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For my dad – the real Michael Noel




One

‘I never want to experience
my own past again.’




CHAPTER 1

The invitation to meet with Madeline landed in my inbox late morning. It came with no subject line but I knew immediately what it was about. Madeline is nothing if not persistent.

I’ve spent the afternoon killing time. I gave up on the idea of doing any actual work pretty quickly, unable to settle to anything. Drinking three cups of coffee in the past forty-five minutes hasn’t helped. Mostly I’ve been reading the endless stream of celebrity stories on our twenty-four-hour news site.

‘The royal family has a new ginger Labradoodle,’ I say to Min, who sits opposite me in our open-plan newsroom. ‘I’ll give you even money they call it Harry.’

Min raises an eyebrow. I’ve tried repeatedly to engage her in conversation for the last hour, despite knowing she has a deadline to hit.

‘Sorry,’ I mouth silently, and return to my screen. Another Hollywood couple has announced their engagement, and a Premier League footballer has smashed his team-mate’s head into a dressing-room locker. Nice.

A diary reminder that I don’t need appears in front of me. I glance across towards Madeline’s goldfish-bowl office and see her gesticulating furiously at two marketing executives. Both shrink in her presence. I realised long ago that the only way to successfully work with Madeline is by standing up to her. It’s a lesson many of my colleagues have yet to learn.

‘You are going to be honest with her?’ asks Min, as if she can read my thoughts.

‘I always try to be,’ I reply. But Madeline instilled in me her own determination to reach the heart of any good story. It’s something we now share. And it’s why I fear this conversation.

‘You’re the only person she will ever really listen to.’

‘The problem is, on this one I don’t think there’s any middle ground.’

Min shoots me a sympathetic grimace before putting on her headphones. I glance across again to see the two marketers skulk away, summarily dismissed. Resolved, I close my screen and get to my feet.

Through her open door, I can see Madeline sitting in her white leather chair, her eyes fixed on the screen in front of her. Without looking up, she calls my name. ‘Ben, don’t linger.’

‘There’s no reason for us to fall out over this,’ I say as I enter her corner office, floor-to-ceiling windows affording a direct view of Tower Bridge. Behind Madeline’s curved glass desk hang three striking sunlit photographs, each one taken by Madeline herself, as she has told me countless times. The first is of the Houses of Parliament, the second of the White House, and the third is of her own home overlooking Richmond Park. She calls them ‘the three houses of global power’ and I think she is only half-joking.

‘Twenty-nine point four million,’ she says, still not looking up from her monitor. ‘Down close to three per cent and those two clowns tell me not to worry. We’re less than two million users ahead of Mail Online. We will not lose our number one spot on my watch.’

She’s not expecting a response and I don’t give her one. Instead, avoiding her vast boardroom table, I take the chair opposite her desk.

‘And I’m not falling out with anyone,’ she continues. ‘I know this is a difficult time for you, Ben. With your mum’s anniversary approaching, we will all find ourselves reflecting.’

There’s a smoothness to her voice. She’s rehearsed this, and I refuse to be drawn into it.

‘Your mum would be so proud of what you’ve achieved. Ten years ago all our hearts broke. If only she could see you now. One of the best “true crime” writers in the country. It’s been quite a journey, Ben, a real triumph over tragedy. It’s your story to tell.’

‘However many times we discuss this,’ I reply, ‘the answer is still no.’

‘Ben!’ she exclaims. ‘You haven’t even heard me out.’

‘I know what you’re after. And that’s not me. I write investigative pieces, not tear-jerkers.’

‘I’m not after some trashy sob story. This would be your truth – emotional, affecting, raw, and redemptive. The true story, told by the man everybody in this country holds so very close to their hearts.’

‘Well, I’m not interested in that.’

‘But millions of people are, Ben.’ Madeline’s voice has taken on the tone she uses when she’s determined to get her own way, each word clearly enunciated. ‘You underestimate how much people care about you. What happened to Nick, and then your mum’s death … everybody remembers that. People know who you are, and believe they share a genuine connection with you.’ She gets up and steps around her desk, perching on the corner next to me. ‘I’m not saying a few of them aren’t a tiny bit crazy, but, whether you like it or not, they imagine they shared in your grief. They want to support you, while being forever grateful it didn’t happen to them. And now they want to read about it in your own words, as our world exclusive.’

Directness is not something Madeline ever shies away from. Her ruthless ability to get straight to the point is what makes her a great journalist. I simply shake my head.

‘I’ve told you I’m not going to write it.’

‘Ben, we both know you are going to write this. However painful it is, it’s too good a story not to.’

‘If I write the article you want, I’ll spend the next year having people come up to me in the street asking me how I am and telling me I’m always in their prayers.’

‘That doesn’t sound all bad. Those people mean well, even the slightly peculiar ones.’

‘It’s a no, Madeline.’

‘Ben.’ She gets up suddenly, crosses to close the door and turns back to look at me. ‘I’m going to level with you. Our numbers are under pressure. We really are being squeezed. We need a big story.’

‘The answer is still no.’

Madeline has schooled me in her own relentless hunt for readers. Now however, I’ve quickly realised that when the hunt reaches your own door, your perspective changes.

‘Nobody is more committed to the success of this site than me,’ I reply. ‘My stories bring in more new readers than any other articles. Then, for some reason, those readers stay to read the trashy gossip you call news.’

Madeline’s eyes flash and for a moment I think we’re done. Then her shoulders relax.

‘You’ve said it yourself, I’m the best journalist you’ve got,’ I say.

‘One award does not make you my best journalist.’

‘It’s two, and they’re the only awards the site has ever won.’

‘We’re not here for the awards, we’re here for the readers,’ she says. ‘And we need more of them. Fast.’

I can feel myself losing patience. I take a deep breath. If I didn’t know Madeline so well I’d find it hard to believe she was trying to bully me into this. Having grown up near to my home, she knows at first-hand how traumatic my brother Nick’s death was, not just for my family but for our whole community. I’ve gone back and read the articles she wrote at the time. She understood the devastating impact on our whole town.

I turn my chair to face her as she crosses from the door to the window. ‘I’m not doing it, Madeline. You need to accept that. You will never have any idea what it was like. Nick’s face on every front page – my mum’s, mine. I’ve no desire to publish the last slice of my life I was able to keep private.’

It’s not the answer she wants, and I can see her irritation rising. She drums her fingers on the table. Tight-lipped, she goes back to her chair and begins rattling her keyboard. When she doesn’t say anything further, I assume I’m dismissed and, relieved, I get up to go. But, just as I reach the door, she speaks.

‘Ben, has it occurred to you that, if you don’t write this, someone else might?’

I pause, not turning back to look at her.

‘And, if they do, I can’t control what they might say.’




CHAPTER 2

We leave the office at four in the afternoon with me telling Min I need just one drink. One becomes two and almost immediately has me feeling unsteady on my feet. I stopped drinking ten years ago but I need something to take the edge off my fury with Madeline. While I admire her unique ability to be first with any story, her voracious appetite for readers is at times impossible to stomach.

Word of my conversation with Madeline spreads fast among my team. Our group swells in numbers and when we become too numerous for the cramped City pub we decide to head west, out of the centre of London, towards our favourite restaurant, Mailer’s. Standing on the banks of the River Thames in the village of St Marnham, the restaurant, run by high-profile London chef East Mailer, is housed within a converted warehouse. It was me who had introduced the office to it. Most hadn’t ventured that far into west London before, but the restaurant’s incredible food, combined with breathtaking views across the river, soon won an army of converts.

Even when not in attendance, Madeline has a habit of dominating our team conversations. Over dinner, support for me is almost unanimous, with most of my colleagues suitably outraged at her pushing me to write the article. Only Min remains quiet, and I can see her deliberating as the rest of us rail against Madeline’s determination to win readers at any cost. Finally, as she divides the dregs of the last bottle between our glasses, she asks me if Madeline could be right. Or at least partly. Might the tenth anniversary of my mum’s death be a moment for me to pause, to take the opportunity to really understand what happened?

In my darkest moments, I’ve shared with Min my feelings of guilt; my inability to comprehend, even all these years later, why Mum did what she did. Everyone falls silent. I promise I will think about it. In reality, I already know I’m never going to write the article, for all the reasons I’ve given to Madeline. My job might allow me to explore the lives of others, but I never want to experience my own past again.

As the evening draws to a close and my team head for home, Min and I drift into the exposed-brick bar for one last drink. Despite already knowing that tomorrow morning I’m going to regret drinking so much, I offer little resistance as Min persuades me that one more won’t make much difference.

Seated beside the open fire, the restaurant’s co-owner, Will Andrews, smiles when he sees us and invites us to join him, signalling to the bartender for three glasses of whisky. More than twenty years ago, Will had been one of my brother’s closest schoolfriends. Having grown up to become something incredibly successful in the City, a few years ago Will, along with his partner, East, had invested in the restaurant. I hadn’t known him so well myself, but Will had been incredibly generous towards my mum, never forgetting her birthday, and always sending her roses on the anniversary of Nick’s death.

We exchange easy pleasantries and Will and I share life’s news. He asks about the site and I talk about an article I’ve recently published, along with the protracted process of turning it into a ‘true crime’ podcast. Then I tell him about my conversation from earlier in the day.

‘While the rest of us have to fall in line, Ben’s used to getting his own way,’ says Min, laughing. ‘He is very much her favourite.’

‘No, I’m not,’ I protest. ‘Well, maybe just a tiny bit.’

‘When I asked the question at dinner, I wasn’t saying you should definitely write the article,’ she continues, ‘and of course this absolutely has to be your decision, but you don’t like it when you and Madeline fall out.’

‘Surely even Madeline has to see this from Ben’s point of view?’ says Will. ‘This is such a personal story.’

‘I don’t disagree,’ says Min, ‘but I think Ben should seize the opportunity, not to write Madeline’s puff piece but to carry out his own real investigation. Much as it pains me to say it, he is the best in the business.’

‘Only Ben can know the right thing to do,’ says Will. ‘Clare’s death had an enormous impact on all of us. And Nick’s before that. But, for Ben, they ripped his life apart. Madeline needs to respect that, and appreciate that he’s spent a lifetime trying to find a way back to normal. At some point he’s got to be able to draw a line.’

‘Do I get a say in this?’ I say, smiling, before we’re briefly interrupted by East Mailer bringing us our drinks. I get to my feet to greet him and he promises to join us after the last diners have left.

‘Can I ask you a question?’ says Min, as we resume our conversation. I nod. ‘How would you approach this if it was any other story?’

‘It’s not any other story, that’s the whole point,’ is Will’s interjection. ‘It’s Ben’s story. And anyway, after all this time, is it realistic to expect to find anything new?’

‘Absolutely – it’s what we do all the time,’ replies Min. ‘Ben, I know it’s painful – more painful than any of us can ever begin to imagine – but I also know, deep down, there’s a part of you that has a million and one questions you’re desperate to ask.’

‘But it’s not just about me,’ I say, slowly turning the whisky glass round and round in my hand. ‘I don’t think it’s what Mum would have wanted me to do.’

Throughout my life, my mum taught me that the simplest things can make the biggest difference. For her, that meant letting me behave like any other teenage boy: playing football, talking about girls, sneaking a drink or smoking the odd cigarette. She treated them all in the same way as any other mother would. Not once did she freak out and try to stop me doing something, however overwhelming that desire might have been. Never did she use Nick as an excuse. If I was late back by thirty minutes or an hour, while I’m sure at times it must have terrified her, she never let it show – no great drama, no overreaction. After her death, it took all of my strength and the support of those closest to me to get my life back on track. I’m sure she wouldn’t want me to throw that away to go raking up the past.

‘I get that, Ben, I really do,’ says Min gently, adding some water to her drink and then turning to me. ‘But I think you still have questions about your mum’s death, and that’s always going to stop you from accepting it. I don’t think your mum would have wanted that for you either. So I say, seize the opportunity now to find out the truth.’

‘That might not be exactly what Madeline is looking for,’ I reply.

‘When has that ever stopped you before?’

I smile in spite of myself. ‘What I do hate is the way people have always painted their own picture,’ I continue. ‘They think my mum was so painfully unhappy that she just couldn’t cope any more, that she had nothing to live for. But I know it wasn’t like that. Even with all we’d been through, she’d found a new positivity. I still can’t understand what she did. Somehow there has to be more to it.’

‘Like what, Ben?’ replies Will gently, as East tops up our drinks.

I pause. ‘That’s impossible for me to say.’

When the last diners leave, East joins us at our table and our conversation turns to village life. Plans for a Ferris wheel on the green, as part of the village fête, are causing controversy.

‘The chair of the organising committee has threatened to resign,’ says East. ‘And my offer to pay for the bloody thing wasn’t quite received in the way I expected. Some members accused me of trying to hijack the whole event. I was mortally offended.’

‘Don’t listen to him,’ says Will, laughing. ‘He loves it. And they love him. When he offered to personally host a Mongolian barbecue, you’d have thought he was offering to walk on water.’

‘Straight across the village pond!’ adds East.

At the offer of just one final drink I hold my hands up, a signal that I am way over my limit, while Min says she has to be back in the office early the following morning. East calls her a cab and I decide to walk back along the riverbank to my home town of Haddley. ‘The fresh air will help clear my head,’ I say, standing with East as I watch him light a spliff in the restaurant’s courtyard.

‘Will only lets me smoke outside these days,’ he replies, and as he draws on his joint we stand together watching the tail-lights on Min’s cab fade away. East pulls off his chef’s chequered bandana and, ruffling his shoulder-length greying hair, offers me a smoke.

‘I don’t think it would help me,’ I say, already knowing that tomorrow morning I’m going regret those two large shots of Glenmorangie.

‘You’re probably right.’

We leave the courtyard and walk slowly towards the river path.

‘Ben,’ East continues, as the lights of the restaurant fade behind us, ‘I couldn’t help overhearing earlier and I really wasn’t sure if I should say anything … ’

‘Go ahead,’ I say, and we come to a halt by the river where the street lamp spills light on to the towpath.

‘I know Madeline of old. She was a regular at my first restaurant in Richmond, a lifetime ago. She can be very persuasive. Don’t let her talk you into anything you don’t want to do. My advice is, carry on just as you’ve always done and look forward in your life. Nobody ever gains anything from looking back.’




CHAPTER 3

As the morning light creeps through my blinds, I lie awake in bed with no real idea what time it is. I reach across to the table at the side of my bed, fumble for my phone, and a pint glass of water spills on to the floor. I fear if I lift my head the room will spin, so, slowly, I turn and peer over. I can taste the stale alcohol in my mouth.

Ten years earlier, I’d lain in this same bed as my mum shouted up at me for the third and final time to get up. I was in my second year at Manchester University and for the Easter break I was back home in London, working at a sports news website, spending my days fact-checking articles. It had taken me less than a week to realise that sports journalists didn’t start work until midday, finished late, and spent most of their spare time in the pub watching football on Sky. It was a routine I’d been happy to adopt and, lying in bed that morning, hungover, I had been in no rush to join my mum’s early-morning commute.

Now, with my eyes still tightly closed, my mum’s voice plays over and over in my head – her frustration with me, her rising annoyance at my seeming apathy. As she headed out of the door, she called up to me one last time. ‘Ben, stop wasting your days lying around in bed. Get up now!’ she cried, and I heard her grab her bag before slamming the front door closed behind her.

Those were the last words she ever spoke to me.

That morning, my mum left our house just before eight. She took the path across Haddley Common and continued along the edge of the woods that run alongside the railway line. It would have taken her less than ten minutes to get to St Marnham station, following the same route she took every morning. Usually she made her way to the far end of the platform, where she always stood and waited to board at the rear of the train – the only carriage where she could be certain of a seat for her twenty-minute journey into the centre of London. But as to what she did on that morning, all I know is what the police later came to tell me.

I had made myself breakfast, as well as a sandwich to take into work, and was standing at a downstairs window, drinking a cup of coffee and thinking about heading out for the day. As I absent-mindedly stared out at my elderly neighbour, Mr Cranfield, who was pottering in his garden, a police car pulled up outside.

Two police officers stepped from the car and made their way up the path. Immediately I felt a wrench in my stomach. As a child I’d seen too many officers arrive at our house, and the feeling of dread that accompanied their arrival was all too familiar. After Nick’s death, so many times when I’d seen officers approach I’d hidden away, often crouching at the top of the stairs, listening intently as information was relayed to my mum. Suddenly I felt like a child again. Except this time, however much I wanted it, there was no place for me to run and hide.

When the doorbell rang I stood motionless, frozen at the window, watching as Mr Cranfield propped his pitchfork against the wall of his house. Then, he walked around to his front step, sitting to remove his wellington boots. He set them aside carefully before getting to his feet and going indoors.

Only when the doorbell rang a second time did I move. Slowly I made my way out into the hall, hesitating before I placed my hand on the front door latch; desperate to cling on to life as it was. A life which, I already somehow knew, was slipping away.

The bell rang a third time and I opened the door.

A gale was blowing across the common and the two police offers on the doorstep were unconsciously huddled together. I didn’t even wait for them to speak but turned and walked back down the hallway towards the kitchen. Behind me, the officers stepped inside and I heard them close the door. The male officer asked if I was Mr Benjamin Harper. With a degree of resignation I called back, ‘Yes.’ They knew exactly who I was.

In the kitchen, I sat at our old farmhouse table. It was a huge thing that filled most of the room. After Nick it had felt far too big for just Mum and me, but over the years we’d learned to occupy it. Now, as I sat there alone, the vastness of it was suffocating.

As she stood in the kitchen doorway, the female officer asked me to confirm if I was Clare Harper’s son. Was anyone else home? she enquired. I shook my head. I saw the male officer move hesitantly across the kitchen, before leaning against the side where my breakfast plates lay unwashed. I’d forgotten to put the butter back in the fridge. You could see it glistening where it had started to melt, and there was a knife sticking out of the top of a jar of Marmite. My mum would have hated it.

The female officer pulled out a chair and turned to face me. I lifted my head and looked at her properly for the first time. The sympathy I saw in her eyes was a look I’d grown to despise.

She asked me again if Clare Harper was my mother and I said she was. Did she work in an office off Welbeck Street? I remember laughing, an involuntary nervous laugh, before I felt the touch of her hand. I turned away, only to catch the male officer’s eye before he quickly looked out into our back garden, where the spring sun had helped the grass grow long. My mum had spent the previous week asking me to mow the lawn. I’d told her to stop nagging.

The female officer asked if my mum took the train from St Marnham station. I started to speak, telling her she caught the train from the same spot each morning, how she was a creature of habit, always had the same routine, left the house at the exact same time, walked across the common, rain or shine. The officer tried to interrupt me but I didn’t stop talking. She worked as a project manager at an office design company, always took her lunch with her from home, broke for an hour at twelve-thirty, made herself a coffee when she arrived in the morning; she’d be there now and that was where they would be able to find her. The officer squeezed my hand and said my name.

A woman had stepped in front of a train heading to Waterloo station.

I nodded, suddenly silent.

‘We believe the woman was your mother, Ben.’

I looked at the other officer, who was looking at me now and nodding slowly, and I found myself imitating him. On the wall behind us, I could hear the tick of our kitchen clock. It suddenly seemed horribly loud.

‘I’m sorry, Ben, but she was killed instantly,’ said the female officer. We sat in silence until she continued. ‘I know this is a lot to take in, so it might be best if you call a family member to be with you.’

I said nothing.

‘Or perhaps a close friend,’ she added quickly, glancing towards her colleague.

She was waiting for me to respond but I had nothing to say. I wanted them gone. There were formalities to be followed but I didn’t hear them. An identification of the body would be needed, but it didn’t register with me that I would be the one to make it. I was twenty years old.

‘Is there someone we can call for you?’ she repeated. ‘I really think you should have someone with you.’

For some reason, all I could think of was Mr Cranfield in his garden with his pitchfork.

‘Ben?’

I forced my attention back to the officer and lied. I said I would call my father. I didn’t even know his number.

The male officer stepped across the room, put his hand on my shoulder and asked if I was going to be okay. I said I would be fine. I wanted them to go. I was sure he felt the same.

I got to my feet and slowly walked into the hall. They followed, the female officer wanting reassurance that I would make my call.

Again I promised I would. I just wanted them gone.

They’d be in touch, they said.

I nodded and thanked them. I didn’t know what for.

The wind blew through the hall when they opened the front door to leave. It had begun to rain heavily and the officers made a dash for their car, the woman desperately holding on to her hat. I closed the door and stood alone in the empty hallway.




CHAPTER 4

Dani Cash walked out of her bedroom, flicked on the light and crossed the small upstairs landing to the back bedroom of her Haddley home. How she had loved this house the first time she had stepped inside – its freshly decorated walls, the welcoming smell of soft new carpets and the neatly fitted furniture to keep everything in its place. The house had been perfect: a home she’d always dreamt of. For her it didn’t matter that it was a mile away from the Thames and the supposed Victorian charm of Haddley’s riverside properties. This would be her home. She had convinced herself that it could become an incredibly happy place.

Four months later, it felt like a prison.

Standing in the bedroom doorway, she pictured the nursery she had planned to create – animal prints on the walls, her favourite penguins on the blinds. Was she fooling herself by hoping that day might still come?

Now was not the time to think about it. She needed to focus her mind back on her work.

She looked across at the uniform she had laid out so precisely on the on the spare bed the previous night, and for a moment she hesitated. Was she ready?

She had to be ready.

It was her only way out.

She picked up her crisp white blouse, its epaulettes already in place. Her fingers were all thumbs as she fastened the buttons and attached her scarf. As she bent down to tie her shoelaces, she caught a glimpse of her own reflection. Last night she had felt proud as she pressed a sharp crease into her black trousers. She had thought of her dad and the years he had served, and she’d known it was a pride he would share.

Her jacket hung on the outside of the wardrobe. She ripped away the dry-cleaner’s plastic, thumbed the top button and slipped it on. She felt it hang loose over her back and hips. It didn’t surprise her: her appetite had disappeared over recent weeks. She lifted her hat from the bed and tucked away as many of her blonde curls as possible. Standing in front of the mirror, for a moment she almost didn’t recognise herself.

She was a police officer again.

At the top of the stairs, she paused and listened for signs of life. Careful to avoid the second step down that despite a builder’s promise still creaked under the slightest pressure, she crept downstairs. When she got to the living-room door, she found it firmly shut, and quietly exhaled.

Outside the front door of her home, Dani briefly closed her eyes, turned her face skywards and let the sun’s rays warm her spirits. She stood for a moment before stepping forward, determined to leave the past five months behind her.

Her five years in the force had shown what a good officer she could be. A new recruit at twenty-one, she had immediately impressed. Being Jack Cash’s daughter only meant she was tested more. But from her very first day she had delivered. Calm and quick-thinking, she’d been a clear favourite among her supervising officers. Only six months ago, there had been conversations about her progressing to sergeant.

Dani brushed the thought aside. She’d been a good officer then, and she’d be a good officer now.

Halfway down Haddley Hill, she stopped to cross at the lights. Traffic was already building and children were heading towards Haddley Grammar School. Smiling at two teenage girls as they stood next to her at the crossing, Dani let her eyes drift towards the Thames. She stood and watched as the riverbus passed under Haddley Bridge, ferrying early-morning commuters to the City.

The explosion came out of nowhere. The girls screamed and Dani jumped backwards with such force that the sudden movement sent her hat tumbling to the ground. She scrabbled around on the verge but was almost blind with panic. Where were the girls? She couldn’t let them come to any harm. She quickly got back to her feet but her vision swam. Then she felt a hand on her arm.

‘You okay, miss?’ said one of the girls, handing Dani her hat.

‘Stupid boys!’ shouted the other, before bursting into laughter. ‘You’re like children, you are!’

Dani looked around and saw daily life continuing around her. On the opposite side of the road, she caught a glimpse of three boys before they disappeared, racing into Haddley Hill Park.

‘They’re always messing about with firecrackers,’ said the girl who’d passed Dani her hat. ‘They think they’re such men but they’re nothing more than silly little boys!’ This final comment she yelled across the road at the top of her voice.

‘I’m fine, thank you,’ said Dani, and, watching the lights change, she paused to fix her hat. The girls crossed the road, and disappeared into the park. Before she knew it, the traffic was moving again, and she once more pressed the button to cross.

As she made her way down the hill towards the high street, the traffic became more congested. A bus heading to Wandsworth blocked the main intersection. Horns blared and Dani turned towards a frustrated driver, quelling his anger with a look. A delivery driver stopped on the red route and, telling him to move on, Dani left with the traffic flowing behind her.

As she approached Haddley police station, her pace slowed. From the opposite side of the road she watched two constables enter the front of the building, and then an elderly woman, leaning on her walking stick. A senior officer leaving the station held the door for the woman before another officer followed her in. Dani didn’t recognise either of the constables, and the others seemed strangely unfamiliar to her, like people from another life she’d only vaguely known. Had she been away that long? She had made a deliberate decision to keep away from the station over the past five months. She’d met up with one or two of the younger officers for a drink, but she’d chosen not to reach out to the rest of the team. She was regretting that now. If she’d called in just a handful of times, maybe it would have been easier, broken the ice.

After a moment, she turned away from the station and walked on.

As she reached Haddley Bridge, she glanced at her watch. It was still thirty minutes until the start of her shift. She’d walk across the river, enjoy the views from the bridge and then head back to the police station. By then she’d be ready.

From the bridge, she looked up the river to the Haddley boathouses, already a throng of activity. Beyond them was Haddley Common and then the woods to St Marnham. In the other direction, a glass-fronted tower block loomed on the north side. These were luxury apartments and beneath them was a gourmet supermarket, packed with organic vegetables and fine wines. The perfect location to capture cash-rich commuters on the hunt for an easy dinner as they arrived home.

And the perfect place for an armed raid last Hallowe’en.

They had seemed little more than schoolkids, rushing past her in their monster masks. She had paid them scant attention, her mind already on the bottle of wine she planned to enjoy after a long shift.

They hadn’t noticed her when she’d followed them in.

She was still in her uniform.

When they did see her, they’d panicked.

The flash of a knife’s blade. And then another.

Shoppers screaming.

Suddenly there were hostages and knife pressed against her back.

Dani could still hear the sirens in her head – just as she had time and again over the past five months. Should she have acted differently?

She pictured her dad’s face, the crinkle around his eyes when he smiled. ‘Never doubt yourself, Dani,’ he would say. ‘You can be anything you want.’ She turned away sharply and walked back across the bridge, towards the police station. Not breaking her stride, she climbed the three steps at the front of the building. She walked quickly through the doors, determined to prove herself once more.




CHAPTER 5

The light shining into my room feels almost unbearably bright. I push myself up and reach for my phone, flicking on the screen. The clock shows me I’m already late for work. I’ll tell Madeline I’m spending the morning researching my next article. Besides, as it’s a Thursday, half of our feature-writers will already be thinking about the weekend.

I survey the room. My clothes are strewn across the floor, my empty wallet tossed next to the watch my mum gave me for my eighteenth birthday. My head is still spinning, and as I drop back on to my pillow I stare up at the ceiling. Tears start to surge and I press my fingers into the corners of my eyes. Breathing deeply, I push back my duvet but, as I do, I hear running water coming from the bathroom.

Seconds later, the bathroom door opens and Mrs Cranfield bustles into my bedroom. I would never dare call Mrs Cranfield my part-time housekeeper, especially as I’ve never paid her a single penny, but she does a great job of helping me keep my house in order. She and her husband are two of the remarkable people who helped me get back on my feet after my mum died. To me they’ve become more like a surrogate mum and dad than anything else. I’d hate to be without them, although, like all parents, at times they can be just a tiny bit annoying.

‘You’re awake, then,’ says Mrs Cranfield. ‘That bathroom’s a disgrace.’

‘Is it?’ I reply, scrambling to drag the duvet back over me.

‘Nothing I haven’t seen before.’ She makes her way across my room, picking up my shorts and throwing them on to my bed. ‘You must have been sick again when you came inside. I’ll have to come over later to give it a proper going over.’

‘Again … ?’ I ask tentatively.

‘After you’d thrown up in our front garden as you made your way home. George is hosing down the clematis now.’

‘Jesus, I’m so sorry,’ I reply, mortified, trying to reach for my shorts.

‘Honestly, Ben, that toilet is filthy. I hate to think when you last gave it a proper clean.’

Under the duvet, I somehow manage to pull my shorts on before sitting up in bed. ‘Mrs C, I’m up now, so I think … ’

She is pulling up the blinds, barely listening to me. ‘I’ll tidy up in here while you’re in the shower. I’ve got some breakfast on the go downstairs.’

Where Mrs Cranfield is concerned, resistance is futile.

‘You look a sight,’ she says as I get out of bed, and I realise my shorts are on back to front. ‘When you don’t drink, it hits you that much harder than when you do. You haven’t built up a tolerance the way my George has.’

I hastily head for the bathroom and close the door.

‘And what would your mum say?’ she calls after me.

The hot steam of the shower does little to clear my head, and when I walk back into my bedroom the pounding continues. Mrs Cranfield has already stripped my bed and cleared my clothes from the floor. The windows have been thrown open, bringing life back into the room. I grab a T-shirt from the wardrobe, pulling it over my head as I go to the window. The early spring sunshine has brought new life to Haddley Common, with daffodils scattered across the grass and cherry blossoms covering the trees. A canopy has formed above the pathway that runs from the roadside, where the buses stop every ten minutes, to the dark, shadowy entrance to the woods.

At the corner of the street I see Mr Cranfield tending the flowers in his garden, just as he had done ten years before. Semi-retired for as long as I can remember, in the past twelve months he’s finally stepped away from the opticians he’d run for almost twenty years. Every couple of weeks we try to take in a match at Richmond Rugby Club. I’ve never had the impression he’s a huge fan of the game but we started to go to matches years ago when my best friend, Michael Knowles, made it into the Richmond first team. He only played one season before moving to Bath to play premiership rugby but Mr C and I stuck with our local team. I think the real enjoyment Mr C gets from matches now is quizzing me about the truth behind the stories we run on the news site, always wanting the inside track on the latest political scandal. Even though he rarely stops talking throughout the game, I enjoy the time I spend with him.

I watch him head over to the vegetable patch he keeps at the side of his house. The Cranfields’ home is an endof-terrace, affording them an extra piece of land that Mr Cranfield has carefully tended since the day he moved in. Lifting his pitchfork, its handle bound with string, he looks just as he did on that morning ten years earlier. Perhaps now he carries a few extra pounds and maybe his grey hair is a little thinner, but in every other way I could be looking at the same scene from so many years before.

I hear Mrs Cranfield clattering about in the kitchen. That morning, after the police had left my home and I was standing alone in my hallway, Mrs Cranfield had opened the back door. She’d walked through the kitchen and come to sit beside me at the foot of the stairs. She had held me in her arms as I sobbed. I doubt I would have made it through the day without her.

I make my way downstairs and into the kitchen, and I’m greeted by the smell of freshly brewed coffee and sizzling bacon.

‘You’re looking more respectable,’ Mrs Cranfield says approvingly. ‘What made you have such a heavy night?’

‘Work,’ I reply, picking up the pot of coffee. ‘I got into a bit of an argument. Foolishly, I then I said I needed a drink to calm me down.’

‘My guess is it made things worse. Alcohol normally does,’ says Mrs Cranfield, handing me a bacon sandwich before struggling to balance herself on the bar stools that have replaced my mum’s Shaker-style kitchen chairs. ‘I’ll never understand why you bought these,’ she says, grabbing hold of the island to balance herself. Seeing me suppress a smile, she starts to laugh. ‘My figure is not made for cutting-edge kitchen design.’

‘You look wonderful to me.’

‘Charmer,’ she scoffs.

It was Mrs Cranfield who had encouraged me to make the house my own over the past few years. After my mum’s death, I went back to Manchester, gave up drinking and managed to graduate with a decent degree. The following year I travelled the world. My old schoolfriend, Michael, flew out and joined me for a few weeks when I was in the United States and we spent Mardi Gras in New Orleans. I still hadn’t drunk since my mum’s death, and seeing him walk through a poolside plate glass window and spend two weeks in the Louisiana University Hospital had confirmed to me the perils of excess alcohol consumption.

When I returned to England I got my first proper job – and it was an easy commute from Haddley. I knew it was time to come home. At first it was difficult, as I’d convinced myself I couldn’t walk down Haddley High Street without being recognised, but in time I realised most people were more well-meaning than malicious.

‘So why the argument?’

‘Guess.’

Mrs C smiles. She has heard the many tales of my roller-coaster relationship with my boss.

‘Madeline wants me to write a piece about Mum for the tenth anniversary,’ I say. ‘I’ve told her no,’ I add hastily as Mrs Cranfield opens her mouth to speak.

‘That woman has no morals,’ she says, clicking her tongue disapprovingly. ‘Asking you to live through that again. As if that would do anybody any good. She really is beyond the pale.’

I take a sip of my coffee and smile. ‘So you think I should stick to my guns?’

Mrs C raises her eyebrows. ‘Don’t tell me you were thinking otherwise?’

‘Min thought it might help me put to rest the last lingering questions I have.’

‘Min is a lovely girl, but really … ’

‘I still wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t been so hungover, Mrs C – if I’d only spoken to her before she left, or gone after her. Maybe everything would have been very different.’

‘Ben, we’ve been through this. It wasn’t your fault. You must never blame yourself,’ whispers Mrs Cranfield, stepping off her stool and squeezing my arm. She drops her head and crosses to the sink to start vigorously scrubbing at the frying pan.

‘You’ll scorch your hands,’ I say as the steam rises thick from the water, but Mrs C continues to scrub. I walk across to her and turn off the tap. ‘You won’t get it any cleaner than that; those marks are baked in for life.’

She dries her hands on a tea towel and surveys me for a moment. ‘So tell me about your night out,’ she says. ‘You said Min was with you?’

‘Min and some other colleagues.’

‘Min is only a colleague?’

‘Colleague-slash-friend, no more than that.’

‘And were the others colleagues-slash-friends? Or does that apply only to Min?’

‘Enough!’ I say, laughing, going back to the counter and squeezing more ketchup on to my bacon sandwich.

‘Very well, I shan’t ask any more.’ Mrs C holds up her hands in mock surrender. ‘Got enough ketchup on that?’ I squeeze the bottle again. ‘The first time you ever came to lunch with me and George, you refused to eat anything until you had covered it in ketchup.’

‘I was ten years old!’

‘Some things never change.’

That day, my mum had gone for her first job interview since deciding to return to work. I had been on a half-day from school due to teacher training and Mr and Mrs Cranfield had stepped in with an offer of childcare. Finding herself in a bind, my mum had been delighted to accept the offer from her new neighbours, who had moved to the common only a couple of weeks before. As Mrs Cranfield worked on getting her new home unpacked, Mr Cranfield had taken me down to the river to teach me the basics of freshwater fishing. Once he’d opened the pot of live maggots for bait, it was rapidly to become both my first and last experience of angling.

‘She was so happy to be working again,’ says Mrs C, and I remember my mum’s joy when a letter had arrived two days later, offering her the job. ‘All she wanted to do was take care of you.’ Mrs C pauses. ‘And she was such a very good friend to me … ’ there’s a tremor in her voice ‘ … but it’s you I put first now – for your sake and your mum’s.’ Mrs C rinses her cup in the sink, before adding, ‘Come for lunch on Sunday. Bring somebody if you like.’

I laugh, and as she heads out of the back door I pull her into a hug. ‘Thank you,’ I say.

‘For what?’ replies Mrs C. ‘It’s what I’m here for.’ And with a quick wave she heads down the alley towards the back of her own home.

I top up my mug before folding open the doors that lead out on to my small back garden. Sitting on the step in the early spring sun, I flick open the screen on my phone and click on our news app. Our celebrity site reports a minor member of the royal family stumbling out of a nightclub with a man who clearly isn’t the duke of anywhere, while the main news site leads with the story of three people being killed by a falling crane in Nottingham city centre. Following that is the story of a woman found dead in her one-bedroom flat on the outskirts of Leeds. I click through to the details. Police are refusing to comment further at this stage but are unable to rule out her dying in suspicious circumstances. Any half-decent journalist knows this means in all likelihood the woman has been murdered, but the police aren’t ready to confirm it.

I click back and flick further down through the news headlines, stopping suddenly when my mum’s eyes stare out at me.

REMEMBERING CLARE HARPER: TEN YEARS ON.

Two weeks ahead of my mum’s anniversary, Madeline is promoting a feature that has yet to be written. Her audacity never ceases to amaze me.

I stare at my phone. The image of my mum is one I know well. Taken on a chill summer’s evening the year before she died, with the light fading behind her, wrapped in her favourite sweater, she was sitting on the banks of the Thames. That night I’d been out in Haddley and was walking home along the river’s edge when I’d spotted her sitting alone as the watery sun dropped behind the woods. Without her realising, I’d captured her image on my phone – an image of a woman at peace with the world. We’d sat together and talked about the trip to Bordeaux she had just taken with two of her closest friends – how they’d visited different wineries each day and sat outside long into the evenings drinking wine on their terrace. The picture captured the new-found freedom the trip had given her. When she died, it was the one I chose to release it to the press.

Below the image are a series of links to related stories. One is for an article from a number of years ago written as part of a Women of Courage series. I re-read the story; it celebrated a woman of great dignity and inner strength.

Scrolling through the article, I stop on an image of my brother Nick with his best friend, Simon Woakes. It is an image that became synonymous with Nick and Simon’s story, an image that became infamous the world over. Standing on the touchline at Richmond Rugby Club, dressed in their school rugby kit and wearing winners’ smiles, were Nick and Simon. Standing with them, their arms around the boys, were two of their classmates.

The two fourteen-year-old girls who weeks later would savagely murder them.




CHAPTER 6

Lingering beside our front gate waiting for Nick to return home, I stood and watched the two girls as they sprawled on Haddley Common’s scorched grass. The bus’s arrival animated them, and they were quick to scramble to their feet when the number 29 stopped at the kerb. Nick and Simon, rucksacks thrown over their backs, stepped off the bus. I peered over our garden wall and I saw a brief conversation follow.

Then, the first of the girls danced away, her hair twirling in the late-afternoon sun. She reached out her hands, taking hold of her friend and pulling her forward; the pair whirled together across the wide-open space towards the dense woods that separated Haddley from the neighbouring village of St Marnham. From across the common I could hear them shriek as they spun round and round.

For a moment Nick and Simon appeared to hesitate, but then I saw them pick up their pace in pursuit of the girls. Watching, I crossed the road in front of my house and stepped on to the common’s parched ground. The grass was dry and crackly. I felt the heat of the sun beat down as the endless days of a schoolboy summer refused to come to an end. Ahead of me, the figures of Nick and Simon blurred in the sun. I was careful to keep my distance, but soon found myself running to keep them in my sights. Like any inquisitive eight-year-old, I was determined to
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