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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.’
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