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I am dedicating this book to all the frontline workers – doctors, nurses, carers, teachers, police – and all those many other people who have so valiantly given their expertise during this frightening coronavirus, without concerning themselves overly about their own safety. Then there are all those checkout angels in the supermarkets, who haven’t snapped back at the idiotic people who blame them for shortages, risking their health when we breathe on them. I salute you all for your kindness, compassion, good humour and for working above and beyond the call of duty.

I wish to mix up a huge dollop of sympathy too for all the self-employed, who, at the time of writing this, have no idea if any financial help is coming to them. You deserve better.

People have told me that my books have helped them fill the long hours of self-isolation. Thank you for that. And may I thank all the other writers who have entertained me in this bleak period.

We will get through it, I’m sure. I wonder if next year there will be countless books on sale about pandemics? Not from me though. Living through it is enough.

God Bless you all.

Lesley
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Shepherd’s Bush, 1970

The stink from the bags of rubbish piled against a wall in Scotts Road made Amelia involuntarily gag and cover her nose. The local dustbin men had gone on strike, and the council appeared disinclined to make any alternative arrangement. People had resorted to piling their refuse on side roads like this one – anywhere just as long as it wasn’t outside their own home.

Amelia lived just around the corner in Godolphin Road. It was a street of Victorian three-storey houses with basements. They had been built as family homes with rooms for servants, but now practically all were in multiple occupation. The luckier tenants had a self-contained flat, but mostly the houses were divided up into bedsitters, with as many as ten rooms sharing one bathroom.

Amelia thought herself lucky. Her room on the first floor of number twenty-two was large and light, and there were two bathrooms in the house, along with a separate lavatory. But, then, her landlord was a decent sort – he lived in the basement flat and kept an eye on his tenants and his property.

Pleasant he might be, yet his house was still shabby. Cracked lino in the hall, a threadbare stair carpet and, despite all the tenants getting on quite well, no one was in favour of a cleaning rota. Mostly it was Amelia who cleaned the common parts. She daydreamed of having a real flat, with a proper kitchen instead of a cupboard, and her own bathroom, where she could arrange fluffy towels and pretty bottles of bubble bath. But on twelve pounds a week from her job at the West London Weekly, she couldn’t afford anything better.

‘In The Summertime’ by Mungo Jerry had been in the top twenty for most of the summer. It wafted out of shops, houses, and from car radios all the time. But while that song created a lovely image of sunshine and flowers, stinking piles of rubbish were growing all over London. Now in late August, this one in Scotts Road had become a small mountain. Mike, who lived in the bedsit next to Amelia’s, claimed he’d seen rats running around on it the previous night. He thought the army should be called in to take it away.

Amelia usually averted her eyes from it and hurried past as fast as she could, but she saw something white out of the corner of her eye and turned her head to look.

There on the rubbish was a pair of the gorgeous white boots she’d been aching to own. She’d seen an advertisement on the tube for them, a black girl with an Afro hairstyle sitting naked on a rock wearing only the boots. A girl in the office called them Durex boots because the legs were tight, stretchy and quite difficult to get on.

Amelia couldn’t believe that anyone had just dumped them there – the soles looked hardly worn. Glancing around first to check no one was watching, she went closer, braving the smell. She couldn’t see a size, but they looked like a five, her size. Checking around her once more, she climbed over a couple of bags and grabbed one of the boots.

It didn’t move, so she pulled it sharply. The rubbish bags shifted and, to her horror, she saw the boot was attached to a human leg.

She screamed and almost toppled over backwards as she let go of it. On reaching the pavement she saw the pile had collapsed further with her weight and now a tanned thigh was exposed.
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Seeing a man who lived two doors away from her house coming towards her, Amelia ran to him, stammering out what she’d seen and pointing back to it. He caught hold of her shoulders to calm her. ‘Okay, love, horrible, but you’ll be all right,’ he said soothingly, glancing at the exposed leg. ‘I’ll go to the phone box and ring the police. You’d better stay here. They’ll need to speak to you.’

Within a minute he was back, and put his arm round her as she was shaking from the shock. ‘They’re coming. Now, let’s cross over so the smell isn’t so bad. I’m Max, by the way. You aren’t going to pass out on me, are you?’

‘I don’t think so,’ she said, and gratefully let him lead her away.

She’d seen Max dozens of times, but mostly only from her window. He was perhaps thirty, slim and tall with dark hair, always smartly dressed in a navy blue suit with well-polished shoes. Close up, he was much nicer-looking than she’d expected, green eyes, a tanned face and even white teeth.

‘Do you think she’s been murdered?’

‘I can’t think of any other reason for her being on a pile of rubbish,’ he said. ‘Let’s hope the whole girl is there, not just a body part.’

Amelia shuddered. ‘I saw the boots and thought someone had dumped them,’ she admitted. ‘I never expected they’d be attached to legs.’

They stood together in silence. Amelia was normally something of a chatterbox, but shock had made her mute.

The police arrived soon after. They cordoned off the area, preventing anyone coming into the street, and removed some of the rubbish from around the body to take photographs.

A policeman came across to speak to them. He looked close to retirement age and his face was deeply lined. ‘You’ll be the young lady who found the body,’ he said. ‘And is this the gentleman who telephoned us?’

Amelia nodded. ‘I’m Amelia White, and I live at twenty-two Godolphin Road. I just saw a leg and I ran to Max here as he came around the corner.’ She couldn’t bring herself to admit she’d wanted the boots. In the light of the girl being dead it sounded so ghoulish.

‘Would you both come inside the cordon to see if you recognize her?’ the policeman asked.

They nodded agreement and followed him, ducking under the rope of the cordon.

They were now close enough to see she was a young, very pretty girl, with long blonde hair. She was wearing red hot-pants, the kind with straps and a bib, and a blood-stained white T-shirt or blouse beneath the straps. Somehow the outfit made it even more distressing as it was the kind Amelia yearned to wear, but she felt she was too plump. ‘I’ve never seen her before,’ she said, biting back tears. ‘I don’t think she lives around here.’

Max said the same and the police officer thanked them, took down their names and addresses, then said they would be called on for a written statement.

‘How was she killed?’ Max asked.

‘The pathologist is examining her now. We’ll establish her identity and contact her next of kin. But you can both go now.’

‘Well, that’s it, dismissed,’ Max said, in an obvious attempt to lighten the mood as he led her away. ‘You’re as white as a sheet, Amelia. Shall I come in with you and get you tea or something? I don’t want to leave you alone after such a shock.’

‘That would be so kind,’ she agreed, glad he’d offered because she felt she’d fall apart if she was left on her own. ‘But only if you’ve got nothing more pressing to do.’

‘Even if I had, I’d postpone it,’ he said, with a weak smile. ‘Besides, I’m as shaken as you and I need a cup of tea too.’

As he followed her up the stairs to her room, Max spoke up. ‘How funny is this? I’ve been seeing you most days for ages, but we’ve never spoken before. Well, it’s not funny – in fact it’s sad that something bad had to happen to make us speak.’

Amelia had spotted him moving in about two years ago. She thought he was too straight for her taste, with his neatly cut hair and smart suit. Even when he wore jeans and a T-shirt he still managed to look as if he’d stepped out of Burton’s window. ‘That’s London for you,’ she said, as she unlocked her door, glad that she’d tidied up before going to work. ‘It takes an accident or a drama of some sort to make people speak to one another. The hippie scene made it more friendly for a while, but that’s drifting away now.’

‘You were a flower child when I first saw you,’ he said. His smile was an engagingly wide one that made his eyes crinkle. ‘You were wearing one of those loose cheesecloth dresses and a beaded band round your forehead. I think you had bare feet too.’

‘Did I really?’ She giggled. ‘The thought of bare feet among the rubbish and dogs’ doings turns my stomach now.’

Max stood for a moment, looking around her room. Amelia had painted it all white, including the table, chairs and an old wartime sideboard. She had a big jug of red gladioli on the table, a patchwork quilt covering an old armchair, and dozens of brightly coloured paintings on the walls. Even her bed in the corner was covered with a red blanket and cushions in primary colours. With the late-afternoon sun coming through the large sash windows, it looked beautiful.

‘Are the pictures by you?’ Max asked. ‘It’s obvious you’re extremely artistic.’

Amelia smiled. ‘Extremely nothing! I couldn’t draw to save my life, but I appreciate art. I picked up most of these from the artists who hang their work on the railings outside Kensington Gardens. I do sew, though – the patchwork quilt is my work – and I paint furniture.’

‘It’s a lovely room,’ he said. ‘Mine’s pretty squalid.’

‘Do sit down.’ Amelia waved her hand to a small sofa covered with a vivid turquoise Moroccan mirrored throw, then pulled back a curtain in an alcove that held a sink and a tiny Baby Belling cooker atop a fridge. She filled and switched on an electric kettle, then took two mugs down from a shelf. ‘This place was hideous when I moved in, but it was cheap and it had potential. I’ve grown quite fond of it now.’

‘So what happened to the hippie chick?’ he asked.

Amelia glanced at herself in her long mirror. She liked to think of her present style as Girl About Town: a black and white mini dress, her brown hair cut in a sleek bob. Back when Max had first seen her in 1968, she had modelled herself on the Pre-Raphaelites with a curly perm, and used henna to dye it a deep red. She’d worn flowing dresses, jingling bracelets and no bra.

‘She grew up.’ Amelia sighed. ‘It was a fun time, but not, as it turned out, the Nirvana we’d imagined. Brian Jones dying, then Jim Morrison, not to mention the Vietnam War still going on and so many American soldiers being killed – all good reasons to take life a bit more seriously. Then the Conservatives got in early this year, and that just put the lid on it. But what about you? Did the sixties change you?’

‘It did internally,’ he said, taking the tea she offered him. ‘I liked the way it opened people up, me included! The music, the freedom to express yourself … But I’m an accountant and for that you have to look quite straight. Maybe I just reverted to type.’

Amelia sat down opposite him. She thought Max was rather scrumptious, and he was articulate. He wasn’t the type she normally went for, but she’d had her fill of weak men who relied on a spliff to face the day and wanted a woman to keep them. While it was true some of the hippie men she’d known were great in bed, they’d perfected their technique by staying there all day and taking mind-altering drugs.

‘So, what do you do, Amelia?’ he asked, breaking her reverie.

‘I work for the local paper,’ she said. ‘I say I’m a junior reporter, but the truth of the matter is I sell advertising space, make the tea and act as the office gofer.’

‘So do you write? I mean for yourself.’

No one had ever asked her that before. Maybe people thought her too shallow, too much of a party girl to do so.

‘Yes,’ she admitted sheepishly. ‘I’m writing a book, but I’ve never told anyone that until now.’ She hoped he wouldn’t ask what it was about because a book about a girl growing up in the sixties sounded so trite. Free love, drugs, and the inducements to abandon all morality changed her heroine and, doubtless, readers would think it was autobiography. In fact, it was based on observations she’d made about people she’d been close to. She hadn’t lost her own moral compass and she didn’t need drugs, but she certainly understood those it had happened to.

‘I’m not going to ask what it’s about,’ he said, surprising her. ‘My grandmother wrote short stories and she hated us asking about them. She’d say, “Wait until it’s in a magazine. You spoil it for me by asking. It makes me question too hard what I’m writing about.”’

‘Gosh, that’s so true,’ Amelia said. ‘When I try to write a synopsis it sounds pathetic.’

‘So have you got secret aspirations to write a killer column in one of the broadsheets?’

Amelia spluttered with laughter, almost spilling her tea. ‘No! I’m learning the craft of writing with a view to getting my book published, not to be a real journalist – they’re all so cynical and jaundiced. I bet when I go in tomorrow and tell them about the girl in the rubbish, they’ll all want to be my best friend for the day.’

‘Speaking of which, wouldn’t you like to know who the girl is, who killed her, why he dumped her there? Her background and everything else about her? I know I would.’

Amelia liked that he had that kind of curiosity. She found men generally didn’t care about people’s back story the way she did. ‘Yes, I would. Ideally I’d like to be asked to write a feature on her as a person. What she did, her place in her family. But I think my paper will only be interested in sensationalizing her death, the lurid stuff. We might be a local paper but even they take their lead from the News of the World.’

Max smiled. ‘Maybe this is serendipity. If you were to find out about her, get the real lowdown, you could use that to make your book really great.’

They had more tea, then Amelia made them cheese on toast and they talked as if they’d always been friends. She learned that until six months ago Max had had a steady girlfriend called Gloria. ‘I was fond of her, but not in love, whatever that is,’ he said. ‘She kept hinting we should get married but I thought if I’m going to marry someone it’s got to be because I can’t bear to be without her. I suppose I think that’s what real love is all about.

‘I felt bad that I backed out. Gloria was very hurt,’ he went on. ‘She actually said she hoped I’d be miserable without her. Well, that didn’t happen, but I think she jinxed me. Some of the girls I’ve seen since seemed promising at the beginning, but they soon wore thin. I guess that makes me very shallow,’ he said.

Amelia liked him even more for saying that. ‘Not shallow, just honest. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced real love either,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve found the bullies, the vain ones, the pathetic ones, the mean ones. Not to mention the ones not too keen on personal hygiene. Once or twice I’ve felt hurt when I was dumped, but in a day or two I felt relieved I’d escaped. So now I can’t really be bothered to date anyone. I’d rather sit here at night and write.’

Max smiled. ‘Last winter I often saw your light on late at night. I got the idea you had a wild romance going on. I never imagined you writing a book.’

‘All my wild romances are fictional ones,’ she admitted, and laughed. ‘I’m so glad you came along when you did today. You’ve managed to cheer me up.’

At midnight, Amelia was still awake. Max had finally left at about ten o’clock. She was quite staggered by how much she liked him. He wasn’t what she called a Normal Norman at all, and she felt a bit ashamed that until today that was how she’d seen him, without knowing a thing about him.

He was so easy to be with. He didn’t talk about his work, or the people he worked with: he said that was deadly dull. Instead she’d found out that he played cricket and belonged to an amateur dramatic society, so far playing small parts. He also liked singing and rock-climbing.

‘I like the idea of a singing rock-climber. Are the hills alive with the sound of music?’ She giggled.

He had laughed at that but, then, he laughed readily. He said being the youngest of four boys he’d had to learn to laugh at their cruel jokes or be labelled a cry-baby. He had grown up on a moorland farm in Devon, but his parents had sold it the previous year to retire to Sidmouth. They had hoped one of their sons would want to take it on, but two of his brothers had joined the RAF, while the third had just finished his training as a vet and moved to Edinburgh. Max had never wanted to be a farmer, even though he said his childhood spent on the farm had been idyllic. He had started rock-climbing at seven on wild patches of Dartmoor. Now he liked to go to Scotland or North Wales to climb.

They kept coming back to the murdered girl, though – he was as interested as Amelia in who she was and why she’d been killed. He pointed out that narrow Scotts Road, which ran from Goldhawk Road to Uxbridge Road, existed to give access to all the wider roads it crossed and had been chosen to dump her body as garden walls on either side obscured any view. The upper storeys of the houses offered little more because of the tall plane trees that grew along the road.

‘Still, a strange place to dump a body,’ Max remarked. ‘She wasn’t there this morning – I would’ve seen those boots – so she must have been put there during the day. Possibly not long before you passed by. The killer must’ve driven her there, so why didn’t he go further out of London? Unless the rubbish was the attraction. Maybe he saw her as rubbish.’

Now as Amelia lay in bed, turning things round and round in her head, she realized not only was she burning to know about the dead girl, but she also wanted to see Max again.
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After almost two hours in an airless interview room with a chain-smoking, dour, middle-aged copper, who appeared not to believe her story, Amelia had had enough.

‘I’ve told you absolutely everything that happened,’ she said, glaring at him, ‘and now I want to go to work!’

At eight that morning two officers had arrived at her home and insisted she accompany them immediately to the police station to give her statement.

She was worried she’d be late for work, but they’d waved aside her protests. As she had told them everything on the previous day and had nothing else to add, she couldn’t imagine it taking more than twenty minutes at absolute tops. But she was mistaken.

‘I told you I don’t know her. I’ve never even seen her before,’ she said wearily when, once again, he produced a photograph of the victim. The girl looked very pretty, although the photograph had been taken after her death. ‘Look! I didn’t see anyone put her there. I didn’t see anyone hanging around looking suspicious, either.’ She paused, her irritation rising and threatening to spill over into anger. ‘How many times do you need me to tell you the same thing? I just saw the boots and I wanted them. I didn’t expect them to be on the legs of a dead girl. I thought they’d been thrown away.’

‘You didn’t tell the officer at the scene yesterday that you’d tried to take the boots. Why was that?’

Amelia rolled her eyes in despair. ‘I got a huge shock when I realized they were attached to someone. It frightened the life out of me. I didn’t want to admit the truth, which was that I’ve wanted boots like that for ages and I was just going to look at what size they were.’

‘So you were going to take them?’

Amelia stared hard at him, astounded that he was making such a thing of it. ‘Well, yes, if they’d just been thrown out and were my size.’ She knew she was shrieking but she couldn’t help it. ‘But the moment I realized there was someone under that rubbish I backed away in shock. That was when my neighbour Max came along and he ran to phone 999. Now please may I go to work? I can’t tell you anything else.’

‘Fair enough,’ he agreed. ‘But we’ll need your fingerprints before you leave so we can eliminate those from any others we find on the boots.’

‘Have you found out who the girl is yet?’ Amelia asked, as they left the room. ‘She looks so young and lovely. Her family must be wondering where she is.’

‘That’s our job, not yours,’ he said curtly. ‘Now come with me and I’ll take your prints.’

It was nearly eleven when Amelia finally arrived at her office on Shepherd’s Bush Road. She was furious at what she’d been put through and she went straight into the editor’s room to explain why she was late. To her surprise, he greeted her pleasantly, getting her a cup of tea and inviting her to sit down and tell him the whole story. He agreed that it was wrong for the police to be so aggressive to someone who was guilty of nothing more than reporting a crime.

Jack Myles was not known for being kind. His bad temper, savage character assassinations, and humourless personality were legendary. Amelia described him to friends as a bulldog, with heavy, sagging jowls, brown teeth and a bad case of BO. He ran the newspaper like a military campaign and was hard on anyone who didn’t jump to his commands. So even as Amelia basked in his sympathy, she knew that a wily old fox like him probably sensed the murder as a huge story, and as Amelia had found the body, he could make it a scoop.

‘When the police release the girl’s name and how she was killed, it would be a kind thing for you to call on her family,’ he said, once he’d exhausted his feigned sympathy.

Amelia’s mouth dropped open. She hadn’t expected something as obvious as that. ‘I couldn’t,’ she said in alarm. ‘They’ll be beside themselves with grief.’

‘That’s when people most need to talk,’ he snapped. ‘You found the girl, her mother will feel a bond with you, and she’ll spill it all out.’

Amelia gulped down any further argument. She was horrified by Jack’s lack of sensitivity … but maybe he was right. The girl’s mother would feel something for the person who had found her, just as Amelia felt something for the dead girl. Truth to tell, she wanted to know her background, to put a character and personality to the person who had worn the white boots.

Jack asked her still more questions about the crime scene.

As he listened, he propped his elbow on his desk and supported his head with his right hand. With the left, he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Amelia had seen him sitting like that a hundred times and it was usually followed by his version of the story he’d just been told.

‘The murderer saw her as trash,’ he said, when Amelia had finished. ‘No one waits by a pile of rubbish hoping to kill someone, then tosses them onto it. But he knew that heap was there. He killed the girl elsewhere and drove her there to dump her body. I wouldn’t mind betting he’d been following her for some time too, perhaps some ugly bastard who knew he couldn’t have a girl like her for himself.’

‘She could’ve had a fight with her boyfriend, and he killed and dumped her,’ Amelia suggested. ‘There’s piles of rubbish all over London since they stopped collecting it.’

‘A man who loves a girl doesn’t dump her on rubbish. He’d have buried her in woods or some beauty spot.’

Amelia nodded. That sounded logical. ‘But if the killer was a stranger, how on earth will the police find him?’

‘Because he’ll do it again,’ Jack said. ‘He’ll have got a kick out of killing this one, and he’ll want to repeat it.’

‘He took a huge risk dumping her where he did,’ Amelia said. ‘The houses at either end of the road might not have any view from their back windows because of the trees, but a great many people walk through that way at any time of day or night.’

‘I expect that added to the excitement,’ Jack said, getting to his feet, clearly dismissing her. ‘I’m going out now to have a chat with a contact at the nick. On your desk there are some leads for firms who might advertise with us. Follow them up.’

Amelia felt hurt that he had terminated their talk so abruptly. Until that moment she’d felt he was engaging with her and understood what a shock she’d had. But remembering that other staff had said he was selfish to the core, she got on with her work and tried hard to stop dwelling on it.

Jack didn’t return until nearly four in the afternoon, stinking of cigarettes and whisky. ‘My office!’ he said, as he lurched past Amelia’s desk.

There was nothing unusual about Jack being drunk: he often was after he’d been meeting a contact. Sometimes he fell asleep on the couch in his office. There was a story, often repeated, that he peed in his wastepaper bin when he was sozzled.

‘Did you find out anything useful?’ Amelia asked. Jack had collapsed onto his couch and she averted her eyes as his flies were open. She just hoped he wasn’t going to do the peeing thing in front of her.

‘Course I did. I’m a ball of fire when I want information,’ he said, slurring his words. He fished in his jacket pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. ‘Her address! She was a stripper. Name of Lucy Whelan, age twenty-five. Her killer will be a punter from the strip club – they’re raiding the place tonight. Get around to her folks and butter them up for some background. They’ve been informed their daughter is dead, but there hasn’t been enough info leaked about this yet to get all the newshounds round there. Advise the family not to speak to anyone else.’

Amelia wanted to say he could show some consideration for a bereaved family, but she didn’t dare. She shot off hurriedly, not because she was keen to go to the address in Chiswick but to get away from Jack’s stench.

The combination of cigarettes and whisky was an unwanted reminder of her father, Bill White, or Chalky, as he was known to his pals. Those same pals thought him brave, wise, generous and tough, but the reality was that he was cruel to his wife, Gillian, and their children, kept them short of money, treated them like they were nothing, and they were terrified of him.

He’d joined the army at eighteen in 1929, and very quickly rose to corporal. Within ten years, at the outbreak of war, he was made a sergeant. Bill was possibly the only person in England who was delighted to go to war – he couldn’t wait to get stuck into some real fighting. Amelia had no doubt that her mother was equally delighted to see him go, but as she wasn’t born until 1945, she couldn’t be certain of that. The three children Gillian had had then were evacuated to Norfolk, and she got a job as a clippie on the buses. From the odd things she’d said about that time, it seemed she’d enjoyed it, at least until she’d got pregnant with Peter.

If he was to be believed, Bill was a war hero, though Amelia wasn’t convinced that all his stories were true. He had been decorated for rescuing a severely wounded officer in the withdrawal to Dunkirk, that much was true – he was always showing off the medal – but he certainly couldn’t have been in all the dangerous and faraway places he claimed, not as he had come home on leave and impregnated Gillian, first with Peter and then with Amelia.

Amelia was happy to think he might have been in an Asian PoW camp, as he claimed, for that would mean he couldn’t be her father, and maybe the real one was a kind, decent man.

As the youngest of five, with a sister and three brothers, she hadn’t been knocked about quite as much as the others. But she’d learned at an early age to listen to Bill’s wartime stories with apparent eagerness and excitement, especially when he was drunk.

It was her oldest brother Michael and their mother who took the brunt of his bad temper. Bill blamed Gillian for everything he didn’t like: being invalided out of the army on medical grounds, having five children, being forced to drive a truck to earn a crust, and for living in a council house in White City. By all accounts he had never liked Michael because he was quiet, timid and gentle, characteristics he certainly hadn’t inherited from his father.

When he had been evacuated, Michael was chosen by a childless doctor and his wife in Norfolk. At their comfortable home, he discovered books, learned to play chess and listened to classical music. The doctor and his wife became very fond of him and gave him a first-class education. Christine and James were in the same village, but billeted with a farmer and his wife.

Back in 1960, when Amelia was fifteen, Michael confided in her that he had considered killing himself when the war ended and he’d had to return home. He was just twelve then, and the thought of being forced to live in squalid conditions under the same roof as a violent bully, and to be jeered at for his bookish ways, was too much to bear.

As it turned out Michael’s return home was even worse than he’d expected. He didn’t know four-year-old Peter, his youngest brother, and Amelia was just a baby. The council house in White City was small, damp and cold, with only an outside lavatory. He had to share a bed with his three brothers, there was an acute shortage of food and coal for the fire, and Bill never stopped belittling him. He thought all boys should be out playing football or roaming the streets in gangs as he’d done as a child. Each time he caught Michael with a book he hit him.

Finally Bill was so drunk one night that he beat Michael to within an inch of his life, resulting in a broken arm, cracked ribs and his whole body bruised and battered. Christine ran to the corner shop and begged them to call the police and an ambulance before Bill killed her brother.

Although the police arrested Bill, Gillian knew they wouldn’t be able to hold him for long, so in desperation she rang the doctor and his wife and asked if they would consider taking Michael when he came out of hospital.

They were only too happy to agree – in fact, they came to London immediately and arranged for Michael to be brought to Norfolk in an ambulance. It was said they spoke to Bill while he was still being held in custody, and told him they would have him prosecuted for cruelty to children if he ever came near Michael again. Whether that was true or not, Amelia didn’t know but, thanks to the doctor and his wife, Michael went on to university and eventually became a doctor too. Something that had made their father seethe.

Amelia met up with Michael occasionally. They tried hard to bond, if only because they were both family outcasts, but he’d been almost grown-up when she was born, and they’d spent only a few weeks under the same roof. Now married with two children, Michael was in a practice in Bury St Edmunds and he didn’t get to London often. When Amelia did see him, no matter how hard Michael tried to be a real brother, she sensed he would have preferred no reminders of the past.

Amelia totally understood that. Living in the shadow of Wormwood Scrubs prison in a miserable, cold, damp house was bad enough, but her father was pure evil, and her mother pathetic for not running away the first time he had beaten her.

Amelia left home at eighteen, after a beating from her father, and since then Christine had married a man almost as bad as their father, while James and Peter were in and out of prison constantly for petty crime. Amelia left them to it for good, accepting that her family’s awful behaviour was entrenched, and would never change. She found it hard to rake up any happy memories of them.

The Whelans’ Chiswick address was closer to Acton than Chiswick, quite a long stretch from Turnham Green tube station, not that Amelia minded the walk. She was happy to delay the moment she’d have to knock on the Whelans’ door. She just hoped they wouldn’t slam it in her face.

It was a neat terraced house with a tiny front garden bright with flowers, and she paused with her hand on the gate, trying to summon the courage to go through it and walk up to the door. She imagined Lucy’s mother flying at her in anger, the rest of the family accusing her of being an ambulance chaser. But she knew that if she didn’t give Jack something tomorrow, he’d probably sack her.

With a heavy heart she walked slowly to the front door and rang the bell.

The woman with the red-rimmed eyes and blotchy skin who answered the door had to be Lucy’s mother. Amelia took a deep breath.

‘Are you Mrs Whelan, Lucy’s mother?’ she asked gently.

‘Yes. What’s it to you?’ she replied, her voice cracking.

‘I’m the person who found Lucy,’ Amelia continued, her fingers tightly crossed that she wouldn’t make a blunder. ‘I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her, and how it must be for you and the rest of her family, so I persuaded one of the policemen to give me your address so I could pay my respects.’

‘You found her?’ Mrs Whelan asked, looking surprised. ‘They said it was a woman, but I expected you to be much older. You’d better come in.’

It was only once she was in the tiny hall that Amelia felt she could breathe again. She was in, and as long as she didn’t sound like a journalist or ask awkward questions it should be all right.

The sitting room was small, no more than ten-foot square, which wasn’t helped by a large maroon three-piece suite, a dining table and chairs all crammed into it. Four women were there – one was about seventy with a wrinkled face, and Amelia assumed she was Lucy’s grandmother. Another woman of similar age to Mrs Whelan might have been her sister, Lucy’s aunt, as they were so alike, and two younger ones turned out to be Lucy’s older sisters.

‘I’m Amelia White. It was me who found Lucy,’ she said nervously. ‘I’m sorry if I’m intruding on your grief but finding her the way I did was such a shock I can’t stop thinking about her. I’ll leave if you don’t want me here.’

‘You sit down, my dear,’ the oldest lady said. ‘I always think when someone dies it’s best to gather in a group, talk about them and share the sadness. So you are welcome.’

‘I’m Nichola, Lucy’s oldest sister,’ one of the younger women said, as she moved up on the sofa to make room for the new arrival. ‘And this is Tracy, our other sister.’ She waved a hand towards the second girl.

They were both attractive blondes, like Lucy, with glowing complexions and slim figures. Amelia guessed they were in their late twenties or early thirties. ‘The police haven’t told us much, only that she was left on some rubbish in Shepherd’s Bush. They said she was knocked out, then stabbed.’

‘I didn’t know how she died. They didn’t tell me that,’ Amelia said. ‘It was her boots I noticed, sticking out the rubbish, much too nice to have been dumped. When I touched one the rubbish shifted a bit and I saw her leg.’

There was a strained silence.

Mrs Whelan brought Amelia a cup of tea and a slice of cake. ‘We can’t believe we aren’t going to see our Lucy again,’ she said, slumping into one of the armchairs, fresh tears welling up and spilling over. ‘She went off to work like always the night before, but she said she’d probably sleep at her friend’s place and see us the next day. She often did that so I had no reason to be anxious.’

‘What did she work at?’ Amelia asked. She thought it more diplomatic not to admit she already knew.

‘She was an exotic dancer,’ Mrs Whelan said. ‘The policeman who came today to tell us she’d been found said she was a stripper. But she wasn’t. She worked in a smart nightclub called the Beachcomber and did hula dancing. I didn’t like the policeman. The way he spoke about her, it was like he thought she was a cheap little tart and led her killer on.’

Amelia was horrified as Mrs Whelan began to cry in earnest. Not silent tears, but roars of anguish. She reached out and took the woman’s hand. ‘I saw her picture when I gave my statement. She was a beautiful girl, and you mustn’t take notice of a stupid policeman not knowing the difference between dancing for a living and being a stripper. As for Lucy leading her killer on, that’s just more stupidity. Men always seem to claim such things when a woman is hurt.’

‘Our Lucy was a ray of sunshine,’ Tracy the younger sister said, her voice hoarse with emotion. ‘She always saw the best in people. She was never fearful at being out at night either. The killer could’ve asked her the time, or where the nearest tube was, and she’d have stopped to answer him.’

Amelia sensed that the four women needed to pour out their feelings about Lucy so she just sat back and listened.

As they shared their opinions and memories of Lucy it was clear to Amelia that she had been a well-loved girl. These women didn’t just know her superficially, as Amelia suspected her own siblings knew her: no, the Whelan clan had known Lucy inside out. Not just her love of dancing or the Rolling Stones and fancying Sean Connery, but that she liked walking in woods, corny Disney films, and often went to the Tate and the National Gallery to admire the paintings. She might come across as a modern, switched-on girl to other people, with her confident air, her hair and clothes always immaculate, but she really wanted to get married, have four children and live in a country cottage.

Nichola said Lucy didn’t have a serious boyfriend, and that she’d jokingly claimed she’d need to kiss a lot of toads before she recognized her prince when he came along. She saved her money, played tennis and was doing a cookery course one night a week. As Nichola pointed out, this was preparation for the life she really wanted.

‘She liked to show off a bit,’ her grandmother said, as if to illustrate they all knew both sides of Lucy. ‘That’s why she liked being a hula girl. Her mother and I went to the Beachcomber one night to check it out. It was everything she said – posh, expensive, but all above-board. I suppose it’s likely her killer met her there. Maybe he followed her when she left. But it would be wrong to suggest that the club is a low dive. Her killer could just as easily have followed her from the National Portrait Gallery.’

Amelia thought she had a point there. ‘Did the police ask about the friend she normally stays with when she doesn’t come home?’

The grandmother looked puzzled. ‘No, they didn’t. But we thought that was because she was killed on the way to stay with Frances.’

Amelia didn’t say what she was thinking: that, as far as she knew, Lucy had been killed sometime the following day, late morning or even afternoon. She thought it very odd the police hadn’t asked for Frances’s address. It seemed remarkably unprofessional not to check with her before anything else.

‘The police said that by tomorrow morning the press will be pounding on our door,’ the grandmother said.

‘Don’t speak to them,’ Amelia advised them. ‘I work on the clerical side of one of the local papers and I know how pushy journalists can be. They’ll twist your words, write half-truths and often complete lies. Just keep the door locked and the curtains drawn so they can’t see in. The police sometimes send a woman officer round to be with the family in cases like this. I don’t know why there isn’t one here now.’

‘Probably because they’d already made up their minds our Lucy was no better than a prostitute so they aren’t going to bother,’ Tracy spat out bitterly.

‘I’m sure it’s not like that,’ Amelia said quickly. ‘I was at the police station for three hours this morning and I didn’t hear anyone saying anything like that.’

‘People are always quick to believe the worst,’ Mrs Whelan said. ‘My Roger will be turning in his grave to hear such things said about his baby girl.’

‘I didn’t realize you were a widow, Mrs Whelan. I’m so sorry.’ Amelia wished she’d checked about Mr Whelan before she’d set out today.

‘He passed away five years since.’ Mrs Whelan’s eyes filled with fresh tears. ‘It was cancer, and it took him so fast. If he’d still been with us, he would never have let our Lucy dance up west.’

‘Dancers and musicians have no choice but to work evenings in places their families would prefer them not to be,’ Amelia said. ‘Even if she was dancing with the Royal Ballet, she’d still be up west!’

‘That’s true, Mum,’ Nichola said, reaching out to squeeze her mother’s hand. ‘You’ve got to stop blaming yourself. Lucy wanted to work there – if you’d said she couldn’t, she might have left home. She was that determined.’

A loud rapping on the front door made them all jump.

Amelia peeped out through the net curtains. ‘Oh dear,’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s the first bunch of reporters.’ She saw the horror on all four women’s faces. ‘Don’t look so scared. Look, I ought to go now – I’ve taken up enough of your time – but I’ve got an idea. What if I tell them you’ve given me an exclusive story and you aren’t going to talk to anyone else? Would that be all right with you? They’ll go away then.’

‘Are you going to write something in the paper you work for?’ Nichola asked, her face full of suspicion.

‘Not me, I’m just a junior, but I can tell one of the experienced reporters the stuff about me finding Lucy, and a little bit about your family.’ She glanced at the photograph of Lucy on the mantelpiece. It was a classic ballet picture, taken perhaps when she was thirteen or fourteen, hair up in a bun, wearing a tutu. ‘If it’s okay with you I’ll borrow that picture and get them to do a piece about her ambitions as a dancer. That’ll scotch any stories about her being a stripper. I promise you I won’t let them write anything I wouldn’t be proud to show you. But I warn you, those hyenas out there will tell you anything to get a sensational story. They’ll offer you money and hound you. This is the best way to put a stop to that.’

The banging on the door and the bell-ringing were becoming more insistent. All four women looked scared.

‘Look, let me do what I said. I’ll also ring the police from down the road and tell them you’re being harassed. They’ll send someone round to get rid of them.’

Surprisingly it was Mrs Whelan who got to her feet and moved towards Amelia to take both her hands. ‘You do that and take the photograph with you. I trust you. I know you have a kind soul.’

Amelia smiled and reached out to stroke the older woman’s cheek gently. ‘I can imagine how awful this is for you, Mrs Whelan, and for all your family. My heart goes out to you. I’ll give you my number at work, in case you need me, and if it’s all right with you I’ll come back tomorrow to return the photograph and see how things are.’

The last thing Amelia said to the family before she left was ‘Don’t open the door to anyone tonight. Stay strong, and I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Amelia knew something of how journalists and photographers hung around on doorsteps, desperate for any crumbs of information, but she hadn’t realized just how many would be there and how hard it was to shout over the babble of questions they were firing at her.

Her legs turned to jelly, and for a moment or two she wanted to run away without saying anything. But she had to speak out. She’d promised she would.

‘I have an exclusive contract with the Whelans for any news about the tragic murder of Lucy, their daughter and sister,’ she announced, as loudly as she was able. The hubbub paused and suddenly all eyes were on her.

‘I am the person who found Lucy’s body, and the family have asked me to tell you all to leave. They won’t be talking to anyone but me, and they ask that you respect their grief and need for privacy.’

She told them her name, and that she worked for West London Weekly, then pushed her way through the crowd and hurried off down the road.

The last thing she remembered seeing out of the corner of her eye was a television camera. Jack would be thrilled by that.
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Amelia went straight back to the office, hoping Jack would still be at his desk. It was now six in the evening, but she had suspected for some time that he rarely went home.

He was still there, the customary cigarette dangling at the corner of his mouth, smoke swirling above his head. Yet it was strangely quiet for the night before the papers hit the newsstands. Every other Thursday the noise from the print room on the floor below was deafening, but tonight it was silent. It seemed that everyone had gone home.

‘Well?’ he asked, barely looking up from his typewriter.

‘I’ve managed to get an exclusive,’ she said nervously. ‘But before we go any further, I’ve promised I’ll write it.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said, removing the cigarette from his lips and raising one eyebrow. ‘You’ve no experience.’

‘Well, let me write it now and you can see what you think. I’ve also got this.’ She took the ballet photograph out of her bag. ‘This picture should set the tone of the piece. She was a nice girl who had dreams of being a ballerina, not a tarty stripper.’

There was a long silence.

She knew he’d much prefer a tarty-stripper murder, and a dysfunctional family thrown in. He certainly wasn’t wild about stories of would-be ballerinas. If he refused hers, she would have to walk out, and risk being sacked. She couldn’t let the Whelan family down.

He sighed, scrutinizing her through half-closed eyes. ‘Go on, write it. You’ve got an hour. I need to nip out, but I told them downstairs to hold the front page and they’ll be sitting there twiddling their thumbs. When I get back, if I think it’s good enough it can go in.’

Amelia’s mouth dropped open. She had fully expected opposition and ridicule. The best she had hoped for was that he’d write it himself from her notes. She certainly hadn’t counted on him letting her write it. What thrilled her most, though, was that he’d had enough faith in her to get a story and come straight back with it. So much faith that he’d halted the printing in the belief she could give him a great front page.

Now she had to deliver. Thankfully, on the journey back to the office she’d been planning the story in her head.

‘Shut your gob and get started,’ he said, his mouth curving into a seldom-seen smile. He might be setting her up to fail, but she was going to disappoint him on that score.

As he came back into the office an hour later, she was just finishing. She didn’t say a word, just pulled the paper out of the typewriter and handed it to him.

She had told the story as it had happened: her finding Lucy on the rubbish, what she had learned from the police
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