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Prologue






There are dozens of pages of paper. She has been writing for what seems hours and through the cottage window the sky is darkening. Once she started she couldn’t stop and though it is getting late, she needs to finish.


It all needs to finish.


The page in front of her is the last she will write.


But after all she has written she finds she cannot find the necessary words.


Her confessions are fresh in her mind.


There is only one thing left to say.


To ask.


God forgive me for the things I have done.






Chapter One


Selina


Friday Evening


Selina removed her wig, the stark white, polyester fibres slipping against her fingers as she replaced it into the monogrammed box, and the box into her locker. Were she to leave it out, uncovered, she would run the risk of it catching a stray horsehair from a rival’s wig, which would leave her sneezing in court all next day. Fastidious, she did not run this risk. In it went, to the depths of her locker, with her barrister’s gown and air-freshened shoes.


Her phone buzzed inside her handbag, thrumming against the leather. She could tell from the rhythm that it was Esther, the ringtone uniquely set for the old friend she found it so hard to talk to.


There was a second where she paused – the urge to hear her friend’s voice filling her with such a loneliness that she almost reached into the bag and answered the call. Almost.


‘Any plans?’


The plummy drawl startled her: she thought she was the last barrister left in the building. Turning, she saw Dick Chapel standing close by. Too close. His lilac shirt still tucked into his pressed, navy trousers, sterling-silver stiffeners keeping the collar sharp. Only the undone top button and the stray lock of black hair brushing his forehead indicated that he’d stopped working for the day.


She stepped back. ‘None,’ she said.


‘Not going to celebrate? Raise a glass to a job well done, another criminal back out on the street?’ He placed one arm on the wall of mahogany-fronted lockers beside her, leaning backwards in a way that should have been nonchalant, were it not for the leer in his eye.


‘He was found not guilty, Chapel. Therefore, he is not a criminal.’ She opened her mouth to launch into her usual spiel about the right to a legal defence, to be tried fairly, the necessity to ensure as few people are locked up in the overcrowded, criminal-making prisons as possible. She stilled her tongue, took a breath and reminded herself that she didn’t have to defend herself to this man, one of the fiercest criminal barristers to share her chambers.


‘What’s it to you, anyway?’ she said instead, turning her back and securing her locker. ‘It’s not as though you were working for the prosecution.’


‘You’re gaining on my record, Alverez. It’s unsettling.’


‘You’re scared I’m going to win the most cases? Come off it, it’s not a competition.’


‘Of course it’s a bloody competition. Everything’s a competition.’ He shrugged his shoulders back, a practised gesture that briefly pulled his shirtsleeve far enough up his wrist to show off his Rolex. She’d seen junior barristers, those still slaving away on a paltry wage, stare with hunger at that watch. Only, Selina hadn’t been a junior for some time, and such badges of wealth didn’t impress her. Besides, she knew that Dick didn’t buy the watch himself; it was a present two Christmases ago from his mother.


‘I’ll take you out to celebrate,’ he said, turning his body half away from her, as though he didn’t care if she took him up on his offer or not.


A faint trace of whisky lingered on his breath, a sign he had been in with one of the judges toasting the end of the week. A common practice. Frowned upon in some courts, perhaps, but certainly not illegal, and if barristers know anything about anything, it’s how to bend the law to suit a purpose.


A sad smile tugged on her lips, nostalgic for a time when Friday nights were spent eating good food and drinking the finest single malt she could get her hands on. And before that, when she was newly qualified, she would have phoned her boyfriend after a win and they would have celebrated together with deli cheese and sparkling wine.


‘Early night for me,’ she said instead, cloaking her down-filled coat around her shoulders and zipping it up to her chin. Droplets of rain misted the windows, the weather outside as miserable as a January night could possibly be.


‘Tomorrow, then. I’ve got a case to prep this weekend, you could help me. We’d be all alone in the office.’


‘Chapel,’ she said, sounding out his name like a warning.


He purred hers in return. ‘Selina.’ He leaned towards her and stooped slightly, so their faces were close. ‘Use my first name. Go on. I love to hear you say Dick.’


‘God, you’re revolting.’ She stepped out of his line of reach, about as attracted to this man as she was intimidated by him. She saw him less as a threat and more as an irritating man-child.


‘You can’t not celebrate,’ he said, his bottom lip pouting slightly. ‘Nobody wins them all; you’ve got to appreciate victory when it comes your way. I’ll buy you dinner at the Ivy. The one in Clifton’s just as good as the London.’


‘What part of no do you not understand?’ Facing him full on, she stood as tall as her five-four frame would allow and stared straight into his large slate-grey eyes. She allowed her voice to resume the crisp-edged upper-class accent she usually reserved for the courtroom. She thought she’d been able to shrug it off for the weekend but it slipped back into her mouth like a favourite sweet, warming her tone with a smooth, honeyed confidence. ‘Perhaps you could invite someone else if you’re lonely. Your secretary, perhaps. One of the female appointing solicitors. I hear they’re just as forward as the men. Right up your street. Or, if all else fails and you really do find yourself at a loss, may I suggest you take out your girlfriend?’


He paused, blinked the look of hurt from his eyes. ‘Your luck’s in,’ he said, leaning closer. ‘Broke up with the last one a few weeks ago.’


‘“The last one”? I’m sure she had a name, Chapel, or are all women interchangeable to you?’


But if she had hoped to make him ashamed of himself she was to be disappointed. He smiled broadly and ran a hand through his dark hair.


‘You’re such a tease. I only offered because I knew you’d turn me down. All the fun of the chase with no real risk of attachment.’


With a roll of her eyes she picked up her bag and walked out of the robing room. In the corridor, her trainers squeaked on the polished wood. She missed the extra inches stilettos gave her, feeling tiny and insecure in the now mostly empty corridors of Bristol Crown Court. Hers had been the last case of the day, a ruling she’d known from the outset would go in her favour. Another man free.


‘So, what will you do, then?’ Chapel followed at her heel. ‘Go home and watch crap TV? Drink a bottle of red alone and fall asleep on the sofa with your tongue hanging out? Call your mother?’


Selina gave an involuntary scoff; the idea of calling her mother was ridiculous. Staying in on a Friday night would receive even more criticism from her than it had from Chapel.


‘It’s none of your business.’ She waved to the security guard as she passed the metal detectors, smiled when he waved in return. ‘Night, Martin.’


Chapel quickened his pace so he was next to her. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Selina, you’re too good to be true! You even talk to the proles!’


‘Go home, Chapel. You’re wearing my patience thin.’


‘Are you going to talk to him too?’ Chapel stopped by the court entrance door laughing, arms folded across his chest, nodding towards the homeless person on the pavement outside, wrapped up in so many layers it was almost impossible to see the man beneath.


It was tempting to tell Chapel to fuck off and mind his own damn business. But she held her tongue. She was so used to him now, his rakish bad behaviour, his audacity in court, his obnoxious sense of entitlement. The best way to punish him was a complete unwillingness to engage, the same way she navigated her young niece’s tantrums.


Outside, the bitter wind and driving rain made her pull her hood over her sleek, dark hair and slip her thumbs through the holes in the sleeves. As she neared the man huddled against the furthest pillar, she opened her wallet and removed one of the many Starbucks vouchers that were tucked behind the photo of her late father. She dropped it into the paper cup in his gloved hands.


Chapel gave a hoot of incredulous laughter from the crown court lobby.


‘Cheers,’ the man muttered through layers of scarf wrapped around his mouth and neck. ‘God bless.’


Too late for that, Selina thought, and turned towards home.


Her phone vibrated in her bag again. Esther.


Over the last three years, her friendship with Esther, her best friend since they were both eight years old, had deteriorated to such a point that Selina wasn’t sure it would ever recover. It was all her doing. Visits to Taunton had been reduced to once a month, popping in to see her friend for a coffee, each visit a few minutes shorter than the last, all topics of why Selina was distant swatted away as soon as they arose.


Even now, with Esther’s father dying slowly and painfully in his tiny Somerset hamlet, Selina found it impossible to offer the level of support she knew she should.


The buzzing went on and Selina didn’t answer.


The pavements were quiet, considering it was early evening on a Friday. Even the roads were devoid of traffic. The university students hadn’t returned from the Christmas break and the rest of Bristol was hiding indoors, either huddled into the nooks and crannies of the Victorian pubs or nursing their January-empty wallets at home.


A steady drizzle of rain was falling, invisible unless caught beneath a street lamp, yet saturating all the same.


Two more homeless men on Selina’s route benefitted from a coffee-shop voucher. Each offered some gratitude or blessing and Selina shrank away from their thanks.


She followed the pavement, head down, and gradually Bristol became Kingsdown and Kingsdown became Clifton. She caught snippets of laughter and the smells of food from restaurants as she passed, and had to fight the urge to return the call and talk to her friend.


To say, ‘I did something, Esther. Something I shouldn’t have done.’


But she could never say this.


‘You’re the only one I want to talk to about it, but I can’t. I can’t tell you a thing.


‘It would tear you apart.


‘It would land me in prison.’


Selina fiddled with the key in the sticky lock of her door, gaining entrance to the long corridor of the Georgian block on the outskirts of the Durdham Downs. Her flat was down a flight of stairs and the view of the Downs, the zoo, the Clifton rooftops and the suspension bridge was impossible to appreciate from its solitary barred window. The place was saved from the label ‘bedsit’ by a thin partition concealing the kitchen from view of the bed, and the aeroplane-style bathroom squeezed into what had once been, Selina presumed, a broom cupboard. The flat was intended to be somewhere to stay when court cases ran late and the thought of commuting back to her apartment in Taunton was too much, but over the last three years, she had slept in this prisonesque flat far more than anywhere else. There had been a fleeting idea to sell the Taunton pad and buy a more comfortable Bristol home, but the questions it would raise would be unwelcome. More than that, the comfort was wholly undeserved.


Selina’s floor was littered with post: a letter from the bank, a reminder to renew her car tax, three statements from charities she donated to every month. Holding the post in one hand, she pulled out her phone with the other.


Seven missed calls.


All from Esther.


Something was wrong.


Friday night. Before her father’s illness Esther would have been out all night, drinks in some hidden, exclusive bar, a date with her partner or a dinner party with friends. She was thirty-four and guiltlessly childless with a joie de vivre that bordered on hedonism. Friday night was a night to enjoy life, not sit and phone an old friend who refused to answer her calls.


Something is wrong.


Selina pressed the button to return the call, holding the phone tight to her ear.






Chapter Two


Selina


Friday Evening


The words took a moment to sink in. Esther’s voice was clear, if a little weary, yet what she was saying made no sense.


‘Hang on, I just can’t … say that again?’ Selina massaged the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes.


She had been sure that the problem was going to be Esther’s father, that the stage four cancer he had been diagnosed with a month before Christmas had spread or the chemotherapy was causing anxiety.


‘Mum’s in hospital,’ Esther said again, ‘in Musgrove Park. They brought her in this morning, she—’ Esther’s voice caught, but Selina knew better than to interrupt. Esther had always been a stoic. Selina heard her sniff back any traces of tears and continue, composed. ‘Madeleine found her this morning, by Dad’s bedside at home. She’d injected herself with his morphine; there were a dozen or so vials of the stuff emptied out on the floor, the needle was still in her vein when Madeleine found her.’


‘Who’s Madeleine?’ Selina felt guilty even asking the question. If she had been there more she would know this.


‘She’s the St Moira’s nurse. She moved in a few weeks ago to help look after Dad.’


‘Jesus, I thought they only stepped in for palliative care?’


‘They do.’


Selina winced. She hadn’t spoken to Esther for over a month. She had been telling herself her friend needed time and space to be with her family over Christmas, but really Selina had been hiding.


‘He stopped the chemo when they discovered the cancer had spread, he just wanted to be at home, with us. Look,’ Esther sniffed back again. Her voice when she continued was harder and straight to the point, concealing her grief with solid facts. ‘That’s not the issue right now, that’s not why I called.’


‘I know, I’m sorry, it’s just a shock. Are you OK? Is there someone with you? Where are you?’


‘Well, there’s Madeleine; she wanted to stay with Mum, so she’s arranged for another nurse to take over Dad’s care for a day or two. I’ve gone back to mine whilst they’re running tests. I needed to collect some things, I’ll be sleeping in the hospital tonight.’


Esther’s flat in Taunton was next door to Selina’s, the apartment she had intended to use as her home. Selina felt a pang for that old life and the friendship she had sacrificed. I’ll come straight away if you need me, Selina thought. I’ll hold my shit together, bite my tongue, and I’ll be there. But she didn’t say this, the words were too tangled with fear. ‘What’s happening with Connie?’ she asked instead. ‘Have they given her anything to counteract the morphine? Do they know about her problems—’


‘Her problems?’ Esther coughed out, exasperated. ‘Of course they bloody know! Of course. For Christ’s sake, Sel, the first damn thing I tell anyone is that Mum has special needs, that she doesn’t speak, doesn’t like to be touched, doesn’t like to make eye contact. Have I told them about her problems? Honestly?’ Esther paused and the phone line filled with the sound of her slow, deep breathing as she tried to regain her composure. Selina pictured Esther in her large, airy flat that looked out over the cricket ground, saw the granite kitchen counter they used to share brunch over, the espresso machine, the wine rack that had slowly been filled with better quality booze the older they got.


Selina had the urge to pull her in for a hug, rub her shoulders and tell her it was going to be OK, that she’d get through this. The same thing Esther had done for her when Selina’s father had died.


‘They gave her naloxone to counteract the morphine,’ Esther said, ‘and it’s working so far. They think they’ve got it under control but they won’t know for sure until the results of the blood test come back, which will be in another couple of hours, possibly the morning. More critical is that she’s been suffering from minor pulmonary embolisms ever since the paramedics found her, small heart attacks which they think are being caused by a large clot somewhere in her circulatory system that was disrupted by the shock of the overdose and has started breaking down.’ The details came through in a monotonous drawl, the simple act of passing on information from one source to the next without pausing to consider its meaning. It would be too much, Selina guessed, to contemplate the significance of the words. ‘The debris from the larger clot is causing minor blockages in her pulmonary system. She’s suffered two small attacks already. They’re taking her for an MRI scan to see if they can locate it and then, depending on the size, they’ll either operate or inject a dissolvent into the clot to break it down safely.’


‘Shit, Esther, I’m so—’


‘Don’t. Just don’t.’


Selina imagined Esther tensing her jaw, mustering her strength. She had something else to say. It occurred to Selina for the first time that Esther may not be calling her for support, that maybe her distance in the last few weeks was the final straw on the already strained spine of their friendship. What if Connie had left a note? One that pointed towards Selina?


‘She asked for you,’ Esther said.


‘What? Connie asked for me?’ Selina reached out a hand to lean against the wall, a swell of relief that Esther didn’t know more mixing with dread that Connie had uttered her name. ‘She spoke?’


‘Yes. She came around, briefly, and asked for you.’


And there it was, the real reason for the anger hidden behind a three-letter word. Selina’s barriers swiftly came up. Connie had asked for her. Shit.


‘Did she say anything else?’ The need to know was so urgent that the question spilt out in the same brisk manner she used to cross-examine a witness.


‘She said, “I need Selina.” Nothing else.’


Curtailing a sigh of relief, Selina imagined Connie waking from sedation; the fear in her face, the words sounding out in that strange, hoarse voice. ‘OK. OK, I’m on my way. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ She had to make sure Connie didn’t say anything more, didn’t write anything down.


‘That’s pointless: HDU is closed to visitors overnight unless you’re immediate family. Come tomorrow.’


‘OK, I’ll be there first thing.’


‘Selina?’


‘Yes?’


‘Aren’t you wondering why?’ Esther said, and Selina realised it hadn’t been anger her friend was trying to conceal. It was hurt. ‘Why my mother asked for you and not me?’


An answer that wasn’t the truth seemed unfathomable, but it was already too late to speak. The line had gone dead.






Chapter Three


Connie


Friday Evening


Where am I? I can’t tell. My eyes are taped closed, a tube snakes across my upper lip and into my nose, my head is being held in place by straps and blocks and I can’t move. My mind is whirring, thinking, speaking, but my body is dead to me, my muscles and bones stock-still.


Someone has done this to me.


I’m not safe.


The thought is even clearer than the deafening sounds of clunking machinery or the voices of strangers that surround me. Something about an MRI. Something about sedation. I make out the words ‘blood clot’. It makes no sense; my head is too full of other thoughts to understand.


What’s happened?


I remember a very small something, it falls like a grain of sugar in black tea.


It could have been five minutes ago, could have been five days, but I remember opening my eyes and seeing my daughter. Her eyes widened when mine opened, she leapt up and hovered her hand above mine, knowing better than to touch me straight away. My sweet girl.


I spoke. I asked for her and when I did, Esther’s face clouded with hurt for just a second. But I saw it. I felt it, the look on her face making my ribcage ache. Poor Esther.


She will come, I know.


When did I call for her? Why can’t I remember? The machines are so loud in my ears, other voices coming in and out of my hearing. I know I’m not awake, not really. I can hear and I can think, but nothing makes any sense.


Where am I?


The notion of home rises like bile, it’s acid burning through all other thoughts. I’ve never been away on my own. I’ve never been away from my husband. Is he here? He can’t be, I know I left him in his bed, dying, dying, dying so slowly I could not bear to watch for one minute longer. Where is he? Who is caring for him? Is he alone?


My mind begins to fight these thoughts, I can’t focus. Memories pour through me instead, I am flooded with them. So real I can touch them, smell them, hear them.


And just like that I am not in a loud, grinding machine, there are no strangers talking around me, no tube snakes its way beneath my nose. I am not a middle-aged woman strapped to a bed.


I am inside my memories, reliving them in the same way I relived them years ago. Back then I wrote them all down and shut them away at the bottom of a rusted tin box. They were the only way I could bring myself to explain why I have lived the life I have, the reasons I am what I am.


For all the good that it did me.


June 1960


I was six years old, standing in Grandmother’s parlour with Grandmother herself and three other women. It was 1960 but to look around the room you would think it was still 1940.


Grandmother was sitting in her regal wingback, the scuffs on the arms hidden by chair covers brought out for special occasions. Today was the monthly ‘ladies’ tea’ that the four women ensconced in this tiny hamlet took it in turns to host. On the coffee table was an over-baked Madeira cake, eight thin portions ready sliced; the butt end left thick and uncut. No one had taken a piece, each choosing a garibaldi from the patterned plate instead. I wasn’t offered either. I stood by Grandmother’s chair as instructed, watching the plate with my mouth open and watering, silent.


The heavy-set labourer’s wife with thick hair on her forearms, Maud from two doors down, dunked the tiny biscuit in her tea. The other women nibbled daintily. I could tell they wanted to scoff the lot and let crumbs fall all over them. That’s what I wanted to do.


‘She looks awfully like them,’ said Bethany to Rose, the two women interchangeable in their high-necked, shapeless brown dresses, white aprons at their waists to hide the stains that wouldn’t wash out, curled grey hair. ‘Like both of your dear girls.’


One woman, I can’t remember which, was a teacher who’d retired from the schoolroom on her wedding day. The other did nothing but breed; six children she complained of incessantly. Even the women’s legs were the same; swollen and fat, mottled flesh showing through patched-up stockings. Mummy never wore patched-up stockings.


Bethany and Rose glanced at the mantelpiece in unison. A framed photograph sat there, above the fireplace. Two little girls in pinafores and plaits stared out of the picture. My mother and her identical twin. I’ve never been sure which was which.


Fat Maud swallowed and looked straight at me, one hand over her mouth. ‘How hard it must be for you,’ she said when the biscuit had disappeared down her throat. I thought that someone was finally talking to me – Maud had two adult daughters, Maria and Rosemary, so maybe she had the mothering instinct Grandmother lacked. But she said, ‘She really is the spit of Caroline.’ And her hand squeezed Grandmother’s arm, not mine.


I couldn’t see it, this likeness. My mother, Caroline, had been a beauty. Pale, blonde hair in a backcombed bob that smelt of hairspray and scent, the curls smoothed out with an iron, dark-blue eyes the colour of the late-afternoon sky rimmed with kohl, her eyelashes thick with block mascara. I was a child, wearing uncomfortable clothes I had been forced into, nothing like she would have worn. I do have pale hair, and my eyes are blue, but I’m not the same, not at all.


‘She really is the spit,’ Maud repeated, though she shook her head as if she didn’t agree with what she had said.


The grown-ups all looked again at the photo and I grasped the opportunity. My hand reached towards the biscuits. Lightning fast, my grandmother slapped it away.


‘Devil!’ she snarled.


Thin gold rings decorated her fingers; one dusted my knuckle but I didn’t make a sound. I never did.


She looked at me as though I was dirty. A dirty little girl in polite company, although they were only a labourer’s wife, a charwoman and a failed teacher. I never spoke a word, the cat that was my parents’ death still having a firm hold of my tongue.


‘She saw it,’ Grandmother said, her tongue stained dark purple from last night’s sherry. ‘All of it.’ There was disgust in her voice. But I couldn’t quite tell if it was I who was disgusting, or what I had seen: the crash; my parents’ car rolling down the steep hill to our cottage; my mother and father like balls rattling inside a tombola; the car hitting the oil tank; my parents turning into ash and dust and bright flames.


Looking back, I remind myself that it was her daughter’s death she spoke about then. That, when she saw me, she must have seen my mother or her twin sister, Charlotte, as a six-year-old in my place. Because, as the fat woman said, I was their spit.


That’s what Michael always said, too. That’s what he liked about me most, I think. It’s what she hated about me, my likeness to her daughter. Daughters. Perhaps she thought I was destined to have the same fate as my mother, who married above her station and denied her modest roots as soon as she moved away. Or even Charlotte, though no one ever talked about her.


But then, in this particular memory, I was six and my mother was dead, my father was dead, and my knuckles burned from the hit of her ring; my cheeks too, from the disgust in her voice and from the fact I had to live in that pitiful house that didn’t even have its own phone line, let alone a television set.


I ran out of the room, through the kitchen and into the garden, overgrown because Michael was still too young to use the push-mower. Just eleven years old. It would be three years before he had a handle on it and showed his worth. Before he became known as a man who could fix things.


I ran past the small shed that housed the outside toilet. The only toilet. I kicked the door and it swung on its hinges, a flake of paint peeling away as it slammed. Ha, I thought, take that.


I ran past the bunker that held the coal for the hot-water boiler. I spat at the coal, made it wet. Double ha.


The sun was low. I looked behind me, expecting to be followed, but no one came and I carried on.


Over the fence at the back of the straight, narrow garden. I landed in the ditch with soft mud right up to my ankles, the mud slipping into my socks and squelching grit and wetness beneath the arch of my foot. My shoes were ruined.


As I ran I thought of how much I hated Grandmother, and how much I suspected she hated me. Why else would she have said such cruel things? ‘If you weren’t such hard work your mother would have never wanted to leave you with a nanny and drive off.’ Michael used to tell me to ignore her. He said she was so sad about Mummy’s death that she couldn’t feel anything other than grief. I knew she meant it, though, for as well as the pain in her voice there was a conviction impossible to ignore, even for a mute six-year-old like me.


The ditch was a shallow one. I made it to the other side and there they loomed ahead of me, those dark, green-skinned grain silos in the farmer’s field behind our garden. They were larger than anything I had ever seen, their scale making them appear as majestic as they were terrifying. They were twin structures – sixty or seventy feet high, a ladder scaling each. I stood beside the nearest one, craned my head and looked up. They were almost brand new, still shiny and smelling of plastic, so tall that they blotted the sun.


I was alone with them and I was not supposed to be.


I shouldn’t have been there and I think, looking back, it’s exactly why I headed that way. Because to do something I shouldn’t, be it stealing biscuits or scaling silos, reminded Grandmother I was alive and needed looking after.


Looking to the sky, another thought occurred to me. Perhaps I’d be able to see right the way to my Gloucestershire home over fifty miles away and even catch sight of my glamorous mother on a cloud up in heaven.


I noticed mud on the prim white sleeve of my blouse, the blouse that smelt of camphor and was, I was certain, intended for my mother when she was my age. I bet she hated it too – the frills and the lace and the stiff starched edges – and I suddenly felt closer to her. I felt sure that were I to climb up I would see her after all and she could tell me herself how she had hated this blouse, this house, Grandmother, and that it was all right because one day I would escape, just as she had done. I’d be free.


No one watched from the house.


I was six. My shoes were white plimsoles soaked brown with mud, my skirt lined with cheap, itchy tulle. I wasn’t dressed for running through the garden, let alone scaling a sixty-foot silo, but I had made up my mind. I was going up.


‘You’re not to go there, understand?’ had been Grandmother’s warning, when she had brought us out here on our first day, our eyes still red, raw from crying.


Let her worry, I thought.


I could see the kitchen window and wondered if anyone could see me from inside. I was standing in stark white skirts in front of the dark, backlit silo. I must have been visible.


But no one came.


I shivered a little.


My teeth chattered.


My foot touched the first rung of the ladder and my hands gripped the holds either side. My head was full of that determination six-year-olds are so good at showing when they’ve made up their minds to be naughty, spurred on by that need for attention.


Adrenaline took over then and I stopped thinking of Grandmother. My heart thumped fiercely in my little-girl chest and I pushed myself up and up higher, my scrawny thighs burning with effort and my arms aching before I was even a quarter of the way up.


‘You’ll fall to your death,’ Grandmother had said in her vicious way, knowing full well that I knew what death looked like.


I didn’t want to see it any more, death. Those flames that had stolen my parents and my voice, made me too scared to utter a sound. I wanted to see them, Mummy and Daddy, playing harps in a cloud full of angels with their own set of velvet-soft wings. I wanted my mummy to hug me and to smell the apricot scent of her skin. I wanted Daddy to hold me high in the air and swing me around with the speed of an aeroplane.


I climbed and climbed, not looking down, looking only up, waiting for my head to reach the clouds, to reach them.


Up and up.


And then there came a sound from below.


‘Connie!’


Someone had seen me, after all.






Chapter Four


Connie


1960


And there he was below me, calling and waving his arms; my cousin Michael.


His hair was dark, almost black, and his eyes were deep brown, his skin olive. So different from his mother that Daddy had presumed the boy looked just like his father. That man had lured Aunt Charlotte away to a world of drugs, sex and no rules, where children were a hassle best left to be raised by someone else. For Michael, that someone else was my mother. When I was three he appeared on our doorstep, sewn into his underwear, with two paper bags of dirty clothes and a note scrawled out to my mother from her twin. They raised him alongside me, an older brother. A best friend.


Grandmother had never met Aunt Charlotte’s tempter, so Michael reminded the old woman of no one. A beautiful clean slate for her to start again on.


Looking down at him, I realised how very high up I was. I felt small. I felt, very suddenly, like a child too young to be alone.


‘Come down!’ he called, his head spinning back over his shoulder, eyes wide with fear in case Grandmother should come out and see us. ‘Connie, come down!’


I felt dizzy, the world below me pulsing in and out of focus. I looked back up. I still had a long way to go but looking upward was easier, not nearly as scary as contemplating the bare distance below.


My hands moved upwards, I stepped my left foot onto the next ladder rung.


There came a gasp from below, carried up in the wind, and a scuffle and brush at the base of the silo. I looked down again, but he’d gone, he wasn’t at the bottom any more. He was standing at the foot of the second silo; climbing up the ladder of that beast, lithe as a monkey, his eyes never leaving my face.


I realised then that I was crying.


I couldn’t move.


I wanted to get down, but I was scared to.


I wanted to get to the top, that vain childish hope that Mummy lived in the heavens egging me on.


I wanted to fly across the gap that bridged our silos and have Michael carry me inside because back then, when I was six, I still wanted to be carried.


‘Connie,’ he said, even though he knew I wouldn’t answer, ‘please climb down.’


I shook my head, felt my eyes widen in terror and another tear slid down my cheek.


‘I know you’re scared,’ he said, and I knew that he was too, even though he was using the voice of a grown-up, trying to be strong in the way Daddy always was. He couldn’t hide the fact that he was eleven, just a boy in short trousers and knee-high socks.


The wind ruffled his hair, carrying with it the smell of the land; moulding straw and a rotten vegetable sweetness.


I pictured the biscuits on the table inside. I pictured them all waiting until I was gone before Grandmother called Michael downstairs and offered him the flowered plate full of garibaldis. I pictured him tasting the treacly tang of the baked raisins, chewing the biscuits that I was not allowed. Knowing Michael, he would have saved me one, hiding it in his pocket, but it never took away the pain. He tried his best, but he never fully understood what it was like.


I stepped upwards again and heard him call, ‘No!’ and I took my hand off the ladder to wipe my eyes dry.


I wanted my mother.


The desire to be naughty had dissolved, so too the idea that I would see angels. Part of me knew Mummy wouldn’t be there at the top, in the same way that part of me knew that when my next tooth fell out the fairy wouldn’t leave me a halfpenny. They had died in the same car crash.


Michael called out again. I heard his feet on the ladder of his silo.


I faltered.


My hand was slimy, my feet still wet with mud.


My fingers slipped on the steel hold and my legs buckled, my right knee jarring on the rung.


I looked down and wished I hadn’t. I remembered Grandmother, she would be so cross if she saw me, and my determination withered.


I was hanging by my hands now, my knees touching the rung, but my legs were so short that my feet didn’t reach the next one.


I tried to hold on but I was shaking and my hand slipped a little further.


Even then I didn’t make a sound.


I looked down again, but my skirt, all that tulle, blocked my view.


He called out my name, I heard his feet clatter on steel as he fought his way down to the ground.


And suddenly there he was, below me. He had scaled my ladder and the relief of having him close was so overwhelming I almost let go completely.


‘It’s OK,’ he said, as his hands guided my feet. ‘You’re going to be OK.’


The same words he had used the night my parents died. Our nanny had screamed and cried, but I couldn’t. Michael held me on his lap, his arms around me, whispering, ‘You’re going to be all right.’ He looked after me.


On the ladder, his body shielded mine, his feet on the rung below my feet, his hands on the holds above mine. I could feel his heart beating against my back.


‘I’m going to take a step down, and then I want you to take a step down afterwards, OK?’ His voice trembled and I nodded, knowing he could feel me acquiesce through the movement of my head.


He stepped down and I felt the shift of his body against mine, unbalancing me. I gripped the holds, certain I was going to fall.


‘I’m right here,’ he said, ‘you’re OK.’


I took a step down and he was right, I was OK, he had looked after me. Again. We continued this dance for nineteen rungs; I counted them all in my head and thought of Grandmother as I did it.


‘Nearly there,’ he said, and I glanced down to the ground. It was close. He’d kept me safe.


‘Michael!’ The name was screamed through the field. Grandmother ran towards us, trying to catch up with her shout.


I felt him catch his breath, our bodies still pressed together.


Jumping and landing like a cat, he reached up and helped me down.


Too old for climbing fences, Grandmother waited at the perimeter of the garden.


The late morning sun gleamed from her nails and her rings as she wrung her hands together.


She stared at Michael with a fearful gaze.


My name wasn’t mentioned.


When we reached her she grabbed him.


Held his head to her chest, kissing his crown.


‘Don’t ever do that.’ There was a softness in her voice that she never used with me. ‘You could kill yourself on that thing.’


No ‘Naughty boy!’ for my cousin, no slap on his thighs with a ringed hand. Back through the garden they went, Grandmother dragging Michael, still with his head held to her chest so they moved with an awkward, staggering gait.


I followed.


‘No point sulking, now.’ Fat Maud was standing by the kitchen door, her hands on her hips and a smile on her fat, stupid face and I hated her. I hated Grandmother. I hated everyone.


I wanted my mummy.


Maud put a hand on my small shoulder, ushered me towards the open door.


‘Your grandmother’s ever so cross with you, you know, leading your cousin astray like that.’ She talked with a gentle laugh in her voice, as if it was all ever so quaint that I was to live with an old woman who resented me. Who thought me stupid because I was too traumatised to speak. ‘I’ll get you a glass of water, you can drink it in the kitchen with me.’


I didn’t want water. I wanted Madeira cake and garibaldis and milk.


I wanted her to take her fat, stupid hand off my shoulder.


‘She’s just simple.’ The voice came from the living room – Bethany repeating the diagnosis of Dr Rowe, the man who had prodded my neck and lifted my chin and asked me why I refused to talk. ‘She doesn’t mean any harm,’ the woman went on, ‘she’s just not quite right in the head.’


‘Here you are, dear heart.’ Maud put a glass on the dining table. It was filled with milk, after all.


I sat and drank and thought of what was being said in the living room, of the labels that were being piled onto me, of the unfairness of the situation.


And beneath it all was a bruise I poked at with the words ‘dear heart’, Daddy’s pet name for me.


Grandmother was cruel and neglectful, the doctor unforgiving, the women in brown dresses too eager to judge, but it was Maud I hated most of all then; for her kindness in bringing me milk, in her jolly voice saying, ‘dear heart’.


She walked towards me, a plate in her hand, which she planted beside my milk glass. Thickly cut new white bread, thick butter, thick jam. ‘Much better than stale cake,’ she whispered, and winked, her fat hand patting my shoulder.


Her kindness was too much and I hated her for it.






Chapter Five


Connie


Friday evening


I remembered that day often, copied it word for word in the letters I wrote. I replayed it as I watched my husband waste away, decaying from cancer at home. It is the same home I lived in with Grandmother. He is lying in the same room where she hosted her tea mornings, the sofa removed to make room for the borrowed hospital bed.


It was Maud I usually thought of. Her hand on my shoulder, the gelatinous jam glistening on the doorstop-thick bread, the smell of cow dung on her clothes. But now, alone in this grinding, monstrous MRI machine, my body and head strapped in place, it is my cousin I miss most of all.


He arrived on our doorstep at eight years old, malnourished and uncared for. He would watch my mother with wonder as she wrote at the kitchen table, lifestyle articles that were published in women’s magazines. She was the identical twin to his own, but dressed in chic clothes, face made up, no needle marks on her arms. It didn’t matter that she rarely had a spare moment for the children. She loved us.


Michael was eleven when it happened. He would nod to people with a trembling chin when they asked if he was all right and he welcomed the embraces of anyone who offered a slither of comfort in the wake of our parents’ death. Because they were our parents by then: he had started calling them Mummy and Daddy within a year of living with us. When they were gone, despite not knowing if his real mother was alive or dead, we were both orphans.


I wouldn’t leave his side in the early days, I wouldn’t speak and he never asked me to. And, when it got too much and I did cry, he would stroke my hair and tell me it was all going to be all right. We had each other, he’d never leave me, I was safe with him.


With a patience Grandmother lacked, he taught me to read. He taught me numbers with the same dedication, he and Maud, together in front of the fire counting matchsticks. How I miss him, my caring cousin.


Everyone thought it was Michael who brought the measly fragments of my voice back. They thought it was his patience and kindness and love.


But that’s not true.


He didn’t teach me to speak.


Grandmother had it right all along.


It was the devil inside me that did it.


When I think back to that day on the silo, I think how much easier it would have been for everyone if Michael had just let me fall.






Chapter Six


Selina


Friday Evening


She couldn’t stay in Bristol, not after that conversation. Selina grabbed her car keys, shoved a phone charger into her bag and double-locked the front door behind her. She would head back to Taunton, stay in her apartment overlooking the cricket ground, and visit Connie first thing. She had a half-baked conviction that, were she closer to Connie, she’d feel better.


Her car, a decade-old sky-blue Audi, dented in every panel, greeted her with a flash of the headlights as she pressed the key-fob’s unlock button.


‘I need Selina.’


The words repeated in her head as she headed towards the suspension bridge. The pastures of the Downs were grey with night and so quiet that you would never guess that a city hummed mere footsteps away. But the scenery was no distraction and Selina couldn’t shake the memories of other times Connie had asked for her help.


‘I need you.’


‘You have to come.’


The first was over five years ago and then again two years after that. She had regretted it every day since. Not being able to tell anyone what she’d done had cost her her friendship with Esther, her relationship with her boyfriend, even forcing her to distance herself from her mother and sisters.


The sky was overcast but the lights from the city and the bridge made up for the lack of moonlight, reflecting off the black snake of the river below like stars.


Before hitting the motorway Selina pulled into a service station, her bladder reminding her she hadn’t used the loo since court. In the high, wide mirrors her olive skin looked pale, her eyes puffy, her once glossy hair dull. Her forehead showed a faint spray of pimples, stress-spots her mother called them. It occurred to Selina to WhatsApp her mother saying she’d be in town this weekend, but another glance at her reflection changed her mind. She would be sure to comment.


And, if she had poured herself a glass of gin and spent the afternoon staring at photos of Selina’s dead father, she might add, ‘I was married by your age. I had two daughters already, was pregnant with my third.’ Her eyes would well up and she would turn her back on her youngest daughter, advising Selina to get her eggs frozen before it was too late.


Selina zipped her phone away in her bag.


In the service station she ordered a flat white and restocked her purse with gift cards, adding a bag of smoked almonds to her order. She watched a woman on the sofa stroke the hair of her pyjamaed daughter. The child, small and blonde and no more than six years old, yawned widely and scrunched up her eyes. When she opened them again, she looked at Selina and poked out her tongue like a lizard.


‘Lisbeth, that’s rude,’ the mother hissed, looking up apologetically from her seat.


Selina smiled a reassurance, thought of her oldest sister’s struggles with her tempestuous daughter. She knew it was heartless to think ill of a young child but she regarded her niece as unbearably difficult.


Selina stuck her own tongue all the way out, stretching its tip so it touched her nose.


The child gaped. Looked first at her mother, and then back at Selina before breaking into a gap-toothed grin.


‘Have a good evening,’ Selina said as she collected her coffee, laughing as she passed them. It was so easy, she thought, pretending to strangers that she was a light-hearted, upstanding woman. A woman with nothing to hide.
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