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PROLOGUE

Life was dull, monochrome. Live dangerously. It was her own perception of herself which made her take the risks. Such as not looking left or right when she crossed the road, staring straight ahead and moving slowly. She did not walk deliberately into the path of the bus, simply did not seem to notice the squeal of horn and fart of brakes. The same sloppy attitude, fed by exhaustion, made her take short cuts, although all she really wanted on the way home was to postpone getting there. It was hot inside her second-hand coat. The pub which she would have passed on the main road would have crowds against the windows, a few pretty girls drooping like half-dead flowers around the pool tables, waiting on busy youths with pectorals like carvings and small muscular bums; the girls so bored, they were looking for something to scorn. Someone ugly. One of them would notice her, point, sneer, and although she seemed to have mislaid the habit of thinking, she knew she did not want to be the subject of comment. In any event, concentration was limited to ten seconds a time.

So she went through the back of the leisure centre instead, into the park. There was a running track round the edge: she liked the feeling of the cinders beneath her feet, the shoddy barrenness of it all, and the sense of importance she got unlatching the gate at the opposite end and walking through as if she was the only person who knew it was there. The park avoided the street. Once, she would have chosen the route rationally. That point in time was a long while ago.

The leisure centre was run like a gospel church and looked like a warehouse from the outside. Local children, disbarred from the place for less than total devotion to either the architecture or the mystical purposes of the building, seemed to haunt it, inspired by a kind of envy for the mysteries within. The leisure centre was not really for the untouchables. She knew the reputation of this particular part of the neighbourhood – she lived here, could read the local paper as well as anyone else – it simply did not make any difference because it did not apply to her and she did not care. This was the way she was going to go.

Muggers on a warm, spring night were unlikely to be fussy animals, she had to concede that. They cared as little as dogs round dustbins They would knock her down for the contents of her small and bulging shopping bag, but if all they wanted was two bottles of bleach, assorted cheap groceries, a packet of washing powder and her front-door key, good luck to them. And if the motive was rape, they would obviously turn back as soon as they saw her, look around for a better target. They would have to be blind to persist; youth could be wicked, but, surely, never so desperate. Not even a male on heat would do more than sniff at this small woman, twenty-five going on sixty, plodding down the alley which cut alongside Smith Street, led her round the edge of the kiddies’ playground, wired in like a prison compound, whether to keep them in or keep them out she did not know, flanked by the tennis courts, also wired in, and skirted by the path which led to the gate, and then up a terraced road to her door.

She could have looked at the tower blocks looming to the left and felt gratitude for not having to live there, never again having to trudge all the way to the top of such spartan splendour. They were like the stars in the darkness – oddly glamorous unless you knew better, which, after a fashion, she did. Bevan was the most ominous, sticking up into the sky; but she was not in the mood for counting large mercies, let alone the small. The hurt, with grief and bruises, was all she knew as she trudged, feeling the slack skin of her arms rub against the worn cotton of her blouse. Her skirt rode up between her legs, bunching in the front under the coat, emphasising the slight prominence of her stomach, however slowly she walked in her training shoes. She had the beginning of a double chin, pasty cheeks, hair pulled into an elastic band and eyes already laced with fine lines.

She walked with a slight stoop. Rape? Don’t make me laugh, she told herself, to hide the first frisson of fear. They’d pay me to go away. You want good looks, find someone like my brother. He got them all. The niggle of fear persisted, despite her coughing to clear it. It grew like a bubble of air in her chest, felt like indigestion, at first merely uncomfortable, then becoming sharp, sticking in the throat like heartburn.

It was the sudden sound of the wind in the trees which began the alien sensation. Whispering branches, full of budding leaves set too high for vandals, added sibilant volume to the sound of bare limbs. Maybe there was nothing new in the sound, simply a novel ability in herself to notice the symptoms of the seasons. She registered summer because it was hot, winter because it was cold, that was all, but now the sound of the trees made a noise like a whispered command. Don’t, don’t. The fear grew larger, enraged her.

‘Don’t do what?’ she shouted back, stopping to draw breath. The trees seemed to obey, falling silent for a minute, then began again, moaning. Trees were alien here, belonged in another place. They shed dirty leaves in autumn: they made a mess. She had never rejoiced in their triumph of survival. Now she did not look up or down, only straight ahead and did not allow herself any distraction: she would be fine if she kept going at the same pace with her eyes ahead and, all the same, she found herself walking faster.

There was always a point where she had to decide which way to take round the perimeter fence, left or right, to complete the circle, reach the other end and emerge through the gate. One way was longer than the other and she had chosen it by mistake, flustered by the trees. Walking faster with her ungainly stride, she tripped over the lace on her shoe, an accident, because of trying to hurry and the laces being too long, that brought her heart into her mouth, the shock of nearly falling, lurching instead like her brother did when he was drunk, bouncing off the wire fence, the almost falling always worse than the fall itself. She steadied herself, adjusted the bag which bit into a calloused palm suddenly slippery with sweat. Her skin, as dry as the washing she ironed most mornings, felt the texture of rough parchment. She could imagine a knife going through her plump, papery cheek: it would not bleed, not now. What was the matter with her? Come on, come on! No-one could possibly want her for anything, no-one knew her enough to think she deserved malice; there was nothing to fear, but the fear still grew from somewhere. The short route ahead seemed endless, lengthening in porportion to her silly attempts at speed, with the bag heavier all the time and the bathroom bleach slurping about in its bottle. And then when she reached the gate out of the park, it was shut. Not simply shut, six feet high and locked. Keep them out, keep them in.

Turning round with a deliberate, deep breath, she saw him then, slinking away behind a tree. Just someone, some youth who would climb the fence with ease. Probably a black boy: they could climb like monkeys, robbed anything which moved, so she’d been told and so she believed, although she would not know. She only knew that without making any conscious decision, she was beginning to run in the other direction, round the link fence back towards the trees. As soon as she started she knew this was a mistake: there were no lights this side, and it had been the lights which had drawn her to the longer route in the first place. Here there were only dusty bushes by the side of the track, the cinder laid thickly, which made her slip. He was after her now; she did not have to turn to know he was there, jogging along behind her, his feet crunching, his wide, white eyes watching her graceless progress, waiting in the knowledge that she would never manage a real turn of speed. The shoelace snapped; she tripped again, righted herself and stumbled on. The sound of the trees grew louder as she reached them. Only the alley to go, leading out by the off-licence, round the corner from the very pub she had come this way to avoid. Don’t, said the trees, don’t.

Before the dark alley entrance, she turned, teetered in a staggering circle, letting the PVC bag carry her so she became a whirling cudgel, with her eyes shut against whatever she might see or hit. Nothing. The bag stuck to her hand making her overbalance, carrying her into the mouth of the alley, before it hit the wall with a crunch and the air was full of the caustic smell of bleach. A large hand, smelling of booze, grabbed at her hair, took a hold, hauled her back.

She came to a trembling halt, dizzy, her arms by her side, the right still holding the dripping bag she could not detach, her mind wondering irrelevantly what had happened to the safety cap, her head yanked backwards, exposing her throat. The skirt was fully bunched round her waist by now, the coat heavy, the sweat pouring from her armpits, she would smell; and he was not even breathing faster, perfectly calm. She could feel the light of a lamp, made skittish by the moving branches of the trees, flickering across her face. Do it now. I shall not scream and I do not bleed: my cunt is so dry, you’ll have to push. Put the bleach down my throat, only do not use a knife: please do not use a knife, and make it quick.

The hand released the hold on her hair. The elbow round her neck drew her closer. She could feel a rough jaw graze painfully against her own soft skin.

‘I want,’ a whisper in a honeyed voice, ‘I want …’

Slowly, she twisted towards him. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It’s you. Is it really you?’

‘Me? Oh yes, it’s me.’

The sound of his laughter rose into a shriek of hilarity. She knew that sound: he must have laughed in that same, uninhibited way since childhood. It went on and on and on, cutting across the sound of the trees and a distant yell of celebration from the pub. The diesel engine of a bus grunted in the near distance, and still the laughter went on.

The bleach from the bag dropped onto her shoes. She considered the waste of them and then, slowly, with all the repetitious obedience of passion and terror, she raised her mouth for the kiss.


PART I




CHAPTER ONE



If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Don’t mess with the system. Leave well alone. Etcetera.

When I am old, Helen told herself, I shall cease even trying to be good. I shall have no conscience, wear lavender, lace and false bosoms, and, in the meantime, I shall never learn to wield an electric drill.

She continued muttering and shaking her head as a substitute for obscenities while she stood in her kitchen and watched the dust settle. An old friend was dead on the floor after all these years, lying among a shower of mordant flies and the remnants of breakfast. Deceased, still twitching in the extremities, filthy in parts with her own sweaty fingerprints. Murderess.

She watched the butter dish teeter on the edge of the table before a delayed landing, greasy side up on the floor among the other detritus. Someone from a laboratory could examine the life cycle of the dead flies to give an estimate of how many summers it had been since the roller blind had refused to roll further than half mast and only then after gentle treatment. Helen had simply forgotten the habit of teasing rather than pulling. Carelessness so often led to death, but, with the fickleness which so horrified her, the wavering thoughts moved on to rejection. Why had the blind been there? Why mourn it? Because it hid three panes of glass, one cracked, two dirty, in a window where the sash-cord was uncertain; a state of affairs reminiscent of everything else in the place: the chest of drawers which demanded pushing and pulling, the toilet roll on one fragile nail, the wonky chairs on uneven floors, the windows which did not shut. Everything in her domain required concentrated co-ordination of hand and eye to make it work, but there was nothing so broke it needed fixing; the whole place was merely a kind of assault course requiring extensive training. Strangers would need to know how to pull the lavatory chain only with a certain force, kick the hall cupboard before trying to open it, ease the living-room door over the rug and not touch the kitchen blind without further instruction. If it ain’t broke, don’t.

Helen West, hot and sticky after a long day’s work, sat and waited for the resentment to die. The only debate remaining was between the merits of gin against white wine, but even such decisions were academic in this house. There was no ice for gin; the fridge, panting like a dog in a desert, was capable of cooling, but not of making ice after all these years, so she held the wine while wandering from room to room, only four in all, excluding bathroom, suffering as she went the kind of discontent which felt like the rising damp she could detect in the bedroom. There were also a few summer beetles escaping garden predators in favour of a hostess who hoovered her basement floors as rarely as Miss West did. Helen thought, If I took down the wall between the dark hall and the living room, the place would be lighter, especially without a blind at the kitchen window. The legal mind which was her curse and her profession turned on complications such as planning permission, building regulations and other bureaucratic interference, before moving on to simpler ideas, such as new colour schemes, which required less fuss. Major alteration would only spawn a thousand minor problems; the hell with it.

The second glass of wine began to wane, and the mess from the kitchen floor was inside the rubbish bin when Bailey arrived. Her turn to cook. After three years of evasion she was finally learning how to overcome reluctance by buying only the best and simplest ingredients she could prepare inside ten minutes, but despite that, he usually came prepared for the eventuality of hunger, armed with a polythene bag, this time containing cheese, bread and a punnet of leaking strawberries. Usually she was grateful; sometimes irritated; today, simply neutral. The hug was perfunctory.

‘What happened to that blind, then? Finally gave up?’

He was careful not to jeer. Most things in his place worked. He had one efficient floor on top of a warehouse, acquired before fashion knocked the prices out of sight and then knocked them down again. A distinguished flat, clean, clear and easy to keep. She liked it, never envied.

‘Drink in the garden?’

‘Fine.’

She hated him for knowing when to hold his tongue. Also for dusting an iron chair before sitting down, so that he would rise with the trousers of his dark grey summer suit clean enough for a man who did not like anyone to detect where he had been, while her cotton skirt would be striped with the dusty pattern of the seat. The garden always soothed her spirits, resembling, as it did, a warm, wet jungle in need of the kind of ferocious attention she could not apply indoors, but even while she was admiring the fresh sprung weeds, the controlled shambles of the kitchen remained disturbing.

‘I was thinking of knocking down the living-room wall,’ she volunteered. ‘Or painting everything yellow. New curtains, new everything.’

He nodded wisely, sipped his lager. Two of these and he would feel the difference, but Bailey’s diplomacy survived any amount of alcohol, while Helen simply became more talkative, more expansive with the wide-armed gestures which knocked things over.

‘Expensive plans,’ he murmured. ‘You been taking bribes again?’ She laughed, the bad mood lifting like a driven cloud.

‘Oh yes, of course. Chance would be a fine thing, wouldn’t it? Imagine anyone paying a prosecutor to lose a case. They’d have to be mad to think there was any need. They lose themselves. Anyway, I was thinking, yellow all over. Let the light in.’

Ah, my generous girl, he thought, with the dark hair, and the dark flat and a liking for light. Bailey thought of his own current work, more darkness than light, plenty of jokes. A solicitor for the Crown and a senior police officer should never meet like this to discuss the decor of their lives. They had tried to keep their professional roles apart since their personal fortunes were inextricably mixed, half the week at her place, days off in between, half the week at his, in a muddled relationship, full of affection and argument, waiting for a better formula to occur to both of them at the same time. Bailey looked at Helen. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix.

‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘Yellow’s a nice colour. Some yellows, anyway.’ The woman he had interviewed this morning had worn a yellow blouse, blood from her broken nose mottling the front. The whole effect had resembled rhubarb and custard. He could not remember the colour of her skirt, only that it was held in her fists as she spoke and her bare arms were patterned with bruises. She loved the man, she said. She did not know why he did this to her. Bailey did not understand why. Even less did he want Helen to understand why.

Bailey loved Helen. Helen loved Bailey. It was as complicated as that. The thought of either of them raising a hand against the other was as alien as the planet Mars. Making a simple suggestion was dangerous enough. The cat, fresh from a roll in damp grass, rubbed against his calves, leaving a green stain which Helen noticed with satisfaction.

‘But,’ he continued cautiously, ‘whether you paint it yellow or not, you’ll always have a downstairs flat, therefore dark. Won’t you? Why don’t you just get in an odd job man and a spring cleaner? Then you’ll be able to judge what else you really need.’

She pulled a face and stroked the cat with a bare foot. Bailey had often offered his services as Mr Fixit, carpenter, and, latterly, been rebuffed. He had been hurt by this, sensing in retrospect some tribute to the doctrine of the self-sufficient, liberated woman Helen would never quite be.

‘Are you suggesting my home is dirty?’

‘No, of course not. Only that you don’t have time to clean it. Not clean isn’t the same as dirty. The place gets a lick and a promise at least once a month. Why should you clean it anyway? Liberated women get help.’

‘From other, unliberated women, you mean?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with domestic labour. You never mind helping someone else scrub their house, you just don’t like doing your own. And if you were otherwise unemployed, you’d be glad of the going rate.’

‘A pittance.’

‘Regular employment, a mutually beneficial arrangement and clean windows.’

She went inside for more wine and another lager for him. The cat followed, licked up the traces of butter on the kitchen floor with noisy enthusiasm. Bailey’s nonchalant figure in the garden was slightly blurred by the dust.

He was not ornamental. He was infuriating but consistent. He was still slightly more defensive than she was. There had never been a courtship, there had just been an event. If it ain’t broke, celebrate.

The wine gleamed light golden through a slightly smeared glass; the lager was deep amber. In the evening light after summer rain, the red walls of the living room resembled a fresh bruise. Like the inside of a velvet cave in winter, with the firelight covering all the cracks, it was dull and garish now.

She could make it corn coloured, all over. Get some good old-fashioned, middle-class chintz. Clean up the cat; forget the blind. Start all over again. Make herself and her home both elegant and safe.

Cath’s lampshade was yellow. A colour once parchment, a nice shade from a second-hand shop, faded even then, the fringes dark brown. A pig of a light for sewing, but Cath liked it. Not that she could sew here, anyway; she hadn’t done such a thing for months. Perhaps it was years. She just sat by the lamp and waited.

The room around her bore traces of effort, now sustained on a less frequent basis. The walls were smudged from frequent cleaning and the patchy renewal of paint. She shuddered to think what was under there. Some of her blood, she supposed, a lot of her sweat and a bucket of tears.

Joe had offered to cook. Ready-made, frozen pancakes with something called chicken ’n’ cheese in the middle, about as good for a man as they were for a small woman, accompanied by frozen peas, boiled to death, and the bread and butter which was better than the rest put together, her contribution. She sat listless although aware, ready to spring into an attitude of appreciation, her eyes tracking his progress in the kitchen, stage left, while her head was turned towards the TV screen. When the meal arrived, she knew she was supposed to murmur appreciation, ooh and ahh as if the man was a genius to find a plate; she was already rehearsing the lines, dreading what he might burn, unable to suggest a better method. So far, the mood augured well. Cath did not quite know the meaning of relaxation, but as far as she could, she allowed herself lethargy, listening to his movements and his voice as she slumped, forever guilty in the slumping.

‘Anyway, this bloke says to me, Jack, you’re a very fine chap. Know an ex-army chappie when I see one. Got discipline, knows how to mix a cocktail even better than I know how to get’em down, hah bloody hah. That’s fine, I said, but the name is Joe, sir, not that it matters, much. And then, Cath, do you know what he did? Right in front of the bar at the Spoon, the bastard downs his drink in one and falls off his chair. Could not rouse the silly old sod. He was a picture, I tell you. Gets this look of surprise on his face, grinning all the time, trying to focus, just before he slides away. Laugh? I could have died.’

She tried to match the pitch of her own laughter to his shrill giggle, managed fairly well, encouraging him to continue. Surely, oh surely, there was a formula for managing her own tongue.

‘What did you give him, Joe, to make him fall down like that?’ Joe worked in the kind of pub which catered to what he called the gentry. And their ladies, haw, haw, haw. And their bloody sons, baying at one another and sticking crisps in the ear of the next person, all good clean fun with Daddy picking up the bills when they were sick or went outside to kick cars on their well-heeled way to somewhere else. Joe had a love-hate view of the officer class, mostly love, an adulation which also got a thrill from seeing them in the dust.

Cath, tired beyond even her own belief, which marvelled constantly at how exhausted and how hurt a person could be while still remaining conscious, sometimes pretended to share his prejudice. People’s problems, she reckoned privately, were all the same, provided you liked them enough to listen.

‘I said, what did you give the bloke to make him fall over, Joe?’ There was a smell of burning from the kitchenette: the transformation from frozen to carbon, all too easy.

‘Vermouth, gin, mostly gin. Oh, a touch of Campari to give it colour; a smidgeon of fruit juice. Mostly gin and French. He downed it in one. For the third time, would you believe?’

The smell of burning increased, a waft of smoke drifted in from the oven, bringing with it an end to relaxation.

‘Can I help you, Joe?’

‘No.’

Anger stirred. Because he would not let her salvage the food. Because of the vision of some poor, lonely old man, buoyed up to spend his money until he fell off his stool, poisoned by a barman he trusted.

‘Joe, you shouldn’t have done that …’

‘Done what?’

He was struggling in the kitchen, couldn’t find the thing to strain the peas: it made him mad. Cath could see the end result of all this; she should not carp at his cruel jokes on drunken customers, could not stop, either.

‘Done that. What you did. Encouraged that bloke to drink that poison. He relied on you, didn’t he? Poor old sod. Poor old Colonel Fogey. Shame.’

There was silence. She turned her head away towards the inanities on the TV screen, wondering too late if there was time to move. Then the food arrived in her lap. Without plate or tray. A heap of hot, burnt pancake and soft peas which burned through the fabric of her skirt into her thighs. She braced herself, with her hair hiding her face while he hit her in the ribs and bosom, finished his flurry with a punch towards the abdomen exposed by the futile defence of her arms across her chest. They were hard blows, repeated for emphasis, making the peas bounce and flutter among the folds of her skirt. The sound from her mouth was simply a grunt as he stopped.

‘Pig,’ he said, dismissively. ‘That’s what you are. You even sound like one.’

He retrieved his plate, sat back and ate with his eyes fixed on the screen. For a while she was quite still, then she got up and carried her skirt in front of her, like an apron, her movements silent and unsteady. He did not take his eyes off the television and she did not speak. On her return, five minutes later, she was carrying a plate of bread and butter. Cath ate more bread and butter than anything else.

‘What did you do,’ he demanded, ‘with that food I cooked for you?’

‘I ate it, of course. What did you think I would do?’ she whispered.

‘You might have thrown it away, or something.’

‘No, it was lovely. Thanks.’ She began to cough, stopped herself because it hurt and would annoy him. Coughing lead to vomiting and that annoyed him more. She had learned to control nausea, to use it as a last resort, since there was an element of fastidiousness about the man. He would not go on hitting while she was being sick, but the downside of that was the knowledge that the presence of regurgitated food always stopped him feeling sorry afterwards.

‘They don’t feed you,’ he grumbled, still not taking his eyes off the screen.

‘No they don’t, Joe, you’re right.’

She nibbled at the bread and margarine spread. Not the stuff of genteel sandwiches, nor the stuff of doorsteps. The sight of it sickened her: pallid dough, golden fat. At work she had another kind of sustenance: bread with nuts, rich brown stuff with real butter layered on with a trowel.

She could have eaten anything out of their fridge if she wanted. She could have told them she was in trouble, but then she was not really in trouble. As long as she was clever and he did not hit too hard or scar her face, and she was able to pretend that the cleaning job was as hateful as the gentry who employed her.

‘Joe?’ she asked, pleadingly. ‘Joe, would you get me a drink? Tea, I mean?’

Joe only drank tea at home. He drank alcohol behind the bar where he worked, noon and evening, not that it showed until he came home, unless anyone could call the odd snarling a symptom. She could imagine what he was like, wondered why they put up with him, hoped that they always would since the thought of Joe without work was tantamount to a nightmare. If he did not work, he would stop her working, but as long as he stayed where he was and she pretended her job never involved any conversation, that was all right. Drinking alcohol at home was not. Together, they preserved the pretence that he never touched a drop; she acted now as if she believed he could not bear the stuff, which, in his way, he could not. His body could not. On a bad day, which meant a day when he had trouble crossing the road, an argument with a customer, or suffered any kind of assault on his pride, the alcohol combined with disillusion to make a poisonous cocktail. It was only the booze which turned him from saint to sinner. He was staring at the screen, his plate empty, his belly unsatisfied.

‘Joe? Please? I hurt all over, Joe?’

He wavered, then hooked his right thumb inside his ear and used his whole large hand to cover his face. She watched him, hardening her heart without great success, even while her own fingers moved cautiously across her aching ribs. He always covered his face when he was ashamed.

She went to make tea, bending in the middle to ease the pain, wanting nothing more than her bed. He spoke in a small voice, at odds with his well-muscled frame, in keeping with his height.

‘I love you, Cath. I’m sorry.’

She felt his left hand clutch at her skirt as she passed, feigned anger. Inside the kitchen, she tidied with long, slow, regretful movements, coughing, spewing into the sink. Carefully, she chose his favourite mug, put a tea bag inside, poured on the boiling water from the new kettle without a cord. The kitchen gleamed. After a deep breath, which caused as much pain as effort, she took the tea in to him.

He was asleep in the chair, his face wet with tears. She brought the duvet from the bedroom, covered him and left him.

Their own bed was new, with drawers in the base, from which she withdrew a spare duvet, as pristine as the one over his knees. There were other rooms, all of them bursting with goods.

Cath worked hard to achieve this daily promise of oblivion. In the bathroom, postponing the real bath until morning the way they both did unless there was blood, she forced herself to slosh cold water over her warm body and face, recognising the nature and degree of this kind of pain and doing her best to ignore it. She averted her eyes from the puckered scar on her abdomen, washed carefully and estimated the size of tomorrow’s bruises. He never hit her face. Never.

Nothing broken: nothing which quite needed fixing.

‘Can anyone remember Cath’s phone number? Oh, Christ, where have I put it?’

‘Darling, why do you want to know? You don’t need to phone her, surely? She’ll be here in the morning; besides, she doesn’t like being phoned at home, certainly not this late.’

‘Late? Time for bed, then,’ said Emily Eliot, roguishly, ruffling his hair, winking in the mirror which hung over his desk. He looked up from the papers across the surface in orderly confusion, caught her eye and smiled.

‘Not tonight, Josephine. I need another hour on this. What on earth were you doing downstairs? Bit of a row.’

‘Oh, sorry, playing Scrabble. Mark was winning, he crows when he’s winning, frightful child. Have you really got to work?’ By this time, her arms were draped round his neck, smiles meeting in the mirror.

‘Yup. You know how it is.’

‘Dreadful,’ she said mockingly, the kiss placed on his cheek denying even the slightest hint of resentment. ‘A wife refused her connubial rights in the interests of paying the mortgage. OK, I know my place, I’ll simply warm the bed. Now, where’s that number?’

‘For the second time of asking, why?’

‘Oh, Helen rang. Can you believe, she said she was asking me because we’re such an organised household, little she knows.’ Emily’s laugh was loud, clear and genuine. ‘Only she was looking for a cleaning lady. Our Cath was saying she wouldn’t mind a bit extra, and knowing Helen, she’ll pay the earth, so I wanted Cath’s number.’

‘At this time of night?’

‘Oh, yes, it is, isn’t it? Bedtime.’

She stood slightly perplexed, as if she had totally forgotten the urgency. Emily’s hectic sense of priorities, her need to fulfil each task as soon as it was suggested, fuelled this house and made it work, with the effect of a huge and elegant boiler. The occasional irritation this caused a hard-working barrister on the up was more than compensated for by the very sight of her and every single one of their children. Emily shared their high energy and that sand-washed look which was pale, interesting, and fiery; a big-boned woman, dressed in an old dressing-gown patterned with dragons cavorting on a purple background. Her hair stood on end: her face was scrubbed and shiny. Alistair pulled her into his lap:

‘Give me a hug. You smell gorgeous.’

She plumped herself down while he pretended to groan at the weight and, with her arms round his neck, she squeezed the breath out of him. Then she looked at the papers on the desk. There were bundles of them, loosely undone, with the red tape which had bound them pushed to one side.

‘What have you got here, my love? Murder and mayhem?’

‘Bit of both. I told you about it.’ He did; he told her all about his cases, including the most tedious ones, and, even in the middle of the night, she listened. ‘Murder, of course. What else can you call it when you have a fight in a pub, one side loses, goes away, arm themselves and come back? One youth stabbed, but only one man caught. Someone else is getting off scot free.’

‘Won’t he say who?’

‘Nope.’

‘Is this one of Helen’s briefs?’

‘No, Bailey’s. These are Helen’s.’ He waved his hand towards the white-taped bundles. ‘Even worse. Domestic violence. Wife-bashers. She seems stuck on wife-bashers at the moment. I wonder if that’s connected to wanting a cleaner?’

Emily rose and kissed the top of his head.

‘You wouldn’t ever bash me, would you? However aggravating I am?’ He slapped her large behind gently as she moved away. His hand made a clapping sound against the fabric of the dressing-gown; she felt the caress without irritation. It had the sound of shy applause.

‘Bash you? I couldn’t, even if you begged. Perhaps, if it was strictly consensual. A long, slow collision. No-one’s injured by a meeting of true minds.’

‘Certainly they are, if the meeting of minds also involves skulls. And I think,’ she added demurely, holding out her calloused hand, ‘you could finish that work in the morning.’

They got as far as the door, leaning against each other lightly, the old familiar relief flooding through him. What did men do, if they did not have a partner like this who bullied, cajoled, seduced and led them to bed with the stealth of a courtesan? A chameleon she was, a sometime tigress, tolerant, fierce; she kept them safe.

It was an impractical house, full of nooks, crannies and the assembled possessions of five individuals of varying ages. On the first-floor landing stood Jane, the youngest child, with snot congealed on her nightdress. A plump nine-year-old, moist with sweat and tears, her face framed against her brother’s surfboard which rested against the wall, her skin pale and pink in patches. Older brother Mark was dark and handsome at fifteen, her twelve-year-old sister, serenely fair and sophisticated, but Jane’s carroty hair grew in twisted, uneven curls about her face, the longest locks sticky with saliva from being sucked into her mouth. Jane was not lovely, although in the eyes of her parents and in the words of their constant praise, she was beauty incarnate.

‘It’s that thing in my room, again,’ she said, trembling. ‘That thing, Mummy. He’s been there again.’

She flung herself into Emily’s arms. Father had his arms round mother’s waist; they stretched from there to tickle Jane’s damp and curly head.

‘Well, what a nerve he’s got, coming back after all this while. You’d have thought once was enough,’ Emily said indignantly. ‘Some people have no consideration. Come on, we’d better go and fumigate the beast. You know he loves warm weather. Funny how he never visited when it was really cold.’

Jane snuffled, mollified.

‘Cath cleaned my room today. I thought if it was clean, he wouldn’t come back.’

‘But Cath doesn’t know about the perfume, and anyway, he’s gone now. We’ll just make sure, shall we? And then leave all the lights on, so you know to run upstairs to find Mark or us, OK?’

Emily’s voice denied the right to winge. The child nodded, made a sound like a hiccup and then turned away from their tableau of hugging and set off downstairs, confident they would follow. Alistair marvelled, and occasionally worried, how it was that Jane had acquired her mother’s authority and graceful, plodding tread. They pounded downstairs with maximum thumping of feet. One of these days they could get the kind of carpet which softened sound: school fees came first. Jane had detoured, with a swiftness which belied her weight, into their own bathroom, where children were forbidden most of the time. She was after her mother’s cologne. There was plenty of perfume in this house. Alistair brought it from duty-free shops on those visits abroad which left him sick with longing for home. Then he would buy more whenever he saw it. Nothing extravagant, but always the largest size, a habit of his. The end result was a wife who always smelled sweet, even when knee deep in household dirt, and a daughter with such a passion for eau-de-parfum sprays, she used them to control her own childish demons.

The ghost who Jane insisted haunted her room on an intermittent basis – usually as the aftermath of either bad behaviour or greed on her part, her father noted wryly – only did so when the room was a mess. Tidiness and cleanliness deterred him. Perfume killed him off completely. Emily sprayed the room, liberally. It had the same effect as a charmed circle. Alistair laughed and supposed it was cheap at the price.

Helen West fell asleep with the grilles left undrawn across the basement windows, the way she did when Bailey slept alongside her but never dared otherwise, and never told him what he already knew, about her being tough and also constantly scared. The presence of the grilles induced a distinct sense of bitterness and a slighter sense of panic when they were closed. Supposing the threat was fire or flood, something from within rather than without, how would she escape when panic made her fumble? Why was it always assumed that the danger came from outside?

Because that was usually so. Certainly so for her. The memory of that violent intruder, faded by the passage of time, came back not only when she saw someone in a street who resembled him, but also at night, making her sweat. Sometimes she could smell his presence in this room, simply by brushing away her hair, from where it fell over the scar on her forehead.

She could taste the blood in her mouth, squirm at the memory of her own violent reaction and all the helplessness which followed. She turned restlessly, distracting herself with visions of daylight streaming in to a clean and sanitised room, washed bare of all reminders. Yellow. The colour of corn and cowardice; bright enough to exorcise the devil.

Bailey felt for her hand.

‘You all right, love?’

‘No.’

He drew her close. ‘All right. Come in here then. I’ll tell you a nice, long story. A good one. Happy endings.’

She wanted to stick her thumb in her mouth, wishing she could give up thinking about present, past or future. You do not need me as I need you, Helen thought, taking the hand gratefully, listening to the voice talking through some silly tale until she would fall asleep.

If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.


CHAPTER TWO



Mary Secura stepped out of her car, in the clean light of a summer morning, pretending to look as nonchalant as a local authority official come to check on a broken window pane or the defective lift in Bevan House. She realised as she saw her own reflection, distorted in the driver’s door, that she had slightly overdone the disguise. Officials from the council’s repair department might have been in proud possession of identity cards pinned to the lapel, but they did not generally look quite as tidy. Mary had a weakness for handbags, too; and suspected that the average council official might not possess the same good, worn leather. It was big enough to hide a radio, the only weapon in her armoury which did not depend on common sense.

The radio was heavy, not intended as a weapon although sometimes used as such when it was quicker than calling for help. Bevan House stretched above like a sheer cliff; her mission would take her no further than the third floor.

She ran her fingers (bitten nails, indicative of something, she was not quite sure what) through her short hair to make it appear less groomed, and walked briskly along the walkway to flat fifteen, steeling herself to be both brisk and reassuring against the possible hysteria of the inmate. Shirley Rix might be as brave and resolute this morning as she had sounded on the phone yesterday, but she might not. The two of them had spoken almost every day for the last six weeks and if it was not quite friendship, it passed as such. All Mary had to do was get Shirley to the door, and she’d be fine. Once she had introduced her to Miss West, who was good at her job, then, hey presto, the bastard husband would be committed for trial.

The one thing which bothered her, less obscurely than the nagging doubt which made her nervous, was the hope she carried like a torch for women like Shirley Rix. Plus the fact that when she, a police constable specialising in domestic violence, was finished with the case, Shirley Rix would realise that despite all the support, she was still on her own after all. Having a husband who tried to murder you with the regularity of Mr Rix did not exactly enhance your prospects, either, even if he remained, as Constable Secura hoped he would, in prison on his wife’s evidence for a long time. Poor Shirley: she did not have much of a curriculum vitae.

Mary knocked at the door, amazed, as she always was, at how Shirley managed to keep this little flat as free from squalor as it was, not exactly clean but far from filthy. Once upon a time, using the standards of her own parents, Mary would have regarded the semi-cleanliness of the Rix household as intolerable. Now she saw it as the triumph of motherhood, which also saved the lives of half her witnesses since it was usually the kids who made the mothers either leave or give evidence, in the end. The day this violent daddy forced his three-year-old son to drink beer, made him sick, shoved him into bed and then beat his wife for remonstrating, was the day Shirley Rix decided to give evidence. Good girl, Shirl.

Mary knocked again, this time louder, the feeling of dread beginning to take hold. She checked the time: nine twenty, forty minutes before they were expected at court. Miss West would be early, she always was; there were still minutes to spare. The third knock was louder still; she had the absurd desire to use the radio in her bag to shatter the wired glass which took up a quarter of the door. Through the glass an electric light glowed in the hall. Mary had been cheered by the sight of that, now she knew it was ominous.

When the door to flat sixteen opened Mary supposed she was halfway to acceptance, as close as cool Helen West always seemed to be with her bloody good manners. On the doorstep was a woman of indeterminate years, somewhere between thirty and fifty, short on speech and square against the kind of ill wind which blew no good.

‘If you want Shirl, she’s gone. Kid and all. ’Bout an hour ago. Not coming back.’

The door slammed. There was the sound of two bolts sliding into place.

Mary Secura looked at her watch again, then knocked on Shirley’s door one more time, knowing it was useless. Inside, the light winked at her while the place reeked of emptiness. When she got back to the car, she found herself trembling with rage. Six weeks’ work, hours of building trust; such was the nature of friendship.

The foyer outside court number five, North London Magistrates’ Court, was almost deserted. There was none of the stink, smoke and grumblings of the waiting area outside courts one to four, which Helen could see as she leant over the balcony watching the human traffic ebb and flow. Court number one was remands; she was glad she was not down there with a hundred cases to shoot from the hip: the overnight arrests, the bind overs to keep the peace, the guilty pleas, the postponements for preparation or nonappearance; the whole thing an exercise in concentration. Better to be up here, with a single case listed for the whole morning, if it lasted that long. The prisoner was in the cells, the two police witnesses had booked in, everything was set to go. She looked downstairs again, in time to see Constable Secura coming through the main entrance and barging, rudely, through the crowds. Alone. Even as Mary made for the steps towards the comparative calm of court five, Helen could feel her own bile rising, the vomit of frustration.
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