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  About THE LIFE I LEFT BEHIND


  Six years ago Melody Pieterson was attacked and left for dead. She coped by locking away her memories, burying herself. The man responsible was caught and convicted. Even his release from jail won’t derail her new life. She’s a survivor after all. Then the body of another woman is discovered in identical circumstances. Like Melody, she has blond hair and green eyes. Like Melody she is found holding a gold bird cage chain.


  Her name is Eve Elliot.


  The women were strangers, so Melody thinks. But Eve knew all about Melody’s life. She’d been talking to her friends, she knew their secrets. She knew the man who attacked them had never been caught.


  Eve has left behind her story, the clues that will force Melody to confront her own lies and the lies she’s been told.


  The clues that will put her life in danger all over again.


  About Colette McBeth


  [image: Image Missing]


  Colette McBeth was a BBC TV News Correspondent for ten years.  She lives in West London with her husband and three young children.  She attended the Faber Academy Novel Writing Course in 2011. Her first novel, Precious Thing, was published in 2013.


  Also by Colette McBeth


  Precious Thing


  The Life I Left Behind


  To Liz and Danny, with love.


  Sit. Feast on your life.


  ‘Love After Love’, Derek Walcott


  Prologue


  October 1987


  THE FIRST THING that strikes him is the cold. When he comes in from the garden he’s always greeted by a hot blast at the door, like running into a band of warm cotton wool. Except today there’s no cotton wool. This is his first disappointment. Outside. Inside. If there is a change in temperature between the two it’s so minuscule it doesn’t register. It’s certainly not enough to thaw his fingers, which are the pink of raw meat. He inhales. Has he missed lunch? The kitchen clock tells him he has. It’s gone three. What he fancies is some of his mum’s chicken soup, with a hunk of the bread they baked together yesterday. He’d spread butter on it so thick he’d see teeth marks when he bites into it. Or a crispy pancake. He’s fond of those too but he doesn’t fancy his chances. ‘If you eat that rubbish you won’t grow tall like your dad,’ she says, to which he always gives the same reply: ‘Fine by me,’ because really, he’d rather not be anything like his dad.


  As it is, he can’t smell anything. Not even cheese on toast bubbling under the grill. Don’t tell me it’s sandwiches, he thinks, clocking up his second disappointment. He’s been out in the field all morning building a den with Christopher and Jamie from the house on the other side of the lane. They used a discarded wooden panel propped up against the ash tree, three old cushions from the shed and a sheet of tarpaulin he found in the back garden. A sandwich hardly seems adequate reward.


  The silence strikes him as odd too. Plain weird. It’s never quiet. Not like this. Most of the time there are only two of them but they make a lot of noise. There’s always a record playing on the turntable. His mum’s a Doors fan, which is why he knows all the words to ‘Riders on the Storm’, but she’s partial to a bit of Abba too, a good old shimmy to ‘Waterloo’ when the mood takes her. He likes that, the way she shakes her head down and lets her long blond hair fall about her face. Sometimes she’ll relent, allow him to play ‘Pump Up the Volume’ or Rick Astley, but only if he promises to duet with her afterwards: Stevie Wonder’s ‘I Just Called to Say I Love You’. He pretends it’s a chore, tut-tuts and hangs his head to one side like he’s seen teenagers do, but secretly he loves it, the way they close their eyes, roll their heads about and pretend to call each other on imaginary phones. Afterwards she’ll try to scoop him up, surprised that she can’t, because he’s ten now and he’s been too big to lift for years. So instead she just gives him those tickly kisses on his neck. She smells of Parma violets, which have been his favourite sweets for as long as he can remember.


  He wanders into the kitchen. It’s a big space with a cooker, cupboards and an unnecessarily large table at one end and a living room with a green velvet sofa and matching armchair off it. This used to be his grandmother’s cottage and she had umpteen kids, which is why everything is bigger than it needs to be for just him and his mum and his dad when he graces them with his presence. Now they only come here for holidays. Opposite the sofa is a massive fire. Not one of those gas ones with fake coals plonked in the grate either. This is a real one with proper logs that snap and spit when they come alive, and flames that cast dancing shadows across the room. Sometimes, for supper, he toasts bread on it, stabbing a slice with the big barbecue fork and waving it as close to the flames as the heat allows. He keeps it there until he feels his own face toasting and then eats it with butter, washes it down with a glass of milk.


  He’d love to warm his hands on the fire now but it is dead. Not even the faintest hiss or pop can be heard. One charred log sits in the grate, frosted with grey and white. ‘Mum!’ he shouts. ‘I’m starving. What’s for lunch?’ His gaze comes to rest on the table, where he sees a glass of milk and a ham sandwich. What a letdown. Ham is only his fifth favourite sandwich but hunger doesn’t allow him to be fussy. He sits at the table. He used to be able to swing his legs from the chair but they’ve grown too long now. ‘Where did my baby go?’ his mum asks sometimes, like it’s a mystery she’s never managed to solve. He wolfs the sandwich down without even washing his hands and is about to take the last bite when he notices her shoes across the room poking out from the gap between the sofa and armchair. She can’t have gone far if her shoes are here. It’s only when he looks again that he thinks it’s a bit odd that each foot points to the ceiling, like the Wicked Witch of the East when Dorothy’s house fell on top of her. Only her shoes were red and shiny and his mum’s are scuffed brown leather.


  He goes to investigate. When there are only a few steps separating them he sees the shoes are still attached to legs. Jeans that have a rip at the knee. The jeans lead up to a stomach, clothed in a red and white stripy top. Around the neck is a chain. It’s a gold chain with a little bird in a cage. This brings a smile to his face. She’s never taken it off, not since he bought it for her birthday last year. ‘As long as I wear it, you’ll be next to me,’ she told him. His eyes drift up to her face. His mum’s face. Her eyes are closed, although not completely, which makes him think she might be playing a trick and is ready to jump up and say ‘BOO!’ She’s like that, either joking or crying. Never a happy medium, his dad complains, but he couldn’t care less what his dad says. He prefers it when it’s just the two of them. Joking or crying.


  He stands over her, deciding against shouting ‘MUM!’ because he thinks she’s asleep and there’s nothing worse than waking up with a start. Besides, she looks so peaceful, like when he creeps into her bed at night and sees her face warm and soft with dreams. He just wants to watch her for a while. When his legs begin to ache from standing, he crouches down next to her and takes her hand. She always has cold hands and feet but they’re extra cold now, like ice pops from the freezer. He gives her a little shake but she doesn’t open her eyes.


  It’s at this point it occurs to him she might be dead. He’s ten years old after all, not stupid. And they have talked about this, about death. Just last night when they were saying their prayers together, blessing Granny Julia and Uncle Billy in heaven, she told him that they were watching down on them. Just because we can’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not next to us. She ruffled his hair and kissed his cheek and held him really tight and said, ‘Sometimes people get tired, they need to rest. That’s when they die. So you shouldn’t be afraid of it or be sad. Even if you miss a person, they will always be with you.’


  He runs a muddy finger down her cheek. It looks and feels like the dough they made bread with yesterday. The red of her lips is faded, like a strawberry mivvi when he’s sucked all the juice out of it.


  He contemplates running to ask Mrs Docherty across the road to come over but she has five kids and is always hassled. ‘What is it now?’ she says with her angry face, which is actually the only face he’s ever seen her wear.


  So he stays put. He doesn’t want to leave his mum. Don’t be scared. He repeats her words out loud until he believes them. Don’t be scared. What is there to be scared of? It’s just the two of them. He feels the delicate links of the chain around her neck. As long as she’s wearing it she won’t forget him, wherever she’s gone. This gives him comfort. He likes the idea of straddling two worlds: the world of green velvet sofas and ham sandwiches and another one he can’t see. It makes him feel like he has special powers.


  Outside, the light shrinks. It’s late October, the nights are rolling in. Darkness grows in the room, shrouding it in a veil of blue and grey. He goes to fetch his He-Man duvet from his bed. He’s too old for He-Man now, which is why it’s in the cottage and not at home. When he returns he lies down, pulls the duvet over both of them and wraps his arms around her. His eyes close and sleep holds him tight until he is woken by his father’s screams the next day.


  Part One


  Chapter One


  Eve


  IHAVE THE dog to thank. If it wasn’t for him I might still be there and none of this would have happened. Strange, you might say, given that the place teems with life. But it’s a hurried life that doesn’t veer off its chosen track: cyclists in streaks of neon, joggers chasing personal bests, harried parents tailing their offspring. Not a chance they would have spotted me twenty or so metres away, hidden in dense woodland. I was easy to miss, which was the point after all.


  ‘It’s immaterial now.’ This is the echo of my mum’s voice from years back. She wasn’t a fan of my hypothetical musings.


  ‘You should have been here five minutes ago, I could have been kidnapped,’ I’d say if she rocked up to Brownies five minutes late.


  ‘Well you weren’t, were you?’


  ‘But I could have been.’


  ‘Why do you always think the worst?’ she’d ask, as if the worst could never happen.


  Sunday 15 September 2013, a shade after seven o’clock. It was a fine morning, one to snap in a picture and post on your Facebook page if you did that kind of thing, which Jim Tierney didn’t. Mist rose in columns from the ground. The vast sky was tinged red. He gazed out across the park, studiously ignoring the early thrum of traffic. He liked to think that he had the world to himself in these early hours, walking through a wilderness, albeit one at the edge of the city within striking distance of a café and a cooked breakfast.


  Sure, it’s a bugger dragging yourself out of bed, but here’s your reward, Jim boy.


  By rights the dog, a red setter, should have been on a lead because it was rutting season and deer can feel threatened by dogs. I know this courtesy of a Year Six project when my class went on a field trip to Richmond Park and a park ranger told us how the large males roar and clash antlers to attract as many females as possible and we laughed at the thought of them having a shag and then laughed even more when Peter Kelly fell over and landed in a pile of deer shit. Our teacher Mr Connolly marched us all back to school and said we were a disgrace and he would never take us anywhere ever again.


  He would be surprised that I retained that fact nineteen years after the event.


  So I know that from September to October dogs should either be walked outside the park or kept on a lead but I’m also thankful that Jim Tierney disregarded the rules that morning. It wasn’t a blatant disregard, more of a lapse that came with the territory. At sixty-seven and having been retired for three years, the weeks and months all seemed to roll into one. As far as Jim was concerned it could still have been July. Added to that he was long-sighted and couldn’t read the signs that would have alerted him to his misdemeanour. Wellington was free to roam.


  Jim was well aware that Wellington was a ridiculous name for a dog.


  It wasn’t even his dog. His daughter left it behind when she decamped to Seattle with the family last summer. ‘Keep you company,’ she’d said, as if it was adequate compensation for not seeing his grandkids once a week. ‘That,’ he had told his wife more than once, ‘was a bum deal.’ To everyone he pretended the dog was ‘a royal pain in the arse’. What he rarely admitted was that he loved these walks, the purpose they gave him, and he’d grown fond of Wellington, even if there were too many syllables in its name for a man with a heart condition to pronounce repeatedly.


  ‘WELL-ING-TON, come back here.’


  He was off.


  ‘Daft dog.’


  It had been hard at first when Jim first took him out. The dog was lithe, too fast for him, but over time they had found their rhythm. Wellington would run ahead and then run back to Jim, who would chuck him a stick or a ball in reward.


  Not today.


  He was streaking out in front, his shape shrinking in the distance.


  ‘WELL-ING-TON!’ Jim shouted again, but the exertion left him breathless. He used the stick to beat his way through the long grass. Ahead he could just about see the dog, running in the direction of the park’s huge iron gates. He needed to quicken his pace to stop him but he was aware of the familiar whistle of his chest.


  Wellington had gone from sight now, disappeared through the gates that opened and closed at first light and dusk.


  Wait till I get a hold of that dog.


  Jim headed down the hill, grateful for the unusually light traffic outside the park. Wellington was daft enough to run into the road, he didn’t doubt it.


  When he was through the gate himself, he heard it bark. Turning to his right, to the strip of common land, he saw him further down the muddy path, running into the bushes and then back out again. Thanks to an overnight downpour mud oozed and squelched underfoot as he slid along towards the dog. He raised his hand in readiness: give it a whack, put it back on the lead. In the event he did neither. When he reached it he simply looked and saw. Wellington’s barking faded out, or at least it did for Jim, whose world stilled. He stood, hands hanging by his sides, because he had lost all power to move them. His instinct was to turn away, as if he was looking at something he had no business seeing, but his eyes remained there, transfixed. He felt the sky dip and turn, like he himself was being spun around. The context: that was what he was struggling with. He was only taking the dog for a walk and the day was too fresh and young and the sky too bright for this to happen. No, he thought, managing to pull his eyes away. This has no place here.


  He waited, counted to ten to allow the scene enough time to disappear. The dog started barking again.


  Jim looked once more.


  ‘Sweet Mary mother of Christ.’


  Minutes elapsed until he remembered there was something he needed to do. Only then did he call the police.


  Chapter Two


  Melody


  SUNDAY LUNCH. SHE’S been preparing it all morning, longer if you include the time spent choosing a recipe, ordering the ingredients, setting the table, selecting a wine that will complement the beef. Cooking, she knows, can take as much time as you have available, which is why she has come to like it. Time is not something Melody Pieterson is short of.


  Yet the ticking clock is a source of irritation today. It is five minutes to one. She has prepared the food to be ready at one o’clock and there is no sign of her guests. By one fifteen the beef will be either overcooked or cold. Neither thought is pleasing to her. She knows all about timing and measuring to the exact milligram. She follows recipes to the letter and it has produced results. Three years ago the preparation of fish fingers would have tested her culinary expertise. She hasn’t come all this way without learning that precision is everything.


  ‘Smells good,’ Sam says, emerging through the door carrying the heat of the shower with him. His hair is still wet, the outline of his muscles visible beneath his blue T-shirt. For a beat it surfaces as strong as ever: the reflex to pull him close, feel him tight against her. She’s always pleasantly surprised in these instances to find her muscles are still capable of spontaneity even if her mind is not.


  She turns to the clock.


  ‘It’s not like Patrick to be late,’ she says. Patrick is habitually early, can’t abide tardiness. This she remembers from their years flat-sharing. If she was late home, he’d be calling her, enquiring as to her whereabouts, just to make sure she was OK. The same if they’d arranged to meet, he’d be texting after five minutes, saying ‘Where are you?’ It was reassuring to have someone looking out for you in London, good to know you’d be missed if something ever happened. Not that it made much difference in the end. She stops herself at this juncture, recognises that this is a negative thought and works on isolating it before it sprouts and colonises her mind completely. She knows the drill: close it down, think of something else. In this case the something else is the gravy, which she now gives her full attention, adding flour slowly, carefully, to ensure lumps don’t form. She has an irrational fear of lumps. As a child she remembers the globules of brown matter that would appear in her potatoes when her mother had been cooking. ‘Just pick them off,’ she’d say, as if you could then go on to enjoy your meal with them congealing on the side of the plate. She stirs the gravy and, satisfied to feel it thicken to the right consistency, turns off the gas.


  ‘Has he called to say he’ll be late?’ she asks Sam, who is leafing through the Sunday papers. They have The Times and the Observer delivered each week. He reads the sport, news and business sections, she reads the magazines, property and travel. A perfect division of tastes, she likes to think.


  ‘He isn’t late.’


  ‘But has he called to say he will be?’


  ‘I haven’t checked my phone.’


  ‘Can you check your phone?’


  ‘If he’s late I will,’ he says, turning a page in the news section.


  Melody checks the calendar in case she has mixed up the time or even the date, although a mistake on her part is not a probable explanation. Her weeks are expertly planned, so too the weekends. Sam often goes kite-surfing at Camber, so when he is at home their time is accounted for with lunches and dinners and lately wedding planning. There are no spare slots because if she sees a gap she will fill it. Sure enough, PATRICK LUNCH 1 P.M. is written in red capitals.


  The intercom buzzes. She expels air in relief. Sam crosses the room to answer it. ‘What time do you call this? You’re almost late,’ he barks into it before letting out a deep belly laugh. She smiles, rises above the sarcasm. Sam presses the button that opens the gates to the driveway and goes to meet their guests at the door.


  Patrick has brought a friend with him, a woman he met at work. There has been a long run of these friends, who they no longer refer to as girlfriends because the term implies a longevity they rarely manage to achieve.


  She hears their voices in the hallway. ‘This is Lottie,’ Patrick says, followed by the sound of kisses. There’s laughter too, footsteps coming towards her. ‘God, that smell is making me hungry,’ Patrick says as he enters the kitchen. ‘Sorry we’re almost late … the traffic was awful on the M25, bumper to bumper.’ He kisses her on both cheeks. ‘You look lovely as usual.’


  ‘Don’t try to charm your way out of it,’ she says, digging him in the ribs. He looks tired, overworked no doubt. Probably could have done without the drive out here, she thinks, but it’s not his style to be flaky. In all the years she’s known him he’s let her down once and that was because he had eaten a dodgy curry the night before and had to remain within two metres of a toilet, preferably his own.


  ‘I know by now I can never charm you,’ he laughs, and turning to his friend he puts his arm around her. ‘This is Lottie. I’ve told her all about your cooking.’


  Melody raises an eyebrow. ‘I wish you hadn’t.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ he gives Lottie a wink, ‘she’s moved on from her experimental phase.’


  ‘That’s one way of describing it,’ Sam says as he hands them both a glass of prosecco.


  ‘There is a very average takeaway down the road where you might find yourself if you’re not careful,’ Melody says. ‘Lovely to meet you, Lottie.’ She thinks about offering her hand but stops herself, knowing that it’s too formal. The kissing comes naturally to most people but Melody has a keen sense of personal space, protects it fiercely and struggles with the forced intimacy of kissing someone she’s only just met. She does it all the same.


  At a guess she’d say Lottie is a few years younger than herself, rake thin, wearing skinny jeans and thong sandals and a light cotton top with little birds on it. Mel glances at her own outfit, a wrap dress Sam bought her a few years back, and feels frumpy by comparison. Lottie has blond hair which she wears down and pushes back from her face in movements that make the silver bracelets on her wrist jangle together.


  Melody instructs them all to sit and puts the beef on the table, along with roast potatoes, roasted parsnips and carrots and onions and greens, which, she notes with consternation, are only just passable, having spent too long in the steamer.


  Patrick and Sam engage in surfing talk, a new board that Patrick has bought and the size of the waves in Cornwall when he was there a few weeks ago. From there the conversation segues into football before descending into the juvenile banter of friends who support different teams.


  Sometimes, on these occasions when Patrick has brought a guest and Melody feels the chat run away from her, she allows her mind to shuttle back. Honor takes the place of Patrick’s friend at the table. The years that have come between them fold in on themselves so that there is no gulf to bridge. The air rings with laughter and easy, uncomplicated chat. Melody is someone else entirely. This Melody is quick-witted, thinks nothing of opening her mouth and letting words flow out, words that entertain and draw laughter from her audience. Her voice is loud, as if it wants to be heard. She is the kind of woman who reaches for the wine bottle and tops herself up without so much as a thought to the consequences. Melody watches her old self perform this feat like she would a gymnast back-flipping across a mat. She has no idea how she does it.


  ‘Do we have any horseradish?’ Sam asks.


  Melody blinks, refocuses. ‘Uh, yes, I think we do.’ She pushes her chair out and goes to retrieve it from the back of the fridge. She should speak to Lottie because Patrick and Sam are not. They are talking about the usual stuff that entertains them. What should she say? She considers this for a moment before remembering that Patrick knows her from the hospital where he works as a doctor. ‘What is it you do?’ she asks, sitting down at the table again. When did she start to sound like her mother?


  ‘I’m a pharmacist, been there for a couple of years. To be honest, I’m slightly bored now, it’s not the most exciting job. What do you do?’


  It’s obvious to her now that this wasn’t the ideal line of questioning to initiate. Melody does lots of things, never stops. She could produce the lists she writes every morning to prove it, the training programmes to keep fit, the cooking, the planning of the wedding, but she knows this is not the answer to the question Lottie is asking. She does lots of jobs but she doesn’t have a job.


  ‘Nothing,’ she says and watches Lottie turn to her, beef suspended on the fork a few centimetres from her mouth, waiting for some kind of qualification, an explanation at the very least. When she realises none is forthcoming, she returns to the beef with renewed enthusiasm.


  ‘I am stuffed,’ Patrick says, pushing his chair away from the table as if his belly is so full he needs extra room to accommodate it.


  ‘There’s panna cotta for pudding,’ she says.


  ‘The woman has no mercy,’ Patrick laughs. ‘I think I need a breather first if you don’t mind.’


  ‘The football is just about to start,’ Sam says, heading into the living room.


  Lottie starts clearing the plates from the table. She’s gathering the serving dishes. ‘Leave that, I’ll do it,’ Mel insists.


  Lottie ignores her, carries on. ‘It’ll be twice as quick this way.’


  Why does everyone assume saving time is a good thing?


  ‘Your house is amazing, by the way.’


  ‘Thanks. You get a bit more for your money the further out you go,’ although she’s minded to correct herself: Sam got more for his money.


  ‘You could fit my whole flat into your kitchen.’


  It is true that space is not something they lack. The building was a derelict barn before Sam bought it at auction and then enlisted an architect who advised knocking it down and getting planning permission to build a new house.


  She wouldn’t have been brave enough to take on a project of this scale. But Sam had never been short of confidence. He even picked up the language quickly, started talking about creating something with architectural integrity and structural authenticity. She wondered where he had learnt his spiel until they watched Grand Designs together one night and heard the presenter Kevin McCloud say the same thing. ‘He’s stealing your lines,’ she said, although from the vacant look on Sam’s face she wasn’t convinced he got the joke.


  The neighbours’ antipathy didn’t worry him either. Not even when they got up a petition against the proposed build. Melody wasn’t keen on the thought of moving into hostile territory, so it fell to him to reassure her. ‘They’ll come around,’ he said.


  They have never come around. Not in the physical or literal sense.


  ‘Space isn’t everything,’ Melody tells Lottie as she wipes the endless white worktops clean. Sometimes when the sun streams through the vast glass wall at the back of the kitchen it blinds her, and in the height of summer the room gets unbearably hot. Even with the windows open.


  She raised this with the architect when she saw the plans. There was too much glass. Couldn’t they have a smaller, cosier area?


  He gave her the strangest look, as if she had said something unintelligible. ‘You can never have too much light or space,’ he told her.


  Turns out you can.


  She keeps these misgivings to herself, reminds herself she should be grateful to live in a house like this. Sam would take any criticism personally because he clings to the belief that he has poured his soul into this place, that his personality is reflected in its beams and glass panels and vaulted ceilings and the paperless toilet that washes and blow-dries your arse.


  Secretly she doesn’t like the idea of this being a mirror of Sam’s soul. No matter how hard she looks, she can’t find any soul in it.


  ‘Patrick tells me you’re getting married soon.’ They’ve almost finished the tidying now. Melody puts a tablet in the dishwasher, presses start and hears the satisfying sound of the water sloshing around inside.


  ‘Three months.’


  ‘Do you still have loads to do or are you on top of it all?’ Lottie asks, sitting down at the table. Melody sighs. The fact that she is routinely asked this question by guests makes her feel indescribably lonely. She’d like to show them her wedding mood boards, the magazine cuttings. Hasn’t she already blind tasted eight brands of champagne, selected red and white wine, dessert wine too? Then there’s the timetable she has drawn up to make sure no detail is overlooked.


  ‘There are a few finishing touches, flowers, favours, that kind of thing to choose, but mostly it’s done.’


  ‘And the dress … or am I not allowed to ask?’


  ‘No, ask away. It’s simple, really, more like an evening gown in champagne silk.’


  ‘Sounds gorgeous. You’ll look amazing in it I’m sure.’


  Melody thinks of the final fitting she had last week. The way her mother started to cry when she tried it on. How she herself started to cry too, which sent Anastasia the designer into a meltdown in case the tears stained the dress.


  ‘Come here,’ her mother said when she’d stepped out of the dress. In a rare show of affection she had hugged Melody.


  She didn’t have the heart to tell her mother she was crying because it was so tight she couldn’t breathe.


  Mel opens another bottle of wine. ‘Thanks,’ she says to Lottie. ‘Sam will love you for getting him out of tidying up,’ she adds, to create the impression there is a fair division of labour in the household. They go back to the living room. It is the ad break, half-time in the football. She is topping up Patrick’s glass when Lottie nudges his elbow and sends wine splashing on to the floor.


  Melody follows Lottie’s finger, which is pointed at the TV screen. It’s a local news bulletin, showing shots of woodland and Richmond Park and people in white forensic suits padding about inside police tape.


  ‘I was there with the dog the other day,’ Lottie says with a theatrical shiver.


  The headline tickering at the bottom of the picture: Body found outside London park.


  ‘Mel!’ Sam shouts. She looks down and sees she has carried on pouring the wine long after Patrick removed his glass. Dark red liquid pools at her feet. ‘I’ll get a cloth,’ he says, springing from the sofa.


  She stands motionless as heat rushes to her cheeks. She can feel Lottie’s eyes on her now and tries to ignore them. ‘You OK, Mel?’ Patrick asks gently. She nods and waits for Sam to come to her rescue. He returns with kitchen roll and begins soaking up the wine around her. She watches the red seep into the white paper. When he’s finished, he hands her a glass, kisses her.


  ‘This might come in handy next time, honey.’ Until now she’s only been drinking water, but she takes the glass from him, fills it to the brim with wine and takes a gulp.


  ‘I wonder what happened,’ Lottie says as Sam and Patrick settle back down to watch the second half. Perhaps they haven’t heard her, Melody thinks, because they don’t acknowledge her question. She could tell Lottie what might have happened. Run her through a list of possibilities, each one worse than the next. Out of everyone in the room she is best placed to do this. It’s her chosen subject, starter for ten. But you need air to speak and her lungs have had it sucked out of them. She moves across the room and sits on the sofa next to the window. Occasionally Patrick looks over and gives her a reassuring smile but Sam and Lottie pay her no attention, which is good, because the last thing she wants is them noting the involuntary twitch in her upper lip, the way she holds her smile, rictus-like, for too long because if she lets it go her whole face will crumple. She needs to focus, so her eyes find Lottie, who is sitting closest to her, next to Patrick. The pendant she’s wearing catches her eye. Is it a butterfly or a dragonfly? From this angle it’s unclear. It is silver and rises and falls gently with each breath she takes. Why do I feel like there is no air when everyone else is breathing easy?


  A voice in her head runs through the drill like a sergeant major. SHUT IT DOWN, FOCUS ON SOMETHING ELSE, THINK POSITIVE. CATCH IT, DON’T LET IT TAKE HOLD.


  Too late, she thinks. The thought is already snaking through her brain.


  Time is a healer, so the saying goes.


  The first time someone said it to her was at a support group, one she had gone to at her mother’s behest. It was January, a church hall not far from her parents’ house in Dorset, draughty and musty-smelling. Richard, the counsellor, sat underneath a giant cross that looked like it was growing out of his head. Everyone was issued with tea or coffee. Melody had opted for tea, which actually tasted like coffee on account of the flask not being cleaned properly from the previous use. She couldn’t drink it but cradled it in her hands to heat her fingers instead. Around her, a circle of woolly jumpers, nervous eyes staring out from blank faces. As far as she knew she wasn’t officially depressed, but a few more sessions like this and she’d definitely be on her way.


  ‘Time is a healer,’ the woman had said. She was called Tabitha or Tamara, one or the other. Not much older than Melody probably. Threads of grey ran through her hair. She fiddled with the cuff of her cardigan as she spoke.


  ‘Honestly, it gets easier.’ This was directed at another man later in the session whose daughter had died in a car crash, as if time alone could erase all his pain. All he had to do was sit and wait for the months and years to pass. Melody thought about getting up to leave, feigning a headache, but there was always someone talking and she didn’t want to appear rude so she sat it out, vowing never again to listen to her mother. When Richard the counsellor declared, ‘That’s all for this week,’ she sprang from her seat, ready to flee when Tamara or Tabitha appeared at her shoulder.


  ‘I know what it’s like, really, but you’ll feel better after these sessions,’ she said, nodding her head in tiny, furious movements. Her body was straight like a rod, so taut Mel was tempted to touch it to see if it would ting like a violin string. Bright eyes, shiny and manic, pinned her down.


  Melody felt like she was being inducted into a cult, half expected the other woman to tell her she’d found God. Instead she stared and waited for Melody to agree.


  Just say you believe me.


  If we all believe the lie we can make it come true.


  ‘I’ve got to go,’ Melody said, guilt filling her. She couldn’t give the woman what she wanted. She couldn’t say yes I believe you, I’m sure it does get easier. Because she didn’t believe Tabitha then and she doesn’t believe her now.


  Chapter Three


  Eve


  WHAT CAN YOU achieve in seven minutes? You could boil the kettle and make a cup of tea, although if you wanted to do it properly, in a pot and let it brew, you’d barely have enough time to take a sip. You could go to the loo, but again, depending on the nature of your visit, you might be stretching it. You could run a mile, if you were one of those professional fit types in Richmond Park training for a marathon or a triathlon. But a man of sixty-seven with a minor heart complaint and a chest that whistled like a harmonica when he moved at pace wasn’t going to get very far in seven minutes. Besides, the operator had told him to stay where he was and wait for the police to arrive. So that was what he did. Jim Tierney stood guard over my dead, semi-naked body.


  Maybe if he had run away, even just a few hundred metres, put distance between himself and his discovery, he might have found life easier in the weeks that ensued. He wouldn’t have had time to commit every aspect of the scene before him, the strange, gothic beauty of it, to memory. His subconscious would not have had those images to reproduce in lurid, chemical-fuelled dreams. The blond hair, damp from moisture, curled in rat’s tails, the dark mottling of my skin. Eyes half open, half closed, as if I was sleeping and could be revived. My left hand, open to the sky, cradling a gold chain.


  By the time the sirens streamed through the air and the footsteps approached Jim, he felt like they had no place here, these intruders. He was my protector now, a sentry standing guard over me, waiting for someone to breathe life back into my airways and jump-start my stalled heart.


  ‘We’ll take over now,’ the DS said gently so as not to startle him.


  In those initial days Jim struggled with the lack of name. It was too impersonal to call me a body; such an empty word. He couldn’t bring himself to say it. Have a bit of respect, he wanted to tell the young police officer; so, Mr Tierney, what time did you find the body? The word suggested something that was unconnected to anything or anyone. A separate entity. Whereas Jim knew the threads of my life would have been woven into the fabric of my mother’s, my father’s, my friends’. Nobody existed alone. He had a daughter so he knew this. The word was an insult to the life that had gone before, the fiery love my family would have felt for me. He would have killed for his daughter Emma. Her death would have killed him. And when he thought of me he couldn’t get the image of her out of his mind. What he would have given to emerge from the police station and hold her tight in his arms, sink his face into her red curls and feel the beat of her heart. But since she had pissed off to Seattle, he had to settle for a phone call and a cuddle from his wife and the dog.


  So Jim had a way of coping, if you could call it coping. He referred to me as ‘my girl’ until he learnt my name was Eve, after which he referred to me as ‘my Eve’. In the weeks after my discovery he hoovered up every detail he could find about me and pumped them through my dead body to bring me back to life. His wife Joan thought it distasteful, this obsession, though she was careful not to mention her concern to him. When you’ve lived with someone for forty-four years you learn when to keep your mouth shut. If she had raised the subject Jim would have told her straight: he needed to see me as a person, to connect me to a loving family. At the very least he owed me this. And when he was satisfied I had one, he sent my mother a letter using the police as an intermediary. Amongst other things he told her:


  I am still trying to make sense of it as I’m sure you must be. Please know that she will never be just a victim to me. I am a father too, you see, so when I think of her I try to understand what she was like as a person. I’m sure she was a fine daughter. I didn’t want to leave her there but after I found her she was not alone, the police came quickly. In truth I don’t think I ever will leave her. I don’t think she will leave me.


  He deliberated over telling her I looked peaceful before deciding against it. Jim was a man who favoured the truth at all times, even when lying would have been kinder.


  My fictional death, the one I often conjured up in childhood, was like an extension of life, only draped in an invisible cloak. I thought I would move around the same world, touch objects, lift a jug of milk and drop it to the floor, smash, just to get a reaction. I would be all-seeing, all-knowing. I would haunt Rebecca Smart for calling me a bitch every day of Year Nine, and at night (because time would still be defined) I would slip into my own bed and wait for my mum to kiss me. There would be benefits to dying, I figured, like finding my dad in heaven listening to Dire Straits and playing his air guitar.


  My real death was nothing like that. There was the pain that accompanied it and there was this, the thing it had transmuted into. This pain had teeth and venomous glands. It fed off everything I saw and everything I knew had ended. When I thought of a kiss it told me there would be no more coming my way. Not a single one. Ever. It reminded me of all the hugs I had ducked as a kid, the times I squirmed away from displays of affection, and then it whipped me with the knowledge that I couldn’t go back and retrieve them. It showed me an image of my mum, so clear I could almost smell her hairspray and her Miss Dior perfume, only to laugh at me because I couldn’t hold her at the very time she needed me most, in those moments when every atom of her being craved me. And occasionally it mentioned the word tomorrow, just to taunt me with the certainty I used to attach to it. Then it left me begging for just one moment more to say all those words that didn’t seem important when tomorrow still existed.


  You might think it’s a privilege to watch life carry on when you are gone. Trust me, it is a penance. And one, I noticed, not everyone had to suffer. Some people who died after me passed straight through without the briefest look back whereas I found myself stuck in this limbo. It’s not easy to explain how this made me feel – try thinking of the frustration when you see a diner arrive after you only to get served first, and multiply it by a trillion. That might come close. I kept asking the question: why me? Why the fuck do I have to go through this? Can’t I move on and find my dad, wherever he is, because he’s not here? But if God was out there, I got the sense he wasn’t amenable to answering my questions. I wondered if I should soften my tone, edit out the swearing. I thought maybe I had done something really bad in life and I was paying the price.


  Not long after I died (days, weeks – I couldn’t say), I was submerged in a particularly dark moment, filled with indignation about my lot, when a girl who was already here when I arrived tried to explain.


  ‘You’re here because you’re not done.’


  ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ I asked.


  ‘It means there’s something you’ve got to do.’


  ‘And how do I know what that is?’


  ‘You just do, apparently,’ she said.


  I thanked her because it was the polite thing to do but a few specifics wouldn’t have gone amiss. This summed up my new world; nebulous and short on detail. If there was a job to do, ideally I would have got on with it then moved on. That was my way. But no, that wasn’t how it worked in this place. They laughed at my impatience. ‘It’s not like the world you’ve left,’ said an older guy called Jonas. His voice had a dreamy, ethereal quality to it which made me suspect he’d been here a while. ‘You can’t push it, Eve. It will happen when it happens.’


  Some of the time we talked about the lives we’d had. There was a game we played, listing our regrets and the things we were grateful for. Mostly it wasn’t the profound stuff you might expect. People started out saying things like I’d have allowed myself to be happier, but when you pinned them down, you found it was the mundane preoccupations they would change. I wouldn’t, for instance, have agonised for weeks over which shade of white to paint the walls in my flat. White is white, people. Remember this next time you’re in B&Q and you’ll thank me. I would have had more sex, been less abstemious, more open to the idea of a one-night stand or a shag on a first date. No one, according to my unscientific straw poll, wishes they’d had less fun, with the exception of a young Danish man who had so much of the wrong kind of chemical fun it killed him.


  My biggest regrets were tied to the work I’d been doing in the six months before I was killed. I would be sure to make it more conclusive, tie up the loose ends. And yes, right at the top of my list I would have liked to tell everyone who killed me. But the thing you need to understand about death is that it’s sneaky, it doesn’t give you time to prepare, it springs up unannounced. Everyone thinks they’ll get a warning. And maybe you will, if you’re lucky. But talking to people here I can say that mostly this isn’t the case. You are there and then you are not. It’s that brutal.


  On my last morning I threw on an old T-shirt, ate half a bowl of crunchy nut cornflakes and left my flat in Shepherd’s Bush around nine, bursting with purpose. The morning was a glorious, sun-drenched affair, the sort that has you falling in love with life all over again. It even made Shepherd’s Bush look inviting, which was as close to a miracle as you ever got this side of London.


  I drove the five miles out to Richmond Park and found a space as near to Ham Gate as I could. It was still a ten-minute walk at my pace, at least fifteen minutes for your average strolling person. I was happy for it. The sky sat low, blue and clear apart from a few wispy clouds. To my right I could make out a herd of deer camouflaged in the brown summer grass. I worked up a sweat as I walked, acknowledging passers-by with a smile and a ‘Morning’, the way I always did. If you don’t do this already it’s something I’d urge you to try. Even in London, a town not known for the friendliness of its inhabitants, you’d be amazed how many people return these greetings with a wave or a smile of their own, and you know, happiness breeds happiness. When I reached the gate, I slipped out of the park and on to the stretch of common land that abuts the perimeter wall. Then I went in search of a distinctive pink flower in the very place my body was found eight days later.


  I was grateful for that walk, for the stunning mental picture it granted me of my last morning. But it came at the cost of a proper coffee, a shower and a decent breakfast. Had I known what was coming, that my remaining life could be counted in hours and minutes and not years and decades, I would have treated myself to smoked salmon or eggs Benedict and a glass of champagne, a mug of coffee too. At the very least I would have made a sandwich with the bacon in the fridge that was skirting close to its sell-by date. I would most certainly have showered and lathered myself in the posh oil I thought too posh for daily use. But as I said, there was no advance warning system. No dark portent in the clouds above my flat, no tinkling music that filled me with dread. It was warm. The sun trickled through me. I was buzzing with life.


  I can’t say this with any precision, but at a rough guess it was fifteen hours later that my life ended. Which just goes to show how rapidly your luck can change. What did I expect from those last few minutes? A montage of my best bits, like the ones they show on TheX Factor when the contestants are being booted out? No, it wasn’t the life I had lived that flashed before me, but the one I was going to have. The life I had taken for granted, in which my ambitions were acted out. Always tomorrow. I had all the time in the world until suddenly I didn’t have any time left at all.


  In the end my regret boiled down to one last living thought:


  I didn’t have the chance to warn her.


  Chapter Four


  DI Rutter


  DETECTIVE INSPECTOR VICTORIA Rutter would have preferred it if the discovery of the body had been made the following day, a day when she was actually on duty and not about to take her two children aged nine and seven to see Despicable Me 2 at the cinema. This was a treat promised in compensation for the cancellation of a Legoland visit at the end of August. Now she had two cancellations to make up for. Sometimes she hated dog walkers and their discoveries.


  Her knowledge of the patch of common that lies adjacent to Richmond Park is limited to scenes of crime photographs from years back, but the park itself she knows well. It’s where they come sledging in the winter, a minute’s buzz downhill, then another ten to climb to the top again. Soggy gloves, cold red fingers but still the kids insist one more time. In a few more years, she thinks, they won’t want to do anything with her, not sledging or the cinema. And here she is on a Sunday.


  She sucks in air through her teeth. No matter how many times she sees one, the sight of a dead body always gets her.


  A uniformed officer spots her and makes his way over. He explains that the body was found by a dog walker early this morning. ‘Think it might have been here a few days or more, judging by the look of it.’


  She turns again to study it, get the basics clear in her head: white, age at a guess late twenties though it’s hard to tell, no obvious signs of flesh wounds. She notes the position in which it was found, placed as opposed to dumped, she deduces.


  She stares at the body. Black knickers and a Nike Just Do It T-shirt, the irony of which is not lost on her.


  ‘So who are you then?’ she asks. She likes talking to the victims. Sometimes she gets more sense from them than from her team. She’s learnt to do it quietly, though, when no one is within earshot. Once when she was a detective constable her inspector overheard her at a murder scene. ‘Not answering, are they?’ he laughed. She didn’t tell him that they often did.


  She waits, gathers her thoughts. This is the easy part, this small window of time when a body is just a body without a name or family to grieve for it. She’s seen colleagues fazed by the enormity of the task ahead, or get frustrated down the line when the investigation isn’t opening any doors. They want it all too easy. In her experience things are rarely easy. Easy makes her nervous.


  She likes doors that don’t open. If she’s honest, it’s where she gets her kicks, the reason she’s out in Richmond Park when she could be eating sweet salted popcorn with her kids and watching Despicable Me 2.


  ‘DI Rutter?’


  A man in a white suit introduces himself as Dr James Dukas, a Home Office pathologist.


  ‘Any idea how she died?’ she asks.


  ‘It’s likely she was strangled. This was in her hand when we found her. Probably placed there.’


  He passes her a plastic evidence bag. She takes it from him and holds it up in the light so she can examine its contents.


  ‘It’s a gold chain.’


  ‘I can see that,’ she says.


  Back at the station, briefing the inquiry team, she casts her eyes around the room to take stock. How many of them were here six years ago? DS Cook certainly was. He’s been around the station longer than she’s been in the force. He reminds her of one of the Superking cigarettes he smokes. Thin, pale and yellow at the tips. Then there’s DS Ravindra and DC Rollings. The rest she will excuse for not knowing. But not those three. You don’t forget a detail like that.


  They’re all listening, seated, standing, perched on desks. She shows them the video of the scene, recounts what she knows, which isn’t much. After assigning one officer to search through the missing persons database, she asks another to get the CCTV on the perimeter roads around Richmond Park. She waits for a groan, smiles inwardly when she doesn’t get one. He must be learning. No one needs to tell her it’s a shitty job; she’s done it plenty of times herself. Scouring endless hours of poor-quality footage until your eyes go blurry. Once she watched twenty-three hours of it when a man’s body had been found dumped in a bin in Leyton. She couldn’t focus by the end, has the glasses to prove it. But she found the killer’s car and they got a conviction. Nothing is ever easy.


  When she’s done, she takes a swig of Coke from the can beside her and brings up a slide on the projector.


  ‘This item of jewellery was found in her hand.’


  She turns to study it but this is purely for show. She knew what it looked like even before Dr Dukas described it to her. Tapping her pen against the side of the projector, she waits for a reaction.


  ‘Isn’t that the same one as …’


  She exhales. ‘Thank you, DS Ravindra. Let’s bring him in for questioning.’


  Part Two


  Part Three


  Eve


  IT IS HAPPENING again. Everything Melody is experiencing channels through me: the paralysing fear, the fading hope, the first squeeze of his fingers around your neck. You think: it can’t, it won’t end like this. You think someone will come to save you. Because that’s what always happens. Except it doesn’t. Not always.


  Initially I thought I’d been left in this limbo as a punishment. But the truth slammed into me just as the girl had promised it would.


  You just know.


  And I did.


  This is why I haven’t left her side in days. Why I was with her in the house when Sam confronted her, and later when he locked her in. Why yesterday I watched her leave the police station and wade through a sea of commuters, the spill of her blond hair, her translucent pallor, like a ghost cut out of the lilac evening sky. She was oblivious to the moment that was passing, blind to its significance.


  I wasn’t. I knew exactly where she was going – the sliding-doors moment on which her life pivoted.


  I was left behind for her, and for second chances.


  [image: Image Missing]


  By the time she reaches me, she is already travelling at speed. There’s a rush in the air, a trace of heat that doesn’t belong here. A muscular current propels her onwards. But I won’t let her go. Not yet. She has a choice, and only a few beats in which to make it before life slips away altogether.


  It would be easy to allow the lightness to consume your body, to surrender to the intoxicating, dizzying pull of it. To allow him to win, I say.


  But then everything would be lost.


  This is all we share, a single moment. Everything.


  And then we say goodbye.
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