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  THE BEGINNING




  







  SHE REMEMBERED THE way it was the first time she ever saw the prison. It was through the mesh that covered the windows of the van in which they brought

  her from the Four Courts that day all those years ago. It was winter. It was late afternoon, early evening. Rush hour in Dublin. It was dark. Or it should have been dark. Instead it was very bright

  everywhere. Shining white lights flooding the tarmacadam when the van stopped at the gate, so she could see out, and see the high cross and the gravestones set into the scraggy grass.




  What’s that? she asked the prison officer.




  The tall well-built woman shrugged and said, Kevin Barry. Monument to him.




  Who? She tried to think. Who?




  You know, Kevin Barry, the hero of the War of Independence. He was hanged here and a load of others too. Against that wall.




  She tried to stand up to get a better look, but the officer tugged at the chain that joined them at the wrist.




  Where do you think you’re going, eh? Sit down and mind yourself.




  A snigger ran around the van. She looked at them all, the other women who’d made the short trip from the court to the prison. She had tried to sit away from them, to keep a distance

  between their tracksuits and trainers and her best black skirt and jacket, to keep the smoke from the cigarettes that drooped from their mouths and tattooed fingers away from her nostrils and eyes.

  But there was no distance in the van, no means to separate her and her shame from them.




  And then the van began to move again, through the high metal gates, past the tall stone building that looked like a church, the cluster of portakabins at its side, and towards the metal cage

  that surrounded the entrance. It was interesting, she thought, remembering back, how quickly she had become used to the metal. It was everywhere. Steel, she supposed. A malleable alloy of iron and

  carbon was the way her architectural textbooks had described it, capable of being tempered to many different degrees of hardness. Incapable of rust. Beautiful too when used with glass the way her

  heroes, Le Corbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright, had employed it. To create palaces of light and space. Ugly now in this place of containment, where it couldn’t be pulled apart and used as a

  weapon of defence or attack. Interesting too how she had adapted to all the hard surfaces. The tiled floors, the bars on the windows, the upright chairs, the wooden doors, three inches thick,

  decorated with locks and spyholes. Even the pad, as the padded cell was known, wasn’t soft. Walls, floors covered with hard rubber. Nothing she could use to damage herself, or anyone else,

  that first night. After they had taken away her clothes and handed out her prison issue – a clean bra and pants, as if she needed them. A tracksuit, as if she ever wore one. A nightgown and a

  dressing gown, as if she didn’t have her own, at home, lying across the bed, her own bed, that she had hoped she’d sleep in that night.




  That she had hoped she’d sleep in that night. That she had been sure she’d come home to. That at the end of the trial the jury would believe her. That she hadn’t done what the

  prosecution said. That she didn’t take the 12-gauge shotgun and shoot him, first of all in the right thigh, severing the femoral artery so his blood pumped out on the floor. Then as he

  screamed and weakened and fell back that she didn’t shoot him again, this time in the groin, tearing his genitals apart, so there was a lot more blood, spattering her clothes with small

  tear-shaped drops. And some of the jury, two, to be precise, believed her and not them. One of the women, older, pale-faced, wept as the foreman stood and delivered his verdict.




  How do you find the defendant Rachel Kathleen Beckett? Guilty or not guilty of the murder of Martin Anthony Beckett?




  Guilty, your honour, by a majority of ten to two.




  And the sentence?




  The judge with the ruddy face and flabby jowls leaned forward across the bench.




  I have no choice in this case, when the verdict is guilty of murder, there is a mandatory sentence of life. And this I shall impose on you, Rachel Kathleen Beckett.




  Life or death? Which began and which ended on that cold November afternoon twelve years ago? She still could not decide.




  Form P30. That was what it was called, the stiff piece of cardboard which was slotted into the outside of her cell door. Everyone had one. It stated registered number, name and

  religion. It stated when committed and for what sentence. And it gave the particulars of discharge, sentence expiration and earliest possible date of release, with a box beside for the day, the

  month and the year. The other women, those who weren’t lifers, had numbers written in the boxes. But she didn’t. Hers were blank. She stood and looked at the piece of cardboard, put up

  her hand to touch it, then pulled it from its slot and tore it into tiny pieces, shoving them into the pocket of her jeans. Behind her she heard the laughs, the taunts, the insults, and heard the

  shout of the officer she remembered from the van.




  What do you think you’re doing? Who do you think you are? As she grabbed her by the arm, pulled her into the office, dragged the pieces of cardboard from her pocket and said,

  Here, you, Miss high and mighty. Think you’re better than everyone else, do you? Think you can do what you like with prison property. Well, now, have another think while you put it all

  back together again.




  Handed her the roll of Sellotape, made her stay there in the stuffy little office, until the jigsaw was complete, then forced her back out on to the landing. The women lined up on either side,

  jeering and shouting as she walked up the first flight of stairs to her cell. She took the piece of cardboard and put it back where it had been. And looked down and away as the officer, Macken,

  that was her name, said loudly so that everyone else could hear, You’d better start using your brains and using your education, Beckett, and finding out how best to please us. You’d

  better be bloody eager to please me, or else, Beckett, your life sentence is going to last a lot longer than anyone else’s. Do you hear me now? Do I make myself plain?




  Pushed her into the cell, followed her and said, It’s a funny thing about time, isn’t it? Right now it’s standing still for you. The hands of the clock aren’t moving

  at all. And they won’t until you get your attitude straight. Do you hear me now? Do you read me loud and clear?




  She was right about that, Macken the bitch, as she was right about most things. It was such a long time, her first night and first day. Her first week, month, year. So long

  till Christmas, Easter, New Year. So long that she hardly noticed her daughter, Amy’s birthday. And the anniversary of Martin’s death. When all she wanted to do was stay in her cell,

  turn her face to the wall and weep. Because she missed him, because she had loved him. Because she had lost him and everything else.




  She didn’t remember much of any of that year, or the one after that or the one after that. Time passing had no meaning for her now. No meaning at all. The only thing that meant anything

  was the mood, the atmosphere, the feelings around her. Sometimes they were good. Most times they were bad. What was it all about, she wondered, these waves of tension that washed up and down the

  landings, dragging the women with them. She watched how they would congregate outside one cell or another, how huddles would take shape in the far corner of the exercise yard, in the laundry in the

  basement, or in the showers. They would turn to her when she approached, sometimes laughing, joking, their faces animated with an inner glee which frightened her with its excess. At other times

  they would turn on her, far too ready with their fists and feet. And their needles. Although they were much too careful of their precious spikes to waste them on an outsider like her. An outsider?

  Hardly. Not when she slept every night behind a locked door. When she woke every morning to the sound of a key. When her prison sentence drifted out in front of her like a piece of seaweed in

  mid-ocean as she lay in her bed in the dark and conjured up the sea beneath her. Felt the lift and surge of an Atlantic swell. Heard the rush of water beneath the keel, the breath of the wind on

  her face, the sudden lurch in her stomach as the boat heeled over, and she felt as if she would fall, tumble head first down through white water, green water, and into the blackness of the deep

  from which there was no way up. No way out. Not now. Not for her.




  The Outside. What could it possibly be like, now, after all these years inside? She remembered how in the beginning she would try to stand as close as she could to the prison

  officers, so she could smell the freshness they brought with them every day. She tried to ask them what it was like outside, beyond the enclosing stone walls which leached out even the brightest

  colour. Was it raining, was it sunny, from which direction came the wind? She wanted to know in early summer if the dew was thick on the grass in the mornings, and in midwinter if they had to

  scrape the ice from their windscreens. In the beginning they shrugged off her questions, suspicious of her motives. But most of them softened, gradually, came to see that all she wanted was the raw

  material with which to imagine.




  Most of them softened, and some even came to like her. She was different. She wasn’t the same as the other women. They were in and out of here every few months, prison a respite from the

  demands of the street, a chance to rest and sleep and eat, maybe even go to school for a few months, catch up on a bit of the childhood that so many of them had missed.




  They talked about her, some of the prison officers, and speculated why she had done what she did. But that kind of interest wasn’t encouraged. The tall well-built woman who had brought her

  to the prison, Macken, Macken from the van as she called her, put it into words for the others.




  You’re kidding yourself if you think any of them are like us. They’re not. They’re different. They think differently, they act differently. None of us will ever end up here.

  Don’t start getting into a ‘there but for the grace of God’ kind of mentality. And as far as Rachel Beckett goes, forget it. She killed her husband. She murdered her husband. She

  stood over him when he was drunk. She loaded his gun. She took off the safety catch. She aimed at him and she pulled the trigger. Twice. Stay away from her, I’m telling you all. And

  what’s more, Macken said, will she admit it? Will she take responsibility for it? For what she did. She’ll no more do that than saw her way with a nail file through the bars out

  of here.




  And they turned from their cups of tea and watched her as she slouched with the others against the wall of the landing, her expression as blank and withdrawn as any one of the rest.




  The exercise yard on a dull, blowy afternoon. The women, twenty, thirty of them, standing around, smoking, bored, idle. Gossiping, moaning, complaining. And Rachel, by herself,

  in the corner, reading. Then a voice began to sing a favourite song, a song of defiance. And soon another had joined her, and another and another, until there was a circle of women, arms linked,

  all singing. Throwing their voices out and up towards the windows of the men’s prison next door.




  Oh no, not I,




  I will survive,




  As long as I know how to love




  I know I’ll stay alive.


  

  Waiting for the voices of the men. Roaring the chorus back at them.




  I’ve got all my life to live,




  I’ve got all my love to give . . .


  

  Shadows seen against the windowpanes. Their words muffled by the iron mesh.




  And I’ll survive




  I will survive.




  The expressions on the women’s faces. Joy, pleasure, exhilaration. The faces she was beginning to sort out and differentiate, assigning them names and histories. Patty,

  Tina, Lisa, Molly, Denise, Bridget, Theresa. Who now looked over to where she leaned against the wall, laughing out loud, clapping in time. Stamping her feet on the asphalt. Singing along with

  them.




  And they held out their hands to her and sealed her into their circle. The vibrations shook her throat and diaphragm as she shouted as loudly as the rest. And they stamped and roared as one

  voice and swung their arms backwards and forwards, until the screws came through the meshed gates. Five, maybe six of them in a group, shouting at them.




  Break it up.




  Quieten it down.




  Come on.




  Inside now.




  It’s tea time.




  And Rachel watched the way the women opened their circle, then closed it again around the screws, singing more and more loudly, while the men’s faces pressed against the bars of the

  windows that looked down on them, singing too, chanting out the words, their voices low, resonant, ferocious, beautiful.




  And the circle got tighter and tighter, pushing in closer, trapping the screws, so they began to twist and turn, this way and that, suddenly small and defenceless, just women like their

  prisoners, their uniforms meaning nothing, their fear plain to see. As the volume of the singing rose even louder and the chanting from the men above became less and less musical, more and more

  staccato.




  She felt it there, for the first time on that dull, blowy afternoon in the exercise yard. The charge of energy when the group forms, becomes a mass and realizes its power. She watched the

  women’s bodies. They were growing, changing shape, there in front of her. And the officers could see it too. They knew what was happening. They stepped this way and that, their faces pale,

  their attitude defensive. She could see the way they were trying to catch the attention of individuals, break them from the group, calling out their names.




  Hey, Jackie, Tina, Molly. Hey, Theresa. Hey, I’m talking to you. Hey, calm it down. Break it up, or else.




  Or else? Or else what, she wondered as she watched. These women were beyond or else. And everyone out there knew it. So she waited, tense and expectant, not sure what came next. Asking

  herself, What will I do? Where do I stand? Her hands clenching into fists, the muscles in her legs tightening.




  And then, suddenly, it had ended, as quickly as it had begun. The women made the decision. They had had their fun. They knew there was nothing further to be gained, so they unlinked their arms

  and moved apart. They stopped singing and they walked quietly back inside. She smiled as she followed them indoors on that dull, blowy afternoon, hearing the jeers and catcalls of the men who

  watched. They wouldn’t have walked away from it. They would have taken it to the limit. But they would have been beaten. This way, she thought, the women had it all. They’d flexed their

  muscles. They’d shown their power. And they’d do it again. Singly, collectively, one way or the other. It was always there. A choice. A possibility. Never to be forgotten. Ever.




  She had asked to see the psychologist. She had faith then. Back at the beginning. Faith in her own kind. Reasonable people with education and understanding.




  Why? The response was polite but disinterested.




  I need help.




  Really?




  She had waited. They were short-staffed. There was a list. Her name was added to the bottom. The day came. She had prepared what she would say. She had practised the words, remembered the

  vocabulary.




  Look, I shouldn’t be here. I’m not violent or dangerous. This is a mistake. I didn’t kill my husband. It wasn’t me. Yes, we had a row. Yes, I was angry. But I

  didn’t kill him. Please, don’t you see? I’m not a psychopath, a sociopath, someone like that. Don’t you see that I shouldn’t be here?




  The psychologist’s report had stressed her state of denial, her inability to accept responsibility for her actions, her lack of remorse.




  She waited to see what would happen. Time passed. She asked to see the Governor.




  Surely, she said, surely the psychologist has told you that I am innocent. That I didn’t do this. That I shouldn’t be here.




  Rachel. The Governor’s voice was kind, concerned. Rachel, I don’t think you quite understand what this is all about. You have been tried by a court of law. You have been

  found guilty by a jury of your peers. You have been sentenced to life imprisonment. That is the only reality. Anything else is the stuff of dreams.




  It was a long time before she willingly went to see another expert. There were duty calls that had to be made. And sometimes they made her laugh, the students, sent on work experience or

  placement, so serious, so concerned. The do-gooders who thought they could relieve her burden of guilt. The priests and nuns who came to offer succour. She’d smile at them all and imagine the

  conversations they’d have when they went home.




  You’ll never guess who I met today.




  Do you remember her?




  Yes, that’s right, the one who shot her husband.




  Life sentence, that’s what she got.




  Nice? Oh, she’s lovely. Very polite, well spoken. You’d never guess, ever.




  It was boredom really that made her go the last time, and the recommendation from the others.




  You should see this one, Rachel, they all said. He’s different. He’s nice.




  He was older than the rest. Just doing a locum, he told her, filling in for a while, needed a few bob. He looked through her file. She watched him. He looked tired, ill. His clothes were shabby.

  He was a smoker, nicotine stains on his fingers, yellow marks on his teeth. He slowly turned over the pages, then he looked up and held her gaze.




  The time has come, he said, for you to admit your crime. You’ve been here for too long for your own good. Your sentence was reviewed after seven years by the Sentence Review

  Group. It was reviewed the following year and the year after that. They decided against probation. And do you know why?




  She nodded.




  Of course you do. You’re not stupid. But you’re too clever to be here still. Next time you’re looking in the mirror think about what you see. Think about the lines on your

  face, the grey in your hair and the wrinkles on your hands. Think for once about your future. Then ask to see the Governor. Tell him you’re ready to accept responsibility for killing your

  husband. You’re ready to admit your guilt and that you now feel genuine remorse. And as you say the words they will transform you. They will make you worthy of pity and redemption. And maybe

  not tomorrow or the next day or the next, but some day in the still-to-come, those words will release you. Now go away and think about what I have said.




  The Governor had sent for her. Told her he had good news. That the Sentence Review Group had made a recommendation. She was to be made ready for temporary release. Or perhaps

  she should think of it as release on licence.




  You understand, don’t you, Rachel? Your life sentence will always remain. But if you behave yourself, follow the rules, you will be able to live once again as others. Well, almost as

  others.




  She was to learn how to shop and cook, handle money, use public transport, pay bills, look after herself once again. That twelve years after surrendering her life to the institutions of the

  State, they had now decided to return it to her.




  Did she want it? She lay on her bed at night, securely locked in, and let her eyes wander over the familiar marks on the walls and stains on the ceiling. She had been in this same cell for nine

  years, eleven months and two days. It was on the top landing, in the corner nearest the road. Not that she could see beyond the walls during the day. But at night it was different. At night she

  could see the lights of the airport, and the planes as they landed and took off. By day they were insignificant smudges, an occasional flash as sunlight glanced off a metal wing or superstructure.

  But at night she could follow with her eyes their lights as they rose through the air, up and up and up. And she could go with them. To London or New York. To Paris or Rome. To all those cities she

  had once visited, all those years ago. And she would summon up from her memory, the names of the streets, the buildings she had studied, analysed, wondered about, admired, and she could smell the

  air, feel the warmth of the sun on her arms, the light dazzling her eyes. Now she stood and went to the window, pushing it open through the bars as far as it would go. It was cold, but she

  didn’t care. She raised her eyes to the blue-black sky. The moon was in its dying phase. She could clearly see the Copernicus crater and the crater named after Kepler. Martin had loved the

  moon. He had shown her through his binoculars the seas and craters and named them for her.




  One of the things that fascinates me about it, he had said, is the way it’s always there, even during the day. You can’t see it because of the light from the sun, but

  it’s always out there, waiting till night comes, and then it can reveal its face again. It’s the way a good surveillance officer should be. So carefully concealed and camouflaged that

  none of the people you’re watching can see you, until you want them to. He had said it to her in the days when he still talked to her, shared his work with her. Told her everything.




  Jackie the probation officer, the one she had known the longest, said to her today, You must have some friends, some family, someone you can re-establish contact with. You’re going to

  need them now, when you’re out. It’s very hard to get by on your own. I know you’ve been lonely in here but loneliness on the outside is a completely different kettle of

  fish.




  Had she been lonely in here? She tried to remember, to compare the way she felt now with what had gone before. All around her she heard voices. Women’s voices. She knew them all, their

  names, their ages, their crimes. She had sat with them in the dust of the yard and listened as they told the stories of their lives. She had told them stories too, the stories her mother had read

  to her when she was a child, which she in turn had passed on to her own daughter. The Princess and the Frog, the Twelve Dancing Princesses, Beauty and the Beast, Bluebeard, the Princess and the

  Pea. She watched how their faces softened and their eyes closed as they lolled against each other and dreamed. Now she heard them calling out through their windows to the men behind the grey walls

  of the prison across the yard. Brothers, boyfriends, husbands. Men she had come to know through the letters she had helped their women write. Puzzling over the words, fingers clumsy with biro or

  pencil.




  Dear Johnny, I love you. I can’t wait to get out of this kip and be with you again.




  Dear Mikey, how’s it going? Are you any better? Are you going to the hospital and taking your tablets like I told you?




  Dear Pat, I’m sending you all my kisses and hugs. I miss you. Do you miss me?




  Are you listening? The women shouted now. Are you listening?




  Sometimes she felt like joining in, even though she had no one of her own behind the barred windows opposite. But sometimes she just wanted to hear the sound of her own voice, calling out,

  waiting for an answer.




  Who would she call to now?




  Are you listening, outside world? I’m coming back. Are you listening?




  She had asked them if she could have a map of the city, the biggest they could find. The assistant chief officer, a middle-aged man called Dave Brady, brought one in from his

  car and held it out to her.




  Here, Rachel, you can have this, he said and smiled. He had a lovely smile. Genuine and kind. He was a favourite with the women. They teased him and slagged him off. And he just shrugged

  and laughed, and let it roll all over his lanky frame and greying hair.




  When she put the map’s shiny cardboard cover to her nose, she could smell wax or polish, dust, a faint tinge of petrol. It was tacky, clinging to her fingers. She smelled again. Lollipop,

  maybe. Wine gums, possibly. Mr Brady was always talking about his kids. They were nearly grown up now. Two at university, and the oldest was working in Silicon Valley in California. So Mr Brady

  said. Rachel couldn’t imagine a place with a name like that. She could barely imagine California. Or even Dublin, for that matter. Now.




  That was why she wanted the map. She opened it out fully and stuck it to her wall with Blu-tack, pressing her thumb hard down, feeling the surface of the stiff paper smooth against the rough

  plaster beneath. Then she sat back on her bed and looked at it. Her whole life was contained within its boundaries. Everything of importance that had ever happened to her had happened within its

  confines. She stood up and peered at the criss-crossing rows of streets. She found the hospital where she was born, the house in which she had lived as a child. She picked out her school, the

  university where she had studied architecture, the crooked arms of the harbour at Dun Laoghaire where she had learned to sail. She saw the places she had gone with Martin, the church in which they

  had married, the arc of the cul-de-sac where once they had lived. Where he had died, and she had grieved for him.




  For years now she had refused to think of what lay beyond the prison. She had imagined herself in a desert or a forest. Isolated, depopulated, living outside the limits of time and space. There

  was nothing real out there, especially since she had stopped going to see Amy. Even to think of her name made her feel sick. She pushed the memory back, deep down, hidden where it could do her no

  harm. And she looked again at the map and picked a red felt pen out of the jar on her little table. She began to mark the map with small round dots. Red was for everything connected with her

  punishment. She found the prison and outlined it first, then coloured it in so it was unmistakable. She picked out the Garda station in which she had been questioned, the Four Courts where she had

  been sentenced. She found the Department of Justice and the office of the Director of Public Prosecutions. Somewhere in those buildings were all the files that related to her and her case. She

  could imagine the filing cabinet and the buff-coloured folders. They had refused her leave to appeal. They had sentenced her to life. She wondered who they were, those men and women who had made

  all those decisions. Did they think about her now, remember who she was? She supposed they did not.




  She picked up a ruler and drew neat lines between them all. Backwards and forwards across the city they zigzagged in bright red. Then she picked up another pen. This time it was blue.

  Amy’s colour. The blue of her favourite dress, the one she was wearing the last time she saw her. Not the faded, washed-out blue of the shirts that the prison officers wore, or the dull blue

  of the sky above the prison roofs, filtered through the city’s pollution. She marked the hospital where she had given birth to her. The house where they had lived. The house where Amy lived

  now with her foster-family. She found her schools too. The little national school where Rachel had taken her every morning for her first year, kissing her goodbye at the classroom door, waiting

  outside to take her home again at lunch-time. And she found the other schools Amy had attended. She had memorized the names that the probation officer had told her.




  You have a right to be kept informed of your daughter’s progress. You know that, don’t you? We can arrange for you to see her outside, not in here. You know that, you do know

  that, Rachel?




  But she had refused. She could not bear it. She had seen the way that Amy had begun to cling to the woman who was now waking her in the morning and putting her to bed at night. How could she

  compete with that daily contact?




  I’m your mother, she had whispered in her daughter’s crumpled ear those first few times that Amy had come to the prison to see her. She had held her on her knee and breathed

  in the sweetness of her child smell. Rested her cheek on Amy’s fine brown hair. Kissed the little folds of softness around the nape of her neck. She wanted to take off all her

  daughter’s clothes and look at her body. So she could remember. This was the way it once was, this was the way it was to be a mother. To be able to touch her, hold her, kiss her round belly,

  stroke the curve of her backbone. Memorize this child in her entirety, this child who had once been as much a part of Rachel as her own hand, arm, leg, breast, face.




  In the past, that was. Not, she realized, despair knocking the breath from her body, not in the future.




  I’m your mother, she had said, and Amy had nodded and sucked down hard on her thumb.




  My mother, she had repeated, and said, Come home, Mumma, come home with me now. Her eyes had shifted to the door to the outside, and she had begun to fret, one hand twisting

  through her hair, her small body tensing, then wriggling with anxiety.




  I want to go home. Now, she whined. I don’t like it here.




  She stamped her foot on the floor, the buckles of her sandals making a tiny ringing sound. New shoes, Rachel noticed, like the rest of Amy’s clothes. She had outgrown the dresses,

  dungarees, sweaters, blouses, that Rachel had bought for her. Now she wore nothing that Rachel had chosen. She had shed the skin that Rachel had provided. And when time was up and the foster-mother

  came in to collect her, Amy lifted her arms and clutched at her heavy thighs. Rachel had met the woman’s eyes over her daughter’s head. They were kindly, concerned, loving. And they

  were winning.




  Now she drew the straight, careful lines between them all. Somewhere out there she would have to find her own place. But there could be no rest for her until she had fulfilled the promise that

  she had made to herself that day when the judge had passed sentence.




  This is not the way this will end. This is just the beginning. And no matter what happens, I will see this through. I will never let go.




  She watched the woman with the grey hair and the thin face walk towards her through the crowd of lunchtime shoppers in the department store. She moved slowly and carefully as

  if she had just woken up and she wasn’t quite sure that her body was as yet her own. She was wearing a white shirt and faded denim jeans, with a grey cardigan, unbuttoned and sagging from her

  shoulders. Her arms hung awkwardly at her sides and as Rachel watched she slid her hands up her forearms until they were grasping her upper arms just above the bend of the elbow. Then she stopped

  and closed her dark brown eyes. Her head drooped on to her chest. Her shoulders shook and sobs burst from her throat. She took three more steps forward, then leaned her ruined face against

  Rachel’s in the full-length mirror in front of her. Rachel felt the cold glass against her cheek. She opened her eyes and looked at the woman she had become, trying to find herself in the

  reflection. Tears poured down her face. She turned to the younger woman standing beside her, who had reached out a hand to offer her comfort.




  Please, Jackie, I’ve had enough. I want to go back. Now.




  It was to be her big day. Her first day out. The first step in the re-socialization programme which the Sentence Review Group had recommended. She had been given a date, two

  weeks’ notice.




  Something to look forward to, Jackie had said cheerfully. She had bought her new clothes, paid for out of her ‘grat’, the savings Rachel had put together down through the years. A

  pair of grey trousers, straight-legged with a sharp crease down the front. And a grey jacket to match. Shoes too, real leather, slip-ons with a pointed toe and a neat heel. Rachel’s feet felt

  huge in them. She tried walking up and down in her cell, hearing the little click as the leather soles met the tiled floor. She was used to runners, soft shoes that were silent, with plenty of room

  for toes. She tried on her clothes, gingerly, carefully, reluctant to shed her familiar prison wear.




  Jackie had bought her make-up too.




  Come on, Rachel. Try some of this. You remember how, I’m sure. Don’t you?




  She handed it all over in a small plastic bag, with a zip and blue flowers printed on the outside. Rachel sat at her desk with her pocket mirror propped up on top of her radio. She spread out

  the bag’s contents. Foundation in a tube. Lipstick in a silver metal case. Mascara, eyeliner, brown eyeshadow. Even blusher, a dark rosy pink with a translucent shine. She rubbed the tip of

  her index finger across it, then smeared it on the back of her hand. It glowed and shone like skin after a day in the sun.




  She picked up the tube and squeezed a pale brown worm-like twist of it on to her palm. She began to smooth it across her face. Up and over her forehead, down the centre of her nose and across

  her chin. She stretched up her throat so the skin was taut and smeared it over and around, from one distended tendon to the other. She wiped her fingers on a piece of toilet paper, then opened the

  little bottle of eyeliner. She dipped the fine brush that had come with it into the black liquid. She painted precisely around the outline of first her right eye, then her left. She unscrewed the

  mascara and swivelled the barrel, jerking out the stiff bristles. Her eyelashes lifted and separated as she coated them with a shiny black covering. She filled in the deep hollow between lid and

  socket with dark powder, so her eyes sank back into her head. Then she picked up the lipstick, turning it upside down to read its name. Crimson poppy, the label said. She twisted the silver barrel

  and the pointed nose cone of red poked out. She held the mirror carefully with her left hand. Her own lips looked palely back at her. She moistened them with her tongue. They gleamed now in the

  dull overhead light. She pressed them to the reflection in the mirror, feeling the cold glass push against her teeth. She hadn’t kissed anyone else for years. Sucked and licked and teased

  with her tongue the hidden lips of other women in here. But she had never kissed their mouths. She did not want to look into their eyes or let them look into hers. She was keeping that for some

  other time. Now she drew the outline of her mouth with the thick red nib, then filled it in, rubbing the lipstick backwards and forwards, caking it thickly over her lips. She could smell its

  perfume and taste its synthetic sweetness.




  Martin had hated her wearing lipstick. You don’t need it, he had said to her. You have a beautiful mouth without it. I like its paleness. I like the way, when I kiss you and kiss

  you, it gets darker and darker.




  She remembered the first time she had gone to his flat he had taken her into the bathroom and wiped the make-up from her with his face cloth. Look, he had said, showing her the smears of

  brown and red that stuck to its towelling ridges. See how ugly it is. Look how much more beautiful you are without it.




  And he had bitten her lips, gently nipping the delicate skin between his front teeth so they had reddened, almost to purple. The colour of membranes suffused with blood. The special skin of dark

  and secret places.




  Now she sat back and looked at the face in the mirror. It wasn’t hers. She angled the glass so she could see her body. The grey jacket and trousers, the neat black shoes with the pointed

  toes and the small heel. A shiver of revulsion ran through her. She kicked the shoes from her feet, tearing at the wool which held her arms and legs tightly, ripping the clothes off and flinging

  them in a pile in the corner by the toilet. She pointed the mirror at her naked body, moving it up and down. Her ribs were clearly visible, her stomach, concave. The skin of her hips was ridged

  with silvery streaks, like satin frayed by the point of a scissors. Her breasts were as small as ever, but now they drooped and flattened, accentuating the bones of her sternum and upper chest. She

  ran her hand over her pubic hair. It curled around her fingers, clinging closely, as black as always. She squatted down and looked at her face again in the mirror. The skin of her body was pale,

  but above it loomed the fake brown of the make-up on her face, the black around her eyes, and the livid red of her mouth. She stood up and went to the basin in the corner. She ran her hands under

  the hot water and picked up the soap. She lathered it thickly, feeling the burn and sting as it crept into her eyes. She bent her face to the water, then lathered again, scrubbing with her fingers,

  until the water ran dark. Her breath came quickly. She buried her face in the rough surface of her towel, then picked up the mirror again. Smears of black still clung to her eyelashes, and faint

  traces of red marked the fine lines around her mouth. She whimpered and ran fresh, steaming water into the small basin, washing, rinsing and washing again, until her face was clean and pale.




  As pale as the face she saw reflected in the side mirror of Jackie’s car as they inched through the traffic towards the North Circular Road.




  I can’t do this, she said. I can never do this again. I won’t be able to leave the prison when the time comes. Please, Jackie, don’t make me.




  And why won’t you? The voice inside her asked. And the voice inside her answered. Because then I’ll have to face what happened, and I’ll have to find a way to make it right

  again. And now, after all these years, I don’t think I can do it. Ever.




  







  THE MIDDLE




  







  CHAPTER ONE





  IT WAS AN interesting case, the Rachel Beckett case, Andrew Bowen thought as he got up from his desk and walked across the corridor to the kitchen to

  make the first of the day’s cups of coffee. It was a rare event in the mundane world of a probation officer to get a lifer on your books. It had only happened twice before in his career. And

  he’d never had to deal with a woman. Of course he’d had women sitting here in his office who’d killed. Quite a number of them. Killed their husbands or boyfriends, killed their

  children. But they had been judged to have killed on the spur of the moment. Out of fear, in self-defence, responding to aggression, reacting in anger or madness. Never the way the prosecution said

  Rachel Beckett had killed. Slowly, deliberately, precisely. With foreknowledge and premeditation. And now the Department of Justice, in its wisdom, had decided that she had shown due remorse and

  recognition of her crime and it was time they let her out. On licence of course. And at nine o’clock this morning, 10th May, she was coming to see him.




  Remorse, now there was an interesting concept. From the Latin verb remordere, to bite again. A second bite of the cherry, a second chance. An opportunity to make good the bad that had

  been done in the past. Or was it? He had always wondered about instances of remorse. He thought of the energy that went into denying the crime that had been committed. The elaborate defence that

  was put together for the court, expert witnesses produced and paid for, tearful delivery of evidence, hand-on-heart denials of wrongdoing. And then, somehow or other, years later, after the reality

  of prison life had begun to sink in, along came Mr Remordere, fresh and bright, and new, and good as gold.




  Please, sir, I didn’t mean to do it.




  Please, sir, I did it all right, but it was a mistake, an accident. I didn’t want it to be like this.




  Please, sir. OK, I admit it. I did it. I planned it. I thought it through, but let me out and I’ll be good, I promise.




  It was quiet in the kitchen at this early hour of the morning. He stood still for a moment and listened. He was alone. His other colleagues invariably drifted in a good hour after he had already

  made a start. They blamed their lateness on the traffic. He attributed his punctuality to the same traffic. He got up an hour and a half earlier to beat it, he said, and they all looked at him as

  if he had a screw loose. He didn’t care. They could manage their days whatever way they chose. Nominally he was in charge, but they all knew what kind of a boss he was. Benign to the point of

  disinterest. And that was fine by everyone. An easy life, that’s what they all wanted. And who was he to argue with that?




  He filled a glass Cona jug with water, and tipped ground coffee, Colombian, his favourite, into a new paper filter. He lifted the jug high, then poured the water down in one smooth movement,

  quickly placing the empty container underneath. He waited, listening to the faint hum of the machine, then walked around the small pine table to look at the noticeboard beside the window. The soles

  of his shoes peeled off the lino underfoot with a satisfyingly sticky sound. He straightened the various notices pinned haphazardly into the cork. There was a lecture series on young offenders

  beginning soon in UCD. It was part of their extramural programme. Night courses for adults. He noticed his own name next to two of the sessions. ‘Young Offenders – The Therapeutic

  Approach’ and ‘Young Offenders – Identification and Treatment’. Christ, he’d forgotten he’d agreed to take part. It would be awkward. He’d have to get

  someone in to sit with Clare. She didn’t like it when he went out at night. She was happy enough on her own at home all day. Especially as he had washed her and fed her and left her with

  everything she could possibly need within arm’s length before he went to work in the morning. But nighttimes were different, she was always telling him. She couldn’t bear the dark on

  her own.




  He sighed and felt that instant of release as he let go his breath. Just for a moment. He hadn’t realized he had been holding it in, holding on to it, keeping everything locked up tight.

  And then he felt the tears that came so easily these days, filling his eyes, blurring his vision. He felt in his pocket for a tissue. He blew his nose. Don’t start, he thought, just

  don’t start the day like this. It was so important to keep it all under control. That was what was so good about coming into work early. It got him away from the house. And Clare. Her

  illness, her pain, her despair, and her death to come. How soon would that be, he wondered, as he wondered every day. Perhaps when he got home this evening he would find her curled into a ball, her

  muscles already in a state of rigor. She would have tried to phone him, tried to get help. But she wouldn’t have realized that he had pulled out the telephone jack before he left, so there

  could be no help. From him or from anyone else. It would look like an accident, the inevitable consequence of the illness that had slowly destroyed her life over the last ten years. He knew how it

  would seem. He had thought it through. He had rehearsed what he would say. To the doctor, to the police. I can’t understand it. She was fine when I left this morning. Well, as fine as anyone

  who has advanced multiple sclerosis can possibly be. She said she would phone if there was a problem, but she didn’t. I was in the office most of the day, except for a couple of hours when I

  was in court. But Clare had my mobile number, and my secretary always knows where I am, and besides, if she couldn’t get me she would have phoned for an ambulance. She knew what to do.




  But it was too soon now. He knew that. Clare still had a way to go. She couldn’t stand or move without help. He thought of all the medical terms that had become familiar to them both over

  the last ten years. Paraesthesia, abnormal sensations without external cause, pins and needles to the uninitiated. Propriasaesthesia, the inability to judge the position of the limbs in relation to

  the rest of the body. Retrobulbar neuritis, the inflammation of the optic nerve, causing her sight to fail, and the pain behind her eyes which was increasingly dominating her life. She now had no

  control over her bladder, and she was finding it hard to swallow, hard to cough, hard to clear her chest. What lay ahead? They both knew. She had asked the doctor to spell it out. Pneumonia would

  kill her eventually, that and the urinary tract infections which were already making her miserable. But when? For how much longer could they bear it?




  The kitchen was alive with the smell of fresh coffee. He lifted the jug and poured himself a large mugful, adding milk from an opened carton in the small counter-top fridge. He walked back

  across the corridor to his office. He sat down and opened Rachel Beckett’s file. He noted her date of birth, 31 August 1957. She was forty-two. His age. And now she was getting her second

  chance, while she was young enough still to enjoy it. He remembered what she had looked like all those years ago when she had been tried for the murder of her husband, convicted and sentenced to

  life in prison. He had seen her a number of times, on the front page of the newspaper, on television and in the Round Hall of the Four Courts, sitting with her daughter on her knee, her father by

  her side, waiting, waiting. He had been working in Mountjoy at the time, in and out of the courts all day, and she had been a curiosity. For everyone. She had been beautiful, he remembered.

  Delicate was the word to describe her. Such a contradiction between how she appeared and what she did. So everyone said. He had looked into Court Number Four during the trial, whenever he had a

  spare few minutes. And, as luck would have it, he was there when the jury returned, twenty-four hours after they had first retired. They had taken their time, been sequestered over night. It was a

  majority verdict, he remembered, ten to two. He remembered it all so well. One of the jurors was crying. But Rachel Beckett didn’t cry. She just said very clearly and distinctly, No, I

  don’t believe it. And then she was gone. Barely time to say goodbye. Taken away by the prison officers. Removed from the gaze of decent people.




  A buzzer rang on his desk. He looked at his watch. It was nine o’clock exactly. That was good. She hadn’t lost the ability to be punctual. He looked up at the security monitor

  mounted on the wall in front of him. There was a camera aimed at the front door. He watched her as she waited to be let in. It was hard to tell in the grainy black and white how she looked. But her

  hair was different, he could see that much. And the way she stood, her stance, her posture. He pushed down the button. His secretary answered him.




  ‘You can tell my first client to come up now, Maggie,’ he said.




  He watched the monitor, the way she leaned forward to hear the voice that crackled from the intercom. He saw her reach out and push the door. The camera in the stairwell picked her up again. She

  was wearing a coat that looked too big for her and carrying a plastic bag in her hand. She looked ill and weak and out of place. ‘It’s your second chance, you stupid cow,’ he said

  out loud as he heard her knock on his door. ‘You’ve got yours, and I need mine.’ And he stepped away from his desk and walked towards her.




  







  CHAPTER TWO





  HER BEDSIT MEASURED fourteen feet by twelve. She had paced it out. Fourteen by twelve was one hundred and sixty-eight square feet. She stood with her

  back to the wall and looked up at the ceiling. How high was it? She moved into the centre of the room, underneath the dangling light bulb, tilted her head, looked and judged. Fourteen foot six she

  thought. That would be about right for a house like this in Clarinda Park in Dun Laoghaire, mid-Victorian, built around 1860, three storeys at the front, four at the back. She compared it with her

  cell in the women’s prison. She had measured that out too. Ten feet by nine feet. Ninety square feet in all. In which to sleep, eat, shit. A net gain now of seventy-eight feet. And that

  didn’t include the bathroom next door, with lavatory, washbasin, an old-fashioned full-size freestanding bath with a shower attachment. And a lock on the door.




  She put her hand in the pocket of her jeans and felt the satisfying weight of the bunch of keys that her landlord had given her that morning.




  ‘Just don’t lose them,’ he said. ‘I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve had to have the lock on the front door changed, and it’ll be added to your

  rent if it’s you who’s responsible. OK?’




  She had just smiled at him. She had no intention of ever letting those keys out of her grasp. Now she held them in front of her and shook them gently. They jangled together, a gentle musical

  sound, not like the ugly clatter of the huge and heavy keys that had dominated her life for so many years. The first sound that woke her every morning at seven-thirty. One chamber of the double

  lock being opened on the cell door. The solid satisfying thunk as it slid smoothly back into its casing. The squeak of the screw’s rubber-soled shoes on the polished lino of the

  landing. But the door still shut tight, unmoveable until breakfast time at eight, when the second lock would be opened and the door would be flung back, this time with a shout and a roar.




  ‘Come on, ladies, get up, rise and shine. Shake a leg. Breakfast is waiting.’




  The first time she had been punished. Lost all her privileges. No letters, no phone calls, no visits. The Governor had shaken his head at her, his expression a model of sorrow rather than anger.

  ‘I’m surprised at you, Rachel.’ His voice was so low that she had to lean forward to hear what he was saying. ‘Very surprised. A woman of your education and advantages. What

  on earth came over you?’




  It was simple really. It was rage and a scalding, overwhelming desire to hurt. Something she hadn’t felt since she was a child, when the playground bullies had picked on her, or the

  teacher had treated her unfairly. She had learned how to control her temper, how to channel it, dampen it down, hide it behind a cold, shuttered face. But not this time. Now she wanted to stop that

  stupid woman’s mouth with her fist, close off her patronizing, holiday-camp repartee. What was it the others called them? Kangaroos, standing up on their hind legs, safe inside their blue

  uniforms, with their badges of rank, their bunches of keys, their camaraderie and banter. Rachel had never hit a woman before. She had balled her hand and smashed it into the screw’s soft,

  ample solar plexus, knocked the wind out of her, so she began to gasp and sob, backing out of the cell, her face red, her legs crumpling beneath her in shock. The response had been swift and

  brutal. One of the other officers had grabbed her hair, twisting her head back. Another had snatched at her hands, pulling them behind her waist, both her small wrists jammed together in the

  grasp.




  ‘Fucking little cow. Who do you think you are? Miss fuckin’ high and mighty, is that it?’




  She had been dumped in the pad and left there, while all around she heard the boos and whistles, the cheers and catcalls of the women who until now had laughed at her, whispered about her,

  mocked her, sneered at her. Now she was one of them. There was no doubt about it.




  And now she was here, in this room on the top floor of an old house in Dun Laoghaire with something she hadn’t had for twelve years. A view. And such a view. It was so beautiful that she

  was scared to move in case it turned out to be an illusion, or the kind of hallucination that came to her often when she woke out of a dream. The room’s single window was a large three-sided

  bay, hung with sagging cotton curtains. The glass in the panes was smeared and cobwebs decorated each corner. She moved closer, slowly, pausing between each step. She closed her eyes for a moment,

  squeezing them tightly together so that bright worms of light wriggled across her eyelids. Then she opened them and gasped out loud at the sight. It was the sea, spreading to the horizon. It was a

  blue that made her cry out with joy. The blue of the hydrangeas that her mother had grown in a tub outside their front door, tinged with streaks of purple and mauve.




  She took another step forward and turned her head first to the right and then to the left. On one side she could see across to the crocodile-shaped hill of Howth, on the other to the smooth

  walls of the stone quarry on the Dalkey side of Killiney Hill. Below her spread red-tiled roofs and the crowns of trees – chestnuts, sycamores, bright green now in early summer. She watched

  the traffic streaming down the hill, stopping at the lights at the bottom, and the pedestrians, straggling from one side of the road to the other, and she began to panic. She could never become

  like any of those people down there. She was fooling herself if she thought that she would ever be able to move among them as if she belonged, without feeling that she was being watched, spied

  upon, her every move and nuance of behaviour logged and noted.




  It had been like that this morning as she had stood outside the small office building just off George’s Street, where she had gone to meet her new probation officer. She had been early.

  She had misjudged how long it would take her to walk the quarter mile from Clarinda Park to the town centre. How far, how long, how much time to take? So she had given herself plenty. In case the

  traffic might be heavy and it took a while to cross the road. In case the footpaths were crowded and she wasn’t able to find the right way to manoeuvre around the person in front of her. In

  case, in case, in case. A thousand reasons why it could take her forever to make the short trip, and so she was early. At least ten minutes to wait before she needed to press the buzzer to announce

  her arrival. She stood outside the solid metal door and noticed the security camera angled, pointing directly at her. She looked up and away. She was familiar with cameras like these. They were all

  over the prison. To be ignored and disdained. But she wondered as she stood still, waiting, who was watching. In the prison she knew. She sometimes felt as if the cameras were two-way. When they

  looked at her she might as well have been looking back at them in their poky little guard room, the desk covered with piles of paperwork, mugs half filled with cold tea, cluttering up every

  surface. And the same officers, day after day, week after week, month and year after month and year, scanning the security monitors, flicking from camera to camera, as familiar to her now as her

  own family once had been.




  She stood and waited until it was time to buzz and be admitted. A small plump woman appeared at the top of the steep staircase that led from street level. She introduced herself.




  ‘Maggie Byrne, Mr Bowen’s secretary. If you need anything at any time, you can always phone me,’ she said, her soft white face crumpling with concern. Then she pointed to the

  door behind her. ‘He’s expecting you.’ And she tapped on the brown veneered surface and pushed his door open.




  In prison her probation officers had always been women. Pleasant, friendly, concerned. She had watched them come and go over the years. Played little games with them, seen how much she could get

  them to reveal about their lives outside the prison, until invariably they copped on and stopped. It didn’t do to mix the personal with the professional. They had been warned.




  ‘Don’t let them know too much about you. It’s not good practice. They are inside. You are outside. Keep it separate.’




  But they let their guard slip with Rachel. She was different. She spoke their own language. And sometimes they forgot.




  Andrew Bowen wouldn’t forget, Rachel could see that immediately from the way he kept her standing while he flicked through the pile of paper on the desk in front of him. She stood still.

  She didn’t move. She waited. And then he raised his head, looked straight at her and smiled. He gestured to the chair set at an angle to his large polished desk. She sat. He was very thin.

  The collar of his white shirt looked far too big for his neck. His fingers were long and slender. His hands moved constantly, rolling a pencil backwards and forwards as he spoke. His voice was

  soft, so she had to lean forward to hear what he was saying. She shifted uneasily in the chair. He was telling her what her new life was going to be like. There was work for her, a job in the

  dry-cleaner’s in the big new shopping centre which had opened recently in the town. It would be simple and straightforward. She mustn’t worry that too much would be expected of her. To

  begin with she would need to come and see him every week.




  ‘And then,’ he cleared his throat, ‘if all is working out well, we can consider after a year or so reducing your visits to once a fortnight, eventually once a month. And then,

  who knows?’ He paused, and rested the index finger of his left hand flat against his upper lip. ‘Who knows, someone in your position is, of course, never entirely without supervision,

  but all going well, this can become more of an informal arrangement. A phone call every month or so, perhaps a visit every six months. Notification if you’re planning to change your place of

  work, move flats or get involved in a relationship. That sort of thing. Who knows how it will work out for you in the future? But I’m sure we both want everything to go well, isn’t that

  right, Rachel?’




  She nodded dumbly, unable to speak, suddenly aware of the reality of her life through his eyes. She stood up. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Mr Bowen, I’m sure it

  will all be perfectly all right.’




  ‘Wait.’ His voice was suddenly loud. ‘Just before you go. Let me remind you of the conditions of your temporary release. So we have a clear understanding. So we know

  what’s what.




  ‘Number one. You will not associate with anyone who you knew in prison. Is that clear?




  ‘Number two. You will make no attempt to communicate with anyone who was involved in any way with the victim of your crime. In particular any member of his family. Is that clear?




  ‘Number three. You will remain within the law at all times. Failure to comply with these conditions will result in your detention and your immediate return to prison. Is that clear?




  ‘And number four. You will respect your daughter’s wishes. You will not attempt to make contact with her without her prior agreement. Understood?’




  His words drummed in her head. Orders, commands, restrictions, limits. Her responsibility now. Her duty. She was trapped, filled with panic. She turned away before he finished speaking and

  walked quickly to the door. She opened it. The stairway lay before her, a dark tunnel. She ran, outside and along the main street, dodging people and cars, her heart pounding, her breath catching

  in her throat. She didn’t stop until she was back inside her room, her precious bunch of keys locking the door behind her. Sweat drenched her body, dripping down between her breasts. The

  window lay before her, the view glowing in the morning sunshine. She backed slowly away from it and looked around. The room was far too big. It wouldn’t do. She paced out the dimensions

  again. Ninety square feet. All she needed. She began to move the furniture, the small single bed, the table and two chairs, the heavy wardrobe with the door that wouldn’t shut, the bookcase,

  the cupboard with her mug, plate and bowl, her knife, fork and spoon, her two saucepans and one frying pan. And the cardboard box that had come with her from the prison, that contained her

  scrapbook, her few photographs of Amy, of her mother and father, of Martin, and the folder of official letters she had accumulated. The records of her case.




  Now she bent down and tugged at the large rectangular rug, grunting with the effort, the dust making her sneeze, until she had pulled it away from its neat centre position, and revealed

  floorboards, unpainted underneath where it usually lay. She pushed and shoved and hauled until everything was in the necessary space, ten feet by nine feet. The last thing she moved was her map,

  the one she had brought with her from the prison. She carefully pulled it from the wall and, kneeling on her bed, lined it up where she could touch it easily. Then she lay down. She had been about

  to go for a walk by the sea, perhaps as far as the little beach at Sandycove. Dig her toes into the fine white sand. Watch the mothers and their children playing in the gentle wavelets that lapped

  around her ankles. Remember the days when she had taken Amy by the hand and led her into the sea, held her floating body gently against her own. But now she couldn’t go there. The thought of

  all that open space and the sea stretching off to the horizon made her skin crawl. Memories crowded against her closed eyelids, so she pressed her fingers hard against them until all was

  blackness.




  She lay curled tightly into a ball until her breathing slowed. Then she reached up and touched the smooth, stiff paper of the map. She had added a few other places to it since she had left the

  prison. She had used a black felt pen. But now she was worn out. She pulled the sheet over her head. It was almost dark, like the nights in the prison. Almost dark but not quite.
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