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She didn’t even hear the knock when it came. Though it must have been loud enough for Maddie to call down from upstairs: ‘Is anyone going to get that?’


‘Get what?’ Rosalie shouted up from the kitchen. Her fingers were clogged with plum pudding mixture, warty clumps running down the stem of her white wine glass. Mott the Hoople were in full chant to ‘All the Young Dudes’ on the docking station. Rock classics, always her preference for pudding music, just as cheesy eighties pop was her first choice for Sunday roasts.


‘The door!’ Maddie called. ‘I’m sure I heard somebody at the door. I’m just out of the bath.’


It was ten o’clock on a Friday night. Wind battered against the kitchen window, slanting silver needles of rain across dark glass. There was an amber light at the end of the garden where Luke was fetching blocks for the fire from the shed. She could see the steady wag of Bruno’s tail; he hadn’t sensed anyone at the front of the house either. They were nestled in for the weekend, with those long dark evenings leading to Christmas sending a little ripple of excitement down her spine, like when she was a child. She looked at the docking station and thought about listening to The Kinks, then maybe old-fashioned carols in time for Maddie coming downstairs. She might even manage to get Maddie to join her in a waltz around the kitchen, the way they used to when her daughter was little. And this Christmas, with her son Rob coming home and all four of them around a table once more, she might also even manage to do something she wouldn’t have countenanced six months ago – finally forgive her husband.


The kitchen was steamy with heat and pungent with the scent of brandy-soaked fruit. She thought Maddie must have been mistaken about the front door. And then there were three sharp raps on the door knocker, impatient and business-like. Bruno, the chocolate Labrador, let out a volley of warning barks from halfway down the garden.


Did she experience a moment of foresight in the space between the kitchen and the hall door? She was to ask herself this question so many hundreds of times. Maybe in a vain attempt to relive any ordinary moment before her hand reached out for the lock. Any last normal moment in their lives before that door opened and a family was changed for ever.


She was in uniform. He was in plain clothes.


‘No,’ Rosalie said. Because then she did know instantly. She held a hand up, palm facing them to stop their words getting to her. This would be the last moment of not knowing. She would never own this moment again.


‘Mrs Douglas? Mrs Rosalie Douglas . . . ?’ the plain clothes said in a horrifically sympathetic voice.


‘Please don’t say it,’ she said, her palm still trying to deny them.


Behind her, Luke had come through from the kitchen. A block of wood thudded against the floor. She turned and saw that he knew too. Shards of light glittered from the dark recesses of his eye sockets. Bruno whined from the patio.


‘PC Margaret Goodson and Detective Sergeant Simon Wren . . . May we come inside, please?’ the man said, showing a badge.


Rosalie nodded, allowing her hand to drift impotently down as she stepped aside to let them in. Even as she closed the door, her mind was silently screaming:


All you have to do – is get them to not say what they’ve come to say.


Maddie stood at the top of the stairs in a towelling robe, one hand pressed against her mouth.


‘You’d better come down, Maddie,’ her mother instructed.


Luke followed them through to the living room and immediately began lining up the logs by the fire hearth. He wouldn’t make eye contact. Maddie stepped inside warily. The policewoman was young and inexperienced enough to look genuinely upset. Perhaps she was putting herself in Maddie’s place. Perhaps she had an older brother.


‘I think it might be better if you both sat down,’ DS Wren said in that sympathetic voice that made her want to scream.


‘I’ll stand, thank you.’ Rosalie wouldn’t meet his eyes. He cleared his throat.


‘The British Embassy was contacted by officials in Thailand earlier today—’


‘Is it the worst?’ Rosalie cut across, shocked by how steady her voice sounded. ‘Just tell us. The worst?’


‘It is, I’m afraid . . . I’m so very sorry . . . Mrs Douglas, Mr Douglas . . . as your local police station, we’ve been informed that your son’s body has been identified. There was a group of young people swimming late at night. He must have got into difficulty. He drowned. I’m very sorry to be the bearer of such terrible news.’


Maddie let out a high-pitched whimper. But, other than that, there wasn’t a sound in the room. No one moved a step. Rosalie looked at Luke, looking at her. She didn’t see him as he didn’t see her. The sound of the fire crackled loudly into the silence. The policewoman reached out towards Rosalie, who froze her with one look, so that the young woman was suspended in her movement like a character playing a game of statues.


‘Rob’s an excellent swimmer. He’s won medals,’ Rosalie managed after a while.


‘Really, I’m so sorry.’


‘You’re not getting it,’ Rosalie’s voice was rising in pitch. ‘My son couldn’t be dead. It’s mistaken identity. He starts college next month on a late-entry clearance. PE college. He’s fit and strong, you see.’


‘Dead.’ ‘Bearer of such terrible news.’ Rosalie expected the police impersonators to burst into a Vaudeville medley any moment now. She was holding fast to the old reliable ‘mistaken identity’, even as she could hear the roar of waves crashing towards her from the distance. You will never see him again. You will never, ever, ever, ever see him again. You will never, ever . . .


Rosalie turned her head to see if her husband was laughing, as she half expected he might be. His mouth was open but there wasn’t any sound coming out. His eyes had taken on a dull, stupefied lustre. He just kept looking vaguely towards the strangers in the room.


‘How can you be certain?’ Maddie’s eerily high voice cut into the room.


DS Wren pulled an A4-sized brown envelope from a vinyl folder he held tucked under one arm. They really are bringing this one right down to the wire, Rosalie thought. If she put her hands to her ears and sang at the top of her voice – maybe she could stop them. But nothing could muffle the sound of those thunderous approaching waves.


The brown envelope was extended in her direction. Rosalie looked uncomprehendingly at DS Wren. Was she supposed to take it? Look at the content – which would doubtless be a photograph? Her head gave a quick frigid shake. The detective sergeant turned to Luke who took a few faltering steps in the man’s direction. He took the envelope and pulled out the photograph. Rosalie’s eyes squeezed shut. She inhaled and held the breath deep in her chest.


‘It’s Rob,’ Luke said. ‘Our son.’


Maddie began to wail. The sound of a toddler in extreme anguish – nothing like the sound that should emit from a fifteen-year-old girl’s mouth. A strange snort exploded from Luke’s nostrils and mouth. Still Rosalie stood there, single-handedly fighting off the tsunami. Her mind had locked behind a force field. She was even aware of buying moments before the pain to come. Aware of their varying reactions with a freakishly detached curiosity. So this is how we would play it in a movie. Who’d play me? Shouldn’t she be crying by now?


‘But he’s the only one of us who actually likes plum pudding,’ she said. ‘I’m making it for him. For when he comes home for Christmas. This is just ridiculous.’


‘And he’s been identified by several members of the same group,’ DS Wren said in a quiet voice.


The young policewoman went to Maddie and instinctively put her arms around the keening girl. Maddie didn’t resist her embrace but tucked her forehead into the groove between the woman’s neck and shoulder. Until Maddie’s legs buckled and both of them drifted on to their knees, still locked together.


Rosalie turned to her husband. He was holding the photograph with little bubbles of mucus erupting from his nose.


‘Ah no,’ Luke reached for the back of a chair. ‘No no no.’


‘A family liaison officer will come round first thing in the morning. To help you . . . make any plans you need to make. Travel plans. Funeral arrangements. In the meantime, is there somebody you’d like us to call? Someone to be with you tonight?’


‘I want you to leave,’ Rosalie said.


‘I understand,’ DS Wren blinked rapidly. ‘I’m a father myself. I can’t imagine . . .’ He broke off with a shrug.


Rosalie’s scream took her by surprise as much as the rest of them.


‘Get out! Get out of my fucking house now!’ She flew at him with her arms extended, ready to claw out his eyes. He caught her wrists in time and gently guided her backwards towards a chair. Bumping the back of her knees against the edge so that she had no choice but to sit. It was a fluid, experienced response.


‘I’m sorry,’ Rosalie said, gazing up at the police officer. ‘I didn’t mean to . . .’ She broke off. ‘Can you call our priest, please? Father Tom. You’ll find his number in my phone.’


‘Yes, of course. And where might I—?’


‘Kitchen table.’ A trill of panic shot through Rosalie. ‘But you’ll tell him, won’t you? I can’t . . . I can’t . . .’


‘I’m sure he’ll let people know on your behalf.’


Rosalie looked across at her husband. The photograph had drifted from one hand while with the other he rhythmically clenched and unclenched the chair back. It struck her as strange that they had remained apart throughout this whole exchange. She lifted her arms to her daughter.


‘Sweetheart?’


Maddie covered the distance on her knees. She buried her face in her mother’s lap with a moan that rose up from somewhere deep in her abdomen. Rosalie absently stroked her daughter’s hair and thought what a surreal sound Maddie was making. Almost not human – more like the braying of deer in nearby Richmond Park at rutting time. Sergeant Wren signalled to his colleague to go and fetch Rosalie’s mobile from the kitchen.


‘How can this be?’ Rosalie murmured into Maddie’s hair. She raised her head to stare across the room into her husband’s dazed eyes. ‘He’ll never come home. Never be in this room again. How can that be?’


Maddie was trying to say something but her voice was muffled. Rosalie thought she caught the word ‘fault’.


‘What are you saying?’


This time Maddie’s voice rang clear. ‘It’s my fault.’


Rosalie looked to Luke to check if she’d heard correctly.


‘She doesn’t know what she’s saying,’ he said, drawing a little closer. Rosalie reached out for his hand. A crazed notion spearing her mind that if she could just press his flesh, this would all dissolve and the clock could go back to three days before and her last phone conversation with Rob. But the trembling fingers twined with hers didn’t bring any sense of relief. They both flinched when Maddie let out a long sob that petered out into shivery gasps towards the end. Rosalie folded over to press her face against Maddie’s downturned head.


‘We’ll get through this darling,’ she muttered without conviction. ‘It’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. We’ll get through this.’


Maddie sprang away and slowly lifted her head. She fixed on a space between both parents with a shadowy, haunted light in her petrol-blue eyes. Slowly, the eyes clouded by some terrible secret, swivelled to meet her mother’s.


‘No. We’ll never get through this,’ she said, flatly. ‘We’re all broken now.’


There was nothing Rosalie could say. As if to demonstrate the truth of Maddie’s words, her fingers slid limply from their hold on Luke’s. Everything was broken now. A knock on a door and a great unfathomable darkness had been let inside. Silently looking from her husband’s punch-drunk and uncomprehending face to her daughter’s terrible eyes, Rosalie understood with an icy clarity – that all three of them were presently poised at the outer reaches of this black hole. They would know its core before the darkness would finish with them.
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SIX MONTHS LATER


The first scream penetrated her sleep. Rosalie’s eyes sprang open. Her immediate thought was that she’d been dreaming. Maddie was constantly screaming at her in dreams. It took her a while to fully awaken because of the sleeping pill she’d taken earlier. It had been Luke’s turn to hold vigil on the living room sofa, waiting for Maddie to return at whatever hour of the morning, if she came home at all. They could still share that burden at least, if precious little else these days. Another shriek of pure, distilled rage and Rosalie was on her feet and out of the bedroom door in seconds. Below, it looked as though Luke and Maddie were practically wrestling in the hall. He had hold of her wrists while her feet lashed out in kicks.


‘Let go of me! Let go!’


‘What’s going on?’ Rosalie called from the top of the stairs.


Luke looked up and swung Maddie around for Rosalie to see.


‘Oh dear god,’ Rosalie had to clutch the banister rail to steady her feet. ‘Maddie – what’s happened?’


Two purple bruises were blossoming along one of Maddie’s cheeks. Her left eye was swollen to the point of closure, her bottom lip was cracked and bleeding.


‘I fell,’ Maddie spat. ‘People fall, OK? I just want to go to bed now.’ Her voice was slurred. She lashed out at her father’s shins with a blood-spattered Ugg boot. ‘If you would fucking let go of me!’


‘I think she’s been attacked,’ Luke said. His face was ashen.


Rosalie flew downstairs, very nearly falling on top of them from the last few steps.


‘Did somebody do this to you? Maddie – you have to tell us.’


‘I fell.’


‘That’s no fall. What happened?’


‘I want her to come to A and E,’ Luke said through gritted teeth.


‘I don’t need a hospital!’


Rosalie reached out a hand to touch the larger bruise spreading along Maddie’s cheek, which provoked another howl of rage.


‘Were you mugged?’ Rosalie withdrew her hand quickly. ‘Were you – were you . . .’ She couldn’t bring herself to say the awful word. ‘Should we be calling the police?’


‘You know what?’ Maddie screamed. ‘Fuck you. Fuck you!’


Rosalie looked at Luke to silently gauge his intentions, but he was looking down with a growing rictus of horror forming on his face. Rosalie followed his gaze and let out a strangled whimper. Three distinct trickles of blood were coursing down the bare inside thigh of Maddie’s right leg. The trickles bumped and wended over dried, crusted blood already there. Rosalie now saw that the fur of Maddie’s right boot was soaked in lurid red. At first she hoped it might be her period, but there was a rent in the micro skirt as if slashed by a knife.


Luke moved fast enough to make her vision blur. He dropped Maddie’s wrists to envelop her waist with his arms. He hauled her kicking and screeching to the door.


‘Car keys – out of my pocket,’ he instructed Rosalie. ‘Open the back passenger door. You’ll have to hold her inside while I get in.’


Rosalie grabbed for his keys while she reached for house keys and a jacket at the same time. With Maddie howling and lashing out with her feet, they somehow managed to bundle her outside.


‘Help!’ Maddie screamed. ‘Somebody help me!’


Rosalie fumbled with the electronic lock but she kept thumbing the wrong buttons.


‘Quickly!’ Luke barked.


‘Somebody he-eelp!’ Maddie called as loudly as she could.


Lights were pinging on in nearby houses. Rosalie managed to wrest a back door open. Maddie was clawing at her father’s restraining hands. His skin was badly scored. Fuelled by drink and rage, her strength was almost superhuman.


‘Somebody pleeeease!’


‘I’ll have to get in first and drag her after me,’ Luke grated. ‘Soon as I’m in – you close the door and come round the other side . . . No, not thinking straight . . . you drive . . . I’ll stay in the back with her.’


Maddie managed to swing one arm to wrap around an open porch strut. She locked both hands together while he tried to pull her free.


‘Nooooo!’ Maddie shrieked.


‘You’ll have to prise her fingers,’ Luke gasped.


‘Don’t touch me. Don’t you dare touch me!’


Just as Rosalie struggled to tug at least one hand free, the front door of the neighbouring house flew open.


‘What in the name of God is going on here?’ Janet Truss looked over the dividing hedge. She was an elderly widow on good terms with the family, despite an occasional complaint about the noise over the past few months. She looked shaken to the core, quickly taking in the battered state of Maddie and the track marks of blood scored along Luke’s hands.


‘I’m so sorry, Janet,’ Rosalie panted. ‘We’re trying to get Maddie to the hospital. We think she’s been attacked.’ She could feel that Maddie’s grip was weakening.


‘Maybe you should call an ambulance.’


‘She wouldn’t go with them,’ Luke hissed, hauling Maddie free with one last tug that nearly sent both of them toppling. He had to stagger back to regain his footing, but his grip remained firm around his daughter’s waist.


‘They’ve done this to me!’ Maddie shrieked. ‘I don’t want to live here any more. This is abuse!’


‘You know she’s lying, Janet,’ Rosalie felt obliged to say.


Janet Truss walked around to their forecourt. She was blinking rapidly, a hand clutched to her dressing-gown collar.


‘I’m sure you’re right, dear. And I know you’ve been having the most dreadful problems with Maddie. But she does not want to get in that car. This is very distressing.’


‘Please – I just want to get my daughter to the hospital.’ Luke managed to get one foot in the car. ‘Maddie, give it up now. You’re upsetting the entire neighbourhood.’


Rosalie could see that sash windows had been pulled up all around. A lodger from down the street shot his head through one and hollered: ‘Keep it down. Or I’m calling the bloody police.’


‘Oh shut up,’ Luke shouted across. He was almost inside – a matter of manhandling Maddie in after him. ‘Push Rosie, push, slam the door fast as you can. I’ll hold her. You jump in the driver’s seat. Let’s go! Let’s go!’


Maddie spat and tried to bite her mother’s face. A coil snapped inside Rosalie. She didn’t even know she’d drawn her hand back until it crashed with full force against Maddie’s cheek. The sound of the thwack echoed up and down the street.


‘No no no,’ Janet Truss wailed. The elderly woman was crying by now. ‘You mustn’t do that. You mustn’t.’


‘Get in the car, Maddie.’ Rosalie knew her own eyes must have looked every bit as wild and feral as her daughter’s glaring back. ‘Get in the fucking car!’


Maybe she was stunned from the blow either physically or mentally, or a combination of both, but the fight seemed to suddenly ebb from Maddie’s body. She went limp and Luke managed to pull her inside. Rosalie quickly slammed the door shut and ran to the driver’s side.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she called to her neighbour. ‘I really am. But now you need to get out of my way.’ She revved the engine and practically drove at Janet Truss, who managed to step to the side in the nick of time.


Maddie began to sob in the back seat. Long, racking gulps that shook her slender frame. It was as if she’d suddenly come back to herself from a great distance away and the shock of her injuries was taking hold. The honest heat of her mother’s rage seemed to have jolted her right back into reality.


‘It’ll be all right baby,’ Luke repeated over and over while he rocked her shuddering body.


Rosalie stared grimly ahead. She was driving dangerously fast but there wasn’t another car on the road. A cat streaked across her path, surviving literally by a whisker. It suddenly occurred to her that her feet were bare on the pedals; she was still in pyjamas under a jacket. And they’d left the front door wide open. There was no way she was turning back. The entire house could be stripped for all she cared. Rosalie wanted to drive forever. Just drive on, never stopping, not to eat, not to drink, nothing. They would just stay in the safe cocoon of the car – what was left of her family.


* * *


The young male doctor had a jaded quality to his voice. No doubt dozens of drunken aggressive youths passed through his hands on a weekly basis.


‘I’m Dr Patel – you’re the parents of Maddie Douglas?’


‘Just tell us,’ Luke said through clenched teeth. ‘Has our daughter been raped?’


‘Attacked, not sexually,’ Dr Patel replied blandly, oblivious to the near swoons of relief from two distraught parents in front of him. In a strange way, Rosalie found his world-weariness quite reassuring – they weren’t the only impotent parents with a rampantly out-of-control child. And then he spoiled the effect with his next words:


‘We’ve arranged for the psychiatrist to see her first thing in the morning. It’s not my field but I shouldn’t be surprised if . . . ah . . . They may recommend that you section your daughter for a period of time.’


‘Section? You mean lock her away?’


‘It’s not up to me to assess her mental state—’


‘No, it damn well isn’t up to you,’ Luke cut across.


‘But they tend to take suicide threats very seriously,’ Dr Patel continued, as if uninterrupted. ‘Especially if it’s a traumatised young person making the threat. Has she spoken of taking her own life before?’


‘No,’ Rosalie blurted. She looked at Luke. ‘Unless she’s said something on her weekends with you?’


Luke shook his head. Dr Patel was busy adding to his notes.


‘You’re divorced?’ he asked.


‘Separated,’ Luke spat the word. ‘A trial separation,’ he added quickly, glancing at Rosalie in a silent plea not to contradict him.


‘Jesus Christ . . . what is going on?’ Rosalie wanted to swipe the pen from the young doctor’s hand. ‘D’you know what happened to her?’


‘She was attacked. She’s in pain and she’s severely traumatised.’


Luke gripped Rosalie’s hand. ‘Look – is this about drugs? It would explain a lot. Can we see her? Can we go to her now?’


Dr Patel shook his head.


‘She doesn’t want to see you. And I think we should respect her wishes for now. Plus, she’s heavily sedated – the only way we could stop her from running off.’ A flicker of genuine sympathy crossed his face. ‘I know it’s just one shock after another and I wish there was an easier way to tell you this – but your daughter was involved in a pretty serious fight . . .’ He stopped for a second to let that sink in. It was as though he were drip-feeding them the horror. ‘The blood you saw running down her legs was from a knife entry wound on her thigh— Are you OK, shall I go on?’


‘Go on,’ Rosalie said through clenched teeth.


‘In fact she’s probably quite lucky that the blade lodged in the upper fleshy part of the thigh instead of . . .’


‘What? Instead of what?’


‘Reaching its intended destination. Most likely her genitals or that general area.’


Luke uttered a cry and jumped to his feet. He stood with his back to them.


‘But why would— who . . . why . . . ?’ Rosalie couldn’t even begin to comprehend the meaning of his words.


‘We see more of it than you could imagine. These young girls – they think nothing of genital mutilation. Sort of a badge of honour for want of a better way to . . .’ He stopped on seeing their total lack of comprehension. ‘Girl gangs?’ he added after a while. ‘You must have had some idea, surely?’


Rosalie couldn’t find any words. She looked to Luke to come to their rescue.


‘Back up a second,’ Luke managed. ‘Are you saying our daughter was attacked by a gang of girls? Or are you saying she’s a member of a gang? Dr Patel, you seem to think we know things. Or we have some idea. We don’t. We don’t have a clue what’s going on with our daughter.’


‘Yes, I see that,’ Dr Patel sighed. ‘Believe me, you wouldn’t be the first. It’s a lot more common than you might think. To answer your question – from what I can gather – yes, your daughter was a member of a girl gang. Perhaps she still is. They fall out over drugs or a boy or what’s perceived as some act of disrespect . . . We see the results of these internal fights practically every other night. The police get involved but the victim always refuses to press charges – next thing you know, they’re welcomed back into the bosom of the gang and pretty much all is forgotten. Until the next time . . .’


‘The next time,’ Rosalie repeated in a voice that sounded distant and wavery to her own ears. ‘Have you . . . Well . . .’


‘I think my wife is trying to ask,’ Luke picked up, ‘fights that . . . Dr Patel, are these young girls capable of killing one another? Of murder?’


Dr Patel rubbed an eyebrow with a forefinger. He gave a terse nod.


‘To give you a plain answer – yes. They have their own rules, their own set of dos and don’ts within the framework of the group. You have to understand, the gang becomes their family. Their adopted family. They demand a fierce, unswerving loyalty. What makes sense to them wouldn’t make the least bit of sense to us. They follow their own rules and if one of them breaks those rules, they follow their own set of punishments.’


‘Maddie told you all this?’ Rosalie asked with an incredulous look.


‘No. We know how it works. We know she’s a gang member because of the tattoos on her upper buttock. She’ll have kept them hidden from you. We know it’s a punishment crime because of the nature of the stab wound. I’m sure the police can answer any further questions you’re bound to have. My job is to stitch them up and hand them over. I wish I could do more. But it is what it is.’


‘Police?’ Luke parroted. That was all they seemed capable of doing.


Gangs? Knives? Drugs? Our daughter?


‘Naturally, we have to report any incidents involving knives. If you’re lucky, she’ll speak to them. Most probably she won’t.’ His pager bleeped as if on cue, their allotted time was up. ‘Really, I have to . . . I’ve asked Nurse Marie Crean to come and speak with you,’ Dr Patel clapped his hands to his knees and rose to a crouching stand. ‘She’s very good with young people. They seem to trust her, like she’s on their side while the doctors represent the parents. Goodies, baddies sort of thing.’ He tried a feeble smile and Rosalie had to hold one fist within the other. She had to remind herself that this young man was just trying to do his job. Doubtless, he’d begun his studies with the flame of a noble passion burning in his youthful heart, only to find himself sitting night after night with pinched-faced, terrorised parents in one room, their broken offspring in another. She wondered if he ever felt as utterly hopeless as she did right this minute. Suicide and knives and strangers who would do this to her child. What surreal landscape had they wandered into?


‘I don’t understand any of this,’ she managed to say. ‘Luke? Luke, what’s happening?’


He just kept shaking his head, unable to respond.


‘I mean Father Tom’s always on about knife crimes on some of the tougher estates. But Maddie? And how did she meet these girls? Where? How could we not know?’


‘It does explain a lot, though.’ Luke’s voice sounded far away, as though he was being forced to relive the wildly extreme behaviour exhibited by Maddie since about a month after her brother’s death. She’d point-blank refused to discuss or explain what she’d meant by it being her ‘fault’. They’d sat with her together, then individually, as the schism in their marriage widened. She’d spent the first month in the same fog of disbelief, punctuated with days of endless weeping that they’d all gone through together. By the second month it was as if something flipped in her internally. She grew increasingly hostile and aggressive, to the point where a simple ‘hello’ initiated a torrent of abuse. Both Rosalie and Luke were arguing incessantly between themselves by then. Each blaming the other for their daughter’s downward spiral. It was easier to focus on anger and recriminations about the crazed surviving child than the gaping void of their dead son. Luke’s past affair with a work colleague weaved in and out of their raspy arguments like a constant spectre that could not be exorcised.


‘She was behaving like a lunatic before we separated,’ Luke cut across Rosalie’s thoughts in a voice laden with guilt.


‘She was,’ Rosalie said to Dr Patel. Even as she spoke, she knew that if she were in his position, she would blame them too. ‘We thought it might help, believe it or not,’ she added, looking at her bare feet in case he gave her a look of withering contempt.


The young man was flexing his legs now, anxious to get away from them. Rosalie let out a bitter snort.


I wish we could get away from us.


‘We have a chocolate Labrador, for Christ’s sake!’ The words were out of her mouth before she could filter them. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m saying.’


‘You’re trying to say we were a normal family,’ Luke responded with the merest hint of a dry chuckle. Rosalie shot him a look of gratitude. At least they still shared the same mordant, self-mocking humour. They looked anything but normal tonight. Rosalie in her pyjamas, bare feet and hair standing on end; Luke gaunt-faced, with a demonic gleam in his jade green eyes. Their stabbed daughter alone on her hospital bed. What had Maddie said that dreadful night?


‘We’re all broken now,’ Rosalie muttered to herself as the phrase came back to her.


‘Here’s Nurse Crean.’ Dr Patel looked relieved at the approach of a squat, middle-aged woman. She had shrewd blue eyes, in a face creased as a Shar Pei dog. She could see instantly that Rosalie was swaying on her chair. Dr Patel hastily moved off.


‘Would you like some water?’ Nurse Crean asked.


‘Maybe in a minute,’ Rosalie said, trying to adopt a normal voice. ‘Can you please tell us what is going on?’


Nurse Crean patted down the back of her skirt and took a seat. She looked down at a set of notes.


‘How much do you know about what Maddie gets up to at night? Where she goes, who she hangs around with?’


‘Nothing. We know absolutely nothing. She’s completely out of control.’ Rosalie badly wanted this woman on her side but, even as she spoke, her own words sounded whiney and defensive. ‘I’m sorry. That sounds ridiculous, even if it’s true.’


‘Please, Mrs Douglas, don’t feel you have to make excuses to me. We see pretty much everything here. Anyone who hasn’t had an out-of-control child to deal with isn’t in a position to make judgements. It’s such a delicate balance. Push them over the edge and you worry that you might lose them for ever.’


‘Thank you.’ Rosalie drew in a quivering breath. She wanted to kiss this woman’s feet. She could tell that Luke felt the same way. ‘Thank you for saying that. Because I do feel like the crappiest parent in the world.’


‘That’s what the woman – sitting in the same chair you’re sitting in – said last night.’ Nurse Crean smiled. ‘If it’s any consolation, you’d be surprised how many parents give up, and that’s often when a child ends up in the arches at the back of the Savoy.’


‘We tried curfews, threatening her with social services, taking her allowance away . . .’ Rosalie knew she was babbling, but a soft, kind face after so much harshness proved irresistible. ‘Didn’t we, Luke?’


‘You more than me,’ he said. ‘You’ve been unbelievably patient with her.’


‘She was a straight-A student,’ Rosalie addressed Nurse Crean. It really felt as if her redemption as a mother lay in the woman’s hands. ‘Now they keep threatening to kick her out of school. They’re only making allowances because—’ She broke off, unable to complete the sentence. It still felt too unreal to say the words.


‘We lost our son – her brother – six months ago.’ Luke came to her aid.


There was something about the way Nurse Crean dipped her head before offering her commiserations that struck Rosalie as odd. It must have struck Luke too.


‘Did she say anything?’ he asked quickly.


The inference was clear that he was asking whether Maddie had said anything about her brother’s death, and Rosalie couldn’t help but feel that the nurse was deflecting.


‘She was attacked by another girl. A row about who owes who money or some such. Something and nothing, at any rate.’


‘What does something and nothing mean? With a knife involved?’ Luke’s voice rang high and shivery.


‘Sorry, that’s my clumsy phrase, but words to that effect,’ Nurse Crean explained. ‘I gather they were pretty high.’


‘What is she on?’ Rosalie asked. ‘I mean, I take it there are hard drugs involved?’


‘Mostly cannabis. I don’t know for sure in your daughter’s case, but that’s my experience.’


‘Cannabis? Weed?’ Luke exclaimed. ‘Well, I suppose it could be a lot worse.’


‘I’m sure you both experimented . . . ?’ Nurse Crean gave them a meaningful look. They both nodded like chastened children. A bong, a spliff, a joint – who hadn’t?


‘Giggled a bit, got the munchies? Maybe a wee touch of paranoia?’


They nodded soberly again. Rosalie could see that Luke was investing his entire future as a parent in Nurse Marie Crean. Just as she was doing. This stranger, this woman, had suddenly taken on the importance of the midwife who delivered Maddie less than sixteen years before. A woman who was their lifeline for a night – practically forgotten by morning.


‘I have to tell you that it’s a whole other beast these days.’ For the first time they could detect an Irish undulation in the nurse’s voice. ‘Much, much stronger. Sometimes they lace it with PCP, that’s Angel Dust, you might have heard the term? I thought you might – often with the girl gangs we tend to find they lace with crushed amphetamines. Diet pills. Gives them an edge but also makes them increasingly violent.’


‘I know this sounds stupid, but where would . . . Maddie’s friends, for Christ’s sake – at least the girls she used to pal around with – they were into ponies, they got all dressed up on a Friday night to go to Nando’s or Wagamama. Or the cinema. Just a bunch of girls. She sang in the choir every Sunday at our church. Where – how did she find this gang? How could we not know?’ Rosalie cried. Her head drifted into her hands, fingers raking her hair compulsively.


‘You’d be very surprised. A big proportion of any of these gangs are girls just like your daughter. Clever, middle-class, well brought up. Though I will say that most of them are considerably older than your girl.’ Nurse Crean bunched her chubby fingers together. ‘And often times – you’ll find it’s not how did she find them, it’s more how or why did they find her.’


Rosalie’s head shot up. Instinctively, she’d detected a note of censure in Nurse Crean’s voice. She stared into the cool blue eyes and found none there. As if she understood, Nurse Crean leaned across and patted Rosalie’s hand. Without thinking, Rosalie withdrew her hand, as though singed. She’d developed a thing about being touched since Rob’s death.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ she muttered, conscious of Luke’s berating look. They needed this woman on their side.


‘Don’t worry,’ Nurse Crean placed her hands carefully on her lap again. ‘You’re not the only ones, if that’s any consolation. I have two teenage daughters myself. They would throw themselves in front of a train rather than tell me the first thing about their lives. They go out and I pray to God that they come back. I say “text me” when you get somewhere, “text me” when you’re on the bus coming home. Half the time they remember. And half the time they just can’t be arsed, if you’ll excuse my French.’


Rosalie choked out a sound midway between a sob and a laugh.


‘My only clue as to what goes on in the clubs of Kingston or those alleyways down by the river,’ the nurse continued, ‘is what the young people who end up here tell me. By the time they get to us, they’re sobering up, they’re terrified, and most of them want their mammys, to tell the truth.’


‘Did Maddie ask for me? For either of us?’ Rosalie asked hopefully.


‘Maybe she did, but we were all set on dealing with her wound and calming her down,’ Nurse Crean responded diplomatically. Rosalie understood immediately that Maddie had not asked for them. Her shoulders gave a defeated flutter.


You lost your child. You’re losing another. Good mothers don’t lose their children.


‘Dr Patel said Maddie’s . . . he said she’s talked about suicide,’ Rosalie stuttered.


Nurse Crean shunted her hands up and down her thighs. ‘I can’t really go into that,’ she said. ‘She’ll be assessed and the experts will fill you in.’


Rosalie sensed that the woman was holding something back.


‘Please. She seems to have said such a lot to you. If there’s something you think might help us, some way we can help her, please . . . you have to say.’


‘Often it’s just shock, or the coming down from whatever drugs.’


‘Often what is?’


‘The things they say. The kids ramble, you know?’


‘Ramble? Please . . . Anything. Anything at all,’ Luke pleaded. ‘She doesn’t talk to us. Please, Nurse Crean, did she say anything that might help us in the least?’


‘I really think that’s for the psychiatrist to—’


‘I don’t need someone in a white coat to tell me there’s something seriously fucked up about my daughter.’ Rosalie tried to stem the mounting panic in her voice. ‘Please – please . . . try to imagine it’s you sitting in this chair. It’s one of your daughters in a hospital room with a ripped-open thigh . . .’ Rosalie had to break off before she could try again. ‘I feel enough of a failure. Give me a chance with this child. Please, any chance at all.’


Nurse Crean appeared to weigh her own counsel for a moment. The mother in her won over the professional. Her blue eyes were slightly moist when she gazed directly at Rosalie.


‘I don’t know how this could help in any way . . .’


‘Go on. Please go on, Marie.’


‘What did Maddie say?’ Luke persisted.


Nurse Crean inhaled a sharp, whistling breath.


‘Are you in any way aware that your daughter blames herself for your son’s death?’


Rosalie and Luke absorbed that in silence for a long minute.


‘She said something the night we heard about our son,’ Luke stuttered. ‘We stopped asking her about it because it just seemed to push her even more over the edge every time we tried to . . .’ His voice trailed off.


Rosalie had a feeling that Nurse Crean was still holding back.


‘We thought maybe it was some kind of survivor guilt,’ Rosalie explained. ‘Guilt about being the one alive?’


Nurse Crean hesitated.


‘Stronger than that, I think.’


‘Maybe she wished him dead a few times over the years? When they had a fight or whatever?’ Luke prompted.


‘Yeah, maybe that’s what she meant.’


‘Meant by what?’


Rosalie swooped forward on her chair. ‘What did she say? What were her exact words?’


‘She said . . .’


‘Please, please . . .’


‘She said – “I killed my brother”. She said everybody believes he drowned in Thailand.’


‘But that is what happened!’ Rosalie cried.


‘She was crying hysterically by then. I thought maybe it was like you said. You get that – a child takes on the blame for the death of a sibling.’


‘And . . . ?’


‘All I heard, and for all I know these were the tranquillised ramblings of a kid . . . “He didn’t drown. He didn’t accidentally hit his head. I loved him. And I killed him.” I’m sorry,’ Nurse Crean added, lifting her shoulders in an apologetic shrug.


Rosalie sat back in her chair with a force that made it rear. It didn’t make the slightest bit of sense. Maddie adored her older brother. She’d never set foot in Thailand in her life. Yet Rosalie didn’t need to look at Luke to know that he was just as certain that Nurse Crean had repeated verbatim what she had heard. Didn’t drown. Didn’t hit his head. Too specific not to be Maddie’s actual words. Too specific not to have struck Nurse Crean indelibly. Rosalie knew Luke was just as certain that Nurse Marie Crean believed every word of Maddie’s confession.


I loved him. And I killed him.


Rosalie shook her head in denial. Her back felt cold and clammy. It dawned on her – with an incomprehensible certainty – that she believed Maddie too.
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It was nearing a week since Maddie had been sectioned under the Mental Health Act to the Psychiatric Ward of the hospital. On their way to one of their twice-daily visits, Rosalie had confessed to Luke – with a sense of scalding shame – that she was partly relieved to at least know their daughter’s whereabouts, and not to have to endure the daily battles with Maddie. He’d confessed the same. They’d shared a guilty smile and it felt to Rosalie that an echo of their old closeness passed between them. Neither felt the need to say anything at that point; it was enough that they’d experienced that echo.


Life went on in a fashion, just as it had after Rob’s death. Rosalie’s best female friend, Lena, checked up on her on a daily basis. Luke came and ate with her on a couple of evenings, and then left to return to his one-bedroom flat without her having to ask. She Skyped her pregnant sister, Monica, in Australia who was being ‘minded’ by their mother, Agnes, after a series of miscarriages. Rosalie managed to keep up a stream of idle chatter without mentioning that her daughter was, in fact, on a Psychiatric Ward. It would have been too devastating for them at such a great distance. Besides, she could no more explain the whole girl gang thing to them than she could to herself. It gnawed at her mind constantly. And yet, she was managing to get a little work done; returning calls from her comic scouts all over the world. Surreal as it felt sometimes – food still had to be bought and the dog still had to be walked.


She was walking along the river towpath in Richmond now, with Bruno ambling ahead. He’d used up his first burst of energy in the deer park, chasing after a Frisbee which was tucked in the tote bag over her shoulder. Bruno’s tail took on a metronomic side-to-side rhythm. He’d recognised the tall lean figure walking towards them: Rosalie’s best male friend. Father Tom Hayes was originally from Glasgow and could still swear like a Glaswegian docker on occasion. A man in his early sixties, he had that well-scrubbed, unblemished complexion that Rosalie had come to recognise amongst priests and nuns. Even though he wasn’t wearing his dog collar, she was certain that she could have identified him as clergy by the dark, neatly pressed raincoat alone. A row of strong white teeth signalled that he had caught sight of them. His hands thrust into deep pockets of the raincoat as his long legs broke into an awkward canter towards them. He was a striking-looking man with close-cropped peppery hair, crisp grey eyes and a startlingly childlike smile. Rosalie used to tease him about breaking the hearts of his parishioners, especially the widows and spinsters of a certain age. They never seemed to pick up on the fact that he was gay.


‘Rosie!’ he cried, with his usual transparent friendliness. ‘I was afraid you wouldn’t show up.’


‘Tom,’ she said, reaching up to kiss one hollow cheek. She tried to hide an instinctive reflex to recoil at the press of flesh. Rosalie never called him ‘Father Tom’ in person, only referring to his title if he wasn’t there. It was an intimacy that had grown between them over the many years they’d known one another. He gripped her hands in his for a brief moment before catching her unconscious grimace. He released her hands quickly.


‘Bruno.’ He bent down to pat the dog’s head. Still focused on the dog, he quickly asked: ‘And how was Maddie today?’


Rosalie shot him a curious look before responding. For a long time now, she couldn’t shake the strangest feeling that he knew something about Maddie. Something he couldn’t tell them.


‘Surly. Uncommunicative,’ she said. ‘Full of anger but not wanting to show it in case they keep her longer. We just sit there like two lemons.’


‘Shall we?’ Father Tom indicated they might stroll along towards the bridge. There was a time he would have crooked his arm for her to link hers through. ‘I finally managed to get hold of her psychiatrist.’


‘You did?’


‘She returned my calls this morning. Not before I explained to her secretary that I’m a psychologist as well as Maddie’s priest,’ Father Tom said with a wry grin. He was used to being ignored by non-Catholics in his clerical capacity. Busy people assuming that his calls were just a perfunctory part of his pastoral remit.


‘What did she say? She hardly speaks to us.’


‘I didn’t get an awful lot more from her than you or Luke, I’m afraid.’ Father Tom pulled the collar of his raincoat up around his neck. A few drops of rain bulleted lightly across the Thames. They were walking towards the soft-grey stone-arches of Richmond Bridge.


‘Did she indicate how much longer they’re going to keep her in the Psychiatric Ward?’ Rosalie asked. ‘It’s nearly a week and we can’t get a straight answer.’


Maddie had been put in the care of Dr Kneller, an elderly woman who managed to tread a fine line between abrupt efficiency and surprising gentleness. Rosalie and Luke visited Maddie every day, only to sit in the comfortable, pastel-hued communal room with a daughter eyeing them in hostile reproach. When was she getting out of there? When were they coming to take her home? There was nothing wrong with her, but if she had to stay another night in this loony bin, she really would go off her nut.


They couldn’t get straight answers to the questions themselves, so there was nothing to say except to keep putting it back on the psychiatrist. As if she were some all-powerful figure with total control over the family. The only directive she’d given them with any clarity was that they weren’t to bring up the words Maddie had said to Nurse Crean that night in the hospital. Dr Kneller was very clear on that point, while being so very vague on practically every other point. The human mind wasn’t like a broken limb you could set with a splint or a wound you could staunch with a rag.


‘They won’t let her out until they’re confident they’ve got her medication levels right,’ Father Tom was saying. ‘She was on a high dose of anti-depressants. They’re bringing the dosage down bit by bit. And she’s on something anti-psychotic. So far that seems to be the diagnosis – an episode of paranoid psychosis. They see a lot of that because of the laced marijuana the kids use these days.’


‘At least you got that much information.’ Rosalie expelled a sigh.


‘The thing is, Rosie . . . You wouldn’t be aware, but while they’re dealing with Maddie, they’ll also be checking you and Luke out. To see if they should be calling social services.’ Father Tom shot her a sideways look to check her reaction.


‘Of course,’ Rosalie responded. ‘That makes sense. In case we’re stabbing our own daughter on a regular basis? God knows I’ve wanted to.’


Father Tom threw his head back and laughed.


‘Well, you’ll be glad to know that neither of you have raised any suspicions. Of course they know her medical history from the hospital, and that she refused to co-operate with the police, but they still have a duty of care to assess her home life,’ Father Tom expanded.


‘And we passed?’ Rosalie rejoined. ‘We might be crap parents but we’re not serial abusers. I suppose that must count for something.’


‘You’re a good mother, Rosie. A great mother.’ Father Tom made to put an arm around her shoulder but stopped when he intuited her withdrawal. ‘And Luke’s a good father. You’ve all been through hell. Don’t beat up on yourself.’


Rosalie felt the familiar gathering of rocks in her throat.


‘Did Dr Kneller tell you if Maddie’s said anything about Rob?’ she asked.


‘They have a one-to-one every morning, then there are group sessions in the afternoon. Maddie just blanks her every time the subject turns to Rob. I think we both know how that works.’ Father Tom had spent hours trying to get through to Maddie himself in the past few months to no avail: she blocked him out with almost the same level of aggression she applied to her parents. At the time he’d joked that it was a backhanded compliment. Up until then he’d only been an honorary member of the family.


‘She had a particularly close bond with Rob,’ he said in a quiet voice.


‘She’s lost without him.’ Rosalie rubbed a finger along an eyelid. ‘They can put all the fancy terms on it they want. But that’s what it comes down to. We’re all lost without him. They can’t give you pills for that.’


A powder of rain began to sprinkle across the calm surface of the river. The sky was that peculiarly pewter shade of sultry midsummer, with fingers of dark purple creeping from the east. Bruno stopped to sniff another dog’s backside, spotted a log to put in his mouth instead and padded on, blanking the disappointed cocker spaniel. A couple of silvery river gulls called raucously from one bank to the other. The day had a drowsy Sunday feel to it, though it was a midweek afternoon. Warm yellow lights came on in a permanent houseboat across the Thames, sending out dashed moonbeam reflections across the river’s surface. It was a string of party lights, Rosalie realised, probably being tested for later that night. For a moment she wondered about the people who lived within. Did they put up a tree and make Christmas puddings, just like people in regular houses? Regular people like her, once upon a time. A guttural cry escaped her lips before she realised it was there.


‘My dear,’ Father Tom said, clapping his hands against his thighs. Uncertain if he should touch her or not.


‘Sorry,’ Rosalie gasped. ‘You never know when it’s going to . . .’ Her voice trailed off.


‘What can I do?’ she cried, looking into his grey eyes, misted with concern. ‘If anybody could tell me what to do, I would do it. Anything. I feel like I’ve lost both my children and I don’t know how it happened.’


‘You have strong faith, Rosie. Sometimes I think it’s stronger than my own. In my experience, at times like this, most people rail against their Maker or their religion. But not you. Which leads me to wonder, not as your priest but as your friend: why are you so quick to blame yourself for everything?’


Rosalie thought about that for a while.


‘I don’t know,’ she said in a flat voice. ‘Maybe I just feel I got a life I didn’t deserve.’


‘And why should that be?’ he prodded softly. ‘You weren’t born with a silver spoon in your mouth but you’ve worked your arse off. Why’re you so hard on yourself for doing well?’


She shrugged and sent him a helpless glance. It was beyond her own comprehension. And then a thought started to form out of the fog. She suddenly had an inkling that he was wearing his psychologist’s hat now.


‘You think this is something so deep inside me that I’ve somehow passed it on to Maddie? She has to take the blame for Rob’s death because that’s the only way she knows how to cope? Could there be something in that?’


‘Maybe.’ Father Tom pondered for a moment.


Rosalie felt a tiny shiver of hope. Maybe there was a guilt gene that got passed down in families. But then Maddie’s words echoed in her head again.


‘“I killed him” is very specific, don’t you think, Tom? I mean, “it’s my fault” I can buy as the kind of thing that someone says in extreme shock. Your head’s all over the place. Ridiculous, I know, but you kind of want to be responsible in some way. Part of what happened. If only because you weren’t there or you looked away or you let him go.’


‘Are you speaking for Maddie now . . . or yourself?’ he prodded gently.


‘Damned if I know,’ Rosalie said, blowing out a deep breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. ‘All I know is, I was the mother of two children. I was a wife. We had our ups and downs but it was a strong marriage. I could’ve forgiven Luke one lousy affair—’


‘And you would have,’ Father Tom interjected. ‘And you will. You were already coming round and then your rage blew up again. Something to focus on instead of your son’s death.’


‘It was all right when Luke was away on a film shoot, but as soon as he came home – it got so bad we couldn’t be in a room together without one of us screaming,’ Rosalie shuddered, remembering the levels of vitriol they’d managed to reach. It was as if they were verbally clawing at one another to try and feel a pain other than the pain that held them in its inexorable grip. ‘Maddie was already behaving like some kind of monster neither of us could control. We never knew from one night to the next if she’d actually come home or not. It just felt it might relieve the pressure a bit if Luke moved into that flat for a while.’


Two months ago, Luke had taken a tiny flat close by, above a chippie. He was rarely there in any case; he had to travel abroad for long periods of time as a top cameraman for the Natural History Unit of the BBC. He hadn’t wanted to move out, but Rosalie insisted. For Maddie’s sake, she’d said. Luke’s fights with the daughter he loved more than his own life had escalated to a frightening intensity. It sometimes felt in the house as though three people were all screaming together with nobody actually listening. But in her heart of hearts, Rosalie knew, even as he walked out through the front door with packed suitcases – that she’d forced the issue of the flat for her own vindictive purposes. She’d wanted to punish him for being unfaithful. She’d wanted to punish him because they’d lost their son.


‘You don’t need to justify anything to me,’ Father Tom said gently. He had the most uncanny knack of reading her thoughts.


They walked on in an unspoken agreed silence. When they got to the bridge, Rosalie made to turn up steps to the left, but he stopped her.


‘I could do with a cup of tea,’ he grinned, ‘and maybe a slice of that coffee gateau they always have.’ He indicated the café under an arch in the bridge. Rosalie chuckled; she loved the old-fashioned way he always said ‘gateau’ instead of cake. Just like her mother. She felt a warm trickle of love for him. A sense of protectiveness too – what if God let them both down . . . by not existing. At least she still had some sort of a fractured family in her life. He had nothing but his faith. And he had wrestled with that throughout many a tortured night, once the sheer scale of the history of child sex abuse in the Catholic Church had come to light. His faith had proved stronger than his revulsion, and he’d felt the best way to make amends was to continue being a priest with renewed humility and a desire for atonement.


‘My treat,’ she said. ‘Cause you’re my pal.’


It was stiflingly warm inside the café, so she paid for their purchases and took the tray to a table outside. Bruno hunkered down with a dental stick from the cavernous tote bag. It was still misting over, but the spray was aerosol light on their faces.


‘Do you mind?’ she asked, gesturing to the outside seated area. ‘I like to look at the river.’


‘Me too.’ Father Tom forked a mouthful of cake, offering Rosalie another fork. ‘Will you?’


Rosalie shook her head and rummaged for her cigarettes. She lit one, inhaling so deeply it made her cough. A woman at a nearby table began to wave a hand ostentatiously at the smoke. Rosalie made a point of blowing the next stream in her direction. People strolled through a bricked archway to their side of the river bank. Most wore light jackets for the rain, which had pelted or drizzled in the early part of June. A young couple rowed in a gaily coloured hire boat. The oars splashed in an awkward rhythm; the sound of their laughter carried up to the café. Children scootered along the towpath at breakneck speed. It had been bikes when Rob and Maddie were that age, flying along the same towpath, with Rosalie and Luke sauntering behind. Always with their arms linked.


‘I should have a scarf over my head,’ Rosalie chuckled grimly. ‘And dark glasses. Ellen Burstyn, remember? In The Exorcist. “Father, can somebody please tell me what is happening to my child?”’


‘Oh, I loved that movie.’ Father Tom licked his fork, grey eyes twinkling. ‘All the more reason to be a priest.’ He mimicked sprinkling holy water with a spoon. ‘“The power of Christ compels you, the power of Christ compels you.” I wake up from dreams and that’s what I’m saying. The devil’s backed into a corner, cringing. Very satisfying.’


‘Do you believe in evil?’ Rosalie suddenly shot across.


‘I suppose if I believe in good, then I must,’ he answered after a while. They’d had similar conversations before, but both were aware that once idle speculation was now freighted with new subtexts.


‘Tom,’ Rosalie began, then thought better of it and dragged on her cigarette instead.


‘Go on, Rosie.’


‘It’s not just what Maddie said . . . it was the way Nurse Crean repeated it – exactly as I know my daughter would have said it. “I killed him.” And then all this gang business. Maybe that was going on further back than we know. You think you know your kids . . .’


‘What are you trying to say?’


‘Nothing.’ Her hands flew up. ‘Everything. Maybe they were both mixed up in things we had no idea about.’


Perhaps it was the pearly afternoon light, but for a second Rosalie thought his face had visibly paled.


‘Tom?’


‘Touch of heartburn. A rush of sugar does it. I’m fine – go on . . .’


Rosalie stubbed out her cigarette and leaned across the table. ‘I know you and Luke think it’s all in my head – but there were things that just didn’t add up at the time and they don’t add up now.’


‘We’ve been over this, Rosie . . .’


‘I know. I know. Just let me put these things out there. One last time. They go around and around in my head to the point where I think it should be me on a Psychiatric Ward.’


Father Tom waved her on with his fork but he kept his eyes fixed on the far river bank. They’d had a few variations of this conversation throughout the past few months, and he always exhibited signs of deep unease.


‘Rob was an excellent swimmer. You know that. You’ve been there with us when he won gold medals.’ Rosalie licked her lips and tentatively continued.


‘They were diving off dangerous rocks. They had been warned. He did have a reckless streak,’ Father Tom countered in a gentle tone. ‘That young girl – what was her name? – Ayesha. She told you as much.’


‘She also said that no matter how hard they partied the night before, he was always in the water by first light. A streak in the ocean, she said. She couldn’t have thought he was that reckless because she would only swim when Rob was around because he made her feel safe.’


Ayesha was a girl Rob had met on his travels. One of a crowd he hung around with. A sensitive girl with a crop of bleached white hair that contrasted with her dark skin. Her family had immigrated to Manchester from Pakistan before she was born. It was Ayesha who had first approached Rosalie and Luke when they’d arrived in Thailand to claim his body and then called them on her return to Manchester. She never said she was an intimate girlfriend as such, but Rosalie had secretly hoped that she was. Rob and Ayesha would have made a great couple and, perhaps with the passage of time, great parents. They had visited Ayesha in Manchester and felt the better for it.
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