome any problems that might arise.

I know now that I was right to feel occasional unease at my seemingly indestructible good fortune. I was indeed racking up a debt to fate. Now it’s payback time, and I’d willingly forfeit everything that has so far run in my favour if it would balance the account. But of course it’s too late for that. Things don’t work that way. I, who have always been able to sail with the wind, have run into the perfect storm, and the sense of utter helplessness, the fear and the dread, are driving me to the edge of black despair.

Nine months ago, Sonia, my beloved daughter, was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukaemia. She’s thirty-nine years old, with two children, a boy and a girl aged ten and eight, and when she started feeling tired and ill and getting nosebleeds she thought she’d just been overdoing things, running a home and family in tandem with a demanding career as a solicitor specialising in family law. In her busy life she even begrudged the time to see her GP until she reached the stage where there was really no option.

The diagnosis was the most terrible shock, though with hindsight, I suppose it shouldn’t have been. In the beginning, though, we were all determined to be optimistic. Medical science can work wonders these days – she’d get through this, and we would back her every step of the way.

When Sonia was admitted to hospital for her month-long course of chemo, it was decided that I would go and stay at her home, so that I could be on hand to help Kevin, my son-in-law, with looking after the children.

We’d discussed it at length, Rod and I, and to begin with it was all I could do to talk him out of coming too.

‘It’s a logistical impossibility,’ I said. ‘You have to be within striking distance of your office.’ (Rod is a partner in a firm of quantity surveyors). ‘And you’ve just landed that contract for the new supermarket too.’

‘The supermarket can go to hell. Sonia is far more important. I should have retired by now in any case.’

‘But you didn’t. You’re like me – you enjoy working too much.’

‘Not when I should be with my daughter.’

‘I know that. I understand how you feel. But you can’t just walk out and leave Angus in the lurch.’

‘He’d understand. He’d have to.’

‘It wouldn’t be fair on him. We’ll manage. It’s different for me. There’s nothing stopping me from working on my laptop at Sonia’s, and Elaine can manage the day-to-day running of the office. It’s much better if you stay here and hold the fort.’

I didn’t add that I thought I could cope better at Sonia’s without him. Rod, usually a tower of strength, had taken the news of Sonia’s illness very badly indeed, and if he no longer had his work to give him a focus, I dreaded to think what he would be like. I absolutely cannot bear it when Rod crumbles. It’s like seeing a ruined fortress. And it would make it all the more difficult for me to carry on and do what needed to be done.

And so eventually it was decided. I would go to Sonia’s, Rod would stay at home. On condition that I would call on him if there was anything I needed, anything he could do.

It wasn’t easy, but I hadn’t expected it to be, and busy as I was, there was little time for the demons to come out to play. They did sometimes creep out at night, though, when I was alone in the small double bed with the unfamiliar poppy-strewn duvet and pillows much fatter than I am used to. Then I wept for the awful change in Sonia, who had lost so much weight she looked as if a strong breeze would blow her away, wept for the loss of her thick dark hair, wept for the exhaustion in her eyes and the forced brittle brightness of her once heart-warming smile. But by day I ploughed on with determined optimism.

‘She’s a fighter,’ I said to anyone who asked. ‘She’s going to be fine.’

But now I’m not so sure. I’m still staying with her – when she came out of hospital, she really wasn’t up to coping alone – and in the last couple of weeks I’ve seen her going downhill again. Frankly I’m worried half to death. She’s due to have further tests next week. I’m very afraid they will show that she’s relapsing, and it may well be that we’re reaching the point where her only hope is a bone marrow transplant.

That, of course, is something of a lottery, especially given that we are such a small family. I suspect Rod and I will be told we’re too old to be considered as possible donors, we’re both only children, and Sonia doesn’t have brothers or sisters either. When she was small, I was so busy with my career the time never seemed right, and to be honest, I didn’t really want another baby. I’d been very sick the whole nine months of my pregnancy, so much so that I ended up in hospital. I had a horrendous labour – thirty hours of hell without an epidural – and then, when Sonia was born, she was a colicky baby who cried for hours night after night. I shrank from the prospect of going through it all again. I kept putting it off and putting it off and was actually quite relieved when I realised I’d left it too late. Why would I want another child anyway? I had Sonia, my lovely little girl, and she was more than enough for me. I adored her, wanted to wrap her in my love and attention, give her everything without having to share it out amongst siblings.

Now, though, I am tearing myself apart over what I think of, in the dark hours of the night, as my selfishness. If Sonia had brothers and sisters she would have a much better chance of finding a suitable donor for a bone marrow transplant. Siblings, apparently, are not only more likely to provide a match, but also the risk of complications is reduced. I know this because I checked it out on the internet. We haven’t got around to it with the consultant as yet, or at least, Kevin hasn’t told us that it’s been mentioned. But I’ve been thinking about it, trying to check family trees for obscure relatives who might be a match in case it comes to that, and drawing blanks at every turn.

I’ve made discreet enquiries of my mother, too, though I’ve kept hidden from her just how ill Sonia really is. I’m very afraid the truth might trigger a bout of the depression she’s suffered from periodically for most of her life. She’d want to help in any way she could, I’m sure; my mother has always had a keen sense of family. Then, when she realised there was nothing she could do, it would just make things worse. And if it did tip her over the edge, I don’t know how I would cope with it, on top of everything else. I already feel I’m neglecting her – she still lives all alone in the huge old house that Dad had built as the family home, absolutely refuses to leave it and move into sheltered accommodation or nearer to me. But she has become very needy since he died two years ago, and with all this going on with Sonia, I can’t get over to see her and make sure she’s all right as often as I used to.

It’s all piling up horribly. Sonia. My mother. Harry and Abigail, Sonia’s children. Rod at home alone. Poor Elaine left to run the agency.

I feel I’m sinking under a weight that just gets heavier and heavier, as if I were drowning in a sea of confusion and anxiety. And utter helplessness.

All I can do is repeat the mantra, over and over.

Just as long as Sonia is all right, nothing else matters. Please, oh please, let us have good news next week.

But a horrible, nagging little voice whispers in my ear, and sick dread tugs at my heart.

I very much fear that there is worse to come.
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My find made the papers: a full front-page spread in the locals – ‘Mystery of Treasures in Bolborough Lake’ – and a couple of columns in the national dailies. There were photographs, too, of the medal, a French Croix de Guerre, apparently, the ring and the locket, displayed against the faded and watermarked velvet, and of me – ‘the police diver who recovered the treasures’. Not a very flattering likeness, but then, I defy anyone to look glamorous in a drysuit and hood, and I don’t much like having my photograph taken at the best of times. But Amanda Coles, the ex-journalist who heads up our press relations department, was keen enough on the idea to put pressure on the chief superintendent, and orders from on high must be obeyed. I was wheeled out, albeit reluctantly, for the benefit of a chap with a digital camera who posed me in full gear against the backdrop of our van, and encouraged me with the patter he must have used a million times before. I suppose Amanda and the chief super thought it would be good publicity for the police for a change; I thought it was just damn stupid – and embarrassing. I only hoped it might help track down the owner of the medal, locket and ring.

How the box had come to be in the lake was as much of a mystery as who it belonged to, though speculation had it that most likely it was stolen property that had been dumped when the thief had been unable to find a fence to get rid of his haul. But why in Bolborough Lake? There was a good reason for the stuff we’d been  diving for to be there; it had just been nicked from Bolborough House, and the burglars had a couple of burly local bobbies on their tails.

This was something different entirely. A Croix de Guerre would surely have been of interest to an unscrupulous collector somewhere, though it might have been tricky to dispose of, and the ring and locket must have been worth a few quid. Lists of stolen and lost property had been checked and no match found, at least as far back as records went. It was an inexact science, of course; the box had probably been in the water long before the days of computerisation, and trawling the dusty registers of days gone by would have taken too many precious man hours, even if the theft or loss had occurred in our area. The brains of some old retired officers were picked, but nobody who was still alive, and compos mentis, had any recollection of anything that fitted the bill, nor of anyone who might have been awarded a Croix de Guerre ever living in the locality. Really the best chance we had of finding out who the box and its contents belonged to was the publicity Amanda had generated.

It was quite likely, of course, that the recipient of the medal was no longer in the land of the living, but if they were, it would be nice to be able to return it to them. And if not, there might well be relatives who would be glad, and proud, to have it.

But it’s almost a week now since The Western News, our regional paper, ran the front-page spread, and several days since the nationals picked it up, and nothing. Nothing, either, from the items on the local TV and radio stations. I wish to goodness someone would come forward – Amanda is talking now about me doing a live interview on Radio Bristol, and I can’t imagine anything more horrifying. I was forced into a radio interview once before, when I was promoted to head up the diving team, and it was horrible. Not the fault of the radio station – they did their best to put me at my ease. A nice young chap in jeans and wire-rimmed spectacles collected me from reception, got me a paper cup of coffee and another of water, and yacked to me in between fiddling with switches and answering the telephone while I waited in the control  room, or whatever they call it, outside the studio. The presenter was pleasant, too, shaking my hand, showing me how far to sit from the microphone and warning me not to drum my fingers on the desk or anything else that would go out loud and clear across the airwaves.

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘We’re having a little chat, that’s all.’

A little chat! With thousands of listeners. Relax! When my throat was so dry I couldn’t imagine that anything would come out but a croak, and the cup of coffee had made me desperate for the loo.

I was OK, they said afterwards; it was all absolutely fine. But it is not an experience I am anxious to repeat. I am beginning to wish I’d never found that blooming box. If I’d sent Ding-Dong down first, he might have been the one having to pose for ridiculous photographs and go on radio chat shows. He’d enjoy it, most likely. He’s always the first to volunteer when they want someone to do a talk for a Rotary Club or a WI. Then again, they might still be pushing for me to do it. I am the sergeant in charge of the unit, and I am a woman. A bit of a novelty.

‘People like to see a pretty face,’ Amanda said.

The cheek of it! If that had come from the chief super, I’d have grounds for a complaint of sexual harassment. If I was one for that kind of crap – which I’m not. Mostly I take all the non-PC stuff that goes on in my stride. You have to if you want to fit in. And I can’t honestly say I lose any sleep over it.

Lucy probably would. I remember once when we were young, a chap in the office where she worked began making suggestive remarks – or at least, Lucy thought they were suggestive – and she got herself worked up into quite a state about it.

‘Just slap his face if he gets too fresh,’ I told her. ‘Even better – a knee in the balls. That would soon cool him off.’

She didn’t take my advice, of course. She had a word with a senior manager. That put a stop to the innuendo, but it made for an awkward atmosphere and Lucy left soon afterwards for a job in a predominantly female office. She wouldn’t have lasted five minutes in the police force. You really have to be able to give as good as you get – and I do, even if I never have had to resort to that knee  in the groin or any other sort of physical retribution, though there have been times when I’ve been sorely tempted.

That newspaper photographer, for instance. ‘Look at me, darling. Smile! Beautiful. And again . . . perfect! Ever thought of doing this for a living? You’ve got just the figure for it . . .’

Bloody cheek! Did he think I came down with the last shower? I hope to God they don’t want me posing again in a hurry. But I think I could even put up with that as long as I don’t have to go on the radio. Or TV. Shit, that would be even worse . . .

Lucy thinks it’s all very exciting, however. Last week when I visited, she could hardly talk about anything else.

‘I couldn’t believe it when I opened the paper and saw a picture of you!’ she bubbled. ‘I bought three copies. And I very nearly jumped a traffic light, I was so desperate to get home and show it to Granny.’

‘Not a good idea,’ I said.

‘Oh, it was only those temporary ones at the end of the road. They stick on red for hours, and there’s never anything coming the other way.’

‘You don’t know that.’

Odd for me to be the one cautioning Lucy, instead of the other way around. But I absolutely believed her when she said: ‘Well I didn’t jump it, anyway. I just felt like it. I mean, all that stuff in Bolborough Lake – and you found it! It’s incredible. And so romantic – and sad!’

She laid her knitting down in her lap, untangling the wool from around her finger and pushing the stitches well down the needles. Lucy always has some knitting on the go. This looked like a jumper for one of her boys, navy blue Aran. How on earth she memorises those complicated patterns is beyond me. I never got beyond garter stitch when Granny tried to teach me, and that looked like something the cat dragged in, a higgledy-piggledy hotchpotch of uneven rows and dropped stitches.

‘Sad?’ I echoed Lucy’s choice of word as though I didn’t know what she was talking about. Though I’d thought much the same myself, some imp of contrary mischief made me want to  challenge her. Plus, truth to tell, I’m getting a bit fed up with the subject.

‘Well of course it’s sad! Those things must have meant a lot to somebody. The medal – that’s a huge honour! Heaven knows what someone went through to win that. And a ring! And a locket with a child’s hair! They’re all really sentimental things. It’s awful to think of them being lost, or stolen. I’d be heartbroken if it was me. Things like that are irreplaceable. Well, I think so, anyway.’

‘That’s stating the obvious.’ That was Phil, Lucy’s husband. He was watching a snooker match on TV with the sound turned down. ‘You never throw anything away.’

‘I do! Just not things that matter.’

‘George’s first baby shoes? God, woman, what do you want with them? He’s a size nine now, and never wears anything but trainers and rugby boots. And all those boxes of cards and drawings . . .’ He raised an eyebrow in my direction. ‘She’s kept every card they’ve ever sent her.’

‘They drew them. And decorated them with stickers and glitter stuff . . .’

‘The loft floor is going to collapse under the weight of it all one of these days.’

‘Oh – go back to your billiards,’ Lucy retorted amiably.

‘Snooker. It’s snooker.’

‘Snooker, then.You’ll never understand how important these things can be to a woman.’ She looked at me for support, realised it was unlikely to be forthcoming, and turned to Granny instead. ‘I’m right, aren’t I, Granny? You’ve still got that necklace Mum made for you when she was a little girl, haven’t you? The coloured beads strung on a length of plastic.’

Granny nodded and smiled faintly with the side of her mouth that still works properly. And there was a faraway look in her good eye; the other droops so that it is almost closed.

‘I have. And the china . . . china horse she got me with her . . . oh, what is it? – her present . . . no, no, her pocket money.’

The words were a little slurred and hesitant, but at least she got there in the end. Her visits to the speech therapist seem to be working.

It breaks my heart, though, to see her like this. My Granny, always so strong, so capable and loving, reduced to a shell of her former self.

Where would we be without Granny? When Mum and Dad were killed, there really was no one else. Both were only children, and Dad’s parents had gone to Spain to live when they retired, selling up the family home, buying a bijou apartment in a pleasant development in a mountain village and spending the difference like there was no tomorrow on the expat lifestyle of long boozy lunches and even boozier evenings. They wouldn’t have had the space nor the inclination to take on two distraught small girls. If Granny hadn’t stepped in, I expect we’d have ended up in a home, or with a succession of foster parents.

Granny, bless her, wasn’t going to let that happen.

Lucy and I were away on a school trip when the accident happened. Mum and Dad had taken the opportunity to sneak a much-needed holiday while we were away, a week in Tenerife. Except that they never got there. Their plane ploughed into a mountainside as it came in to land, as I understand it. At the time we weren’t told many details, or if we were, we were too shocked to take them in. All we knew was that Mum and Dad were not going to be coming home, and we couldn’t take that in either. Sometimes I wonder if Mum had a premonition – I remember her hugging us very tight when she dropped us off at school that last day with our duffel bags and bed rolls, tin plates and plastic cutlery. I wriggled away, embarrassed at her overt show of emotion, and eager to join my classmates. It didn’t cross my mind for even a moment that I might never see her again. But perhaps it crossed hers, though I would imagine that she was afraid something would happen to one of us, not the other way round.

I don’t have much recall of those first days; it’s mostly a nightmarish blur of taut white faces and people trying to be kind and Lucy and I feeling that our world had come to an end. But I do remember Granny and Grampy coming to fetch us. We sat one each side of Granny in the back seat of Grampy’s old Saab 96; she had her arms round us both. We burrowed into her, crying, and I looked  up and saw tears running down her cheeks too. That really shocked me – Granny crying! I think I knew then, if I hadn’t known before, that this was real and it was serious, not some bad dream I would soon wake up from.

They took us home to collect clothes and belongings and I remember our next-door neighbour hightailing it indoors when she saw us drawing up at the gate. I couldn’t understand it at the time; she’d been really friendly with Mum, and always made a fuss of Lucy and me. Now, of course, I know she was one of those people who run away from anyone touched by bereavement or tragedy because they don’t know what to say. At the time, though, I was puzzled and hurt. Just another little hurt on top of the enormous one, but scratching at my raw grief like a thorn on an open wound.

When we’d gathered together clothes and other belongings, Granny and Grampy took us to Little Compton, the Somerset village where they lived. And so began the first chapter of the rest of my life.

The bedroom Lucy and I used to share when we went to stay became our home; the once immaculately tidy living room was soon littered with our toys and books, though Grampy did insist none of our clutter was allowed in the front room. ‘We’ve got to have one place kept tidy,’ he would say in what we called his policeman’s voice – a lowering of his tone to a growl that you didn’t argue with. He was a typical old-style village copper, was Grampy; good fun, one hell of a sense of humour, generous and kind, unless you got on the wrong side of him. Then – watch out! I loved him dearly – he was the reason I wanted to join the force in the first place. From the time when I was a little girl I loved playing with his whistle and truncheon – sadly, he’d never let me play with his handcuffs, though he did once put them on me when I begged hard enough – and I was fascinated by his endless repertoire of tales about villains and cute found dogs and gruesome sudden deaths, though Granny would try to shut him up when we got him started on those.

‘The children don’t want to hear such things!’ she would say fiercely. ‘You’ll give them nightmares!’

But: ‘We do! We do!’ we would chorus. ‘Tell us the one about the man who got burnt to a cinder! Tell us about the head that rolled  down the road . . .’ Nothing was too ghoulish – even Lucy, though she covered her face with her hands, would peep through her fingers, her eyes huge and round, as she relished every morbid detail. Those stories were a sort of real-life equivalent of watching Dr Who from behind the sofa.

Which brings me back to the front room. As I already mentioned, it was sacrosanct. When we went in there to watch TV, play Abba records on the stereo unit that was Grampy’s pride and joy, we were allowed to take only one doll or soft toy each with us. Or the knitting Granny was trying to teach us. Not both. Needless to say, I never wanted to take the knitting.

Oddly enough, given our terrible loss, I remember those as happy days. Children adapt to their circumstances, I suppose. They are programmed to survive. And Granny and Grampy were not strangers to us; we’d visited them regularly, once a month for Sunday lunch and high tea, sometimes for a whole weekend when they babysat us while Mum and Dad went out to a dance or to see a film, and we’d stayed with them, just the two of us, for a whole week each school holiday. They’d take us on day trips to Weston-super-Mare or Bristol Zoo, and I’d help Grampy make marmalade when the Easter holidays were early enough to coincide with Seville oranges being still in the shops, and jam and chutney in the summer. Grampy was a great jam and chutney maker, and I loved helping him, using a wooden spoon to wrinkle the skin on the puddle of sweet plum or strawberry when he spread it on a saucer, and sticking labels on the filled pots, and fastening down the greaseproof paper lids with strong rubber bands. They looked so satisfyingly good when they were done, and lined up in a row on the top shelf of the larder. And the kitchen smelled delicious for days afterwards.

Really, I must make some jam myself one of these days – if I can get around to saving the jars, and buying the fruit . . .

I suppose, in those early days, living with Granny and Grampy seemed a bit unreal, a bit like being on holiday. We still half expected Mum and Dad to come and collect us and take us home. We hadn’t really grasped that they’d gone for ever. And by the time we did, we’d sort of acclimastised. There were times, of course, when we  got really upset and clung together, sobbing. There were times when I’d wake in the night, aching so badly for Mum that the pain would become physical, pounding in my head, griping in my stomach. Once, I packed my pyjamas and toothbrush and Betsy, my bedraggled blue bear, into my duffel bag and set out with the intention of walking the forty miles home. Wretched as I was, the whole thing had the aura of a great adventure, and planning it made me feel a whole lot better – resourceful and determined, the master of my own fate. I’d gone the best part of two miles, I suppose, when Grampy caught up with me, plodding along the grass verge in my wellington boots – I’d decided to wear them in case I got caught in the rain, or had to cross a muddy brook. Grampy was driving the police panda car, so a ride in that was my compensation for having my great adventure curtailed. He even put on the siren and flashing light – ‘the twos and blues’, he called them – as a special treat when he was sure there was no other traffic about, and listening to the chatter on the police radio made me forget my disappointment at having my plan scuppered.

Or perhaps I was just relieved that I didn’t have to go through with it. After all, Mum and Dad wouldn’t be at home when I got there – if I got there – would they? It would be just the house, locked up and empty. Or, even worse, there might be strangers living in it . . .

Perhaps starting at a new school was the most daunting thing about moving to Little Compton. But even that turned out not to be as bad as we expected. It was quite a small school, a village C of E, with a playing field as well as a good-sized yard, and a real old-fashioned brass bell on the wall beside the main entrance that one of the teachers rang every morning, at lunch break, and at the end of afternoon lessons. By the time we started there, both Lucy and I had a peg allocated to us in the cloakroom, marked by a card with our name on it, like all the others. Mine also had a picture of a starfish; Lucy, being two years older, had to make do with just her name.

Of course we missed our pals, but the other children were quite friendly – they’d been briefed, I expect, and in any case, we were  quite a curiosity: the two girls whose parents had been killed. In a plane crash! Abroad! Years later, Esther Harrison, who became my best friend, told me that that had somehow added to the awful fascination. ‘Abroad’ seemed so much worse than if it had happened in England.

After a while – months, a year maybe – the extraordinary merged into the ordinary. Granny and Grampy occupied the space in our lives left by the loss of Mum and Dad. The unbearable moments of raw grief came less often, the fierce longing for what had gone forever paled to bittersweet nostalgia. There was ‘then’ and there was ‘now’, and the past was a foreign country with no frontier posts through which we could pass. We grew up, two surprisingly normal little girls. And I have no doubt that was mostly down to Granny. She was the one who was always there for us. The one who fed us and clothed us and listened to our problems and praised our successes.

For me, especially, she was the one who always seemed to understand – an empathy that, strangely enough, transcended even the bond I’d shared with Mum. Perhaps because I was older now than the small child I had been when Mum died, perhaps because Granny was older, with a lifetime’s experience to draw on and more time to let things work themselves out. Or perhaps because we were alike. I don’t know, I’m not one of those people who dissect every relationship and try to work out what makes it tick. I only know there was always a bridge of understanding between Granny and me.

I remember one occasion, early on, when I’d been having one of my down times. Something quite trivial had set it all off – one afternoon in school I’d broken my ruler by bending it to flick a paper ball, and, silly as it sounds, I shrank from telling my teacher. The thought of being told off, perhaps hauled up in front of the class as an example of how not to behave, was for me, in my fragile state, just horrible. I thought I might cry – already the tears were pricking behind my eyes at the prospect – and the shame would be more than I could bear. I hid the two pieces of snapped plastic in my desk, and as I didn’t need a ruler for the rest of the afternoon, the problem was still unresolved and hanging over my head like a  dark cloud when I came home. I was dreading going to school next day; I wanted Mum desperately.

‘What’s the matter with you, Martha?’ Granny asked. I was moping about, didn’t even want to go outside to play – very unlike me.

‘Nothing,’ I mumbled.

‘I’m sure there is. You look as if you’ve lost a pound and found a penny.’

‘That’s stupid.’ My lower lip was wobbling. I bit it fiercely, turned away to hide the tears that were gathering in my eyes. ‘Just leave me alone!’

But the tears were spilling over anyway, my shoulders shaking.

‘Oh, come here!’ Granny went to put her arms round me; I shrank away.

I’m not a touchy-feely person; never was.

Granny didn’t try to force me; neither was she hurt or affronted. She seemed to know instinctively how I felt. She just patted me on the shoulder, twisted a curl behind my ear, and fetched Betsy, my bear, who was sitting, askew, on the windowsill.

‘Here’s Betsy, my love. If you can’t tell me what’s wrong, you tell her.’

For a moment I resisted, not wanting to be thought a baby. Then I grabbed Betsy, holding her tight, burying my face in her scraggly blue fur. A lifeline to a safe, familiar place.

‘Better?’ Granny asked after a minute.

I nodded.

‘So, are you going to tell me about it? Are you just sad, or is there something in particular?’

I told her. When I finished, she shook her head and smiled.

‘Well, that’s nothing to get so upset about. Miss Blackman isn’t going to be cross with you about that.’

‘It’s not just that. It’s . . .’

‘You feel stupid, I know. That’s the worst of it.’

I nodded.

‘Look, all you’ve got to do is go straight up to her and own up and that’ll be the end of it.’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘Just so long as you don’t try flicking paper with a ruler again.’

‘I won’t,’ I said solemnly.

Already I was feeling better. Just sharing my secret with Granny had done that. And she hadn’t tried to smother me when I didn’t want it, either. But I had the comfortable feeling she’d be there for me if I did. Granny understood me. I knew that on an unconscious level, and it was more comforting than all the hugs in the world could ever be.

Much later, I came to realise what a remarkable woman she was. How strong she’d been for us when she must have been torn apart by grief herself, by the loss of her only daughter. How strong, and kind, and wise.

Which is why now it’s so awful to see her reduced to a shadow of her former self, unable to communicate properly, dependent for her basic needs on those who once depended on her. Old age is damn cruel.

I remembered the idea I’d had about taking her on holiday.

‘How do you fancy a break, Granny?’ I said. ‘I’ve got some leave coming up. We could go away for a few days if you like.’

I saw the doubt in her one good eye, then saw her glance at Lucy.

‘Oh, you’d like that, Granny, wouldn’t you?’ Lucy said, too quickly, too eagerly.

And Granny nodded, though the understanding between us is a two-way street, and I knew she wasn’t really keen on the idea. But she knows she’s a burden on Lucy, and she hates it. A holiday with me would give Lucy a breather.

‘We could go to Weston-super-Mare,’ I said. ‘The sea air would do you the world of good.’

The corner of her mouth that still works properly twisted up.

‘Sea? What sea?’

I laughed. Weston-super-Mare, on the Bristol Channel, is famous for the acres of mudflats beyond the beach; the tide hardly ever seems to be in.

‘Shall I see if I can book a hotel, then? On the front? So you will see the sea sometimes, at least?’

Granny nodded again, and this time when our eyes met I could feel the old connection between us. She might not care for holidays, but she would like to spend some time with me.

So now I’ve got to see about fixing it up. Sooner, rather than later. And hey, that way I might just get out of this radio interview Amanda’s rabbiting on about. Which has got to be a bonus, however you look at it.




FOUR


It’s four thirty in the afternoon as our lorry pulls into the parking bay at Almondsbury. We’ve been on a bit of a wild goose chase today; we were called down to Dorset, where a small boy had gone missing. The local police wanted a lake near his home searched in case he’d wandered down there and tumbled in, but by the time we arrived he’d turned up, safe and sound. To my enormous relief. There’s nothing worse than having to recover the body of a child.

We’d stopped off for a cup of tea in the Dorset nick, and even off our patch there was a fair bit of interest in my find in Bolborough Lake. It was the Croix de Guerre that did it, I expect. Hard-nosed policemen find it hard to get excited about sentimental items like a ring and a locket. But a prestigious French decoration is something else.

As I mentioned before, I’m getting heartily sick of talking about it, so I am not best pleased when, as I clamber down from the lorry, the local newspaper reporter who interviewed me before emerges from nowhere and collars me.

‘Sergeant Holley.’

The reporter is a good-looking chap of about forty. Slim build, medium height – only a couple of inches taller than me, and I’m five foot seven, but with the sort of physique that suggests he works out at the gym regularly, or plays a sport. Some reporters I know look as if they get through too much whisky and too many  cigarettes for their own good – not unlike some policemen, really. Not this one. He has cropped hair, receding a little at the temples, which actually opens up his face, a strong nose that looks as if it might have been broken at some time, and dark eyes that narrow when he speaks to you, giving him a sort of intensity. Against that, his style of dressing is throwaway smart casual – open-neck checked shirt with the sleeves rolled back to the elbows, loosely knotted tie, Italian-style loafers. All in all I might find him attractive if I wasn’t so turned off by his profession. I absolutely cannot abide the gentlemen of the press. Vultures! Pushy, hypocritical, heartless, feeding off the gory details of the misfortunes of others.

Bit of a waste, really, one so dishy making his living prying into things that are none of his business. But I expect he finds his looks and manner quite an asset when it comes to winkling stories out of gullible young women – and maybe the not-so-young too.

Well, he needn’t think for one minute he can fool me with his false charm.

‘Yes?’ I say shortly.

‘Pete Holbrook.’ He holds out his hand. I ignore it.

‘Yes, I know. Western News, isn’t it?’

His mouth quirks in a lopsided smile, those dark eyes narrow almost to slits and crinkles appear from the corners as he gazes at me intently. ‘Come-to-bed eyes’, we used to call them in the days when my girlfriends and I were young, free and single.

‘I’m flattered you remember.’

‘Oh, I’ve got the press pegged.’ I gesticulate to the gear I’m carrying. ‘Look, I’m really busy right now. And there’s nothing I can tell you. You’ll have to speak to our PR – Amanda—’

‘You haven’t heard, then?’ he interrupts me.

That stops me in my tracks.

‘Heard what . . . ?’ I break off. Fool for giving him an opening!

‘That the stuff you found in Bolborough Lake has been claimed.’

I feel the jolt of surprise run through me, but this time I’m better prepared.

‘I’ve been out of the office all day, Mr Holbrook. I can’t tell you anything. And I have no comment to make. Sorry.’

I turn away, away from those disconcerting eyes, heading across the yard. He follows me.

‘No, but I can tell you, Sergeant Holley. I think you’ll be interested . . .’

‘You OK, MJ?’ Doug calls.

‘Fine.’ I don’t need protecting from a reporter who thinks he’s God’s gift.

I keep walking. So does he.

‘It’s a woman from Portishead. A Stella Leverton. She was involved with the SOE – the Special Operations outfit in the Second World War. Was an agent in France. That’s how she came to be awarded the Croix de Guerre.’

‘Thank you, Mr Holbrook. I’m sure I’ll get the details if I want them.’

‘That’s not the best bit. And do you have to call me Mr Holbrook? My name’s Pete.’

I stop, turn to face him.

‘It doesn’t matter what I call you. I’ve said all I’m going to say to you. OK?’

Another wry, upward twist of his mouth.

‘Pity. I was hoping you could help me out on this one.’

‘Not my job,’ I say shortly. I’ve reached the door that leads into our office. I hold it open with one shoulder, manoeuvring my gear inside.

‘She wants to talk to you,’ he says.

That very nearly stops me in my tracks, but I know better than to be lured into letting the creep see it. I bundle my gear through the aperture, intending to push the door closed behind me. But his foot is in the way.

‘Aren’t you intrigued, Sergeant? I know I am.’

‘Nope.’ I give the door a push. ‘I’d move your foot if I was you. Unless you want that poncy leather scratched beyond repair.’

He laughs. ‘I’ve survived a lot worse than you can throw at me. Come on, Sergeant, do me a favour. Just five minutes of your time, and I promise you’ll be as interested as I am.’

‘Can you move please, pal?’ Doug, also laden down with kit, is  behind the persistent reporter. He has no choice but to give way, and gratefully I escape inside. Not even Call-me-Pete will follow me in here.

I hope!

‘Well done, Doug,’ I say as we go into our office and start stowing the gear. ‘That fellow is a real pain in the ass.’

‘Aren’t they all?’ Doug lifts our kettle, shaking it to ascertain if there’s water in it, decides there is and switches it on. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘Why not?’ I’m in no hurry to get home to my lonely flat, a microwaved meal and an evening of trying to find something worth watching on the telly. ‘Did you hear what he was saying? The owner of the box I found in Bolborough Lake has come forward.’

‘No kidding!’

‘It seems it’s an elderly lady who lives in Portishead. Who was an SOE agent in France in the war.’

‘And she’s the one who won the Croix de Guerre?’

‘Apparently so.’

‘Well, well.’

‘And you haven’t heard the rest. It seems she wants to meet me.’

Doug is searching among the used mugs in the sink for his – a cracked but highly valued monstrosity bearing the West Ham logo. For some unfathomable reason he supports their football team.

‘Why the hell would she want to meet you?’

‘Because I’m the one who found her treasures, I suppose.’

‘You didn’t agree to anything?’ Doug has found the mug now and is rinsing it under the cold tap.

‘What do you think? When have I ever played into the hands of the press gang?’ I nod towards the sink. ‘Is my cup there?’

‘Looks like it.’ Doug holds aloft a mug with bold blue and white stripes – the last survivor of a set Nick and I bought when we were first married. ‘Want me to wash it up for you?’

‘Thanks, I’ll do it myself.’ I’m pretty unimpressed with Doug’s ideas of domestic hygiene, and he’ll use the grubby tea towel to dry it, too. ‘No, chances are he made up that part to try and get my  attention, now that I come to think about it. You’re quite right, actually. Why in the world would she want to meet me?’

As I admit it, I feel just the tiniest shard of disappointment. The thought of actually meeting a woman who had done something remarkable enough to win the Croix de Guerre is rather an enticing one. But it ain’t going to happen. It’s pie in the sky. Knowing I’ve reunited her with it, and with her other treasures, has to be satisfaction enough. If I’ve made her happy in her old age, I’m glad.

The kettle’s boiling, the other members of the team are piling into the office. The chaps start talking football – there’s some big local derby being played tonight, apparently. I switch off. But I’m still thinking about an old lady in Portishead who was once a special agent in occupied France when she was probably a lot younger than I am now. And though I’d never admit it to Pete Holbrook, or anyone else, come to that, I’m impressed. And intrigued.

 



When I get home, the light on my phone is blinking, indicating a message, or messages. I press the button, listening as I strip off my work clothes.

There are two. The first is from Lucy.

‘Granny seems really excited about your offer to take her on holiday. Can we talk about it?’

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Really excited’ seems a bit of an exaggeration. It’s Lucy who’s ‘really excited’ at the prospect of a few days off duty, I suspect. But I owe it to both of them. I’ll go online later, have a look at hotels, check out any special offers. Not that I’m mean, but I have a budget to consider. Police officers might be a lot better paid than they used to be, but I still don’t have that much cash to splash.

Message two is Nick. A nerve tightens in my stomach at the sound of his voice, and I freeze, still as a statue, and clad only in bra and pants.

‘Ricky Gervais is coming to the Colston Hall. Just thought you might be interested. See you.’

I click off the answering machine and stand, for a moment, with my finger on the button.

What is Nick playing at? Is he relaying information because he knows I like Ricky Gervais, or is he getting around to suggesting we should go together?

Recently, I’ve had the feeling he is trying to worm his way back in with me. I could be wrong – I have been plenty of times before – but he has been rather friendly. Whenever our paths have crossed he makes some quip, or allusion to our life together. Last week it was spaghetti bolognese.

‘I’m making a big pot of your favourite Italian tonight,’ he said.

For some reason, he’d come up to the traffic HQ that shares our base at Almondsbury; he was wearing his leathers, though not his helmet, and looking every inch the handsome police motorcyclist I’d fallen for.

‘Good for you,’ I said.

‘Thought you might be having withdrawal symptoms.’

‘I can live with it.’

‘OK, OK, it was just a thought.’

I shook my head, walked away. But the truth is I am having withdrawal symptoms, of sorts, and not just for Nick’s delicious concoction of minced beef, onion and whatever else he throws in – red wine, certainly. I do miss the fun and the company and the loving. What I absolutely do not miss is the pressure to be something I am not, and the suspicion, nay certainty, that he plays away. That I would not go back to for any amount of his sexual prowess, or spaghetti bolognese.

Now here he is ringing to tell me that Ricky Gervais is coming to the Colston Hall. Hmm.

I play the message again, but it leaves me none the wiser. Perhaps I am reading too much into it. Perhaps it really is just a friendly call. But if it’s more . . .

No way, Nick, I mutter fiercely.

And wish, at the same time, that I could be more forgiving.

 



The call from Amanda Coles comes in at just after four.

It’s been a quiet day today; I’ve actually managed to get most of my paperwork up to date, thank goodness, and I’m feeling pretty pleased with myself.

Hearing Amanda’s voice on the other end of the line punctures my smug satisfaction, though, with a bolt of irritation. What does she want now? It takes me less than a minute to find out.

‘Martha . . .’ Amanda never calls me MJ like everyone else. ‘There have been developments in regard to your find. In Bolborough Lake,’ she adds, as if I could be in any doubt. ‘The loser has come forward.’

‘Yes, so I heard.’

‘Oh.’ She sounds a bit offended, as if news was her sole prerogative, then gets into her stride again. ‘The thing is, she wants to meet you.’

‘Yes. I heard that too. Except that I can’t quite believe it.’

‘Who told you?’ This time she is seriously annoyed.

‘The Western News reporter. Twenty-four hours ago. You’re a bit slow off the mark this time, Amanda.’

She ignores this. ‘OK. Well, whether you believe it or not, it happens to be true. She has specifically asked to see you so that she can thank you herself. And it seems to me it would be a perfect opportunity for some good publicity. It would make a very good picture, you and Miss Leverton – with the medal, of course.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so.’

‘The ACC thinks so too,’ she carries on, regardless. ‘I happened to see him at lunchtime – we were at a civic reception at the Council House – and I ran it past him.’

‘Shit,’ I mutter. That’s all I need, Amanda cooking up cock-eyed schemes with the top brass over a glass of sherry and a dish of salted peanuts. What is the matter with the woman? Why can’t she just field criticism and supply journalists with the details of new initiatives, without behaving as if she were a stringer for the Daily Express? Bring back Bluey Morrison, the old PR officer she was hired to replace, that’s what I say. Bluey did his job without bothering anybody and forgot about it when he went home at night. Amanda seems to eat, drink and sleep stupid ideas for getting the Avon and Somerset Constabulary in the news. Could be, of course, that that’s why Bluey got edged out.

‘What I’m thinking is just a photograph . . .’

‘You’re not getting me into my drysuit again for it. I’m not vain, but—’

‘No, of course not your drysuit. Just normal uniform.’

‘Well, cheers for that!’

‘. . . and maybe a couple of paragraphs about Miss Leverton, how pleased she is to have her medal back, what she did to win it, that sort of thing. I’ve got a reporter who’s interested . . .’

‘I’ll bet you have. His name doesn’t happen to be Pete Holbrook, by any chance?’

‘As a matter of fact, yes.’

‘And – don’t tell me – this was all his idea.’

Amanda bristles.

‘Not at all. It was mine.’

Oh yes, pull the other one. When I turned him down flat, Pete Holbrook went to Amanda. He must have known she’d jump at the opportunity. And get the necessary permission from on high, too.

I can see where he’s coming from, of course. An old wartime heroine reunited with her decoration is a good human interest story, and quite a meaty one, at that, if he can get her to talk about her former exploits. It could well turn out to be the sort of thing he could work up into a big feature for the nationals, a double-page spread in the Mail on Sunday, perhaps, if his contract with the Western News allows it. I’ve no idea how reporters work – I just know they can be pretty unscrupulous with the scent of fame and fortune in their nostrils.
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