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To Louise. To David. To Ben.


If I lived a thousand years I could never love you enough.




PART ONE


WHO BY FIRE
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It’s a strange thing to wake up not knowing who you are.


Jess Moulson – not thinking of herself by that name or any other – found herself lying in white sheets in a white room, overwhelmed by memories that were predominantly red and yellow and orange. The colours merging and calving endlessly, out of control, billowing heat at her like she’d opened an oven door too quickly and caught the full blast.


Someone had just been talking to her with some urgency. She remembered the voices, low but coming from right up against her face.


Her face … Now she thought about it, her face felt very strange. She tried to ask one of the women in white who came and went why this was, but she couldn’t open her mouth very far, and, when she did, she wasn’t able to make anything happen beyond a few clicks and rasping sounds which hurt her in coming out.


The woman leaned in close and spoke very softly. She was younger and prettier than Jess but still managed to wear an air of authority. For a moment, Jess didn’t even have any kind of reference point for what this person might be. A nurse or doctor seemed most likely, but in the utter disorientation of those first few minutes it seemed possible that she was some kind of nun – that the crisis Jess was going through, against all the evidence, was a crisis of faith.


“You won’t be able to talk for a few days yet,” the woman told her. “You shouldn’t even try. There was a lot of damage to your lungs and the tissues of your throat, and they won’t heal if you put strain on them.”


Nurse then, not nun. The damage was to her lungs and throat. Her soul might well be intact, although it didn’t really feel that way.


Jess made a shrugging gesture with the arm that didn’t have a drip in it. She wasn’t shrugging the information away; she was trying to ask for more. But the nurse either misinterpreted the gesture or ignored it. She walked on without another word.


Jess was left feeling not just frustrated but afraid. The nurse’s expression as she looked down at her had been very strange. There had been compassion there, but also something that looked like reserve or caution. Did Jess have some disease that was communicable? But in that case, why get so close?


She didn’t worry about it for long though. There was something in her system that was pulling her endlessly towards sleep. She gave in to it – a surrender that was repeated on and off through that first day. Her conscious periods were short. Her sleep was shallow and haunted by whispers in what sounded like many different voices. Her waking brought the same questions every time as she clawed her way up out of the darkness like a swimmer hitting the surface just before her lungs gave out.


Where am I? How did I get here? Who’s thinking these thoughts? What was before this?


It wasn’t just the one nurse who was careful around her. They all seemed to have their issues. Jess kept hoping that one of them would answer the questions she couldn’t ask. It seemed like this should be something that got covered in Nursing 101. If a patient wakes up from severe trauma, you start by filling her in on the basics. “You’ve had a very nasty accident,” say, or “You were mugged and rolled and left for dead outside a tube station.”


Almost a clue there. A thousand memories twitched at those words. Tube stations had been a feature of her life, so London was probably where she lived. But there was nothing in her mind to back up either the accident or the mugging hypothesis. There was just a hole – the outline you might leave if you cut a paper doll out of a sheet of newspaper and then burned it or threw it away. She wasn’t Jess for now. She was the suspicious absence of Jess.


When she did start to remember, she got that same sense of blank confusion all over again, because she was only remembering earlier awakenings. The first day hadn’t been the first day after all. She had been here for much longer than that, drifting in and out of consciousness, living in a single fuzzy moment that was endlessly prolonged.


The earlier wakings had been different from the more recent ones. Her disorientation had been overwhelmed back then by desperate, uncontainable hunger. She was an addict (when those memories came back it was in an almost physical surge, as though her compressed mind were snapping back to its accustomed shape) and she had needed a fix. Had needed to feel okay. One time she had pulled herself out of the bed and crawled most of the way to the window, drip and all, intending to climb out of it and slip away down to the Hay Wain on a heroin run. Through the window there was a view of sky and tall buildings – no way of knowing how far away the ground was. But Jess had been prepared to try until the women in white embargoed the idea.


Remembering all this now brought the craving back, but it was dulled. Manageable. The hunger wasn’t strong enough to pick her up and shake her. It just sat in a little corner of her mind, politely requesting attention.


That in itself was scary. With the memories of her addiction had come another set of memories, pushed to the surface of her mind by the force of some internal pressure. She’d got clean before, just once in her life, and the process had been a dark streak of misery obliterating days and weeks. If she’d been through cold turkey again, lying in this bed, then she must have been here for a very long time.


The weird feeling in her face frightened her too. It was as though her flesh didn’t belong to her. As though someone had given her one of those cosmetic masks made of fragrant mud and then forgotten to scrape it off after it hardened.


On the third day she tried to sit up. Women in white came running and pushed her down again. “I want a mirror,” she told them in a bellowed murmur like the world’s worst stage prompt. “Please, just bring me a mirror!”


The women in white swapped uneasy glances until one of them reached a decision. She went away and came back with a tiny compact from someone’s handbag. She held it so Jess could look up into her own face looking back down at her. It was a nasty shock, because she really didn’t recognise it.


This wasn’t the amnesia. She knew what her face should look like, and what she was seeing now wasn’t it. Oh, it was a reasonable facsimile that would fool a stranger – and when it was at rest it didn’t look too bad. Well, yeah, actually it did. There was thick swelling around her eyes as though someone had punched her a whole lot of times. The skin was taut and shiny in places. And she was fish-belly pale, as if she’d spent a year or two living like Osama Bin Laden in a cave in the side of a mountain.


But when her face moved – when she tried to talk – it turned into something from a nightmare. The right side of her mouth was unresponsive, deadened, so the more animated left side tugged and twisted it into a parade of grimaces. The symmetry disappeared, and you realised that it had never really been there at all.


“Okay?” the nurse holding the compact asked. Gently. Probing the wound.


Jess couldn’t answer. There wasn’t any answer that covered how she felt.


Some of the recent past came back to her in her sleep that night. The whispering voices were still there, as though a hundred conversations were being held in the space around her head. With them came a sense of vulnerability, of lying exposed in some big open space. She wasn’t alone: a multitude surrounded her, invisible. So many that there wasn’t enough room for them all to stand: they were folded around and over her like hot treacle poured out of a pan.


Jess hadn’t dreamed since she was a child, but images came and went nonetheless. She held her face – a tiny version of it – in her hands, and then parted her fingers to let it drop. Again and again. Sometimes when it dropped there was a rustle or a tinny clatter from far below her, sometimes no sound at all.


Then the fire came, rising up in front of her.


Climbing in at her mouth.


Nestling inside her.


She woke shivering in the warm hospital room, chilled by her own slick sweat. A breath was caught halfway up her throat like a solid thing, and she had to spit it out piecemeal, in quick, shallow gasps.


“What happened to me?” she croaked at the nurse who came to take her temperature and blood pressure in the morning (smell of breakfast heavy in the air, but Jess was nil by mouth so the smell was as close as she was going to get). “There was a fire, wasn’t there? Tell me. Please!”


“You should—”


“I know, I know. I should get some rest. But I can’t until I know. Please!”


The nurse stared at her for a long time, hanging on the cusp of saying something. But all she said finally was, “I’ll ask the doctor.” She tucked Jess in, folding the stiff cotton sheets with the brusque efficiency of an origami black belt.


“Please,” Jess whispered again, saving it for when the nurse’s face was bent down close to hers. She thought it might be harder to say no at that range.


And it seemed she was right. “Yes, there was a fire,” the nurse said reluctantly as she smoothed out the last creases from the sheet.


“Where … was …?” Jess asked, feeling only a few hot twinges in her throat this time. As long as she limited herself to monosyllables, she could ace this conversation.


“Your flat. Your flat caught fire when you were inside. When you were … not able to move.”


When I was high, Jess translated. I set my flat on fire when I was high. Who does that? Only someone intent on ruining themselves and everyone around them.


Her mind treated her to a slideshow. A resin statue of a Chinese dancer with a flute. A lampshade shaped like a hot-air balloon with two waving fairies in the gondola underneath. Her folk CDs. Her books. Her photo albums. All gone?


“How … bad?” she asked.


“Very bad. Really, you should try not to think about it. It’s not going to help you to get well.”


The nurse retreated quickly. It seemed to Jess that she wanted very much to get out of earshot before she was made to field any more questions.


And at that point another slide clicked into view.


John.


His face, his name and a sense of what the face and the name had meant. Oh Jesus, if John was dead! Panic flooded her system, only to be followed a moment later by a wild and slightly nauseating surge of hope. If John was dead …


She sat up before she even knew she’d decided to. She couldn’t sustain it though, and slumped right back down again, sick and dizzy.


She had to know. She husbanded her strength so she could ask, and tried to shore up her non-existent stamina with an exercise regime. She could only hold her weight on her elbows for a few seconds before falling back on to the sheets, but she worked on it at intervals through the morning, determined each time to beat the previous time’s total.


Consultants’ rounds were at eleven. The doctor walked past Jess’s door without slowing, followed by a bustling line of medical students who – each in turn – peered in with big round eyes as though Jess was a model in a porn shop peepshow before hurrying on to rejoin the crocodile.


Right then.


God helps those who help themselves. Jess hauled herself out of bed and slid her feet down on to the floor. She worked the cannula out of her wrist and let it fall. The loose end drew a ragged red line across the white sheet.


It wasn’t easy to get vertical, but once she did, she was able to translate her drunken sway into a forward march just by picking the right moment to raise a foot and put it down.


She headed for the door at action-replay velocity, taking about a minute and a half to cover twelve feet. Getting through the door was more of a challenge, because she accidentally knocked it with her elbow and it started to close on some kind of spring mechanism. She had to lean against it to keep it open as she negotiated the narrowing gap. Then she was through, the door swinging to behind her, and for a moment she thought she was free and clear. But that was because she was looking to the right and the swelling around her eyes left her with no peripheral vision.


From her blind side a hand came down on her arm, just below the shoulder – not heavily or tightly, but it stopped her dead all the same. A voice said, “Ms Moulson, I’m going to have to ask you to go back inside.”


Jess turned. It took a lot of small movements of her feet. The woman who was facing her now was not in white, but in midnight blue with a bright yellow tabard. She was a policewoman, no taller than Jess but a fair bit stockier and more solid, and presumably (unlike Jess) not so weak that a stray breeze would knock her over. Jess sagged, checkmated in a single move.


And appalled and confused all over again. Why was there a policewoman here? Was she under guard? And if she was, did that mean that she was under protection or under restraint?


That was such a big, yawning chasm of a question that it eclipsed, for a few moments, the question of what had happened to John.


“Why?” she croaked. That was a little vague, but it would have to do.


The policewoman frowned. She had dark, freckled skin that made Jess flash on the memory of her own face in the mirror – her unnatural pallor, like something that lived under a stone.


“You’re under arrest. Didn’t you know that?”


She did now. That had to count as progress. She managed another “Why?”


The other woman’s expression changed, but only for a moment – a cloud of doubt or concern drifting across it and then disappearing as quickly as it had come. “For murder, Ms Moulson,” she said. “The charge against you is murder.”


She closed in on Jess, as though she intended to herd her physically back into the room. Jess stood her ground, more out of bewilderment than belligerence. Murder? she thought. Whose murder? Who am I supposed to have …?


“You’ll have to go back inside,” the policewoman said. “I shouldn’t even be talking to you. I’m the one who’s meant to keep other people from talking to you.”


“Who …?” Jess panted. The corridor was yawing like a ship at sea. She couldn’t move, although she might make an exception for falling down.


The woman’s hand came out and took her arm again. She leaned past Jess and pushed the door open – effortlessly, one-handed. Jess could have thrown her full weight against it right then and that feeble little spring would have been too much for her. “Please, Ms Moulson,” the policewoman said. “Go back inside now. I’ll tell your lawyer you’re awake, the next time he calls.”


But Jess had come way too far to back down. “Who?” she whispered again. “Who … dead? John? Was … John?”


“Your lawyer will fill you in,” the policewoman promised. But when Jess didn’t move, she sighed heavily and shrugged. “It was a little boy,” she said. “A ten-year-old. It looks like it may have been an accident, but that’s not for me to say. You set the fire, and the charge as I understand it is murder.”


She had both hands on Jess’s arm, one above and one below the elbow, and was trying to turn her around. But no part of Jess was communicating with any other part now. Her upper body moved, her hips twisted, her legs stayed exactly where they were.


There was only one ten-year-old boy who she knew even vaguely. His name popped into her head from nowhere, and her lips shaped it although no sound came.


Alex.


Alex Beech.


She was aware of falling. But the floor, when she got to it, recoiled from her as though she was something unpleasant to the touch.
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Alex Beech was the boy upstairs.


Upstairs where, exactly? It began to drift back into Jess’s mind in clotted, disconnected pieces.


The first piece looked like this.


Coming home late one evening from the bookshop where she worked to her flat in Muswell Hill to find this skinny little kid sitting out on the stairs – the flight that led up from her landing to his – dressed in a vest and underpants. Feet bare in the November cold, on stone steps that were chill even in summer. His blond hair was darker underneath, as though he bleached it. And his face looked too small to sustain that crazy, free-form mop.


“You okay?” Jess asked.


The boy nodded but didn’t speak.


From above him came shouts in two different voices, bass and soprano. The door of the upstairs flat was closed, but the phrase “always been your fucking problem” came through clearly in a falsetto yell. That was the mother. Then “Don’t start! Don’t you bloody start!” from the father.


Jess hesitated. You couldn’t invite someone else’s kid into your flat, could you? Certainly not without letting their parents know. However innocent your motives were, it wouldn’t fly. She almost talked herself into it but chickened out. She made cocoa instead and brought it out to him. Chocolate flakes and marshmallows. All the trimmings.


The next time she looked out, he’d gone. The mug was where he’d been sitting, on the seventh stair from the bottom. It was empty.


That first encounter set the tone for all the others. They were allies of a sort, but they only ever met in no-man’s-land. On the stairs. And they only ever talked about banalities.


“How was your day?”


“It was okay.”


“You want some cocoa?”


“Yes please.”


Apart from that, she followed Alex’s adventures at a distance. Heard his mum and dad cursing him out – seemingly whenever they took a break from cursing each other. She knew his name was Beech because their mail lay out on the table in the hall some days, waiting to be picked up. And she got the Alex from a thousand shouted commands and reprimands.


“You’ve got a pet,” John said the first time he saw the boy. “Did he follow you home?”


“That’s not funny, John.”


“I’m not laughing. Honest, Jess! I think it’s cute. What does he eat?”


She had to admit that she didn’t know. But the next time Alex camped out on the stairs, she brought him a sandwich as well as the cocoa. “It’s cheese,” she said. “I don’t know what you think about cheese. But it’s there if you want it.”


He seemed to think that cheese was acceptable, by and large. He ate the sandwich, apart from the crusts. And their relationship entered a new phase. Jess thought of it as comfort and supply.


Still no talking, though. Just “How are you?”; “I’m fine.” She thought about sitting down next to him, striking up a proper conversation. So is school going well? Do you have a favourite sport? A best friend? Do your parents only shout at you or do they hit you too?


“You want to keep your distance from that,” John warned her. “I mean it, Jess – it’s trouble you don’t need. If he tells you he’s being abused, what are you going to do? Call the police? They’ll start looking into us too, and find out we’re using. We’ll go to jail.”


John still called Alex her little pet, but he didn’t laugh any more and there was a nasty edge to his voice when he said it. He seemed to feel that the whole thing had gone beyond a joke.


Jess went ahead and had the talk with Alex anyway. John Street wasn’t her conscience. He was the anti-Jiminy Cricket, always egging her on to darker and crazier things. This time she decided to pretend she had a better angel.


“Only once,” Alex said when she asked him if his dad ever got physical with his reprimands. Jess had no idea what to do with that. She suspected that one smack or punch always led on to n, where n was a large number. But it wasn’t exactly a smoking pistol. Not enough to justify an anonymous tip-off to child services, or an ugly altercation on the upstairs landing. And her batteries were low in every way that mattered. If there was a confrontation, she would almost certainly lose.


She gave Alex her number – made him put it into his phone. “If you ever need someone,” she told him, “you can call me. Or just come down and knock on the door. I’m usually home.”


It didn’t ever happen. And after a while she forgot about the promise – forgot she’d ever even made it. The addiction was lying like an iron bar across her brain right about then, and it was getting worse with each day that went by. Alex was one of the last things to go, but he faded out in the end along with the rest of the world. She went sailing away to a sunny, squally island where the population was three: herself, John Street and heroin.


At first, that was as far as Jess’s memories would take her. But she kept on dipping her bucket into that deep black well and hauling up more and more details. When the psychiatrists appointed by the court to test her mental faculties asked her what she could remember, she tried her best to tell the truth, but the truth changed from one session to the next. She could see in their eyes that they thought she was faking her amnesia.


Then her lawyer (also court-appointed, set in motion by the magic of legal aid) arrived like a fox in a henhouse and sent the psychiatrists packing. His name was Brian Pritchard. He was exactly Jess’s height, which made him quite short for a man, and grey-haired, even though he couldn’t have been more than forty-five or so. The hair read almost like a statement – of gravitas and moral rectitude. “My client isn’t ready to talk about these traumatic events,” he told the shrinks in cold, clipped tones. “And by God you’d better not try to use those assessments in court if you haven’t got a consent form to go with them!”


But they did have a consent form. Jess was signing everything that was put in front of her, collaborating with every legal process, being as helpful as she could. That was what innocent people did, and she was sure in her heart she was innocent.


Pritchard did not approve. “You’ve been arrested and charged,” he told her waspishly. “In an ideal world the police would still be vigorously pursuing their inquiries, but we don’t live in an ideal world, Ms Moulson. If you hand yourself to them on a plate, they will take you and pick you apart and wipe their fingers clean with the laws of evidence. And in the meantime they will not be exploring any other possibilities, because exploring other possibilities takes effort. So please, as a favour to me, treat everyone who isn’t me as your sworn enemy until your trial is over.”


Jess glanced at the man who had accompanied Pritchard on to the ward. A skittish little junior solicitor or clerk whose role was to hand his boss pieces of paper when they were needed and who scarcely ever spoke. When Jess met his eyes, he blushed and looked away.


“Oh, I don’t mean Mr Levine,” Pritchard said. “You can treat him as landscape.”


On that first visit, Pritchard took Jess’s statement about the night of the fire without comment or question. On the second, the next day, he brought her some newspaper articles and printouts from internet blogs in order, so he said, to give her a better idea of what she was up against.






Inferno Jess: “I know nothing!”


The woman at the heart of tragic ten-year-old Alex Beech’s death is being treated at London’s Whittington Hospital both for her physical injuries and for memory loss. Yet doctors have found no evidence of brain damage or psychological trauma.








Pritchard seemed to be trying to provoke her into some kind of response, but all Jess could give him was exhaustion and despair, occasionally peaking into dull amazement.


“They might as well just come right out and call me a murderer!”


“They’d be very happy to,” Pritchard said. “But they’re mindful of the sub judice laws. Most of them use the word ‘alleged’ quite liberally. Alleged murderer. Alleged crime. The magic ingredient in unfounded allegations. Some have taken to calling you ‘the Inferno Killer’, in quote marks. They have a star witness, by the way. You should brace yourself, because it’s going to get unpleasant.”


“Who? What witness?” But she knew.


John. John Street. Of course.


“Don’t let that prey on your mind,” Pritchard advised her. “I think he’s their weak link, to be honest. I’m delighted that they’re leading with him. I’m sure we’ll get to the truth. Now let’s go over that statement of yours and see which parts of it are fit for purpose.”


Not many, it turned out. Time and again the lawyer took Jess to task for stating as truth things she could only know by implication. “You were out of your head for large parts of the evening, yes? Then please don’t make assumptions about what you didn’t see and couldn’t hear. Your role here is to state the facts. Let me worry about the truth.”


“They’re the same thing!” Jess protested, but Pritchard shook his head.


“The facts are in the outside world. You can verify them with your senses or with objective tests. The truth is something that people build inside their heads, using the facts as raw materials. And sometimes the facts get bent or broken in the process.”


“I’m not going to lie,” Jess said.


“You misunderstand me. I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to stay with the facts, where you’re on safe ground, and stop lunging off towards something dim and distant that you’re thinking of as the truth. That’s a dangerous voyage, and you shouldn’t try to make it alone.”


Jess didn’t argue, but only because she wasn’t up to the effort. She wasn’t good for much of anything right then. Up in the facial reconstruction unit of the Whittington Hospital in Highgate, surrounded by people who mostly maintained a professional deadpan, she felt like a prisoner in a tower made out of other people’s words. Alex was dead. That little kid, who never caught a single piece of good luck in his life, was dead. And they were saying she did it.


She couldn’t even protest her innocence. Saying you didn’t do it and saying you didn’t remember doing it were two different things. She was sure in her own mind that something else had happened. Any one out of a million something elses. Alex had fallen down the stairs. His parents had killed him and then gone looking for a scapegoat. He’d killed himself. She wandered in her mind through the maze of these possibilities – and believed in none of them, because in her mind, Alex Beech was still alive. Still keeping up his endless vigil on the stairs. Nothing else made sense to her.


She had an unreliable temper (when was there ever an addict who didn’t?) but almost always when she got angry it was with herself. For cowardice, passivity, lack of backbone. For being so woefully short on what her Aunt Brenda (oh Brenda, I need you now!) used to call stick-to-it-iveness. True, she had hated John in recent times, and often wished him dead. But wishing without doing was exactly her speed. Surely you couldn’t become a murderer without knowing it. Maybe you could forget the act because of trauma or madness, but you couldn’t forget the intent. If it had ever been there, it would still be inside you, in your head or your heart, and a thorough search of the premises would find it.


Jess carried out a lot of searches, came up empty and went into the trial still believing in herself.


Over the space of two weeks, that belief was inexorably demolished.
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These were the facts, which the prosecution established in a brisk and businesslike manner. There had been a fire. In Jess’s flat, which was number 16 Orchard Court, Colney Hatch Lane, Muswell Hill. It happened on an evening when only two people were in the flat – Jess herself, and her boyfriend, John Street.


Jess had been at the epicentre of the blaze (you only had to look at her face to know that). She had lain there until the firemen came in and carried her out. She probably would have died from smoke inhalation except that the drugs had sent her so far under she was hardly breathing.


Street had been injured too, requiring skin grafts to his badly burned hands. He got his injuries beating at the flames to put them out – trying to quell the blaze.


The fire didn’t have a natural or accidental origin. It was set on purpose. The crime scene investigators, who came in while the ashes were still hot, had traced it back to a metal wastepaper basket. One of these experts gave evidence in court. He was young, personable, straight out of a TV crime show. “Someone had filled the basket with papers, drenched the papers in lighter fluid and dropped a match in on top,” he said, describing the actions in the air with his hands. “Then the basket itself had been tipped over.”


“In an attempt to spread the blaze further and faster?”


“Objection,” Brian Pritchard interjected. “That’s interpretation.”


“Sustained,” the judge agreed.


The Crown prosecutor didn’t seem troubled. “My learned colleague,” he said, “is trying to leave open the possibility that the fire could have caught by accident. In your opinion, is that a genuine possibility?”


The CSI expert shook his head. “Absolutely not.”


“And why is that?”


“We were able to trace the chemical residues, and that gave us the spatter pattern from the lighter fluid as it was poured out. It was poured in a series of wide arcs around the wastepaper basket, extending up to five feet in each direction. So whoever was pouring it was not trying to start a blaze in the wastepaper basket itself. They were using the wastepaper basket to set the flat on fire.”


Jess experienced the first vertiginous moment of doubt. She remembered sitting on the floor with that wastepaper basket gripped between her knees, its mouth a blurred and wavering circle into which she was dropping … what? Something slick and cold that she had tried to tear but couldn’t, so she’d had to settle for crumpling and twisting and folding.


“Photographs,” John Street said when it came to his turn on the witness stand. “Jess was tearing up photographs of the two of us.”


“And why was that?” the prosecutor asked him in a completely unconvincing tone of surprise.


“We’d been arguing about … well, about nothing really. Nothing much. We’d shot up earlier in the evening.”


“You’d taken heroin?”


“Yes.”


“You’re both addicts?”


“Yes. And the hit wasn’t … wasn’t anything much, and Jess got crazy. She wanted me to go out and get some more, but we didn’t have any money …”


Some of this was raising answering echoes in Jess’s mind. Not the argument: there had been so many arguments, it was hard to zero in on any one. And not the ache of the incomplete fix: there had been lots of those too, as their need grew and their ability to feed it diminished. But that night’s high had seemed to her to be as deep as an ocean.


What she remembered was the photographs. Her dream (not a dream, she didn’t dream, just an image, just a thought) of holding her own face in her hands crystallised now into an actual memory. And the reek of lighter fluid, the slimy feel of it on her fingers. The doubt she’d felt earlier congealed into something like terror. She wanted to deny the things that were being said about her, but the memories trapped her, hemmed her into a space even tighter than the tiny dock in which she sat. It was as though there was a second trial running in parallel with the real one, in which she was the witness and the defendant and the judge. She was trying herself, and her defence didn’t hold up at all.


“Mr Street has testified that you set a fire in your flat on the night in question. In the wastepaper basket. Do you deny this?”


“No, I … no … no.”


“And is Mr Street correct about what it was you burned?”


“Yes.”


“Photographs of the two of you together.”


“Yes.”


The bare truth. No equivocation. The only way of establishing what had really happened was to follow the trail all the way to the end. If she lied or swerved away, she might improve her chances of being found innocent, but not of actually being innocent. The one without the other was no use to her at all.


“Then your relationship with your boyfriend – with Mr Street – wasn’t going well?”


“No. Not very well. We kept on arguing. And … fighting. We fought. I mean, he … John … he used to … hit me.”


“Hit you? Physically abuse you? Did you report any of these assaults at the time? Tell friends what was happening, or family?”


“No.” We didn’t have any friends. And I couldn’t make Brenda any more unhappy than she was.


“But you went to your doctor, or to a hospital? An A & E? Your injuries were documented?”


“No.” He wouldn’t let me go. He didn’t want anyone to see. And he knew where to hit me so it didn’t show.


“Well, let’s confine ourselves to the verbal altercations between the two of you. There’s at least some consensus that they actually occurred. You argued about drugs?”


“And other things.” Everything, really. Nothing was too small for their mutual resentment to catch on and scrape against. Every chance word was a declaration of war. Mostly it wasn’t drugs at all, and it wasn’t love. It wasn’t even you hit me, John. You’re supposed to love me and you keep hitting me! It was you didn’t pull the chain, the last Mars bar was mine, you said that sarcastically, it’s your turn to go to the shops, this place is a tip, can you at least open a window? Because that’s what you do when you’re heading for a brick wall and accelerating. You pounce on trivia. The things that really matter can’t be said and don’t have to be. They’re lying like submerged rocks under the spray and froth of everything you do say. Everything you shout and scream and snarl.


“And how did you feel on the night of the fire?”


“How did I …?”


“About Mr Street. About your relationship. How did you feel?”


“It’s hard to say.”


“But if you had to put it in a few words. In one word, even.”


“I felt … trapped.” That wasn’t new. But it had been strong that night. Stronger than usual. The urge to get out of a relationship that had become abusive, dangerous and desperate. To push John out of her life and be herself again. When she tore up the photographs, it had started with that impulse: they were photographs of her and John together, and she was trying to rip him from her side, as though some weird voodoo might translate that act into reality.


She saw Pritchard in his seat at the defence table, staring down at his files and shaking his head slowly from side to side. But the word was out and she wasn’t sorry. It was the truth. The truth was her refuge. If she told the truth, everything would come out right.


But it didn’t. It just kept on getting worse.


The ninth day of the trial was the hardest. That was when Alex’s parents gave their evidence. They both worked, the father as a bus driver and the mother at the snack counter of the Muswell Hill Odeon. Two or three nights out of every week, depending on the vagaries of their shifts, Alex came home to an empty flat, warmed up his own dinner in the microwave and put himself to bed. The night of the fire was one of those times.


“So Alex was alone that night?”


“Yes.” Tears ran down Mrs Beech’s red, scrunched face. “I’ll never forgive myself. Not ever.”


Alone. And most likely asleep when the smoke started pouring up through the floorboards of his bedroom. He woke up already choking to death. He might have made it out of the flat, but either he couldn’t find his way in the suffocating pall, or he was just too weak from the smoke damage to get that far. He crawled into the polythene playhouse that was still in his room although he was too old for it now and never played in it. He died curled up on the floor, the molten plastic weeping white-hot tears on to his exposed flesh.


That was where the prosecution rested, more or less. The defence did their best, but Jess was briefing against them now. Her memories of the fire agreed on every point with the scenario the Crown’s lawyers had so eloquently and persuasively laid out. She told the truth, and damned herself.


She’d been moved out of the Whittington by this time into the remand wing at HM Prison Winstanley. The cell was half the size of her room at the hospital, but Jess liked it better. Nobody came near her. Nobody saw her. She was sinking into herself, like someone sinking into quicksand in an old movie. She didn’t welcome interruptions to that process. Well, maybe one interruption. But Brenda was ill. She’d been taken into hospital a week before Jess for multiple herniated discs, and she was still there. Still more or less unable to move. She couldn’t attend the trial and she couldn’t visit, but she’d written a dozen or more letters to Jess to tell her to be brave, to have faith in herself. That was Aunt Brenda’s universal prescription, and Jess loved her for it. It implied that there was something there to have faith in.


She was on suicide watch. Impassive guards watched her closely, like priests, for any signs of incipient despair.


And she had considered suicide. She’d thought about it lots of times, in the way of someone taking stock of all their options. But leaving aside the hurt it would cause to Brenda, it would be so hard to do. She would have to think of something in the bare, featureless cell that could be turned into an implement. She would have to get past her own instincts and her own cowardice. And she would have to do it before the guards noticed what she was up to and came running to stop her. There was no way. If there was a way, they would already have thought of it and put a stop to it.


On the eleventh day, she argued with Brian Pritchard and tried to dismiss him. She wanted to change her plea to guilty. Pritchard told her – almost angry, almost as though he cared – to pull herself together and think it through.


“How can you know whether you’re guilty or not if you don’t remember anything? Give yourself the benefit of the doubt, and give me a little room to work in.” Pritchard had already told Jess his own opinion, which was that John Street’s evidence didn’t hold together. Street was hiding something, and he should be pressed hard until he gave it up.


Jess let her not-guilty plea stand, but Pritchard didn’t get his wish. He started his very robust cross-examination of John Street at 3 p.m. on day twelve. On day thirteen, Street failed to present himself at court. The skin grafts on his hands had delaminated from the healthy tissue surrounding them and he had had to go back into surgery. Pritchard requested that proceedings be suspended, but he was standing in the path of a juggernaut. By that time, nobody in the courtroom believed that Jess was innocent, least of all Jess herself. The judge ruled that Street’s evidence was substantially complete, and that no purpose would be served by a delay. Pritchard glanced at Jess in the dock, saw the resolve in her eyes and let the point go.


The judge’s summing-up to the jury was short and to the point. “The Crown’s opting to try Jessica Moulson for murder may seem puzzling or contentious to you, given that she never intended to kill Alex Beech. The argument is that she formed the intention to kill somebody – her partner, John Adam Street – and therefore that she cannot offer in mitigation the fact that she killed somebody else. Her actions, if you accept that they were her actions, led directly to the wished-for outcome, except that the fire she set consumed the wrong life. There are a great many legal precedents for calling Alex Beech’s death an accidental manslaughter rather than a willed murder. But changes to the Police and Criminal Evidence Act in its most recent incarnation allow the court to frame it as a murder. That is not a paradox. It is the law as it now stands.”


The jury stayed out for the whole of one day and part of the next, but when they came back the verdict was unanimous. Guilty.


Jess was way ahead of them, as far as that went. When the terrible word was spoken, her first thought was, What took you so long?
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Brian Pritchard came to Jess’s remand cell to say goodbye. She was allowed to receive visitors in her cell because her injuries put her in the category of disabled prisoner. The lawyer sat in the cell’s only chair while his clerk, Levine, had to stand.


Jess was lying on her bunk. She didn’t try to get up. She felt at this stage as though even a slight movement like that was more of a commitment to life than she wanted to make. She was conscious of Levine’s eyes on her the whole time, except when she looked back at him. Then his gaze would shoot away in a random direction. Pritchard hardly looked at her at all: just the occasional glance, after which his eyes would go back to the floor or to his own hands, folded in his lap.


“For the record,” he told her, “I still think we could have won.”


“Really?” Jess asked tonelessly.


“Yes, Ms Moulson, really. With a different jury. With Street chained to the witness stand. With you in a different frame of mind.”


Jess couldn’t sympathise with his regrets. She had none of her own, at least as far as the verdict went. It was hard even to be patient with him. “If justice was served, where’s the problem?” she demanded.


Pritchard tutted. “Justice? Justice is even more problematic than truth. It’s an emergent property of a very complicated system.”


“I don’t know what that means,” Jess said wearily.


She was trying to shut the conversation down before it got started, but Pritchard clearly wanted her to understand. He raised his hand, tilting his flat palm to left and right. “It means that it’s neither an ingredient in the pie nor the pie itself. It’s the smell that rises up out of the pie if you’ve cooked it right. We don’t aim for justice, Ms Moulson. We perform our roles and justice happens. You didn’t perform your role very well, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


Jess thought she was done with emotion in the same way she was done with words, but anger surged inside her and she couldn’t push it down. Pritchard seemed to blame her for the outcome of the trial – as though everything she’d said and done had been intended purely to inconvenience him. To a lawyer, everything was sideways on and skewed by parallax. There was no point in trying to make him understand how simple this was to her. But the words came out of her anyway.


“I killed a child.”


“You don’t know that,” Pritchard said.


“I do know it. They proved it. And Alex …” That was as far as she got. His name dragged her under, and she had to fight for air. The clerk, Levine, took a step towards her, but there was nothing he could do besides stand there and look concerned.


As an addict, she’d lived for so long in a place where nothing mattered, where she had no anchor. If there was any real feeling in her life at all, it had been that tenuous connection, that futile compassion for the scrawny kid on the stairs who’d barely spoken to her. Killing John would have been bearable. Understandable. Killing Alex Beech was a different thing altogether. There was no coming back from that. She wouldn’t even want to live in a world where you could come back from that.


“Pending your appeal, Ms Moulson,” Pritchard said, “I’d like you to take it as a working assumption that nothing has been proved yet.”


“I’m not making an appeal.”


Another gesture, this time waving the inconvenient words away. “Well, I believe you’ll change your mind on that, once you’ve got past this current crisis of self-loathing. You haven’t seen Fellside yet.”


Fellside was the titan prison up in Yorkshire to which she was now being sent, freeing the remand cell at Winstanley for its next resident. Jess knew nothing about the place apart from its name. Unlike Wormwood Scrubs, say, or Dartmoor, or Pentonville, it was a name that carried no associations for her.


“Is Fellside so terrible?” she asked Pritchard, trying for an ironic tone.


“All prisons are terrible,” Pritchard answered with po-faced seriousness. “High-security prisons are generally more terrible than the rest. And private prisons are the worst of all. Profit and public service make very bad bedfellows.”


He told her a lot more about Fellside – explaining why, to him, it did count as an especially terrible place. Jess barely listened.


“I’ll be fine,” she assured him. If Fellside was terrible, Fellside was where she belonged.


Pritchard picked at a loose thread on his jacket, his mouth tugging down at the corners. “It’s your decision in any event,” he said. “I can’t lodge an appeal against your wishes. But it’s my duty as your legal adviser to tell you that you have excellent grounds for an appeal and it would be a mistake not to lodge one.”


“I think my biggest mistake was to let you represent me,” Jess said. She was being rude to make him leave, him and his last-puppy-in-the-pet-shop-window clerk, but it didn’t have any immediate effect.


“We’re not obliged to like one another, Ms Moulson,” the lawyer said. “I’m your legal representative, not your friend. And I’m aware that you didn’t choose me. But I’ll fulfil my role as I see it until such time as you discharge me from—”


“You’re fired,” Jess said. “Thank you. For everything. But now you need to go away.”


“That’s not a decision to make on the spur of the moment,” Pritchard observed.


“I’m not making it on the spur of the moment. I made it when I saw you in court. I don’t want you to be my lawyer any more. If I decide to make an appeal, I’ll go with someone else. A different firm. I won’t use you.”


Pritchard gave a heavy sigh. He stood, still calm but a little on his dignity. “Well then,” he said, “I believe that concludes my business here. But please let me know if you change your mind.”


“I won’t.”


Levine knocked on the door. He was still darting glances at her. Pritchard bowed his head like a man in prayer as he waited in silence for the guard to come and let them out.


After they were gone, Jess lay very still on the bunk with her eyes closed, trying not to panic. She’d thrown away her parachute deliberately: she didn’t want to be tempted to try to use it. But it was still frightening to lie there in the dark and feel so very much alone.
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Throughout this time, Jess’s sleep was still disturbed. Whenever she closed her eyes, she felt her tiny cell dissolve away, leaving her lying out in the open in a place that was vast and endless. An unseen multitude moved in front of her closed eyelids: shadows so faint you could barely see them, but so many that they coalesced into an endless darkness. At the limits of her vision, everything broke up into turbulence and chaos.


And still there were the voices. The whispers that had troubled her at the hospital were louder than ever now. She had always assumed they were talking about her, but when she could actually make out the words, she didn’t feature in them at all. They were fragments of wishes, regrets, laments.


I shouldn’t have


if he


my only


never even saw


Jess’s dreamscape contained no actual dreams. The last time she’d dreamed anything she could remember on waking, she must have been six or seven years old. But now her troubled sleep was strewn with the jagged shards of other people’s broken lives.


It was a punishment her subconscious mind had picked out for her, and she knew she deserved it, but it wrought badly on her nerves.


She had one other visitor at Winstanley: her Aunt Brenda, who was to all intents and purposes her only living relative. Her father was out there somewhere, but in so many ways Barry really didn’t count. Brenda came in on two sticks, looking way too big in the narrow cell. The chair creaked ominously as she lowered herself into it. She brought fruit and chocolates, as though Jess was still in hospital rather than in jail, and apologised for not coming sooner.


“There were reporters on my lawn,” she said. “Lots and lots of them. I didn’t want to go out and talk to them about you, so I hunkered down and waited.”


Brenda didn’t bother to mention the other factor – that her surgery had left her still in pain and about as mobile as the average barnacle. She looked older and a lot more tired than when Jess had seen her last, her hair showing streaks of white at the sides and her shoulders slightly stooped. The injury to her back had taken a lot out of her, and the surgery had taken even more.


“It’s okay,” Jess said, hugging her with great care. “I’m glad you’re here now.” Brenda’s friendship, Brenda’s love were precious things to her, and all the more because they weren’t built on any closeness between Brenda and Jess’s mother, Paula. The two sisters had drifted out of touch a long time before Paula died, mostly because of arguments about Barry. You should kick him out. Change the locks. Tell the police the next time he comes around. Brenda took no prisoners and asked for no quarter.


And presumably she had also had to work through her own feelings about her niece accidentally killing an innocent kid. But she tried not to bring that up, the same way you might avoid the word “cancer” in a cancer ward.


“How are you coping?” she asked instead.


“Not all that well,” Jess admitted. She told Brenda about her bad dreams. The whispers in the dark and the sense that she wasn’t alone.


“Like your nightwalks,” Brenda said. Her face creased with concern.


“My what?”


“Your nightwalks. When you were little. Don’t you remember?”


“No, I really don’t. Wait, yes. Do you mean all that crazy stuff I did with Tish?”


Tish had been her imaginary friend. They had wandered together through lots of half-baked fantasy landscapes based on Where the Wild Things Are, One Monster After Another and the Faraway Tree stories. Jess had laboured hard on those adventures, working out the details while she was still awake and trying to carry them with her over the threshold as she dozed off.


Brenda winced visibly. It seemed her back was still giving her problems. “No, no,” she said. “Not Tish. I meant the other times. When you said you could walk into our dreams.”


“I don’t remember that at all,” Jess said.


“Oh, you were adamant about it. When your mum asked for details, you told her you’d seen her on a big ship. She asked you what she was doing on the ship and you said she was shooting a bird with a bow and arrow.”


“That’s from The Ancient Mariner.”


“Yes, it is.” Brenda nodded. “And you had never read that poem. You were only six years old. But Paula was reading it for her Open University course.”


“Then I must have heard her reading it out loud.”


“Perhaps you did. But she was a little shaken up all the same because she’d had a dream about it that night. It was just a coincidence, obviously, but it really did look as though you’d managed to open up her head somehow and take a look inside.”


“I don’t remember any of that.”


“Well, it happened. And then a few weeks later, when you were staying the night at my house, you did it again. You told me you’d seen me dancing with Gene Kelly.”


“Had we just watched Singin’ in the Rain by any chance?”


Brenda laughed. “We’d watched it a month or so earlier, so I suppose that was a lot less spooky. You used to visit me a lot back then. I don’t know why I dreamed about Gene Kelly that night though. Maybe we talked about him, and that was why he was on both our minds. But then there were your angels.”


“My angels?”


“They stood around your bed at night, you said.”


“Angels stood around my bed?”


“Well, no, it wasn’t exactly that, was it? You had to go and visit them. That was how it worked. They lived in what you called the Other Place. Which was like the seaside except that it was all on fire.”


Jess felt a slight tremor at the back of her mind: a tectonic shift which was small only by virtue of being very far away. She had no recollection of seeing these things but she remembered talking about them. The words had a tautness to them. Some big, submerged memory hung below them like the weight on a plumb line.


“Mum got angry,” she ventured.


“Well, she got scared, I think. This all seemed very real to you, and you were talking about it all the time. About the angels, and about being able to see what was going on in other people’s heads when they were asleep. You did sound very convincing, I must say. You said you kept losing your way and you were scared you might get stuck there one night in this Other Place. None of us knew what to make of it. Paula took you to a child psychologist in the end. NHS. You were on the list for ages before the appointment came through. With … no, I don’t remember her name.”


Jess did. It had bobbed to the surface of her mind, unlooked for and unwelcome. “Carter. It was Dr Carter.”


Brenda tapped her forehead with one finger, admonishing her poor memory. “That’s right. She saw you loads of times. She was saying at first you might have a … what was it? An incipient psychosis. But she changed her tune. In the end she just said you had a really active imagination and there was nothing to worry about.”


Jess remembered the doctor now: a smiling, grandmotherly type, with her hair in a sugarloaf bun, but she asked about a million questions and the smile stayed on her face no matter what her voice did, so in the end it didn’t mean anything.


She remembered lying. Hiding. Saying what she thought would go down best. Because every kid knows when they’re in trouble just by reading the faces of the adults around them. Every kid gets an instinct for when to lie low. She gave her name, rank and serial number. She said she was okay. She said she made it all up. How could the sea catch fire? That was just crazy talk!


All the while gauging from Dr Carter’s face how this was going down. Triangulating into a sweet spot defined by nods of the head and minute variations in the intensity of that everlasting smile. Dr Carter’s final diagnosis was that Jess’s night-time escapades were signs of mental health rather than mental illness. “When a child’s life hits a crisis of any kind,” she told Paula Moulson briskly, “they’ve got to have a refuge from it. Or if not a refuge, then a workaround. I’m not prying, but has there been something like that going on for Jess recently? Some sort of upheaval?”


Paula just nodded. She’d married an upheaval, and he was home right then on an extended visit.


“Well then,” said Dr Carter with an expansive shrug. “You should be thankful that Jess is able to play these conflicts out in her mind rather than in reality. This night world of hers seems to be a place of turbulence and confusion – an internalisation of those same forces as they appear in her daily life. The imagination is a plastic power, Mrs Moulson. A shaping power. We make the things we need. And then when we don’t need them any more, we set them aside. All you have to do is to let that happen.”


In other words, Jess was off the hook. She went home, got into bed and pulled the covers up over her head.


She trained herself out of dreaming, because every time she dreamed, she woke up in a panic. It was a sad time. For one thing, she remembered missing Tish very badly. But more dreams meant more sessions with Dr Carter, more interrogations, more time being smiled at. For months she woke up four or five times a night, dragging herself from the Other Place by main force.


Then she didn’t have to any more. The dreams stopped coming. She slept with her head under the covers all the way into her teens, woke up remembering nothing. And the angels …


The angels went away and didn’t come back. Tish didn’t come back either. Maybe they all just got tired of waiting for Jess to come out and play. She could barely remember now what her nightly journeys had been like. They had been very real to her at the time, she knew that much. But she’d forgotten almost all of this. She remembered Tish, but mainly as a story she’d been told about herself rather than an actual presence. She’d been very young, after all. When you’re a kid, pretty much anything can heal over and leave no scar.


Aunt Brenda changed the subject. “You were in the papers every day,” she said. “They were coming out with terrible things about you, Jess. Some of these people who call themselves reporters …”


She went off on a rant about journalistic ethics, which Jess knew was intended as a show of solidarity. The substantive point – Alex – couldn’t be contested, but it was some comfort to know that her aunt was on her side and wanted to lift her mood.


Finally Brenda put her hand on Jess’s arm. “It was the drugs,” she said. “It wasn’t you. You’re not capable of hurting people, Jess. Not on purpose.”


But Jess knew she was. Everyone was. It was basic human kit.


“I’ll come and see you,” Brenda promised. “Up there. It’s a long way, but I’ll come.”


“No, you won’t,” Jess said. “You’re not even to try until you’re better. But I’d love it if you could write.”


“Of course I will. Every week. And as soon as I’m up to making the trip, you’ll see me there. No arguments.”


They embraced and Brenda left, trying not to let Jess see that she was crying.


I’ve let her down so badly, Jess thought. There were never very many people who were willing to think well of me, and I smacked them all in the face.


It felt right then as though that was what she’d been doing all her life.
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Jess went to sleep still thinking about those old nightwalks, those dead angels. Perhaps that was why, for the first time since her childhood excursions, she dreamed. Real dreams, not bodiless whispers. Dreams where she walked and moved, saw and did things.


In the most coherent of the dreams, she was lying right there in the remand cell when her phone started to ring. She looked around for the phone but couldn’t find it. She was dimly aware, even in the dream, that her phone was with the rest of her effects in a police lockbox somewhere. It seemed logical, all the same, that it should be trying to make its way back to her.


But she didn’t find it in the bed, or on the table, or in the locker (without a lock or even a door) where prisoners were meant to stow their meagre belongings. So she went looking elsewhere. She opened the door of the cell and stepped out – into the lobby of her flat in Muswell Hill.


She climbed the stairs to her own landing, which was dominated by a huge, ugly mirror mounted on the wall directly across from her door. She could see that she was casting no reflection in the mirror, which she took to mean that this was a temporary visit. She wasn’t coming home to live just yet.


(It burned down. Didn’t it burn down?)


Alex Beech was sitting on the next flight of stairs, in his usual spot. He looked the way he had when she saw him last – or at least, the last time she could remember seeing him. Wearing an Arsenal T-shirt that was too big for him, most likely a hand-me-down, and a pair of denim shorts out of which his spindly legs protruded like the two halves of a wishbone.


Jess plopped herself down next to him and they sat in slightly uneasy silence for a little while. Not perfect silence: the ringing of the phone continued from somewhere very nearby, muted but distinct.


“I’m sorry,” Jess said at last. “I’m so sorry, Alex.”


Alex didn’t answer, or look at her.


“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she ventured again. She put a hand on his arm. Or she tried to. Her fingers slid right through him as though he wasn’t there.


That was when she realised – with dream logic that came to her fully formed – that she was dead. It wasn’t Alex who was burned up in the fire: it was her. And he was still waiting there for her, would wait always, but she would never come.


And that was why her phone was ringing, she suddenly knew. She had told him he could call her. He was doing that right now. If she could find the phone, she could pick up and they could talk, at least. And maybe he could tell her the way back so she could come to him.


She left the boy’s side and went into her flat. The door was standing open, the hallway empty. She always left her phone on the bedside table when she slept, and death was a lot like sleep. It seemed that it even came complete with dreams. The ringing got louder and she knew she’d guessed correctly.


When she went into the bedroom, the phone was right there on the table. John was lying in the bed, eyes closed, chest rising and falling in a slow, shallow rhythm. The ringing didn’t wake him. The phone couldn’t reach into his sleep, his dreams, because it was only meant for Jess.


She reached out to pick it up, but the skin on the back of her neck prickled. Someone was behind her.


She turned slowly, and they were there. Thousands of them. Naked, with their arms at their sides. In order to accommodate them, the room had ceased to be a room. All that was left was the bed and the bedside table and the angle of two walls, standing now on a wide, flat foreshore that stretched as far as her eye could see.


They were almost all women. The few men stood out by contrast. They all had their eyes closed. Their faces mostly wore similar expressions of blank indifference although a few looked sad or troubled. They were not watching Jess: they had no idea that she was there. In fact, she knew, each of them had no idea that any of the others were there. For all each of these women knew, she stood alone. Only Jess could see them all.


As she had seen them when she was a child. Perhaps they had looked like angels to her then simply because they had no clothes on. The only naked bodies she remembered seeing as a little girl were those of Christian saints.


The phone hadn’t stopped ringing all this time.


It took an effort to turn her back on the silent assembly, but she did. She picked up.


“Alex?”


Just static on the line. No voice that Jess could make out, although the crackle and hiss rose and fell with the inflections of a voice.


She tried again. “Alex?”


There was a voice there, but it was so far down she could barely make it out. She closed her eyes. That was dangerous, given that the whole place might burst into flames at any moment, but it felt like it was vitally important to take this call.


“Who’s there?” she asked.


“Who’s there?” someone else asked at the other end of the line. Not an echo. She was almost able to identify the voice.


“It’s Jess,” she said. “What do you want?”


The voice answered but the static spiked and peaked right over the words, drowning out most of them. She heard fire and lost and something that might have been a frame but was probably afraid.


“You don’t have to be afraid,” Jess said. She was still thinking that this might be Alex, although it didn’t sound like him. “I’m here if you need me. I’ll always be here.”


“How?” the other voice whispered. The static had cleared, but the volume had dropped away with it to the limit of what she could hear.


“How?” Jess repeated. “What do you mean?”


“How …?”


Then silence.


Then, “How did …?”


A storm of static, so abrupt it seemed that the ether was trying to snatch the words away before they reached her.


But they did.


“How did I get here?”


The voice was hers. She was talking to herself. But that didn’t mean she had an answer.
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How did I get here?


It was impossible to say.


Unless by hating something you straightaway started to turn into it. As though your hate was a sort of magnetic field, turning you around like a compass needle, dragging you into a new shape like iron filings.


Jess’s father crashed and raged in the maze of her childhood memories like an intermittent minotaur. “Where’s my fucking coat? Did you take money out of my pocket? Did you hide my shoes? What’s the fucking kid looking at? Are you telling her lies about me?”


Addiction. Addiction was the real monster here. And young Jess knew, watching her parents, that you could get addicted to anything. Barry Moulson was addicted to alcohol, and Paula Moulson née Ketterbridge was addicted to him. It didn’t matter how many times Baz turned up, took command of Paula’s pay packet, raided their pathetic savings, pawned the TV and then hit the road again. The next time he appeared, Paula’s arms would still be wide open.


In school and then in college (maths and physics, combined honours), Jess steered a course as far away from all that bullshit as she could get.


“You want to smoke some weed?”


No.


“Pop an E before we go into the club?”


Actually, I don’t.


“The sex will be way better if you snort some bloom.”


Thanks but no thanks.


The first sip, the first drag, the first pill … that might be all it would take. Better not to start than to start and never stop. “It’s okay,” her friend Kit said to her at the end of her first year at Durham. “Everyone thinks you’re a frigid prude, but they’re way too scared to say it out loud so it all balances out, you know?”


But it got seriously unbalanced in year two. That was when her mother got sick. Not-ever-getting-better sick. Sick with cancer – first of the liver, then of the everything. Seriously? Barry floats his organs in sixty per cent proof, and Paula’s liver goes? Clearly there was no God, no justice, nobody at the switchboard. The universe was a badly written soap opera where every plot twist strained credibility just that little bit further.


Jess went to her pastoral supervisor, explained the situation and dropped out of uni.


“You don’t have to do this,” her mother protested. “I’m not an invalid, Jess!”


But you will be, Jess thought. And in any case, their time together had become something that could be counted. That needed to be counted. She didn’t say any of that. What she said was, “Durham is six hours away, Mum, and the train ticket costs ninety quid even with a railcard. And I can pick up again from right where I was. I want to be with you, just until you’re all right again.”


The huge lie making it impossible for Paula to protest against the smaller one. They hugged and cried, and nothing more was said.


In fact it took three years for Paula to die. Four rounds of chemo, three operations, an endless drip-drip-drip of bad news followed by worse news followed by outright disasters. Jess had never regretted her decision. She was with her mother at the end and her being there made a difference. Everything Paula did – moving, talking, blinking, breathing – brought a little gasp of pain, but she didn’t die alone and she didn’t die afraid. She went into the dark with Jess holding her hand. Holding it so tightly that for hours afterwards it felt as though they were still touching. Still together.


So no regrets, ever. But she couldn’t just pick up where she’d left off. This was the second time around so she wasn’t entitled to a student loan. She would have to save up the money for her tuition fees and her living expenses – a tall order when the economy was tanking. She got a job at Half the Sky, a feminist-slash-ecological bookshop on Caledonian Road, and started to put a little by.


Broke her collarbone in an accident at the shop involving a stepladder.


And made a brand-new friend.


“This is about managing the pain,” the doctor told her. “Oxycodone is a very powerful analgesic, so it’s not to be abused. These are controlled-release tablets. You take them twice a day, and they sustain what we call a resting level of the drug in your system throughout the next twelve hours. We’ll review in a week’s time.”


Where have you been all my life, oxycodone?


Jess was in ecstasy. Some of that was not feeling the physical pain from her injury. The rest was not feeling anything else. There was an old ache inside her that forgot to ache when she was high.


She lived on oxy and fresh air for three months. But then the prescription ran out and she crashed. It was impossible to hide, like a disfiguring illness. Like a bereavement. “I need your mind to be here as well as your body, Jess,” her boss, Susan, warned her. “No point turning up for work if you’re just going to sit there.” “You need me to fix you up?” her colleague Nicola asked. “Seriously, what do you need? I can get it.”


Nicola Saunders was only at Half the Sky one day a week. The rest of the time she worked in the pharmacy of a private hospital. “You want oxy,” she assured Jess, “all you’ve got to do is ask. There’s no need to suffer.”


There was no need to suffer. Money would buy her perfect happiness.


“Not that I’m doing it for the money,” Nicola said. “I’m doing it for you.” She took the money anyway though, and her prices went up on a regular basis.


“You want to try something stronger? Drop one of these just as the oxy kicks in – you won’t believe where it takes you.”


Jess stuck to the devil she knew. “I don’t care about the thrill,” she told Nicola. “I’m just in a bad place right now, and it helps.”


“Oh sure, I get that. It’s temporary relief, absolutely. It’s not, you know, a lifestyle thing. You can always stop.”


And Jess knew she could. Any time. But somehow at the moment of decision she found herself popping a tab anyway. And the moment of decision was coming on her with a quickening tempo. In the aftermath of a fix, she felt a blissed-out calm. A few hours later she started to get ragged around the edges. Bad nerves gave way to irritation, and irritation was the tip of an iceberg that shelved off steeply towards gnawing anger for anything that was between her and her next hit.


Barry’s voice came back to her. “Let’s open another bottle. The party’s just getting started. Come on, Paula, name me one single thing that looks better when you’re sober!”


That was what gave her the strength, in the end, to kick the habit. She knew that dance so well. It had been part of her life for as long as she could remember, not constant, but refreshed and rediscovered whenever Daddy came calling.


She fought her way out of the trough. Not cold turkey or anything like it. She eased off slowly over the space of a couple of months, buying the same amount of the drug from Nicola every week and measuring her progress by how much of each blister pack ended up in the bin.


She got clean. It was the hardest thing she’d ever done.


Then at one of Nicola’s parties, she met John Street.


And finally took delivery of the disaster her whole life had been preparing her for.
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Jess woke to find herself already sitting up, her heart hammering. The dream was gone, the normal world was back. But only up to a point.


She knew that the normal world was a dream too. You could wake up from it any time you liked.


They had taken her belt and her shoelaces. They had fastened a thick plastic cover over the light fitting so that she couldn’t smash it and expose the wires. They had fixed a camera to the ceiling of her cell so she could be monitored for her own good whenever the authorities saw fit.


But there was one door they couldn’t lock. Their jurisdiction ended at the surface of her skin. As long as she could kill herself without any props, tools or external assistance, there wasn’t a damn thing they could do to stop her.


And she could, of course.


It was basic human kit.




PART TWO


THE HARDEST TIME TO BE ALIVE
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Fellside prison was a private entity, wholly owned by a security company that went by the name of N-fold. N-fold had only just climbed on board the correctional bandwagon, and its board of directors was very mindful of the PR implications of their latest prisoner. While the paperwork was still in process, they went into conclave with an extremely select and highly expensive group of human rights lawyers. This was two full weeks into Moulson’s hunger strike, which she’d started in the remand cells at Winstanley right after her conviction. The media had got wind of it two or three days in and made a mighty noise about it, embellishing their accounts with choice titbits which had to have come from one of the remand wing guards or trusties.


Then on the morning of Moulson’s transfer from Winstanley, the directors sent their in-house expert up to the prison on a fast train out of King’s Cross to tell the governor, Save-Me Scratchwell, what his options were. She told him they were limited.


“We’ve looked at this from a lot of different angles,” she explained. “And we’ve taken legal advice from top people in the field. We’ve decided to let Ms Moulson die. That’s going to be the most straightforward course and, from a legal point of view, the most easily defensible.”


The governor had come by his nickname because of his evangelical zeal. And being a religious man as well as a company-owned one, he was deeply divided about this whole Moulson situation. He was also frankly unimpressed with the legal expert, who dressed like a fashion plate and looked as though she was barely out of law school.


“Just let her die?” he echoed. “Really? Surely in today’s world there are interventions. Regimes …”


“There are the same interventions there always were,” the expert told him. “The nutritional mix and the delivery systems may have been refined in various ways, but forced feeding is still basically putting a tube into a person’s stomach – either through the nostril or directly through the torso – so you can pour something down it. And it’s still illegal.”


“But if it’s to save a life, it’s got to be justified, hasn’t it? I believe I read in connection with Guantanamo Bay that they have a policy of—”


“Yes, they do, but it’s illegal there too. There’s broad agreement that it’s a form of torture. International agreement. Since 1975, if someone tries to starve themselves, and they’re of sound mind, you’ve got to let them do it. The only way you’d get away with force-feeding them is if you could prove their judgement was impaired.”


Scratchwell thought that through until he found the unexcluded middle.


“Which very definitely is not going to happen,” the expert said as he opened his mouth to speak. “If you were to get a psychiatric evaluation done on Jess Moulson now, and if it gave even the smallest indication that she was in an abnormal state of mind, it would cast doubt on the guilty verdict. Her solicitor would call a mistrial and the Crown Prosecution Service would get very seriously upset. Frankly, governor, it would be an embarrassment for us. And the timing would be extremely awkward. We’re currently negotiating a new raft of government contracts, all of which depend on our being seen to do a good job here.”


Scratchwell was starting to feel really unhappy about all this. It had the look of a no-win situation. “But if Moulson dies here at Fellside – on my watch, so to speak – surely I’m in breach of my duty of care. Especially if I didn’t take any steps to make absolutely sure she’s in her right mind. What if we’re sued? What if I’m charged with manslaughter?”


“That’s vanishingly unlikely. And you’d win the case.”


“If a burglar can sue a householder when he falls through a skylight …”


“Bodine versus Enterprise High School. The burglar didn’t win; the school settled. And that was in America.”


“You said there was international agreement …” Scratchwell began.


“On force-feeding, governor, not on every possible wrinkle of the law of tort. Believe me when I tell you that you can’t be sued for your failure to do something you’d have been legally barred from doing in the first place.”
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