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Preface


I forgot to turn the telephone off that night. It had become a routine, because we were sick of wrong number disturbances. We’d lived in the house on the outskirts of Bonn for nearly six months, but still we received calls for a family called van Butler, and for somebody with the name Christine. Occasionally Heinrich. All these people seemed to have had nocturnal habits. Three o’clock in the morning was not unusual.


And so the bedtime routine included turning the little wheel on the side of the handset until the telephone bell was inaudible. It was a nuisance, because I so often forgot to turn it back in the morning, but that was better than being woken in the early hours, and being unable to go back to sleep afterwards.


That night there had been students in the house, talking to Anthony in his study, and when they left there was the usual German farewell, standing in the hall, then on the doorstep, then around the car, nearly fifteen minutes before they finally drove away. I was irritated, as always, by this pointless routine, and followed it with one of my own, a series of mantras all of which meant the same thing: why can’t the Germans be like us?


Nearly eleven o’clock, and I’d been tired since nine, I snapped at my long-suffering husband, who’d been tired since February. His bloody students. It was doubly unfair since, only the night before, the house had been full of my bloody refugees, who’d stayed until long past midnight.


At four the telephone rang and woke us both, and I flung myself out of bed in a fury and screamed down into the mouthpiece.


‘Es gibt hier keine scheisse van Butler. Auch keine Christine und kein Heinrich. Verstehst du?’


‘Celia?’


I recognised the voice of my sister-in-law, Helen. My rage subsided, but irritation remained. I don’t like her, and my reaction to her voice was, oh God, what the Hell does she want?


‘Hello, Helen.’


She was crying, gasping sobs that sounded like panting.


‘Helen, what’s the matter?’


‘Tamsin.’


Her daughter, my niece. It was not an answer to my question. I heard the words in my own voice inside my head. Tamsin, the name Tamsin, you stupid woman, is not an answer to my question. Tamsin what? What’s she done? What’s happened?


‘What about Tamsin? Why are you crying?’


‘She’s dead.’


And then, as I sank down onto the chair, there was a man’s voice on the telephone. A stranger was speaking to me.


‘I think you’d better come to England, Mrs Masters. It looks as though Tamsin may have been murdered.’


‘Murdered?’


Incomprehension. This is a word that cannot apply, not to us. Murdered? No. This happens outside. You can’t use that word, not to us. Murdered?


‘Who are you?’


Murdered? Tamsin?


No.


‘My name’s Cooper, Mrs Masters. Detective Sergeant Cooper. I’m sorry to have such bad news for you. Mrs Simpson insisted on speaking to you herself first.’


I could hear Helen behind him, the sobs that sounded as if she’d been running, and a wailing noise, somebody else crying? And there were other voices in the background.


‘Murdered?’


‘So it would seem. If you can come, Mrs Masters, I think Mrs Simpson does need your help. I understand there are no other relatives available.’


‘She’s got a brother,’ I protested. ‘Giles. Giles Baker, that’s his name.’


‘He’s abroad.’


‘So am I.’


Anthony had come into the room behind me. He walked quietly over to the window and waited, one glance at me, and then he looked out into the darkness.


‘He can’t be traced. He’s travelling.’


I don’t want to go. I can’t go. Not now, and what could I do? I don’t know anything about this sort of thing. There’s Patrice’s asylum hearing coming up in a week, and I have to take Anna to the lawyer tomorrow. I can’t just drop them.


Helen was still crying, and those wailing noises were coming from her, too. It was as though she was singing a duet.


Her daughter had been murdered, and she’d asked for me.


‘Yes, I’ll come,’ I said. ‘I expect I can be there about noon tomorrow. Today, I mean.’


I told Anthony what had happened, and saw in his face my own reaction; shock, and the beginnings of sadness, but most of all astonishment.


It didn’t take me long to pack, and Anthony called a taxi, and found my passport, and money, enough for the taxi, and a credit card.


‘Will you be all right? Telephone me when you get there.’


‘Can you find somebody to take Anna to the lawyer?’


‘Yes, I expect Gabi could do that. Listen, there’s the taxi, give my love to Helen. Tell her I’m so sorry. Whatever sounds right, tell her.’


It wasn’t a long drive to the airport, and I was in time to catch the early flight. It all seemed to be a scramble of papers, money and tickets and boarding cards, and then a magazine, and I was on the aeroplane, feeling the lurch and the swing as it climbed. I drank a cup of coffee, and I opened my magazine; something to distract me. There was nothing I could do.


Tamsin was dead. A dark girl, as I remembered her, rather quiet, nothing out of the ordinary. I’d never taken much notice of her. It was too late now; she was dead, she’d been murdered.


I was sad. I was truly sad, that she was dead, the dark girl who’d been quiet and not very noticeable. But still, over the sadness and the shock, the feeling that remained was one of amazement.


She’d been murdered.
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There was nothing much to indicate the tragedy, not on the street. There was a police car parked a few yards away, but there were no blue lights, no tapes across the pavement. There wasn’t even a policeman at the door, although one answered it when I rang the bell.


‘I’m Celia Masters,’ I said. ‘I’m expected.’


Helen was still in a dressing gown, and she looked sloppy with anguish, as though something was melting, blurring her outlines. She reached out her arms to me, and I stepped into them and hugged her, trying very hard not to think of tears, and possibly snot, on my clothes. She was damp, rather disgusting. I’d always thought of her as flabby.


‘Helen. My dear, I’m so sorry. My poor Helen.’


‘Oh, Celia.’


She started to wail again, the noise I’d heard on the telephone, and I patted her on the back. She’s not coughing, I told myself, but there didn’t seem to be anything else to do.


‘Anthony sends his love. He’s terribly shocked. And very sorry.’


‘I don’t know what to do,’ she moaned.


‘Have another cup of tea,’ somebody suggested, and I felt her sniff.


‘I’ve had tea. I’ve had tea all night. I don’t want any more tea, thank you.’


‘Have you seen a doctor?’ I asked. ‘He’ll give you something for the shock.’


‘Doctor Coburn’s been. And it’s she.’


Helen was a feminist, I remembered. In theory, at least.


‘Did she give you anything?’


So trivial, I thought. Your daughter’s been murdered, have you got a pill? Would you like a cup of tea because your daughter’s been murdered?


Now that my astonishment was beginning to fade the enormity of the fact started to hurt. It was huge; overwhelming. There was no way to resist it, to combat it, and all we could do in response to it was fiddle around the edges, with our pills and our cups of tea and our polite acknowledgement of these strangers to whom it was something that had happened again; to whom it was not so vast and so appalling.


For ourselves, we couldn’t yet bear to look at it.


Never going to see her again.


Have another cup of tea, dear. Sit down.


Somebody took that life and . . . and stopped it. Those limbs will never move. Those eyes will never see. There will never again be an idea, a word, a laugh. Not from Tamsin. Never again.


Never.


I began to gasp. I wasn’t grieving. I hadn’t known the girl. But suddenly, as these ideas came, it was hard to breathe. It was so big, and yet . . .


Why couldn’t we step back? Not far, just a day. Only  a day, and she was still alive. Just that little time ago, we should be able to step back just such a little time. Such a little step.


Have a pill. Cup of tea. When did you last? Did she mention?


There were noises from upstairs.


‘They’re searching her room.’


Oh, yes, they do that, don’t they? Criminals and victims, no privacy any more. But they have to find out. They mean us well, I suppose. Or at least, no harm. They have to find out.


My hand was on Helen’s shoulder. I saw one of the fingers move, and the sinews slid under the skin, smoothly, so smoothly I didn’t feel it until I thought about it. Until I turned my mind onto it, and then I moved my finger again.


A miracle of engineering, that one finger moving, such a little movement, so precise and exact and perfect.


Tamsin could never move a finger again. That marvellous piece of machinery, her body, had been stopped.


‘Mrs Masters, are you all right?’


Dead.


It means, finished. Never again. Stopped.


The end.


But she’s only thirteen. Not even grown. She’s incomplete, there were the finishing touches still to be made. A few extra inches on her height, the muscles to harden, the breasts to swell, those long bones in her arms and legs, they were still growing.


‘Mrs Masters?’


‘I think she’s going to faint. Sit her down.’


I can do that for myself. How do you sit somebody down? It’s not a transitive verb, or whatever the term is.


I sat on the sofa, feeling my knees suddenly weak, and I seemed to drag Helen down beside me. I’d still been holding her, almost holding on to her. Rather ungraceful, suddenly plumping down onto the cushions, the pair of us, as though we were entangled. And my shoulder was damp, where she’d been crying.


‘I feel sick,’ I said, but I didn’t really. Nausea wasn’t what I was feeling. I was feeling outrage, and there was this cold gasping, as though I’d been punched in the stomach. The enormity of this had, quite literally, left me breathless.


‘Are you going to be sick?’


The question came from a young policewoman with spots on her chin. She didn’t ask in a tone of concern. It was like an interrogation. If you are going to be sick, are you going to be sick into a bowl, or onto the floor? And when, exactly, will this event take place?


I didn’t bother to answer.


What can I do? I thought. What can I do about this?


Never again. Not a single movement from that body. Not an idea from that mind. Not a response, not an emotion. Nothing. It’s all been stopped.


It’s been destroyed.


I’m not even close to this, but the force of that destruction has hit me. Like an explosion, a piece of the shrapnel has hit me. Hurt me. Left me gasping for breath, and too weak to stand.


It’s too quiet for this. There should be shouting and screaming, rage. Defiance and fury, we cannot accept this. No, we cannot accept this.


I was crying, too. I could feel the tears hot on my cheeks.


Do not go gentle into that goodnight.


Dylan Thomas had been right. His anger, his furious rejection of death, he’d been right.


Rage, rage against the dying of the light.


Yes. You knew. When you wrote that, you knew, didn’t you? Dylan Marlais Thomas, saying what I feel, saying it loud and true.


Helen was wailing and gasping again, and I thought, stop. Stop this. Pull yourself together.


But I was thinking it at myself as well as at her, and I forced the ideas of Tamsin aside, pushing at them. Go away, let me think.


Huge, this thing. Huge and black and looming into my mind. Too dark, too big, can’t think round this. Go away.


This is why we turn to trivia. We don’t have to think, when we say have a cup of tea, have you seen the doctor. We can’t think, with this, this thing here, it overpowers us.


Dear Helen. Poor Helen. I’m so sorry. Sorry to be so trite and banal, just here, with my hand still on your shoulder, still thinking of your tears wetting my clothes, and please I do wish you would blow your nose, and the spots on the policewoman’s chin. I wish I could say something to you, something that would at least let you know I really am sorry. Sorry for you. Sorry that there’s no more Tamsin.


Something, there must be something to say.


‘Who could have killed her?’


I was choking on the words.


‘I don’t know,’ Helen wailed, and then she fell forward against me, and my arms were round her, holding her close, palms of my hands against her back, against the soft fat under the slippery fabric of her dressing gown.


‘Helen. Helen, dear Helen. You’ll feel better if you have a shower, and get dressed. Why don’t you do that?’


‘We haven’t finished upstairs yet, Mrs Masters.’


It was a man who had spoken, and I looked up, vaguely surprised to hear another voice.


‘They won’t let me,’ moaned Helen.


‘But that’s ridiculous. It’s your house, isn’t it? You can go where you like.’


‘We won’t be much longer.’


It was a very calm voice. His face was calm, too. He’d been there all the time, listening to us, watching us, as if we were something to be studied, and it was his right to watch us, and listen to our private conversation.


‘Who are you?’


‘Welland. Chief Inspector Welland, Mrs Masters.’


‘Are you in charge here?’


‘For the moment.’


He was middle-aged, brown hair turning grey, and he looked tired. Or perhaps it wasn’t tiredness. The droop to the corners of his eyes, his slow movements, perhaps it was sadness. Perhaps, even though for him this was something that had happened again, he was truly sad about it.


‘Then perhaps you’d be kind enough to let Mrs Simpson use her own bathroom.’


I hadn’t meant to sound arrogant and sarcastic. I really hadn’t. I’d wanted to help Helen, and a shower or a bath, and some clean clothes, they would have helped. She would have felt better, washed, and in clean clothes.


Welland looked at me, no particular expression on his face.


‘If you think that fighting with me and being obstructive to the police will make life easier for Mrs Simpson, then please go ahead.’


‘Oh, don’t, Celia. Please don’t. Please don’t.’


She was clinging to me again, so I turned away from Welland, glad of an excuse not to answer him. I was shocked by his words. I felt as if I’d been hit, hit again, firstly by this monstrous thing that had happened, then by him. It was a slap in the face, and couldn’t he understand that I, too, was a victim? How dared he speak to me like that?


And I’d been right. It was Helen’s house, and she could go where she liked in it. She could have a shower if she wanted one, they couldn’t stop her.


How dared he?


He’d left the room. I could hear footsteps on the stairs, slow and heavy, and then his voice, but I couldn’t make out the words. There were other voices, and then quick steps above our heads.


What a flimsy house this is. You can hear everything, every sound. What was going on up there?


Was her body here? Was it here that she’d been killed?


I knew nothing about it. Was her body still here? Lying here?


Almost frantically, I looked up at the policewoman.


‘Is Tamsin here?’ I whispered, and it seemed as if she didn’t understand my question.


‘Her body? Is it here?’


‘Oh, no. We wouldn’t bring her here.’


She’d died somewhere else, then. Been killed. Been finished.


Where? What had happened to her? How had she been killed?


I wanted to know, but with Helen still there, still crying onto my shoulder, I couldn’t ask.


‘What are they doing up there?’ I asked, and she shrugged.


‘Routine,’ she said.


It would be better not to ask. Better to leave it alone. Talking, or arguing, it would only invite more rejections, more rudeness.


Why had he spoken to me like that?


The doorbell rang, and somebody came down the stairs. I could hear voices again, one of them repeating the word ‘no’. Then the door closed.


It might have been somebody Helen would have liked to invite into the house. It might have been a friend, or somebody who could have helped.


It could have been somebody else for her to hold, another shoulder for her to soak with her tears.


She was moaning again, repetitions of a quiet gasp and then a long, blurred moan. When I looked at her I saw her eyes were open, but not focussed. They were red and swollen, they looked drowned. And her mouth was moving in a way that seemed uncoordinated.


‘Do you think the doctor might have given her something a bit too strong?’ I asked, and the policewoman looked at Helen, consideringly.


‘Shouldn’t think so. Probably just shock. I’ll turn on the fire.’


Helen seemed to watch as the girl crossed the room and bent to the controls. Then her head rolled on my shoulder, and she gave a huge, hiccoughing sigh.


‘She’s exhausted,’ I said.


‘I don’t suppose they’ll be much longer. She can go to bed soon.’


I didn’t know what to do. There was nothing, nothing to be done, nothing to say. I could only hold Helen, feeling her body move at the little gasp, and then go slack as the long, burbling moan droned through her lips.


Poor Helen.


What must it be like, to lose a child? It was the worst of all bereavements, or so I understood. So people said. I had no children, and so I couldn’t imagine.


Dreadful. It must be dreadful.


And what could I do? She’d asked for me, and I was here, so there must be something I could do.


The funeral, I could arrange the funeral. I was good at organising things, I could take that business on for Helen. That would be a help.


It would help me, too.


‘Helen, have you got a Yellow Pages? The telephone directory thing, have you got one?’


Funeral Directors, that’s what they call undertakers now, isn’t it? The nearest one would probably be best. Or I should call and see, try to find one that’s not too shabby. If necessary Anthony and I could help with the expenses.


And there’ll be letters to write, I don’t suppose she’s even got a typewriter, let alone a computer. I could probably hire one.


‘Helen, a Yellow Pages directory, darling. Have you got one?’


And the newspapers, we’ll have to fend them off, but a statement might make it easier. I can draft something.


The policewoman was handing me the directory, looking inquisitive. Nosy. But it doesn’t hurt to be polite to people, so I smiled at her and thanked her.


Funeral Directors, here they are. When Helen’s safely asleep I’ll go out and find one. I ought to have a map. I can buy one at the corner shop, I expect. It’ll do me good, to walk around this town.


‘You can’t do anything about a funeral until we’ve finished.’


She was looking over my shoulder, looking at what I was reading.


The cheek of it.


‘Don’t be silly,’ I said. ‘And would you mind? You’re standing in my light.’


She wasn’t, and she knew it, but she backed away.


‘The coroner will give directions about the funeral at the inquest.’


There was just a hint of triumph in her voice. Got you that time, you snotty bitch, she was thinking.


Was it true, though? Could we really not arrange the funeral? Did they have that much power over us, these people?


I stood up and went to the door. A young policeman was standing on the stairs, and he looked down at me.


‘Inspector Welland?’ I asked. ‘Is he there?’


‘Chief Inspector Welland.’


Oh, God. Another pip on his shoulder, and I forgot about it. Probably worked for it for twenty years.


‘May I speak to him?’


It seemed he’d heard me, because he came to the top of the stairs and looked down.


‘This policewoman says we can’t arrange the funeral.’


‘She’s quite right.’


It must be the law. He wouldn’t dare just forbid it, unless it was the law. Would he?


‘Is that the law?’


‘It is.’


This is dreadful. And it’s cruel, too. How long can all this take? It could be months. What happens if they never solve a murder? Can they just keep a body in some sort of freezer, for ever?


I was staring at him, and he was waiting, looking down the stairs at me, quite courteous, waiting in case I had another question.


It’s like being in limbo, between the death and the funeral. It’s dreadful. And it could go on and on.


I can’t go back to Germany until the funeral’s over. I can’t just desert Helen. She asked for me.


‘How long is all this going to take?’ I asked, knowing even before I spoke that he could not possibly give me an answer.


But he was kinder than I deserved.


‘We may not need to keep the body for very long. It depends on what the pathologist finds at the post mortem examination.’


It was a very precise manner of speech, I noticed. ‘Post mortem examination,’ he’d said, where most wouldn’t have bothered with ‘examination’, or would at least have abbreviated it.


I walked up the stairs towards him, and the policeman flattened himself against the wall to let me pass.


‘Where and how did she die?’ I asked.


I spoke softly. I didn’t know how much Helen could hear, in this badly built house with its thin walls.


‘On a piece of waste ground behind the railway tracks. She was hanged.’


His answer seemed to mean nothing. I looked away from him, looked into the little whirling pattern on the wallpaper of the landing, and I thought, hanged. She  was hanged. That could have been horrible. A horrible thing.


‘It’s not a cruel death.’


He was kind. He would shut off the nightmares, if he could.


‘Pressure on the carotid arteries would have caused unconsciousness quite quickly. I don’t believe she choked.’


There were tears in my eyes, a silly response to his sympathy.


‘Thank you,’ I whispered, and I went back down the stairs before he could see.


Does Helen know? I wondered. If not, I’d have to find some way of telling her.


Behind these thoughts was beginning to grow the worry of the time I would have to be away from Germany. I told myself that nothing serious could go wrong because of my absence, but I wasn’t at all sure.


Gabi would have taken Anna to the lawyer, but next week there was the date for Patrice’s asylum hearing, and I would have to be back in time for that. I was a witness for him. I was needed.


But I couldn’t leave a woman whose child had been murdered.


Helen was still slumped on the sofa when I went in, and I didn’t think she’d noticed that I’d gone. Her hands were lying in her lap, the palms upwards, the fingers curled.


‘What are they looking for?’ she asked as I closed the door, and suddenly she sat up straight and stared at me, her eyes wide.


‘I don’t know.’


‘What, then?’ she demanded of the policewoman. ‘You know, don’t you? What are they looking for, then?’ 


‘It’s just routine.’


‘They’re not going to find anything, are they? Not up there.’


She was beginning to sound desperate. I didn’t want to sit beside her again, so I walked behind the sofa and dropped a hand onto her shoulder, patting her. There, there, then. Don’t worry.


She looked up at me, and her eyes were even wider than before. They were almost bulging.


‘They won’t find anything, will they?’


‘They might,’ I said, hoping to encourage her.


Her jaw dropped and she looked towards the door. She began to moan again.


‘There’s nothing up there. Nothing. There’s nothing.’


I watched her for a moment, and then I turned to the policewoman.


‘I think we ought to get that doctor back. This is more than shock; she’s ill. She’s had a bad reaction to that pill.’


‘It was only Valium.’


‘Perhaps she’s had a bad reaction to the Valium, then.’


‘I shouldn’t think so.’


I was beginning to feel angry again, and with the anger came the thought of Tamsin, who would never move or think again.


No. Not now, Tamsin. Wait a minute.


And the anger, I couldn’t afford anger. This girl in uniform, perhaps she spent so much of her time talking to the stupid and the uneducated that she couldn’t help behaving as though she was the only one with an opinion worth having.


‘Helen, I’m going to call the doctor again,’ I said. ‘Coburn, was it? Was that the name?’


She wasn’t listening to me.


‘I wish they’d go away,’ she said. ‘They won’t find anything, there’s nothing there.’


She was frightened. Sedatives can have that sort of result, I’d heard. It’s dangerous to sedate animals. Doctor Coburn had given Helen Valium to calm her, but Helen wasn’t calm, not any more.


The number was in an address book that lay open on the little table by the telephone. Doctor Coburn was out on her rounds, I was told. Was it an emergency?


I didn’t know.


I tried to explain to the receptionist, but she said she thought it was unlikely that Mrs Simpson would have had a reaction to Valium.


Were receptionists, too, only accustomed to speaking to the stupid and uneducated?


Irritated, I hung up, and Welland came into the room as I did so.


‘We’ve finished in the bathroom,’ he said, and he looked at the policewoman.


‘Mrs Masters was telephoning the doctor,’ she said. ‘Mrs Masters thinks Mrs Simpson isn’t suited by the Valium.’


‘Mrs Masters speaks English, too,’ I snapped. ‘And is quite capable of answering questions, if she thinks they’re relevant.’


But Welland was looking at Helen, his head on one side and his eyes narrowed.


‘There’s nothing up there,’ she said. ‘Nothing.’


‘Where, then?’ he asked, and his voice was very gentle.


She pressed herself back against the sofa, her hands gripping the edges of the cushion. She was trying to get away from him. She really was frightened.


‘You see?’ I said. ‘I think it’s a backlash, if that’s the right term. You sometimes get it from sedatives. It has the opposite effect.’


He looked at me, but only briefly, as if I was a distraction, and then he was concentrating on Helen again.


‘Where should we look?’


For a moment I thought she would answer him, but instead she resorted to tears. Her hands went up to her face, her head dropped, and her voice was muffled.


‘Oh. Oh, Tamsin. My little girl.’


Was she crying? I wondered, and I knew he was asking himself the same question. But there was clearly nothing to be done.


‘She can have a shower if she’d like one,’ he said to me. ‘By the time she’s finished we’ll be out of her bedroom. She might sleep.’


I might sleep, too. I was very weary; I was almost light-headed with tiredness, or so I told myself. How else could I account for the dream-like atmosphere in this room? Here was a woman whose child had been killed and who was pretending to cry, and a man backing away from the situation but never taking his eyes off it. Even the smell of burning dust from the elements of the electric fire contributed to the air of unreality.


Over it all, dark and sad, hung the fact of Tamsin’s death, and soon we would no longer be able to take refuge in the hackneyed conventions that we used to hide disaster; soon, we would all have to turn, and face it.
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The house was almost empty, and it felt stale, as though there had been a party and nobody had cleared up after it. Too many people had been there. It was hot in the living room, and cold and stuffy everywhere else, except, perhaps, in Helen’s bedroom.


I had done my best there. It had been searched, but not vindictively; nothing had been broken, and it had been left tidy, but everything had been moved. It had looked out of balance when I went in while Helen washed herself in the bathroom.


I’d turned on the fire and straightened the bedclothes, plumped the pillows, found a clean nightdress, and then I’d tried to put the ornaments where I thought they should be, to give some appearance of symmetry. There were framed photographs on the dressing table, and I picked up the one of my brother and looked down into his face, smiling out from the silver frame.


I could have been looking into a mirror, if I’d gone back ten years.


It wasn’t a thought I liked. John and I had never been very close, and in the days that had followed the crash that killed him and my father immediately, and my  mother three weeks later, I’d hardly thought of John at all.


Daddy was dead. Ten years had passed, and still, of the three of them, Daddy was the one who came into my mind first, and stayed as the other two drifted away.


I put the photograph down, took a paper handkerchief out of a little box and used it to wipe up some talcum powder that had been spilled on the glass tray.


Had they been looking for drugs? I wondered. Why not? People aren’t murdered for nothing. Once they knew why, they might know who.


Perhaps Tamsin had been using drugs. Or selling them. Even at thirteen, it wasn’t unknown.


The sounds of the shower in the bathroom stopped, and I shook my head, and put a silver-backed hairbrush and a matching comb in line with each other, diagonally across the centre of the dressing table, and a clothes brush and hand mirror behind them. They were probably not in the places Helen had chosen, but they were at least laid out, not set to one side in a stack.


My mother had said the word ‘mirror’ was vulgar, and incorrect. It was a looking glass, not a mirror. But mother had said ‘lahndry’ instead of ‘laundry’, and pronounced the word golf without the L.


I still thought in terms of ‘Daddy’ and ‘my mother’. And I hardly thought of John at all.


Helen came out of the bathroom, seeming to be stumbling, although she showed no signs of falling. She hardly looked at me. She did fall across the bed, scrambling into it and pulling the duvet up over her shoulders before rolling away so that her back was towards me.


‘G’night,’ she said. She sounded drunk.


I picked up the nightdress she’d ignored, and laid it on the stool in front of the dressing table.


‘Will you be all right?’ I asked.


‘You’re not going away?’


Suddenly she was alarmed, twisting her head round to look at me, her face anxious.


‘Oh, no. No, of course not. I’ll stay while you need me. Perhaps I’ll go for a walk, though.’


I could buy a map. I could make a note of the addresses of those undertakers, and look in their windows, perhaps pick out a couple that might be suitable. We could both visit them later.


‘Will you be long?’ asked Helen.


‘Two or three hours? While you’re sleeping? I’ll cook us something to eat when I get back, shall I?’


I tried to sound reassuring, but she might as well not have heard me. She was still staring at me, her mouth open as though she was about to speak, but could think of nothing to say.


‘Don’t go,’ she said at last.


‘All right,’ I answered. ‘I’ll stay in the house, if you’d rather I did.’


She nodded, and then turned away, rubbing her face against the pillow, and sighing.


She didn’t speak again.


I left her door slightly open when I went out, so that I would hear her if she called me.


There were still people downstairs, the spotty policewoman and a man in a white overall who’d been up here when I first came. Somebody had told me they were diverting all the incoming telephone calls to make sure Helen wasn’t bothered by cranks, or by reporters, and the policewoman was waiting to hear that it had been  done. Helen had said she only wanted to hear from her brother, Giles.


‘Oh, and my husband,’ I’d remembered to tell them. ‘Anthony Masters. He’ll probably call.’


I stood at the top of the stairs, wondering whether to go down and make myself a coffee, but I decided to wait until I could have the place to myself. In the meantime I’d look around up here, perhaps do some housework.


There were only two bedrooms. For such a small house it had taken them a long time to search. But perhaps there hadn’t been as many of them as there’d seemed. I could only remember the feeling of a crowd, not individuals.


I cleaned the bathroom. Helen hadn’t wiped out the bath after her shower, and the towel had been dropped onto the floor, damp and a little grubby. She did tend to give the impression that she wasn’t a very clean person.


It was rather nice, the bathroom, a little out of place in this house, I thought. It had concealed lighting, and the shower controls looked like something out of a science fiction film.


There was nothing else to do, so I decided to make myself my coffee, or find a book. If I really couldn’t stand Spotty I’d have to sit on the stairs and read it.


In the living room she looked up as I came in.


‘Can I get you anything?’ she asked, as if it was her house and I was a not very welcome guest.


‘I thought I’d find a book.’


‘I don’t think Mrs Simpson’s much of a reader.’


She was right. I looked in the cupboards under the display cabinet, and found nothing but magazines. None of them were of any interest to me.


I did wish I could go out.


It seemed almost blasphemous, to be bored in such a situation, but now that Helen was asleep and the shock that had hit me so hard earlier in the afternoon had worn off, that was what I felt. Tired, and bored.


There was nothing to do, and nothing to read.


I turned on the television, and flicked through the channels, then turned it off again. I looked at a small collection of compact discs, and found nothing that I wanted to hear.


Nothing. It’s a nothing house, with a nothing woman in it, and I ought to be in Germany, where I’m needed, not slouching around in this room being stared at by a teenager in uniform.


‘How long will you be here?’ I asked, and she jerked her head towards the kitchen.


‘Waiting for him,’ she said. ‘And the telephone.’


‘I can answer the telephone. I’m not going to be upset by a crank.’


I looked in through the kitchen door, and the man in the white coat looked back at me. He didn’t seem to be doing anything at all, other than standing in the middle of the room, but I supposed he was some sort of technician, and possibly knew his job.


‘Will you be long?’ I asked.


‘No.’


It was a fitted kitchen, something I usually dislike. I glanced around, and then looked at an open cupboard door, looked more closely.


The wood was solid. Oak, I thought. Solid oak kitchen units? Helen? And in this silly, flimsy house?


Perhaps you can make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear after all, I thought as I closed the door again, postponing my coffee. That kitchen looked rather nice. It looked as  though people who knew what they were doing had spent some time and thought on it.


But the living room was hopeless, quite hopeless. The furniture had probably been chosen out of a catalogue, and it would take a great deal more than matching wallpaper and curtains to disguise its awkward shape. And the wall unit, with its flashy bits of glass with gold edges, it was frankly trashy. Somewhere on there, among those bits of china, there’d be something claiming to be A Present from Blackpool, Made in Taiwan.


Anthony had sometimes accused me of intolerance and bigotry, but I didn’t see why I should pretend to like anything that I felt was second-rate. I wouldn’t criticise the room, not to Helen. I wouldn’t want to hurt her feelings. Nevertheless, I was perfectly entitled to my own opinions, and to express them, if I so wished.


However, Anthony was right. At least, he was partly right. Word of my opinions had, on occasion, got back to my victims, and had caused trouble. One or two of his colleagues now only invited him to their homes when it was known I wouldn’t be able to come.


I’d been dreadfully upset when I had realised, but Anthony had pointed out that I’d always hated those social occasions anyway. I’d never had a good word to say about them afterwards. The food had been nasty, the people boring, why would I want to come?


I hadn’t wanted to come, but I hadn’t wanted to be excluded, either.


‘Perhaps you’d better start keeping your opinions to yourself, then,’ he’d said.


But what was there to talk about? To those people who smiled at me politely, being nice to the professor’s wife, and they’d damned well better, hadn’t they?


‘Did you enjoy Doctor Neubacher’s party?’


‘Oh, yes. It was very nice.’


The conversation would come to an end, and we would be left smiling politely at each other, wondering what to say next.


‘Was that really lamb we had? I did rather wonder whether somebody in the kitchen had difficulty distinguishing between a sheep and a donkey.’


There would be laughter, and a joke in response, and we would relax, and that lamb, yes, truly, it was, that was nothing. You should have tried the venison at New Year.


I never had meant to hurt anybody. I’d only wanted to make people laugh, and relax, and enjoy the conversation.


I thought about describing this house to Anthony when I got home. There wouldn’t be anything much to say about Helen’s living room, but I wished the man in the white coat would come out of the kitchen. That might be worth seeing again.


Only a minute or so later he did come out, and the policewoman stood up.


‘Will you be all right, then?’ she asked. I said I expected so, and she told me to ask for her if we had any problems, and she gave me her name, which I promptly forgot. They’d keep the telephone calls diverted for a few days, don’t be upset if there are nasty letters, there are some right freaks about. Better open Mrs Simpson’s mail for her unless I was sure I knew what was in it. And make sure it was me who answered the telephone until I got the call to say the diverter was on.


She’d be in touch, she said as they left.


If I had any problems it would be Welland I’d contact, not her. There’s never any point in expecting the rank and file to solve problems; one has to go to the top.


Helen’s kitchen astonished me. The units were, as I’d thought, solid oak. The drawers slid, silently and politely, on brass runners. The doors were hung precisely, opening and closing at a touch, close fitting, and the tiny gaps where they met the frames seemed to be absolutely parallel, exactly the same width at the top as they were at the bottom.


Daddy had once told me that that was the signature of a master craftsman.


My own kitchen was nothing like as good as this.


The use of space was clever, without being slick or smart. In the corners the shelves had been shaped and curved, and there were soft lights behind hanging plants, and a clear lamp over a slanted rack by the bookshelf, so you could prop a recipe book open and read it easily from the broad work surface where you would be preparing the food. There were marble slabs in the larder, with some sort of air conditioning over them, perfect for storing cheese and butter. The floor was covered with some substance that felt warm underfoot, and yet was smooth. There were creamy-coloured tiles behind the oak, beautifully fitted. The hob seemed to have been made of golden bronze, with a satiny finish, and gas thumped softly into blue flame at my first tentative touch.


How had Helen managed to afford this?


I found I was feeling slightly resentful. I’d understood she was finding it a little hard to manage, since John had died. And she’d never worked. Had she?


Well, if she could afford a kitchen like this, I certainly  wouldn’t have to worry about helping with funeral expenses.


I was being spiteful and childish, and I acknowledged it, and looked around the kitchen once more, longingly. I’d have to ask her who’d designed it. Perhaps one day I could get them to do one for me.


But I would have to save up for it. Save up for a long time. Thousands of pounds had been spent on this, thousands.


Helen seemed to be asleep when I looked in on her. The drawn curtains made it seem shady and cool in her room, but there was a smell of scent that I disliked. It was a deodorant, or something like that, an acrid smell overlaid with perfume.


This time, I closed the door behind me.


I stood on the landing, looking around, wondering. There was nothing out of the ordinary here, nothing I wouldn’t have expected in Helen’s house.


The third door was in front of me, and I stood there for what might have been several minutes before I opened it.


Tamsin’s room.


It was lovely.


The colours were pale and warm, and they blended into each other, milky white into cream, into apricot, into a deep, glowing orange. This was difficult work, something I’d never seen outside exhibitions or in photographs in good magazines. I almost gasped as I looked at the evenness of the paintwork. Airbrushing can seem simple, but I knew it wasn’t. Nowhere could I find a fault in it. It was seamless, as if it had grown that way. The sheen of silk in the white that surrounded the window, where did it become cream? As my eyes  searched I was already looking at the delicate apricot, and still no sign of where, or how, the effect had been achieved.


And the wood, I didn’t know what it was, a soft gold with a coppery grain, was smooth and beautifully worked.


For all its luxury, it was a room for a young girl. There was a teddy bear on the bed, and I caught my breath as I recognised it. That had been John’s. It was shabby, and not very clean, but she’d tied a blue ribbon around its neck. She’d loved it.


Plum, John had called that bear.


‘Hello, Plum.’


I would cry if I looked at him any longer. There was nothing else in the room that was familiar to me, and there was nothing else that was worn, and old.


There were school books on a shelf over a desk, and I went across and sat on the chair in front of it. It was like an office chair, but a good one, and the fabric I had thought was woven turned out to be suede.


Anthony had bought himself a good chair, because he spent so much of his time working at his desk, but even that would have seemed cheap alongside this one.


How had they managed this? And why?


I ran my fingers over the arms and turned, swivelling on the smooth castors, to look at this extraordinary room.


It was a bad shape. It was long and narrow, but it had been so skilfully planned that I hadn’t noticed until I analysed it. The colours made it seem broader and lighter. The awkward angles vanished behind curved woodwork, or were used in a way that made them seem  part of the overall design. It all looked smooth and simple, as if it could not be any other way, as if it had grown naturally. There was nothing that seemed contrived, nothing artificial.


Helen has this in her house? Helen?



That silly, flabby, affected woman has this? For  Tamsin?


But this house was nothing. It was nothing at all, a semi-detached lump in a little suburb, it might as well have been a council house, and in it, in this house, is a room fit for a palace.


And that kitchen.


And, come to think of it, the bathroom.


I stood up quickly and went out onto the landing, listening as I did so in case Helen might be awake.


The bathroom, I hadn’t really noticed it when I’d gone in to clean up after Helen. But, yes. This was the same. This, too, showed the hand of a master craftsman, perhaps even an artist. It had the same simplicity, the same colours that seemed normal, even neutral, but then, if you did look, if you did turn your mind to it, were perfect. It all blended, and it was all of the highest possible quality. It was small, this room, with the door in a corner, and a difficult, high window, but there was no feeling that anything was cramped.


The shower screen over the bath slid smoothly into place, and then back, folding perfectly into a deep recess in the tiles, with none of the awkward aluminium or artificial rubber to which I had become accustomed, and I had thought our bathroom was a good one, modern and efficient.


But this? And it was all porcelain, it was good. It was more than good, it was the best.


What had happened to this family since my brother had died?


Helen had said she was poor, she’d said she couldn’t manage. John’s pension hadn’t been enough, and she’d complained bitterly about our parents’ will. She did have cause, although nobody could have anticipated the accident that had killed all three of them, not outright, but leaving my mother to survive for three weeks.


Daddy had done his best with the wills. He and my mother had agreed that they would only inherit from each other if the survivor outlived the one who died by two weeks. Otherwise everything would go in taxes, Daddy had said, and John and Celia wouldn’t get much. Suppose we’re both run over by the same bus?


It had all been a horrible muddle, the solicitor had said afterwards, and he was very sorry.


They had both been run over by the same bus, or rather, the same bus had fallen off a crumbling viaduct in Portugal onto their car. John had been driving, Daddy beside him, my mother in the back.


It had been the worst road accident in that area for twenty years, and nobody, absolutely nobody, was to blame. A mud slide after heavy rain had loosened the old brickwork at one end of the viaduct, and an engineer was already on his way to inspect it when it gave way. Fourteen people had died in the bus, including the driver, and Daddy and John, and a lorry behind them had swerved to try and avoid it and gone out of control and hit a little car, knocked it down into a ravine, and both the people in that had died, too.


They’d only stopped to try and help.


I wiped a tear away from the corner of my eye. I really should be over this by now, I told myself, and I was. I  had got over their deaths, Daddy and John and my mother, but sometimes when I thought of those two young men who’d stopped their little Fiat and were about to get out to see if they could help, and the lorry coming round that bend and sliding on the mud, it did upset me. It still upsets me.


Helen had been shocked by John’s death, but I’d never thought she’d really grieved. She’d insisted on going to the airport to meet the aeroplane when it brought the bodies home, and her brother had gone with her. It had all been pointless. They’d had to wait for three hours, and the Customs people had forgotten they were there. Anthony had arranged for an undertaker to collect the two coffins and take them back, but nobody had thought to tell the driver about Helen and Giles, sitting and waiting.


Helen had decided to believe that Anthony had done it on purpose. She did not intend to allow the funeral to take place without some sort of quarrel. She’d telephoned the undertaker and told him she wanted to make the arrangements for John’s funeral herself.


‘There’s been a family dispute,’ she’d said grandly.


I’d been in Portugal at the hospital, waiting for my mother to die.


The nuns had said they were praying for a miracle, and that I should do the same. I just prayed for a quick end, and didn’t even get that. Sometimes she was almost conscious, but with that came pain, and so more drugs, and even if she’d known I was there, would she have cared?


They kept her alive for three weeks, and it was so pointless, so utterly pointless, all they did with their machines and their consultations, and perhaps their  prayers, was thwart Daddy’s careful plan. With the taxes, and the cost of bringing the bodies home, and the lawyers’ fees, there was very little left.


‘Don’t let them bury Daddy,’ I’d begged Anthony, and he’d guessed that I couldn’t believe my mother would live. Bury them together. At least Daddy had loved her.


But John had been cremated that week, and later I heard Helen had told people that I hadn’t even bothered to come to my brother’s funeral.


How could I have gone? I couldn’t be sure my mother wouldn’t live, might even recover, despite that terrible wound in her head. She might have opened her eyes and looked at me, instead of giving that frantic glare, and the little flicking movements which was my signal to press the bell for the nun to come in with the hypodermic syringe.


I couldn’t have gone, I thought. Why did she say that? Did she expect me to leave my mother? How could I have gone?


‘She didn’t mean it,’ said Anthony, and then I thought, she did. It was a deliberate piece of malice. Damn her, she’s telling people I couldn’t be bothered to attend my brother’s funeral, out of sheer bloody malice.


‘Is she telling them where I am?’ I demanded, and Anthony had no answer.


I wrote to her. I shouldn’t have done it, and, had I been less exhausted, had I been able to think at all, I wouldn’t have. I would have turned it aside, without so much as an acknowledgement. But I was exhausted, and I was angry, and I wrote some very hard words to Helen. I don’t think she ever forgave me.


There was nothing for Helen in my mother’s will. My  mother’s property was to be divided equally between any surviving children, and that meant me.


‘I want half,’ Helen had said when we’d met at the church, on the way in for the service. She couldn’t even wait until they’d been buried.


She’d been dressed in deep black, and the toddler by her side had worn a black ribbon in her hair.


‘That was what they meant, with that will. Not just you. I want half.’


‘Then want,’ I’d said coldly, ‘must be your master.’


A few days later Anthony had suggested I should give Helen a share of the money, if only for Tamsin.


‘She told everybody I couldn’t be bothered to go to John’s funeral.’


‘She didn’t say it like that. It’s not the child’s fault.’


I’d sent Helen two thousand pounds. It wasn’t half, but it was something at least. She never thanked me, never even acknowledged it, but the cheque was cleared the following day. She paid the few pounds extra to have it done quickly, probably because she thought I might change my mind.


We’d exchanged letters and Christmas cards, and her letters were mostly complaints, the government, prices, schools, nothing was right, everything was a struggle. She wasn’t going to work, because no employer would give her what she was worth. Equal Pay for Equal Work was a joke, so they could pay through their taxes to keep her and Tamsin, serve them right.
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