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Chapter 1

The other witnesses had focused on the balloons in their description of the accident. Red, yellow, orange; bright lively colours. Hard to miss, you would think.

‘Is there anything you remember?’ The police officer was patient. This was the third time he’d asked me. He kept referring to it as ‘the incident’. What did I remember about the incident?

He’d described the balloons to prompt me. Did I recall seeing them?

I raised my gaze to the ceiling of the hospital ward, trying to recollect. The strip lighting and hoist-rails were distracting, so I closed my eyes. I pictured the harsh playground colours of the helium balloons. In my mind’s eye, I saw them rising above the bridge, bobbing against each other in their mission for freedom. The image was jarring to my frayed nerves, so I made it more calming. They became a drifting autumnal cloud of russet, rust and amber, hard to make out against the backdrop of the trees, their colours merging with the dying leaves.

I hadn’t seen the balloons.

I wish I had and then I might have seen her – alive – if only for a fleeting moment.

‘Shin splints,’ I said, opening my eyes. ‘I remember that.’

He looked up from his notes. I was aware there is a terrible irony in an overweight middle-aged woman suffering from shin splints, a condition that Dr Google says ‘typically occurs in runners’. Lack of magnesium, not enough water, a sign of the approaching menopause – whatever its cause, when it struck it demanded my immediate attention.

‘I could feel the cramp coming on in my shin.’

I patted my right leg, the one that did all the work when driving an automatic, as if this confirmed the veracity of my one pathetic contribution to the jigsaw he was piecing together.

‘I was trying to find somewhere I could pull over.’ A shiver ran through me and I tugged the thin hospital blanket up around my shoulders. I was unsure if it was the sudden memory, or the temperature of the ward, which – while not so cold that anyone would complain – was kept a tad too chilly for comfort. ‘I’d spotted a sign for a lay-by. Up ahead, just past the bridge.’

He seemed to be struggling, his notes taking more time than my few words warranted. He was young enough to have been my son.

‘That must have been when it happened.’

It was a feeling, a sense of something rather than a proper memory. Like a fleeting movement in your peripheral vision.

I didn’t recall any noise. No scream as she fell, no bang on impact as she landed on the bonnet of my car. There was just a deafening silence, a black field where the memory should be.

She fell backwards he’d said, in the fashion that people launch themselves from boats when scuba diving. I used this information to try to fill in the gaps in my memory – imagining her descent towards me like a slow-motion film, the sound on mute. I pictured her shoulders through the broken windscreen, her head lolling back over the steering wheel, her auburn curls cascading into my lap. Thrown forward by the force of the crash, my face next to hers; so close I would’ve seen her freckles, our cheeks almost touching.

I found myself crying. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, wiping my cheeks carefully, dabbing around the cuts and grazes. ‘I don’t mean to cause a scene. It’s just …’ My shoulders heaved as I succumbed to my tears. ‘I’m sorry …’

The police had informed me that the car was a write-off, having hit the concrete embankment, then the side of the bridge when I was knocked unconscious. They were amazed that I had no significant injuries: some bruising on my ribs and chest, a lump on my head, cuts from flying glass; nothing that couldn’t be resolved with surgical tape and hospital glue apparently.

The doctor tested my reflexes with a tap to my knees, shone lights in my eyes and got me to follow her long thin finger as she moved it from side to side. She could have been a musician with hands like that – they’d easily span an octave on the piano. I was curious as to how she chose her career. Did she play hospitals with her dolls, bandage her teddies? Or was it something she discovered later when she realised she was good at biology?

I didn’t ask.

They ended up keeping me in overnight, watching out for signs of concussion and waiting for my blood pressure to come down. The next morning a young nurse brought me a pair of paper scrubs to go home in, my own clothes having been destroyed following the crash. She helped me sit up and edge to the side of the bed before passing me the trousers.

‘You can leave as soon as the doctor has seen you.’ She untied the cord holding the hospital gown together at the back.

Wincing, I let her help me, thanking her profusely. I gingerly lifted my arms and disappeared into the green-grey top, thinking back to the day I’d got dressed to set off on my journey to Norfolk. So much had happened since. Pushing my head through the V neck I asked, ‘What day is it?’

The nurse flashed a frown of concentration, possibly trying to assess whether I was amnesiac or struggling to remember the date herself.

‘Monday,’ she said. ‘The eighteenth, I think.’

Oh no. Where had Sunday gone? I’d missed my weekly duty call with Mother. She would not be pleased.

They let me leave hospital that afternoon. I still felt a bit shaken but wasn’t in serious pain. I touched the graze on my forehead gingerly. While sizeable, it was shallow and already scabbing. I must’ve looked like an anonymous extra, turned into one of the walking wounded by the overzealous efforts of a TV make-up artist. Luckily there was no one I needed to impress.

As I left, they gave me Tramadol and the phone number of Victim Support, should I feel the need to unburden myself. I wasn’t sure what, or who, I was ‘the victim’ of – hardly that poor, poor girl. It seemed that we were both the victim of fate.

I kept thinking of her.

It was a relief to be in the taxi on my way back to my own home. I was a bit peopled-out; not used to so much attention, so many questions, so much talking. With all the constant distraction it had been hard to focus my thoughts, my brain skittering in different directions, not allowing me to process the horror of the past days. Now in the dark warmth of the back seat of the cab, I was exhausted but unable to rest as my mind flashed up an assortment of sounds and images; a mix of memories and imaginings, which would no doubt haunt my dreams for days or weeks to come.

The moment the cab pulled up on the pebbled drive of my home I was brought back to the present by the sound of the ducks squawking from the pond, their cries like those of children demanding to know where I’d been. They’d become tame over the years, since I’d started feeding them; each generation bringing me their chicks to feed as soon as they hatched, abdicating responsibility for their brood to me, their surrogate mother.

It seems they’d missed me.

‘Nice place,’ the cab driver said. I forgot how imposing the old house looks when you first see it as you round the bend in the drive. Still named The Old Vicarage, there’d been no men of the cloth living here for over two centuries, but memories are long in villages. ‘You’ve lived here a while?’

‘My grandfather bought it between the wars. It’s been in our family ever since.’

‘I bet your kids loved growing up here, having all this space to play in.’ I looked away, fumbled with my purse so he couldn’t see my face. ‘A kids’ paradise!’

He meant well; he wasn’t to know. Suddenly tired, I rested my head on the side window, watching as my breath steamed up the glass. ‘If you take a left by the war memorial, you can avoid the back lane. The pot holes are worse than ever since all that rain.’

‘Tell me about it!’

I gave him twenty pounds for the sixteen-pound fare, told him to keep the change. He gave me a hoot of his horn and a thumbs-up through the window as he drove away. I stood there until I could no longer hear the rumble of his tyres, the purring of the engine, and was left with only the country stillness, the call and response of distant owls.

‘I nearly didn’t pick up.’ Mother’s voice was curt, conveying the disdain on her face across the thousand miles between us. She lived in Spain with Georgio, her current gentleman friend.

‘Sorry, Mother.’

A deep sigh. ‘Hmm.’ Was that faint tapping her nails drumming on the wooden arm of her chair?

My allocated slot was on Sundays: 5 p.m. GMT, before her first G&T. It was now Monday evening.

‘I couldn’t call. I’m sorry. I had an accident and had to go to the hospital.’

‘What have you done this time? Always tripping over things and galumphing about the place. You should wear your glasses more often, then you might see where you’re going. You get this clumsiness from your father’s side of the family. I tried my best, but you’ve always been ungainly.’

The flash of an image: me at ten years old shuffling up and down the long corridors of the house, books balanced on my head to help my ‘deportment’, Mother listening out for the clatter of any dropping to the floor.

Mother was still talking. ‘A graze here, a bruise there. Lord knows what people thought. These days you’d be whisked into social care. Did they have to give you stitches?’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Do you remember that time you fell in the pond? You and your father had to wait hours at the hospital, just for two stitches. To be fair, he said you were quite good about it. Didn’t make a fuss. Do you remember?’

‘Yes.’ My fingers find the small pale scar on my knee. ‘But this wasn’t my fault. It was an accident …’ I sounded timid to my own ears, almost pleading. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. ‘It really wasn’t …’ But I’d lost her attention already.

She was talking to someone else, not bothering to cover the mouthpiece of the phone, her voice light and bright. A man’s voice, something about dinner on the patio. With enthusiasm she expressed her preference for the new bottle of Pinot over the remains of yesterday’s Sauvignon.

‘Georgio says dinner will be in ten minutes and I have to freshen up. You really must be more careful, darling. I hope you’re on the mend soon. I’ll speak to you next Sunday.’


Chapter 2

A couple of days later the police came round to see me again. They wanted to check my statement, to find out if I’d remembered anything else. I’d been checking the newspapers to see if there was any mention of the accident, anything that might jog my memory. But it was only a side bar in the nationals, warranting just a few lines: ‘A young woman fell from a pedestrian bridge over the A12 yesterday morning, landing on a vehicle passing below. She died at the scene. The car driver was freed from the car and taken to hospital. While the death is being treated as non-suspicious, enquiries are on-going and the police are appealing for witnesses.’ The following day it wasn’t mentioned at all, the incident old news now. The world had moved on to the latest rise in crime/obesity/global temperatures/petrol prices.

I ushered the police into the front room, shutting the door firmly while I went to fetch tea and digestives. I only put the heating on in the rooms I used: the old house was big and damp, the sash windows ill-fitting, allowing in drafts and random insects that had to be ushered back outside. Other than these wild creatures, visitors were rare, so I figured the police deserved Mother’s best plates – the Royal Albert with the pink roses – although I had to give them a quick rinse first. It had been years since their use had been warranted.

Fred, the cat from Woodley’s Farm, wound in and out of my legs as I walked back with the laden tray. He’d lost most of his tail in an accident with some farm equipment, but the stump waved vigorously, signalling temper or curiosity. The second I turned the door handle, Ginger shot from halfway up the stairs and they both zoomed into the front room, clamouring for attention. The male officer seemed happy as Ginger made herself comfortable on his lap, but the woman kept Fred at bay by rifling through her paperwork. I suppose he isn’t very appealing with his missing eye and shredded ears. But I’m fond of them both and, even though they are meant to be feral and live in Woodley’s barn catching rats, they prefer to spend most of their time with me.

The woman started talking before I’d even poured the tea.

‘You say you saw nothing.’

I nod, waiting for her to say more, the pedant in me pondering whether it is possible to see nothing.

‘The driver of the car behind yours gave a statement. He said he thinks he saw someone else on the bridge.’ She checked the file although I’m sure it wasn’t necessary. She was giving me time to think about what she’d said. ‘He may have seen a man in a red hat, near the barrier, after the woman fell.’

The young policeman scratched Ginger under the chin. ‘Of course, it could just have been another balloon.’ He looked pleased with himself, proud of his deduction. ‘A red balloon, you know, not a hat at all. In the chaos people think they see things they haven’t. Happens all the time.’

The policewoman frowned at him, but he was too busy helping himself to a biscuit to notice.

‘Has anything else come back to you about the events?’ she said.

I shook my head. ‘No, it all happened so fast.’

I proffered the sugar bowl and the policeman shovelled three spoonfuls into his teacup. He was young, probably still growing and needed the energy. The woman read back my statement, her voice conveying an edge of boredom.

‘Do you have any questions for us?’ she asked, once I’d reaffirmed what I’d told them before.

‘Do you know the name of the young woman?’ I asked. ‘Do you know who she is?’

It seemed important for me to know.

‘We don’t know her name, no,’ she said. She paused for a moment, as if considering whether she should share more. ‘There was no handbag or mobile, which is unusual.’

‘A real “Jane Doe”, I’m afraid,’ the policeman interjected, like an investigator in CSI. ‘Even these days, these cases don’t always get solved. We might never know who she is or how it happened.’ He reached for another biscuit. ‘Could be suicide. But who commits suicide with a load of balloons? Misadventure probably.’

‘That’s for the coroner to determine at the inquest.’ The woman’s tone was clipped. She was that bit older than him and probably fed up with having to tow around someone she saw as a lightweight partner. But I liked him. Even if he was a bit unpolished, he still had his raw enthusiasm.

The policewoman was already placing her paperwork in a large shoulder bag. I wondered whether this interview was just a box-ticking enquiry to her. The poor dead girl just another open case, another missed target if it couldn’t be resolved. They probably have to build a tough veneer to cope. ‘We’ve taken up too much of your time, Mrs Thomason.’

‘Miss. Miss Thomason. Or Janice.’

She didn’t apologise, unaware that she could have caused upset with her assumptions. Her eyes flashed something to her colleague, who bounced into life.

‘Your belongings, Miss Thomason.’ He held out a bulging plastic bag that had been resting at his side against the chair throughout the ‘interview’. I’d been handed something similar years ago at the hospital when Father died. That one had had the hospital name printed on the side in grey, his clothes and few possessions jumbled inside. This was a gaudy orange, that particular shade favoured by Sainsbury’s.

‘The things from your car,’ he said.

I took the bag. ‘Yes, of course. Thank you.’

He handed me a card with a contact number, although I’d already been given one in the hospital. ‘Call us. If anything comes to mind.’ I noticed he’d scrawled his name and the incident number on the back. For someone less experienced in deciphering handwriting it would have been hard to tell the 1 from the 7.

Ginger seemed sad when they left, meowing at the closed front door while Fred stomped about, cross at changes to his routine. But sometimes it’s nice to have a bit of company.

Nothing that two bowls of kitekat and a KitKat couldn’t resolve.

I cleared away the tea things before I opened the orange plastic bag. I was relieved to find my manila client folder seemingly intact and, flipping through the paperwork, everything appeared to be there. On top, the hard copy of the original email request. It was from Mr Abbyss, my client, asking if I could research his family tree in time for his great-aunt’s ninetieth. Beneath that a photocopy of my handwritten letter setting out the information I would need and my research plans. His reply, birth and death certificates appended; some photos and a sketchy family tree, hand-drawn by Aunty Marjory with lots of arrows and question marks.

On the day of the accident, I’d been travelling to a cemetery in the outer reaches of Norfolk. I was in pursuit of the records of an eighteenth-century farmer, the next generation in the genealogy of the Abbyss family. There was only so much research one could do at the computer before having to leave home to metaphorically dig around in graveyards and old records. I charge more for these trips, of course, my fee quote always stating ‘plus incidental expenses’. Honest to the last penny about money, I always submit the receipts with my invoice.

I take great pride in my work tracking down people’s forgotten histories, finding the poor souls lost in time and giving them back to the world. Reverence for the dead is at the heart of my business. I’d built a reputation for being caring, thorough and proficient – enough for me to have been asked to help out with background research for that TV show, Who Do You Think You Are? It was just the once, and of course I never appeared on the programme, but it was my one claim to fame, should there ever be anyone I needed to impress.

In my experience, Joe Public gets just as excited about knowing their roots as any star on the TV, even if most of their antecedents were coal miners or agricultural labourers. The stack of thank-you letters and invitations to join family reunions were evidence of that. Of course, I never went – it was important to keep professional boundaries. And a quiet night in with a cup of cocoa always seemed infinitely more attractive than a room full of strangers where I wouldn’t really belong.

I put the Abbyss file on one side to take upstairs to my office later. Sitting at the kitchen table to retrieve the rest of my belongings from the plastic bag, I was pleased to see my trusty old Pentax had survived; a much better tool than my mobile for shots of tombstone inscriptions and registry entries. There was the book I’d planned to read at the hotel, a romance novel which had been well reviewed in the press, its cover scuffed and torn. My packed lunch lay sweating in my favourite Tupperware, the one that was just the right size for a couple of rounds of sandwiches and a chocolate bar. I peered through the lid, wondering momentarily whether any of the contents would still be edible – Gran had hated waste – but sanity stepped in and I put it to one side to go in the kitchen food-bin.

Having removed the larger items, I tipped the bag upside down on the table to empty out the last few things. Some loose coins fell out, small change for parking and supermarket trollies that I kept in the car ashtray. It was then that I saw it, among the minutiae of my life, entwined with my spare keys – a silver bracelet laden with charms.

I carefully untangled it, holding my breath to steady my hands. The chain was not the modern costume jewellery you buy in high street stores, but more solid and traditional. The clasp was broken.

It must’ve been hers.

It must have fallen from her wrist and been lying in the footwell of my car, waiting to be scooped up from the wreckage with the jumble of my belongings after the crash.

Gently, I laid it out flat on the table. Probably not valuable, but of sentimental worth. A hand-me-down? I should give it back, ring the police tomorrow. It was probably listed on an inventory somewhere; I wouldn’t want to get in trouble.

My fingertips touched each of the charms in turn – the broken padlock, a teddy bear with a small sapphire on his chest, an acorn, a heart with the initial S … The bracelet was thick with them. Each a symbol of a time, a person, a place. She’d lived her life to the full, this young woman.

The more I considered these personal events in her life, the closer I felt to her. Like she was sharing her story with me. I can’t explain it rationally, but I had a strong sense that she meant me to have this bracelet, to look after it for her.

A shiver ran through me as I realised – it was a sign. Fate had brought us together in a cruel way, but I was meant to be in her life and she in mine. We were connected after all; I was the one who was with her at the end, her face next to mine when she passed.

I had to find her.

This was not just another fascinating research project – my quickening pulse signalled that. I wanted to breathe life back into her; to give her back an identity so she wasn’t just another ‘Jane Doe’, lost and alone. No doubt the police were doing their best, but they had other priorities and targets to chase. It’s their business to close cases and move on; it’s not in their interests to care.

I couldn’t bear to think of her laying there in the mortuary when I could help.

I looped the bracelet around my fingers and made my promise to her. I will find you. I will bring you back to your family.
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