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				Monday, 17 November 2014

				Linda

				Say yes.

				One word, all he wants to hear.

				Yes, I believe you. Yes, I will help you.

				That look of his, brimful of need, stirs in me the biological instinct to protect, make safe, put things right.

				I am hardwired to give him what he wants. That is love, I suppose.

				But here’s a thought: what if I had resisted, left him to deal with his own mistakes, learn his lessons the hard way; would he be the same man, sitting here recounting this story?

				The truth is I’ll never know.

				We are where we are.

				It is early, night is fading but dawn has yet to crack open the day. These are what I call the never hours. Suspended between dark and light when the world’s eyes are firmly shut and only the few night owls and early birds among us get to glimpse secrets unfolding. Five minutes ago I woke with a jolt; a noise, a movement, an overactive imagination tore through my sleep. I descended the stairs, fearful there was a secret waiting for me in the shadows, behind a door or hidden in a cupboard. I reached the kitchen, flicked on the light and his voice shattered the morning silence with a simple request.

				‘Milk, one sugar, please.’

				The fright found an echo in my heartbeat, galloped through my body. Another break-in, that was my first fear. My second? That it was me they wanted this time, not simply an old laptop. I swung around to match the voice to a face and found him.

				I waited for relief to flood me. It didn’t arrive. Instead, my fear was replaced by dread.

				It wasn’t him.

				He could have been a stranger, this man. The familiar gloss of wealth and success and fame scoured away to reveal a bleaker version, one with a film of dirt thick on his skin, dark oily eyes that hadn’t found sleep in a long time. He was broken, that much was obvious. Something had happened and seeing him like this broke me too.

				‘What have you done?’ I asked.

				He caught me in a stare. The swell of tears in his eyes quickly rubbed away with the back of his hand.

				‘Oh, Gabriel.’ I held my son as tightly as I did when he was a baby. ‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing that can’t be fixed.’

				Now we sit at my kitchen table where he used to inhale one, two, three Weetabix as a boy each morning. And he tells me.

				A woman.

				She is called Mariela. Pretty name. About mid-twenties he thinks but apparently it’s hard to tell these days.

				‘Was she your girlfriend?’

				‘It was just sex.’

				I don’t bite. Gabriel’s casual approach to intimacy has long been the cause of my disapproval. Now is not the time for lectures.

				‘I see. And when was this encounter?’

				‘Two days ago. Not last night, the night before.’

				‘At your house?’

				He nods, rolls his eyes at his own stupidity.

				‘And then what?’

				He covers his mouth with his hand, the words sting as they come out.

				‘Then they found her.’

				These are the facts I collect.

				My son Gabriel met a woman called Mariela in a sushi bar two nights ago. She went home with him where they had sex. The next morning she was found in an allotment.

				Mariela is dead.

				The allotments back on to his house.

				Gabriel has been asked to report to Camden police station in six hours for questioning.

				‘You believe me, don’t you?’

				‘I . . .’

				I’m not fast enough and he can’t slow down now he has started. He races on with his monologue. My mind is stuck, terrified of following him because it knows where this ends.

				He wants me to help him. Give him some time to get his head straight. Provide my car, that’s all really, not a lot to ask, and cash too. And if anyone asks if I have seen him, the answer is no. He’s not running away, just giving himself a bit of space.

				There’s an intensity to his argument that is impossible to ignore. Wasn’t it always the way? My boy is nothing if not persuasive; one of his many qualities, but dangerous at times too. ‘Someone is trying to frame me,’ he says. I want this to be true but it doesn’t stack up, all I can think of is, Why, why, why would they do that?

				‘You’re my mother. You know I couldn’t have done this. And you know how it looks, it’ll be all over the papers by the morning. They’ll be judge and jury and I’ll . . . I’ll be fucked. I’ve never begged you for anything before but I’m begging now.’

				His desperation spins out a fierce, kinetic energy that drags me along. He is falling apart and it is agony to witness. I need to hold him together, I have to do something to help. He is right about the press, they’ll crucify him. He won’t be treated fairly. He is well known, a famous face, all the better to sell newspapers. They’ll rake over every detail of his life, cook up a dark side. And my name will be dragged in to damn him further: disgraced politician’s son. He’s in for a public mauling, no doubt, and having been there myself I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, least of all my son.

				I have to do the right thing, but it wears many guises and at the moment I can’t tell it apart from wrong.

				Time. He’s not the only one who needs time to think. The world has slipped out of sync, sent me freefalling into a terrifying darkness. I close my eyes, praying that when I open them again, order will be restored.

				‘Mum, please.’

				His words go to my core, to who he is, who I am. He is a baby in my arms again, the midwife handing him to me for the first time, a tiny wet being writhing against my skin. And me, his mother, drunk on fear of the past, hope for the future.

				‘Gabriel,’ I said. My very first word to him, to his father. ‘We’ll call him Gabriel, like the angel.’

				Yes, I’ll help you. I’m about to give him what he wants because what else can I do, he’s all I have. He needs me and above everything else I know this: my son is not capable of murder.

				But.

				I open my eyes and I see it, a red line gouged out of his neck like a warning.

				‘What is that?’

				He runs his index finger along its trail. Surprised. Hesitates long enough for me to catch the lie that flashes on his face.

				‘Oh that. I did it on a branch.’

				It is only a scratch but it rips through my belief. It is doubt and fear and dread.

				‘Don’t do that,’ he says.

				‘What?’

				No answer. He’s stopped making sense now.

				‘If you haven’t done anything wrong,’ I say, ‘you have nothing to worry about.’

				‘If?’

				‘What?’

				‘You said, if I haven’t done anything wrong.’

				‘Did I?’

				‘You think I could have done this?’

				Gabriel

				It’s her house. My subconscious is playing tricks, has lured me here knowing that if I was in full control of my faculties this is the last place I would have chosen. The vision of it rearing up in front of me, half lit by a stuttering streetlight, produces a violence in my gut. Why here? Why not a friend’s house, or Palab’s? Anywhere.

				A deep phlegmy laugh crackles through the night air. Someone’s been smoking too many Marlboro reds. But there’s no one else around. It is my laugh. And suddenly I know what’s so funny. The truth, that’s what. This is the place. The only place. Who else was I going to turn to? She knows who I am, underneath the bullshit and the expensive suits and the fame. That’s what everyone else wants, my so-called friends, my manager, the women. She loves me despite it. Another truth, they’re coming thick and fast tonight. Maybe that’s why I avoid her. She can see right through me.

				She’s my mother.

				I have to tell her. That’s why I have come here. I need her to look at me and see beyond the state I’m in and know, absolutely, no shadow of a fucking doubt, that despite everything I am still her son. I’m her boy, not faultless, far from it, but good at my heart.

				I am not a murderer.

				I need to hear her say the words: I believe you.

				If I don’t have that, what else is left?

				I let myself in. The blue numbers on the oven say 5.01. I want to wake her but then I always was a selfish bastard so I fight the urge, sit on my hands and let her sleep. As it happens, I don’t have very long to wait until her footsteps creak on the stairs. A warmth spreads through my veins, travels the length of me from my big toe to my fingertips and up through my head. It is hope. She is my hope and she’s here in the kitchen, flicking on the light. She hasn’t seen me, so I keep it casual and say, Milk, one sugar, please.

				You’d think it is a fairly harmless request, but it doesn’t go down well.

				She emits a scream. I hadn’t entertained the possibility that my presence might give her a fright, it certainly wasn’t my intention. I should have thought it through, planned my arrival more carefully, but my cognitive abilities aren’t functioning at their peak right now, and I can’t turn back the clock.

				We are where we are.

				Her first words take a while to come out because after she recovers from the initial shock she spends a good while staring at me with a look of abject horror. It produces a sweat that beads on my forehead and chin and slides like worms down my back. I know I’m not looking my best but, to be fair, neither is she. Her hair would put Medusa to shame and her dressing gown, well, that should have been retired years ago. So I’m on the verge of saying, Shall we call it quits, when she beats me to it.

				‘What have you done?’

				I rerun her question in my head. What have you done? I heard it right first time. Why would she assume, before anything else, that I had done something wrong?

				Because she always does.

				My eyes tear up. The hope that had been kicking out so much heat fizzles to nothing.

				I’m a grown man, universally acknowledged to be a success – though granted this current shitstorm isn’t my golden moment – but I need her trust, her love. Belief. I still need her.

				She sees my tears. I wipe them away, embarrassed.

				‘Oh, Gabriel,’ she says and holds me in a squeeze. ‘Tell me. There’s nothing that can’t be fixed.’

				BOOM!

				The hope ignites again.

				I tell her about Mariela, as best I can; the details are a little sketchy even in my mind. I wasn’t exactly sober on the night and thirty sleepless hours have not improved my recall.

				As I’m recounting the story and trying to gloss over the sex bit (there are things no mother needs to know about their son) it occurs to me that I can’t turn up at the police station in my current frame of mind. How can I sit in a room for hours and answer question after question? Christ, I don’t have any answers, none of it is straight in my head. I need a bit of space. Time to straighten myself out and collect my thoughts.

				I ask her if I can borrow her car because this, it seems to me, is the obvious solution. She mutters something about needing it for a trip to Scotland. I ask for a bit of money too. It’s not like she won’t get it back. I have plenty, but walking to the cashpoint right now could be problematic. Someone would recognise me and, even if they didn’t, the police could trace my whereabouts. That wouldn’t be good for either of us.

				I wait for her response. I’d settle for a simple nod of her head. Something. Now is not the time for the silent treatment.

				In the absence of a reply, I up the ante. ‘Someone is trying to frame me. You’re my mother. You know I couldn’t have done this . . .’

				Say you believe me.

				She closes her eyes as if she’s trying to summon sleep and the anger swells inside me.

				‘Mum, please.’

				Her eyes are open again, staring at something on my neck.

				‘What’s that?’

				I run my finger over the area in question. It’s a scratch, more of a gouge. Mariela and her nails. She wanted it rough. Don’t they all.

				‘Oh that. I did it on a branch.’

				She stares at it too long and I know what’s happening, her dedication to root out the worst in me is currently fastening itself to this cut on my neck.

				‘Don’t do that,’ I beg. I sound pathetic. Can’t help it. She’s making my insides shrivel. I need her to hold me, kiss my head, tell me not to worry, It’s a mistake, I know you couldn’t have done it. I search her face for love but instead I read disappointment, disbelief, distrust.

				‘If you haven’t done anything wrong, you have nothing to worry about.’

				IF.

				The word goes off like a siren.

				‘You said, if I haven’t done anything wrong.’

				‘Did I?’

				‘You think I could have done this?’

				My own mother doesn’t believe me. She sees right through to my soul and finds only dark, putrid matter inside. The hope is snuffed out. She was it. It all comes down to her. Always has. Her trust. She won’t give it. Can’t. I look to her for answers but all I find are more words: disdain, disapproval, disgust.

				Linda

				A phoney calm descends. We sit with each other, me trying to go over his story, but his facts are jumbled and he grows weary and angry at my questioning. I offer to cook him an egg, some toast, whatever he fancies. He doesn’t fancy anything apart from a third cup of coffee. I’d caution against it, but a caffeine overdose is the least of my worries. Besides, it is clear I need to choose my battles carefully.

				By the time the winter sun rises and fills the kitchen, the air is thick with panic, mine more than his. He should be showering, preparing to go to the police station, but exhaustion and delirium have taken hold. He is hunched over his mug, head jolting as he bounces in and out of sleep. Gabriel is not going anywhere.

				One shoot of hope; there is a chance none of this is real. Gabriel’s life is one of excess, late nights, partying, drinking too much. No good can come of that. Fame has feasted on him; the women who sell their stories, the so-called friends who party on his tab, and don’t even get me started on that awful manager, Palab. He’d sell his granny if he could resurrect her from the dead. Even I struggle to find my son behind the façade. Perhaps this is the result. Paranoia has taken hold. Drugs can do that, can’t they? Lord knows he’s had more than his fair share of them. Last year he was pictured in the newspapers snorting cocaine off a woman’s breasts. The mind boggles.

				I move to the living room to escape the burn of his attention. Outside, buses stream past, helicopters whir in the sky (searching for him?), the sounds of everyday life divert around us. I locate my laptop and log on, hesitating before I run a search for the story. My disbelief is the only thing keeping me afloat.

				I type MARIELA and ALLOTMENT.

				I open the BBC News website. It is here.

				The headline crushes my hope. Crushes me. Mariela Castell. A dancer. Past tense. A picture of the allotment where she was found.

				I start to shake, uncontrollably. Pain flashes across my temples. She is dead, this poor woman. Who would do such a thing? Not my son. Gabriel could not take a life and destroy it so callously, leave her all alone and open to the elements. Whatever happened to her, he is not responsible.

				‘You thought I was making it up.’ I jump. I didn’t hear him creep up on me. He is hanging over my shoulder now. The tang of his breath makes me wince.

				He whips round, kneels down in front of me, face an inch from mine. ‘I didn’t do it. I don’t understand what is happening. Someone is out to get me. You don’t think I could have killed a woman do you? Say it.’ He has grabbed hold of my shoulders and is shaking me, gently at first but then harder and harder and it hurts. It hurts. His fingers press deep into the nubs of my shoulders and I grow dizzy as my head is forced to and fro. My vision blurs. I stare at this man in front of me, desperately trying to find my son, but I can’t. He is gone, vanished, replaced by a stranger with eyes that are deep pools of rage.

				Finally, he stops.

				He removes his hands from me and they hang suspended in the air for a moment giving the impression he is not in charge of them.

				My body is light, floating away from me, as if I’ve been unhooked and can’t tie myself down again. ‘Gabriel,’ I say. I need to touch him, to feel his body, to know that he is real. Too late. He kicks the side table on his way out. It topples, taking a cup of coffee, a plant, and the laptop with it.

				I sit, allow tears to track down my face unchecked. My world seems so fragile, so finely balanced that I fear a single movement, the tiniest disturbance in the air, is all that is needed to crash it completely. And yet, when I finally summon the courage to rise from my chair, nothing happens. The world is oblivious to my pain. To any pain. It waits for no one, casts us aside as flotsam. I see the familiar dark clouds collecting on the horizon, pressing in on me. This time I push back against them. I won’t succumb. Too much at stake. I seek out Chopin, his uncanny ability to restore my equilibrium. I let the sound waves flood and bolster me, clear a space in my head to think logically.

				It works, at first. The most likely explanation, I tell myself, is that the poor girl left his house and was attacked on the way home by a maniac. Coincidence has put Gabriel in the frame, nothing more.

				And yet.

				Sex. My mind stumbles over this and it splits. His reputation as a womaniser is well documented, my son is almost as famous for his sexual exploits these days as he is for his comedy. What if it was rough sex gone wrong? What if he panicked? Had she said no? Were her pleas drowned out by his desire? He’s a man who gets what he wants. Has he forgotten he can’t have everything? What if anger got the better of him, just as it did when he was a boy, possessed him until he spun out, exhausted on his bed. The same rage that twisted his face and shook me by the shoulders only a few moments ago?

				What if he hurt her?

				What am I to do?

				He hasn’t made a sound for over an hour, which makes me think he might have gone, slunk out as quietly as he crept in. Inching upstairs, I’m careful to avoid the squeaky floorboards. If he’s still here, I don’t want to rouse him. I check the rooms, one, two, three and finally I find my son lying on his old bed, curled up, fists in a ball, exactly how he slept when he was a child.

				This vision of him overcomes me. Since morning I’ve tried to dampen my love, make space for logic and reason, but it bubbles up now, comes to the boil, overflows and burns my insides.

				I hear the suck of his breath, watch the involuntary twitches of his body. What has happened to us? How did we get here? We are not the people we were supposed to be. I stare back into the past and see the many versions of us, ghosts of who we should have been. And I can’t shake the sense that everything that has gone before has built up to this, that all our decisions, our mistakes, the paths we chose to travel, one instead of another, have brought us to this point.

				I reach out and touch his hair just as I did when he was a boy.

				It is still soft.

				My decision is made.

				I retreat to the hallway, pick up the phone. My hands shake in defiance. I get the answerphone, a man’s voice. ‘I need to speak to you about Gabriel . . .’

				And then.

				It happens quickly, much too quickly to explain or help myself. His presence unsettles the air and the last words, the only words I hear are, You fucking bitch, before my head makes contact with the wood of the bannister. Cracks.

				My body finds the wall, slumps down against it. Above me he towers. I can see three of him, each one blurred at the edges, none of them real.

				He pulls me upright. My eyes find his, find hatred in them. I lift my hands to protect myself from further blows but nothing comes. Instead he presses something to my head. Soft, to soak the blood.

				‘Gabriel.’

				His footsteps on the stairs grow fainter before they fade to nothing. I look down at the red red blood on the cream carpet. Always a mistake, that colour. Looks worse than it is. Not to worry, I think.

				My son is gone.

				It is only blood.

				Gabriel

				I lie on my old bed, push my face into the cold soft pillow. It smells like childhood. That helps a little, quashes a portion of the anger that’s solidified in my gut, but most of it remains. I hate myself for what I have just done. Since when was I a man who shakes his own mother until fear bleeds out of her? Someone else has taken hold. I don’t recognise myself. I’ve become a monster.

				The clock has ticked beyond midday and I am clearly not where I should be, sitting in front of a copper incriminating myself with every word I speak. They’ll come for me soon, no doubt, but right now I can’t summon an atom of energy to do anything about it. Plan A was my mother, and look how well that’s gone. I don’t have a Plan B. Foresight has never been my strong suit.

				Exhaustion tosses me to sleep, where I’m swamped by unwelcome images: Mariela, her red lips, black hair swirling around her face, the sensation of her nails scratching a path down my back. My mother, beaming out her disgust. And something else; a walk through the darkness, muddy boots, cold slapping my face, a scream that pierces my dreams and jolts me awake.

				My mum is tiptoeing across the hallway, tiny footsteps loath to make a noise. The sound haunts me for what it reveals, that she is scared in her own house, afraid of disturbing me, of facing the consequences. This is what I have done, driven her away, when all I wanted, needed, craved, was to have her close. She creeps to my room, pushes open the door and waits before she moves a few steps closer to the bed. The current hits me like a shock, the heat that beats out of her is so pure and raw and fierce. Love, no question. It drenches me in remorse. Sorry. That’s all I want to say. Sorry for who I am. Sorry for what I did. Sorry. But the energy in the room is so perfect, it’s almost chemical. I don’t want to do a thing to break the spell. I keep my breathing sleep-heavy as her hand brushes the top of my head, light as a feather. My tears, soaked up by the pillow, hidden from her.

				Then she goes.

				I count to ten before I swing myself out of bed. A sweet clarity has descended, cleared the silt from my head. There’s an urgency to my movements, I don’t have much time, a small window of opportunity to put things right. I remember the reason I came here. Not for the car or money or help. Those are sideshows. I came because I want my mum to know that whatever happens, whatever people say about me, I am not that man. I want her to believe me.

				Anything else I can deal with.

				It’s then I see her.

				Standing at the top of the stairs by the bannister, talking into a phone. I’m hit by a wall of confusion, but when I hear her words, muffled thanks to her hand being placed over her mouth, the picture becomes so sharp it cuts me.

				‘I need to speak to you about Gabriel . . .’ she says.

				The resolve, the remorse, the tenderness that had bloomed inside me a few minutes ago, reforms into cold hard fury.

				My own mother.

				Talking to the police.

				I have to get out. Unravel myself, go back, find the good me, work out how it came to this. Her disbelief compresses my neck, harder and harder. I can’t breathe here, can’t be around her a second more.

				I run for the stairs, she turns around, sees me coming.

				‘You fucking bitch,’ the words are out. Don’t make me feel any better, but true. The truest words I’ve ever spoken.

				She’s in my way.

				I don’t mean to push her.

				But I do, and I hear a crack before she falls. I look down and her head is oozing blood.

				I grab a towel from the bathroom, pull her to a sitting position, press it to the cut. It’s just a cut. I should stay and help, but I’ll die if I do.

				She’s killing me. All my life she’s been killing me. Making me bad when I wanted to be good.

				I’m her son. Stupid me to think it mattered.

				It’s only blood.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PART TWO

				After and Before

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Monday

				Linda

				I can’t pick myself up. Can’t. Won’t. Too much has happened. Been lost.

				I used to be someone: a mother, a politician, the Home Secretary, with power and influence.

				Now look at me. This is how far I have fallen.

				Slumped on the floor, blood bubbling out of a cut, head throbbing with failure.

				Alone.

				Who is going to come and help me now?

				Anyone?

				Didn’t think so.

				My name, shouted, one, twice. Again.

				‘Linda?’

				‘Linda?’

				It is not Gabriel. He has gone. My son is not coming back. This is a woman’s voice. Anna, my housekeeper.

				My head is sticky with blood and perspiration, although I’m cold, not warm. Ice for fingers, body shivering. I’m relieved to hear another voice, but humiliation swims close to the surface. What will I tell her? Anna is nobody’s fool.

				‘Up here.’ I can’t shout, my voice is too thin, the words come out strangled. Her footsteps thump on the stairs and then she finds me. I make a pre-emptive strike, attempt to diffuse the shock before it hits her. ‘It looks worse than it is,’ I say. I try to form a smile but abandon it when the pain around my eye spears me.

				‘Jesus, Linda, are you OK?’

				‘Just a fall.’ The reflex to protect him is still strong.

				‘Well, from where I’m standing it looks bloody horrific. Is anything broken?’

				Everything.

				‘I don’t think so.’

				‘Come on then, you can’t sit there all day.’ She heaves me upright and I sway towards the stairs. She grabs me, pulls me back; her strength, the only thing between me and a tumble down the stairs.

				‘Let’s clean you up and after that you can tell me what the hell happened.’

				I sink into the bed. My eye throbs to a drum beat, puffed up so much it’s practically closed over. Anna works her way around the cut, reporting on the size of the injury, its depth and severity. I could do without the commentary but at least it prevents her from asking questions. ‘You might need a few stitches, you know.’

				‘Absolutely not. A trip to A&E would finish me off.’

				‘If you say so. It’s not too deep, could have been worse, although the carpet will never recover. It looks like someone’s died out there.’

				I miss my cue to laugh.

				She disappears to the kitchen, returning with tea, a mug for each of us, Digestive biscuits, an anxious air. She sits on the armchair next to the bed.

				‘Now,’ she says, ‘are you going to tell me what really happened?’

				A fall, I repeat the lie. This time she doesn’t accept the explanation. She’s seen the upturned table in the living room, along with the coffee cup on the carpet and the soil from the plant pot. I’ve been caught out by my slovenly ways, should have cleared up when I had the chance. I consider claiming responsibility for the mess, blaming it on a dizzy spell, when Anna tells me there are several bloody footprints on the stairs.

				‘I should call the police.’

				‘Please don’t.’

				‘Who did this?’

				I’m backed into a corner and I have to give her something if I want to find a way out.

				‘Gabriel,’ I say. ‘It was an accident.’

				More questions. I don’t want to give the answers away, but she’s going to find them anyway. If I don’t tell her my version, the press will deal her another one very soon.

				Besides, I believe in Anna and I can’t say that about many people in my life. Something in her I recognised from the very first day she turned up for an interview; determination, a damaged soul. Takes one to know one. This is why I offer her a basic outline of Gabriel’s story; Mariela’s body found close to his house, his relationship with her, if I can call it that. I omit the dramatics, him shaking me, you fucking bitch. No need to give him more bad PR.

				‘He thought I was calling the police, you see. He wanted to get out, pushed past me, that’s all.’

				‘Why aren’t they here then?’

				I rub my eye and a charge of pain shoots through me. ‘He’s my son,’ I say, and wait for my confession to register. ‘I was calling a friend first. I wanted his advice, but the damn fool never switches on his phone. Not that I would cover for Gabriel if he had really done something wrong but I just don’t believe it.’ Anna feeds me disbelief.

				‘This isn’t him, he’s not a monster,’ I say, pointing at my face. ‘You won’t call them, will you – the police? Not right now, anyway. I’m not asking you to lie, it’s just . . .’

				‘If that’s what you want. Do you know where Gabriel is now?’

				I shake my head. ‘He wanted to take my car. It was parked outside.’

				Anna pulls back the curtain and scans the street. ‘Well, it’s not there any more.

				‘You should rest,’ she says. ‘Decide what to do when you wake up, but I guess you won’t be needing this today.’

				Out of my good eye I spot her moving my suitcase into a corner. It’s all packed. We were supposed to be travelling to Scotland this evening. Tears find their way into the cut, sting like acid. Everything has been planned, the journey, the accommodation, the interview I’ve secured for the book I’m writing. Anna thinks it’s about female politicians of the twentieth century, and that the woman I’m meeting is a political historian. I’m afraid to say neither is true. I’m no advocate of lying, but in this case, it is a small deceit to protect a bigger truth.

				‘We can send an email,’ Anna says. ‘Postpone it. Unforeseen circumstances. I’m sure she’ll understand.’

				I’m sure she won’t.

				I give her the woman’s contact details and dictate an email explaining I have had an accident and am incapacitated. I apologise profusely (That’s four times you’ve said sorry, Linda) and ask for an alternative date in a few weeks’ time.

				My head feels heavy and full, overloaded with the day. ‘You should get some rest,’ Anna says. I don’t argue. I’m gone in seconds.

				She promised, didn’t she? But now she is shaking me gently, telling me the police are here, want to speak to me.

				My eyelids are glued with sleep and when I finally manage to open one I see Anna’s hands held up in surrender.

				‘It wasn’t me. I didn’t call them. They just turned up.’

				They are searching for him.

				It is real.

				I find Detective Sergeant Jay Huxtable, plain-clothed and casual, studying the mess in the living room.

				‘I would have tidied if I had known you were coming,’ I say. The joke is awkward, misfires.

				‘Mrs Moscow,’ he shakes my hand. ‘Has your son been here?’

				‘This morning,’ I say. ‘But he didn’t stay for long.’

				‘Did he do this?’

				I’m unclear whether he’s referring to the overturned table or my face, and decide to hedge my bets.

				‘It was an accident, low blood pressure, it’s a bugger. I passed out.’

				‘You should get it seen to.’

				‘Anna here has taken good care of me already.’

				‘Do you know where your son is now?’

				‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

				‘We want to question him in relation to the death of a young woman. He was supposed to report to the police station at midday. We’ll do our best to find him but in the meantime, it’s not advisable for you to stay here.’

				‘I’m not scared of my own son, if that’s what you’re suggesting.’

				But the man who appeared today? I was scared of him.

				DS Huxtable doesn’t let up. I escape to the loo when his badgering reaches a pitch I can no longer bear. He wants me out of here, my own home, says he can’t leave until he knows I’m safe. Gabriel has made it hostile. I don’t want to go. Despite everything, I want to be here for him in case he comes back. In case he needs me. And yet, there’s another voice in my head, the rational, thinking one that tells me enough is enough, begs me to take a look in the mirror and ask: how much longer can I protect him?

				I stare at my face and find my answer. Cheek inflamed, one eye closed to a slit. Pitiful. Me.

				This is what he has done.

				Anna intercepts me in the hallway to let me know my interviewee, Naomi Parkes, has replied to my email. ‘Well go on then, break it to me.’ The day has already done its worst, I’m of the opinion it can’t drag me down any further.

				I am wrong. It transpires that Naomi Parkes, whose personal account is crucial to the success of my book, was already having second thoughts, questioning the wisdom of digging up the past. She’s sorry I’ve had an accident, but these last few weeks, mentally preparing herself to talk to me, have taken their toll. She’s not sure she wants to schedule another date, what with the kids and work; after this weekend she has school plays and Christmas parties coming out of her ears. And what’s she going to tell her husband? He’s away this week so she didn’t have to explain where she was going, who she was going to talk to. Lying doesn’t sit well with her and she’s not prepared to do it.

				It is this week or not at all.

				‘We could still go,’ Anna says. ‘If you felt up to it. You could rest for a few days before you meet her.’ She motions to the detective in the living room. ‘It would keep him happy, at any rate.’

				The prospect of travelling hundreds of miles, putting endless roads and hours between me and my son, wherever he turns out to be, makes me light, shapeless, terrified.

				‘I don’t think I can.’

				‘Don’t let him ruin it. Isn’t this what you’ve been working for?’

				She’s right. Years I’ve been trying. I can’t let it slip from my grasp again.

				Otherwise everything is lost.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				November 1991

				Gabriel, aged 7

				I’m seven years, four hours and thirty-three seconds old . . . correction . . . thirty-five seconds . . . thirty-six. I can watch the seconds of my life tick away on my new digital watch.

				I can also tell you I’ve been out in the cold for one hour and fifteen seconds. No one can see me in my hiding place behind the shed, which is good. What’s not so good is the cold, the way it bites my bum on the stone step and makes my teeth smash together.

				The sky is black but that doesn’t mean it’s late. It’s only dark because we’re in November and the nights get greedy and swallow up the days. The air smells like it did when I blew out my candles this afternoon.

				I wish that . . .

				‘Don’t tell us what you’re wishing for,’ my mum said. But she was the one person who could make the wish come true. How else was she going to know I wanted her eyes to stop following me everywhere?

				‘She loves you, that’s all, doesn’t want you to come to any harm or get into trouble,’ my dad said when I complained about it last week.

				There must be different ways of showing your love because Tommy’s mum lets us play upstairs for hours and her eyes don’t interrupt once.

				Her love is muddy fields and dirty footprints on the kitchen floor. ‘It’s only mud,’ she’ll say. She doesn’t even count the number of cookies we have or ask us to wash our hands.

				When I blew out my birthday candles I wished for my mum to have Tommy’s mum’s eyes, although not a direct swap because that wouldn’t be fair on Tommy, would it?

				The funny thing is, I wish my mum had seen what happened this afternoon. Then I wouldn’t be in trouble, and I wouldn’t be out here in the cold trying to teach her a lesson.

				She said I don’t deserve any presents, and my dad said calm down, it’s not that bad.

				‘He does this all the time, Hugh.’ She said his name like he was in trouble too. ‘And he refused to apologise, do you know how that makes me feel?’

				‘I didn’t do it,’ I said. ‘Laura tripped.’

				‘See? It’s the lying I can’t stand. Bernadette saw it happen.’

				‘Bernadette is a witch.’

				I said this because, a) it’s true, and b) because it’s about time my mother knew her friend isn’t really very nice, and c) because it’s not fair that a horrible witch and her moaning daughter get to spoil my day, and d) because it was already out there, like a burp after a glass of lemonade before I had a chance to think of the consequences. And e) my mum’s following eyes are Bernadette’s fault. She’s always telling Mum to keep them on me.

				‘Gabriel! That’s quite enough.’

				Bernadette thinks I am a sly fox, and manipulative. I don’t know whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing, although coming from Bernadette my guess is it’s a bad thing.

				She’s hated me ever since Laura broke her arm in a wrestle. When we’re all together my mum pretends to stick up for me. For example, today she said, ‘I honestly don’t think Gabriel would push Laura down the stairs.’ And even when Bernadette told her she saw it with her own two eyes, my mum just smiled and went to get Laura some frozen peas for the bruising.

				When Bernadette left the party, my mum dropped the smile. ‘Tell me exactly what happened,’ she said, which was really annoying because I’d already told her five times.

				‘Laura tripped over Mr Piddles, I didn’t push her although I should tell you she kicks me all the time at school.’

				‘That’s not what Bernadette saw.’

				‘Why do you always take her side?’

				Dad looked at Mum when I said this. I guess he wanted to know too. Because in the family tree, I’m the strongest branch and Bernadette isn’t even a twig.

				Mentioning Mr Piddles was a big mistake though. When he gets me into trouble he’s locked in the airing cupboard for days and comes out smelling of clean towels and not like himself at all. Seeing my mum reach for him I dived in first, grabbed him, protected him in a cuddle.

				‘Give him to me, Gabriel.’

				‘No.’

				‘I’ll ask you again.’

				‘Answer’s still the same.’

				At this point my mum unlocked my arms and pulled him from me so hard his leg ripped. I watched the feathers of his stuffing drift down this way and that and land on the carpet.

				‘I hate you.’

				Slap.

				A slice on the leg. Red and stinging.

				‘Linda . . .’ my dad said.

				My mum held her hand out in front of her, staring, eyes big bowls of wonder. It shook like my gran’s does when she drinks tea.

				‘Go to your room, Gabriel,’ Dad said. My mum had lost her words.

				I took Mr Piddles and ran away, feathers from his stuffing fluttering like we were in the middle of a snowstorm.

				‘It’s his birthday, for God’s sake. Why do you have to be so hard on him?’

				‘What, so we just do nothing and let him get away with it?’ My mum had found her words again and threw them at my dad.

				‘Get away with what? You don’t even know he did anything wrong. He’s right, Bernadette is a witch. I don’t know what it is she’s got against him, but he can’t do anything right in her eyes and why you listen to her is beyond me. He’s a good kid, Linda.’

				I was hoping my mum would say, ‘I KNOW THAT,’ really loudly, and then I could be sure she believed it. Instead she slammed a door so hard the tremors shook my bunk bed.

				In my room, I inspected Mr Piddles. I wasn’t sure this was the kind of injury anyone could fix, but I told him not to worry. ‘People can do lots of things without a leg.’ I’d seen a programme with soldiers who came back from the Falklands War with missing limbs and they seemed to manage just fine.

				I’m so cold now the wind is chopping into my head. If my mum had bothered to kiss me goodnight she would know I’m not in bed, but she hasn’t and there’s no point carrying on with this game if I’m the only one playing. I want to be back under a warm duvet. I creep through the kitchen and past the living room door.

				My dad isn’t there. Just my mum. She has a wine glass in one hand and the other is holding the phone. Tears have given her a fat face. I wait for her to turn around because her eyes must know I’m here, but she doesn’t. Maybe my wish has come true after all. It doesn’t feel as good as I thought it would.

				She is talking to Bernadette.

				‘I know I’m overreacting, but I can’t stop worrying about him. And I can hardly tell Hugh now. You’re the only one who knows.’

				I go to bed wondering what is so worrying, and why my mum would keep a secret from my dad and hand it over to Bernadette, just like that.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Tuesday

				Jonathan Clancy

				‘It’s Jonathan Clancy from The Times.’

				Even after twenty-five years at the newspaper, there are moments when Jonathan still gets a kick out of announcing himself.

				This is one of them.

				Given the choice, Jonathan knows that Curtis Loewe would never talk to him. Today. Any day. But he also knows he’s a man driven by his public image. Can’t pass up on an opportunity to make himself look good. It is this knowledge that provides him with his first shot of sunshine on an otherwise bleak morning. Gabriel Miller has been arrested on suspicion of murder. All the rumblings suggest he will be charged soon.

				‘How the devil are you?’ Curtis asks, as if the men are old buddies.

				Keep your friends close.

				‘I’ve been better.’

				‘Sorry to hear it. I assume this isn’t a social call.’

				‘Correct. I wanted to talk to you about Gabriel Miller,’ Clancy says.

				‘What can I say? I’m as shocked as anyone. I was introduced to him recently. Odd chap, if you ask me. A funny manner about him, but I wouldn’t have thought he was capable of this.’

				‘Innocent until proven guilty.’

				‘Well, yes . . . but you know, it doesn’t look good. You never can tell what’s going on behind the scenes. Poor Linda. It’s a tragedy.’

				‘I didn’t realise you were friends?’ Jonathan asks.

				‘Friends is rather stretching the truth. We were acquainted way back when she was a newish Member of Parliament. I met her at a fundraiser. Would bore the hell out of you, those things. Linda was a breath of fresh air. There weren’t many female MPs in those days. She was tasked with squeezing me for money.’

				‘She must have been good. How much have you given them now?’ Jonathan asks.

				‘Millions. I’ve lost count. She was very persuasive, but I had little to do with her afterwards. Busy woman, climbing the ladder.’

				‘Until she was thrown off.’

				‘Resigned, Mr Clancy. You really should get your facts right. She resigned after her misconduct was exposed.’

				‘Of course she did. My mistake. Seen anything of her lately?’

				‘No call to really. From what I can gather, she shunned public life. I’m afraid to say these things happen. Some types bounce back from a scandal, others shrink away. Politics is a brutal beast from what I can tell. Mind you, she was bang to rights. Never knew what possessed the woman to do it. She didn’t strike me as the greedy type.’ He stops himself, as if he’s realised he’s laying it on too thick. ‘Is it just a quote you are after?’

				‘Something like that.’

				‘Well . . . I always found her professional and persuasive and a great asset to the party. Will that suffice?’

				‘Just one thing . . .’

				‘Listen, I have a meeting in five minutes, I think I’ve given you enough time.’

				‘When did you say you met Gabriel Miller?’

				‘I didn’t . . . It was a few months ago, after one of his shows. We were introduced. Can’t remember much more than that.’

				‘Must be your age. It does that to the memory. If it comes back to you, do give me a call,’ Clancy says and hangs up.

				Clancy sits at his desk and stares at the squiggles of shorthand in front of him. He has no intention of deciphering them, he takes notes out of habit not necessity these days. Besides, the most important facts from the phone call are imprinted on his mind. Curtis met Gabriel. He’ll be sure to follow that up, but first he needs to speak to Linda’s friend Bernadette Mulligan.

				‘You’re lucky, I’ve sent the rest packing,’ Bernadette tells him as she ushers him inside her Clapham semi. ‘What a bunch they are. But you’re a friend of Linda’s and that makes you a friend of mine too.’

				There are really only a few questions Jonathan wants to ask Bernadette, but quickly he senses that she is not a woman to be rushed. Currently she’s taking him on a detour through the years of her and Linda’s friendship; from university to marriage and beyond. ‘I thought she’d be with Hugh forever,’ to the early years of motherhood, ‘she doted on Gabriel.

				‘I still can’t quite believe it. Poor Linda. But I will say there was something not right about that boy even from when he was a child. Linda could see no wrong in him but he was devious, you know, always up to tricks and lying. My goodness, the lies he told! I would say to her, Linda, you have to keep an eye on him. He had some temper on him too. Good God, the way he would spin out of control. All she could do was stand and watch. He needed a good hiding, if you ask me – not that I advocate violence, you understand.

				‘She wasn’t well either and I put it down to him. I’m not talking physical illness, I mean up here, you know.’ Bernadette taps her head. ‘Depression, you’d call it now. You see, people think Gabriel is all smiles and jokes, because that’s all they see on television, but there is another side to him.’ She shakes her head and dabs her tears. ‘We’ve been friends for more than forty years. Sure, she tried to cut herself off after that awful scandal – never knew what she was thinking, it was so unlike her; whiter than white, she was – but I wouldn’t give up. I think she was embarrassed, ashamed to show her face, and you can’t blame her, but we all make mistakes and you don’t dump a friend when the going gets rough, do you? She’d ignored me for a good two years before I bumped into her at the shops. Jesus, the state of her – don’t quote me on that now – she looked like she’d fallen out with the hairdresser. And to think she was always so particular. When I saw her, I said, Linda, I don’t care whether you want my company or not but I’m visiting once a week. No arguments. Of course she put up a protest, but she needed someone because that boy of hers didn’t come near. Imagine that, after all she’d done for him and he didn’t so much as pick up a phone when she was in trouble. That sent her into a black hole. She had everything once and then nothing at all. Except the bottle. But I think the book helped focus her mind; when she started writing that, she seemed more like her old self again.’

				Bernadette takes a sip of her tea and Jonathan seizes his chance to speak.

				‘She told you she was writing a book?’ he says.

				‘Not a novel, if that’s what you’re thinking. Factual, she said. She always did like to be cryptic.’

				‘Did you tell anyone else about this book?’

				‘I don’t make a habit of gossiping and Linda made it quite clear she didn’t want anyone to know.’

				Jonathan Clancy’s eyes tighten as if he’s trying to pull something into focus at the edge of his vision.

				‘Did she have any other visitors apart from you?’

				‘Well, she wasn’t a total recluse. Gabriel started to visit again, sporadically, and she got some help around the house at my insistence. She was no domestic goddess, Linda.’

				‘Can you remember the name of her cleaner?’

				‘A housekeeper, she called her. Alice, I think. Or Anna. No, that’s it. She was called Anna. Blonde hair, not natural but whose is these days? I only saw her once or twice. Can’t say she made any difference, this Anna woman, not that I blame her. She was a cleaner, not a bloody magician. Linda had so much junk in that house. I warned her I was going to put her forward for that programme, Obsessive Compulsive Hoarder, if she didn’t do something.’

				‘Going back to Anna,’ Jonathan says, ‘did you know her full name, anything else about her?’

				‘I’m afraid not. She was a relatively recent appointment. A bit shifty, I thought. I told Henry as much.’

				‘Henry?’

				‘Henry Sinclair. He’s a friend of Linda’s. A proper gentleman. She used to work with him. I bumped into him leaving her house one day. Can’t imagine she made him very welcome, judging by the look on her face. She could be like that. I had to go back to my car to sort out the parking and got chatting to Henry. He was worried about her, weren’t we all. Asked me to keep an eye on her.’

				‘And what did this keeping an eye on her involve?’

				‘Would you like a biscuit? Go on . . . Nothing much. We’d only chat now and again, he’s a very busy man. I told him she had a publisher and she was spending all her time on her book.’

				‘I see. Did she tell you she had a publisher?’

				‘Linda? You’re kidding, she wouldn’t have told me the time of day. No, I arrived one afternoon to find him there. Michael, he was called. Scruffy-looking type. You get away with that in the media, don’t you . . . Oh, I didn’t mean you . . . you’re very well put together . . . Anyway, Henry seemed happy that she was doing something productive with her time.’

				Jonathan eased himself off the sofa, ‘You’ve been very helpful but I’m afraid I must get going.’

				‘But you haven’t even finished your tea.’
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