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Why does this light force me back


to my childhood? I wore a yellow


summer dress, and the skirt


made a perfect circle.


Jane Kenyon, ‘Evening Sun’


It must be wonderful to be free.


from Brendan Behan, Borstal Boy
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The week I shot a man clean through the head began like any other. I woke at the normal time, quarter past six, and it was dark outside. I heard the sound of the heating coming on, a rattling chuckle in the pipes. Tom was still asleep, his bare shoulder pale in the moonlight; I put my nose in his neck to check he smelt the same, which he did, of gently scorched wood and the inside of the biscuit tin.


I dressed in the dark and went downstairs. It was unnaturally quiet. I opened the curtains and saw there’d been snow in the night, unexpectedly; it hadn’t been forecast. The fall was piled inches deep on the garden bench and the birdbath was rounded off like a wedding cake. It never snowed in our Wiltshire village. Every other part of the country got it but we never did; the children’s sledges hung unused in the shed like bats. I switched on the radio. It was a DJ I didn’t like, sitting in for someone else, playing twangy songs from Broadway musicals. I made a cup of tea. The milk was past its best-before; I poured it down the sink then buttered two slices of toast and sat at the table in my slippers. The toast had the consistency of cardboard; I heard my jaw click as I chewed.


The show tunes stopped and the news began. The aftermath of air disasters, falling unemployment. The telephone rang. I reached for it.


‘It’s today,’ she said. ‘Sorry for the short notice, the arrangements have changed.’ It would be midday, she anticipated, these things usually happened before lunch.


I thought there must be a response from my immediate surroundings. The stove catching fire, a chair tipping over. But nothing changed. The tea had an oily film across its surface, which quivered as a grit lorry rolled by. Here it was. He was getting out.
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Tom came down in an ironed shirt and I remembered he had a big meeting today. He’d be away overnight, in Bath. ‘Who was that?’ he asked. I told him a wrong number.


‘You were talking to them,’ he said.


‘Yes. I was telling them they had the wrong number.’


He looked inside the bread bin. ‘How about the snow? That’s a turn-up for the books.’


‘I know.’


He kissed me. ‘The kids’ll be beside themselves.’


I turned away to the sink to rinse a glass that was already clean. I thought that in another, ordinary life, I would be wrapping our children in jumpers and mittens, unhooking the sledges, lighting a fire so it would be good and warm when we got home.


‘Are the schools open?’ said Tom, spading coffee into a Chippenham FC mug.


‘They’d better be,’ I said. ‘I’ve got things to do today.’


‘Like what?’


I twisted the tap off. ‘An errand.’


‘Ah. Say no more.’ My husband’s tone changed from concern to conspiracy; I realized he thought it was about his birthday, next month. The notion was so far removed from my intentions, it felt almost like the worst lie of all.


‘I thought I’d ask your mother, if school’s closed,’ I said.


‘Good idea.’ He filled a pan with boiling water and lowered an egg into it, considerately, like someone releasing a fish. ‘Do you want one?’ He glanced up. ‘Bridget?’


‘I’m not hungry.’


He saw the half-eaten toast. ‘Are you all right? You seem a million miles away.’


‘I’m fine.’ I opened the fridge. ‘Here. I made you some sandwiches.’


‘You’re a wonder,’ he said, taking them. ‘I’d better check the trains are running.’


‘They are. Travel’s just been on.’


‘Well, thank God for that. It’d have to pick today, wouldn’t it? The weather.’


My hand shook as I closed the door. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Greg and this ruddy presentation,’ said Tom, not noticing. ‘There’ll be hell to pay if it gets put back again, I’ll never hear the end of it.’ He scratched a stain on the nose of his tie. The top of his head was almost totally grey now. We were grown. I hadn’t grown.


‘I’ll ring the school,’ I said, as the egg timer went off.


The line in the hall was engaged. On my second attempt the office answered and told me they were open as usual. I felt relief. The next hour arranged itself into slots of twenty minutes. Twenty minutes to give the children their breakfast. Twenty minutes to stick them in front of the television while I packed a bag that had been waiting eighteen years to be packed, made arrangements with Wilma for collecting them, got their satchels and Philippa’s lunch money. Twenty minutes to drive them there. When I had thought of this day in the past, I had imagined myself in a panic. Now it was here, I felt quite calm.


I went upstairs and found Philippa wrestling her tights on under the covers.


‘I’m cold!’ she complained, when I told her she should get up, it’d be easier.


‘It’s snowed,’ I said, drawing back the curtains. ‘Look.’


Her face lit up. ‘Do we get the day off?’


‘Sorry.’


She climbed out of bed and went to the window, her tights puddled around her ankles, her hair at the back a nest of spun sugar. I loved her so much.


‘It’s like Narnia,’ she said. ‘Can we go outside?’


I thought of wet uniforms, hairdryers. ‘Later. Nanny’s picking you up.’


She turned on me. ‘Why?’


‘Dad’s away tonight. And I have to visit a friend.’


‘What friend?’ Philippa was a child who was suspicious until reassured.


‘Someone old from school,’ I said.


‘How old?’


‘As old as me.’


‘You’re not old.’


I helped her into her vest, daring a kiss on her shoulder. ‘I’m older than you.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Peggy.’ It was a character in a book I was reading.


‘Where does she live?’


I zipped up her dress and touched my forehead to hers. Her eyes close up were flecked with gold. I had always wanted eyes like that. Nothing like my own.


‘So many questions,’ I said.


‘You’re always telling me to ask questions.’


‘She’s in hospital,’ I said, folding her nightdress.


‘Is she dying?’


‘Maybe.’


The cat slunk in. Philippa turned her attentions to him as I slid her nightie under her pillow and patted it gently. Joe wouldn’t be as challenging, I knew. He was still asleep next door, his cheeks flushed, his eyelashes a line of commas. He was heavy and affectionate, drawn into our morning hug, his arms round my neck, a sweaty rabbit pressed in the warmth between us. I looked at the clock on the wall.


‘Come on, sweetheart, let’s get you dressed.’ I took off his Danger Mouse pyjamas; the top had a smear of Marmite on the sleeve, which worried me disproportionately – that Tom would not notice or know later to put it in the washing machine, and how many days, therefore, it would remain, the same as the number of days it took me to come back.


Joe trailed me downstairs, screaming with delight when he saw the snow. He opened the back door to the kitchen and put his Rabba in the drift to show him how cold it was: ‘See? Like the North Pole.’ The cat had moved into the garden now, perched disdainfully on a snowy fence post, looking in at me with sharp green eyes. The cat and I had never got on. Somewhere, a dog barked. The cat dropped out of sight.


‘Can I have Coco Pops?’ asked Philippa, swinging her legs at the table, starting on some colouring. I thought that I would not have time after to clear it up.


‘You can,’ said Tom. ‘But may you?’


‘May I?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘They’ll rot your teeth. Anyway, there’s no milk.’ He turned to me, buttoning his coat. ‘Could you pick some up later?’


I nodded.


‘Peanut butter!’ exclaimed Joe, climbing onto his cushion and reaching for the jar. I heard the jingle of the news returning. I turned the radio down.


‘Wait – I want that,’ said Tom.


‘Why?’


‘The headlines.’


He turned up the volume. Various items rolled on but there was nothing about him. I shouldn’t have imagined there would be. He was the sun around which all my planets revolved; but to anyone else, just a name eclipsed by time and other tragedies.


The toast popped up, startling. Tom took his briefcase off the counter.


‘See you tomorrow,’ he said, hugging me then hugging the children.


‘You forgot these,’ I said, giving him his sandwiches. I was keen to get him out before Philippa said anything about Peggy. ‘Bye.’ I paused. ‘Good luck today.’


‘You too,’ he said, smiling at me. ‘Whatever secret mission you’re on.’
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While the children were brushing their teeth, I wrote a note to my husband. Though I had contemplated every other detail, I had never settled on what I’d say to him. I wrote:


I’ll be gone a few days. I hope you understand.


Which was asking a lot, but it was better to be brief.


‘We’re ready,’ said Philippa, lingering at the door. She’d plaited her hair into two mooring ropes. I folded the note and held it behind my back. ‘D’you think Lucy will be in?’


‘She might,’ I said.


‘I’ll have no one to partner with in PE. I hate PE.’


‘Ten minutes, darling,’ I said. ‘Put on a video.’


‘I don’t want to.’ That suspicion again.


‘I have to get your things together for Nanny.’


She twisted the end of her plait, eyeing me before going downstairs.


I pulled Gamma’s carrycase out of the wardrobe. I hadn’t meant to take this one but now it was happening it seemed right. Maybe what she’d have wanted. So often in my life I had sought to emulate my grandmother’s principles, but on this I had none: it was bigger, more serious, than either of us. The bag was tan leather with tarnished metal buckles. Its leather was lightly cracked like the icing on the cakes she’d used to bake on Sundays after church. The best bit about church had been thinking about those cakes, while the vicar talked on about abstinence and Jesus looked down at me from the cross with his lamenting eyes and the wounds in his feet, and I hadn’t heard a word he’d said.


I didn’t know how many changes of clothes I would need. I folded in a few, and plenty of knickers, as those seemed to me the most important things. Then I opened the chest of drawers and fumbled in the top towards the back until I felt it. I’d told Tom the box contained my sister’s music and a few of the long, colourful letters she’d written me from school, which naturally he’d accepted, and he’d accepted too that I would never want to open it and take the contents out. I set the box down, waiting for a revelation, but none came. The lid shone. I saw my reflection in it, as clear as if I were meeting it in a perfectly still pond. My palms were dry. My heart ran steadily, like a faithful car engine.


I reached for my engagement-ring case. The small silver key was stitched into the cushion. I’d been aware when I’d done that of some unsettling irony, difficult to pinpoint, and was pleased to remove it now: I picked the thread and put the key in the lock, which opened smoothly, in agreement. I lifted its lid. A smell rose to meet me, deep and oaky.


The gun was a Beretta Cheetah. I had been told the model but wasn’t concerned. Would it kill a man? Yes. Was it compact enough to conceal? Yes. I felt no need to hold it in a display of reunion or exchange of trust. It had waited for me for a decade, patiently.


I secreted the gun in Gamma’s bag with a pair of disposable gloves, and zipped it shut. The obvious place for Tom’s note was on the bookcase – he’d see it straight away when he got home – leaning against the spines of some Dorothy L. Sayers. Then I decided that could look rather contrived so I moved it onto his bedside table. I collected the bag and left the room.
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The snow was heaped up in banks on either side of the road. Salt grit made red slush of the tarmac. The car door was frozen shut but gave with enough of a yank, snow sliding off the driver’s window like a dropped blind. I fished about in the glovebox for a scraper, locating it behind a bag of stuck-together mint humbugs and a Joy Division cassette. It took a long time to clear the windscreen. This I did methodically, from top to bottom and left to right, with the fans on full blast. Philippa sat in front picking silver polish off her nails. Joe dropped his packed lunch in the footwell and cried. Finally, we departed.


There weren’t many parents at the school gates. Philippa saw a friend and was keen to get away. My fingers brushed the sleeve of her blazer as she carelessly exited the car; it was like trying to catch a scarf as it flew off the deck of a ferry. ‘Bye then,’ I said.


‘Bye, Mum. See you.’


‘See you.’


I watched her link arms with the friend. They skidded, laughing, on the pavement, pretending to skate. I thought about going after her, but there wouldn’t be a reason.


Joe and I made slow progress towards his classroom, where a teacher I didn’t recognize welcomed us: the usual one couldn’t start her car. I gave Joe his lunch bag.


‘My mother-in-law will be collecting him this afternoon,’ I told the teacher. ‘I’ll let the office know on the way out.’


‘Lucky you!’ she exclaimed to Joe, as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘Grandma picking you up? What a treat. All that fun you’ll have with Granny.’ Clearly she had never met Wilma.


Joe was clinging to my knees.


‘Come on then,’ said the woman. ‘We’ve got the paints out.’


I crouched to hug Joe. His hair smelt of almonds and clean towels. I breathed him in, every last bit of him, the lovely heft of him in my arms, his soft cheek on mine, the groove at the back of his neck where his Cash’s nametape poked out of his collar.


‘Have a good day,’ I whispered.


I felt better when I got back in the car. The snow made it necessary to think of little else but navigation of the route. I joined the main road, trying not to catch sight of Joe’s vacated booster seat in the rear-view mirror and the thumb-sized purple dinosaur he’d dug out of a cereal box and brought along for the journey. My tyres churned wetly. The landscape looked fresh and eerie. I had known these fields a long time but now the ice made strangers of them, washed out, indistinguishable from one another, lacking any detectable notes of scale. Dark straws pierced the banks, wet bark and the stalks of rotten vegetation. A shape crossed the road in front of me, small and quick, low to the ground, so quick in fact it could have been a ripple of paint or light, or the onset of a migraine.


Wilma’s house was in the heel of a cul-de-sac. When I pressed the bell I heard a contracted version of the William Tell Overture ringing into the air-freshened hallway.


‘This is awfully short notice,’ she said when she came to the door, checking to see if the neighbours were watching. ‘You’re lucky I’m available.’


‘I know. Thank you. Tom will get them tomorrow.’


‘And when will you be back?’


I gave her the children’s bag, which she took, and parted the handles and looked inside as if she’d been expecting a present. ‘I’m not sure,’ I said.


‘All right then. Well.’


‘Philippa’s likely to have homework,’ I said. ‘If it’s maths she’ll need help.’


‘Fine.’ She sighed. ‘But there’ll be no snowball fights. No tramping it all through the house. I’ve just had the carpets done.’ She stood back to let me see.


‘Very nice,’ I said.


‘Are you sickening for something, Bridget? You look peaky.’


‘Just a headache,’ I said. ‘It’s not too bad.’


‘You should get those seen to. Who knows what might be going on? Jill’s nephew had a brain tumour; he went completely blind in one eye. He wears a patch now.’


‘Well, you know. Life gets in the way.’


‘Until it doesn’t.’


She looked at her watch. I looked at mine.


‘Thanks again.’ I returned to the car and started the engine. She waited in the doorway until I drove off and turned out of sight. I waved to a postman getting out of his van, which seemed a weird thing to do, very far from where I was in my mind, but I thought it might be the last time I did something ordinary. Besides, I knew him. Wilma had tried to get him taken off the round once, on a claim he’d stolen money, the envelope split and her friend’s ten pounds for a bistro lunch gone from inside. Wilma didn’t trust people. She didn’t trust me, which made her a wily bird, I supposed. She’d been frank about it from the start, at least. She hadn’t tried to keep the pinch from her face when Tom and I had announced our engagement. When we’d first brought Philippa to visit, she hadn’t greeted the girl in a grandmotherly way, just stared hard at me over the rim of her Silver Jubilee teacup. Tom would have been better off with someone else, she thought. Someone easier, less problematic, without that baggage dragging along after her. More of a woman, for surely in her mind – and often in mine – these things were related.


Still, she put her best foot forward with the children, which was as much as I could ask for, and Tom said not to expect too much. I didn’t think she felt a great deal for Philippa. Maybe it was to do with girls and women and having a son of her own (she’d said to me once, ‘A daughter’s a daughter for life, Bridget; a son’s a son until he finds a wife’) – but she was fond of Joe. She found it easier to love him because she’d known him from a baby. Babies, I thought, as I came to the coach station, were so easy to love.


I wiped my eyes and unclicked my seat belt. The snow stopped. People huddled at the entrance checking tickets and smoking cigarettes, bundled in scarves and coats.


A sister is a sister for life.


I opened the car door. It was too late to go back. I took my bags and went inside.
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I was born on the bathroom floor of a terraced house in Devon in July 1947. My mother hadn’t known she was pregnant, or had, and pretended it wasn’t happening until it was. She’d gripped the side of the bath and screamed once and once only, so long and loud it stopped the children playing in the street and a car passing with its window open thought the air-raid sirens were back. I was early, too small (‘thin as a comb,’ said Gamma), and there was a hospital stay, kept in an incubator and fed by syringe. There’s no way I can remember it, but I do remember it. Stuccoed ceiling like cottage cheese. Nurses’ hands, rough and capable, the rubber teats of faded milk bottles. White rabbits dangling on a mobile above the cot, blue tails, pink tails, cardboard spinning circles in the sun.


From the start my mother was out of the picture. She was a teenager and had got herself in trouble. The father wasn’t interested. I think he might have been married, though I have no proof of this. My father, I should say, but who is he to me but a stranger and I’m past caring besides; he’s irrelevant to me. She gave me to Gamma, said she couldn’t cope with the responsibility, and Gamma said fine, six months then you’re back to it, Mary, all right? You’ve got yourself into this, you can get yourself out. And Mary said yes but then she ran off to Westward Ho! and never came back again apart from as a visiting relative like Great Uncle Clarence or Cousin Norma, a few times for the sake of it, with gifts and pats on the head, and knobbly knees in stockings I was made to sit on clutching my garibaldi, which Gamma always called a squashed-fly biscuit. There’s a picture of me sitting on Mary’s lap when I was three years old; she’s got a patterned dress on like a field of a thousand flowers, open at the neck, and a gold chain I’ve wound around my fist. I kept that photo and looked at it all through my childhood, searching her expression for clues as to why she didn’t want me, but I never found one.


Gamma believed in God. Both her parents had died when she was small and she’d been sent to live with maiden aunts in London who’d been into heaven and hell and the hereafter, and they held seances to summon the dead. Once they’d summoned Gamma’s father Benjamin who’d been a miner in the coal pits. He’d appeared to them with his sooted face and loving eyes and complained about how windy it was being caught at the entrance to the tunnel, but they had never ascertained whether this referred to the adit or a channel of the afterlife. Gamma said these days she disapproved of mysticism, but that her aunts’ fervour had shown her the importance of believing in something. She gave no credence to spiritualism, but to witness their faith had instilled in her a sense of wonder, of openness to whatever the world had to reveal, for it was ignorant to imagine that there was nothing more to unveil than the here and now.


She took me to church every Sunday. We dressed as smartly as we could. Gamma took pride in what little we had, she mended and washed endlessly, so even if I wore the same thing every day I might have been wearing it new. The mothers on the road gave us clothes and some of them were for boys but Gamma told me beggars couldn’t be choosers so off we went, me in my long shorts and chestnut shoes, my hair tucked under a smooth felt cap because if we were in for a penny we might as well be in for a pound. The congregation spoke to Gamma outside church, their murmurs travelling like biplanes far off over my head. I knew they were talking about Mary. Every child needs its mother, they said. What a shame it was, what a pity, a young thing left behind like that with no more ceremony than a sackful of sugar, and I guessed that thing they were talking about was me. Then they went back to their houses to discuss it some more, what an awful business it was, what a scandal, who was to blame? Was it that cad Ronan O’Brien, he’d always been trouble; or Sam from the butcher’s or Reg from the post office; or that boy of Robert Ackland’s who’d never been the same after the war? Mary must have gone off to be married and would come back for me after, surely she would, but time was passing and long-suffering Violet – my dear Gamma, who had taken me in and cared for me and made me feel safe and loved – was too old for this, she deserved a medal, she did, that poor woman. I thought I sounded like a burden she’d been left with, but when I asked her if I was, she said, ‘You’re a gift, my little bird, and I wouldn’t change you for anything.’


Our house on Marlborough Avenue had new people in it every day. The women came by for Gamma’s apple tart. Sometimes they’d talk, sew or listen to the wireless, sometimes they sat in silence, just for the company. A procession of toddlers stumbled across the carpet wiping snot on the sofa and wetting themselves. Though I wasn’t much older myself, I observed these clumsy beasts as if they were another species, seeing the rusks they dropped on Gamma’s carpet and their reckless destruction of the wooden-block towers I built to sustain their attention. When they left there was crayon on the walls.


I couldn’t understand why these creatures, who were not so well behaved as I, had doting parents. I wished to have a mother and father, to be an ordinary child, no longer to be the odd one out. Had I wronged Mary at a time before I could remember? Had I cried too much, kept her awake, caused her pain by being born? These were the reasons I could think of. I asked Gamma if next time Mary visited I should say sorry. ‘Whatever for?’ said Gamma, crossly. She knelt in front of me and took my hands. ‘You’ve no need to be sorry,’ she said, soft now, tucking my hair behind my ear. ‘Ours is a happy home. We’re happy, aren’t we?’


‘Yes,’ I said, and we were.


‘Then don’t mind what people say.’


Occasionally we had men visitors. Gamma tidied up beforehand. She dusted under the shepherdess ornaments on the mantelpiece and got out the best china to serve the tea in, brushing cobwebs out of the cups. There were chips in the rims of the cups but Gamma said it was the thought that counted, and it was important these men saw she had thoughts in her head because they were men of God and could give us things we needed.


There were three that came mainly, on rotation. Two were interchangeable in my mind. Both were very fat. They each had to take chairs without arms because arms could not contain them, and when I saw them from the back (as I often did, spying on them from my hiding place), their shirts stretched over their bulk like cloth wrapped round meat at the butcher’s, I marvelled that they did not fall through the wood altogether. Sometimes Gamma told me to go off and play; sometimes she brought me in, where I met the men’s piggy stares and rough, veined noses. They patted their laps as if enticing a puppy. ‘This is my little bird,’ Gamma said, while I stood shyly behind her legs, nervous of being seen; ‘aren’t you going to say hello, Bridget?’ But I never wanted to. The men seemed to fill the room and block out the light; the more I looked at them the larger they grew, until all I could see was an enormous shadow in front of the window and all I could hear was the sound of their chuckled remark: ‘Cat got your tongue, littl’un?’ I wondered if my father had been like this, big and looming with a sideways smile – would I even know him if I saw him in the street? The men lured and repelled me. I wanted to run to them and run away from them and I couldn’t understand why I felt like that. Upstairs, I put my ear to the floor and listened to the vibration of their voices, their low laughter, the clink of teaspoons on saucers like the sound the rain made when it fell on the tin shed at night. Later, when they went, I didn’t even have to wait for the click of the door; I could tell by the way the house lifted, regained its brightness, and the daylight streamed back in through the glass.


The third man lodged most firmly in my consciousness. Once or twice I rose from a dream and he had been in it. In the dream he was chasing me through yellow woods. The trees were yellow and the soil was yellow and the sky between the branches was yellow. I never met him in the dream but I knew he was there, following, and that he was stronger and faster than me. When I woke I saw his face grinning at me in the dark, a grin full of teeth, and I called for Gamma but I couldn’t explain what I had seen, or why.


He was younger than the others. He said he’d found Jesus in El Alamein, to which I asked had Jesus been hurt, what did Jesus say, did you help him, and the man and Gamma smiled at each other affectionately. He had small sharp teeth, very white, and his top lip was bigger than his lower one. The suit (he always wore a suit) must have been too small because his long legs made the fabric ruck up, and between where his trousers ended and his shoes began were his socks, bright yellow, true yellow, like lemons in sun. His hair was missing in clumps and he had a scar across his cheek that looked silky to the touch, almost pearlescent. Usually he had a bag of sugared almonds, pastel pink and primrose, which he offered when the tea was served. I was happier to be with him than the fat ones. ‘Why does he look like that?’ I asked Gamma when he left.


‘Because he fought for us,’ she said.


‘Why?’ I said.


‘For our freedom,’ she replied. I said why would he want to do that if he was going to end up being hurt? She put the ginger cake back in the tin. ‘Because that was the honourable thing,’ she said. ‘That’s what it took to be a man.’
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Gamma liked to pray. We prayed together at bedtime, kneeling on the floor, our hands clasped, eyes closed, then Gamma got into her bed and I got into mine and I’d ask her to tell me stories until I fell asleep. She told me how she believed that God had a plan for all of us, whoever we were; she told me good things could always be found if I was willing to look for them; and she told me about Benjamin down the coalmines, and her mother, Joyce, who’d been a wonderful dancer apparently, and how sometimes, right before Gamma went to sleep, in that funny time when your mind’s nodding off but your body’s holding on, she had the sense that Joyce was carrying her up and away in her arms, across the dance floor, spinning her round, their skirts trailing about them like windmills.
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One evening, the week before I turned five, I prayed out loud for Mummy to come back. Normally I did that in my head so Gamma wouldn’t hear, but I wanted to see how the word ‘Mummy’ sounded and how it felt in my mouth. It felt the same as the clothes from the boys down the street, several sizes too big. Gamma looked sad when I said it, then put her arm round me and pulled me close and said, with a squeeze of my shoulder, ‘The Lord doesn’t always give us what we want. That’s because He’s planning to bring us something else.’


But the Lord did give me what I wanted because a few days later, my mother showed up on the road. I was playing jacks on the porch when I heard my name called and looked around. There was a woman standing on the corner. She wore a neat skirt and jacket, and white gloves that clutched the handles of a small, square bag. I thought at first she was someone from church but then I recognized the curl in her hair, the same as mine.


‘Hullo,’ she said. ‘Would you like to come with me?’


I hardly remembered meeting her those times she’d come before, the flowery dress and gold chain as vague in my mind as not to have happened. She opened the latch on the gate. I went to her and took her hand. The glove felt soft. There was a smell coming off her, once floral, now marshy, like the rotted stalks of daffodils Gamma kept for too long in the window.


‘Do you like the park?’ she said. I nodded. We went there. The ducks on the pond moved serenely. Mary took a breadcrust from her bag and started picking it apart, rolling the crumbs inside her flattened palms until they made tiny balls which she passed to me. We didn’t speak; she just kept on rolling the bread and I kept throwing it. More ducks came, dipping their oily necks, flapping their wings, scooting across the water. There was one at the back who never made it in time. I felt sorry for him. I threw the bread as close to him as I could but he was never quick enough to reach it. He seemed content to let the others get on with it. After a while, I felt angry and upset. Come on, I thought, I can’t help you any more, you’ve got to help yourself. I felt relieved when the bread ran out.


Mary touched my shoulder. ‘Are you hungry?’ she said. ‘It’s lunchtime.’


We sat on a bench. The sun came out, twinkling on the water. Everything turned blue and green. ‘You like eggs, don’t you?’ said Mary, and gave me a sheet of brown paper with a hard-boiled egg inside, halved, the orange yolk fringed with grey. She watched me avidly. How had I not noticed her eyes before? They were very sad and very wild at the same time. ‘What else do you like?’ she asked me. ‘Do you like pets? Celia has a rabbit.’


‘Who’s Celia?’


‘She’s the person I live with.’


‘What’s the rabbit called?’


‘The rabbit doesn’t have a name.’


I finished the egg. The texture was furry on my tongue and the inside of my cheeks. I longed for a drink to take the taste away, but Mary’s bag stayed closed, her gloves back on, perched on the clasp. Her knees were tightly drawn together and there was a ragged hole in her stockings through which her skin could be seen. She took the brown paper from me, greasy with the lost heat of the egg, and creased it in half then creased it again, neatly scoring each fold with a fingernail. A man walked past with his dog and lifted his cap. All that could be heard was the crisp hard scoring of the paper.


‘You should know he came in through the window,’ she said. ‘Celia says why did you open the window? But it was hot that night, so I did. Your Gamma thinks she knows everything that goes on in her house but she didn’t know that.’ The paper was a nub now, too small to fold again. Mary rubbed it between her fingers. ‘I could see his eyes shining in the dark,’ she said. ‘They were filled with the pupil, like a cat’s. He told me he’d come a long way. Walking, I mean. He’d travelled through a forest. A bear tried to eat him. In the end there’d been no choice but to get good at climbing trees, which was why he was able to climb up to my window. Do you see now? He asked to be with me, and I said yes.’


I wanted Gamma. I worried that the duck had died of hunger.


‘I knew about you,’ said Mary, turning her body slightly so she was able to peer down at me. ‘Before we met. I knew you were in there. I felt I had a nest of dry sticks in my stomach. I thought if I lay out in the sunshine I would catch fire. I had a picture of you in my mind. Sleeping under the stars. You had eyes like his. Like a cat’s. Only your eyes aren’t like that – are they? They’re like mine.’ Her look became gentle again. ‘That’s all I wanted to tell you. Looking at you now, I don’t know whether to feel disappointed.’


She took my hand then placed it in my lap, as if it was something I had dropped and she’d picked up and returned to me. She said, ‘I have to go. Celia’s waiting.’


I followed her up to the road but her mind wasn’t on me then. She waved to a car parked by the green and at last she turned round. ‘Aren’t you going to go home?’ she said.
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Gamma was angry and relieved when I got back. She covered me in kisses and gave my bottom a smack. I told her what Mary had said. ‘It’s the drink,’ she said, hugging me. ‘Heaven knows she’s enough demons without adding that one to the mix.’


That night in my bed, I couldn’t stop thinking about Mary. She’d sown a seed in me, bright and worrying, a stink of rotted daffodils. As I drifted to sleep I saw an open window on a hot night, curtains blooming. A man’s hand on the ledge, his crooked arm, his head, the whole of that man climbing in, the yellow sky rushing in behind him.










3


I had never shot a gun before. Fired a gun, whatever it is you say. I didn’t like violence, for obvious reasons. I couldn’t watch horror films or TV hospital shows and the sight of blood made me faint. I wasn’t an executioner, I was a mother. The gun would be quick.


I hadn’t always felt this way. For years, I had wanted him to suffer. I had thought about it every day, fantasized about it, the possibility of it coming to pass by my hand, but as time went on I became less interested in his suffering. Simply, I wanted him gone. It wasn’t enough for him to have been detained, where he’d been able to carry on with the business of living, be interested, be aroused, be hungry, be fed. I wanted him deleted. He didn’t deserve to exist.


Snow turned to rain. Droplets ran in rivulets down the outside of the glass, which was fogged by body heat. The coach was half full. I sat in an aisle seat with Gamma’s bag safe by the window, my coat laid across it. The driver had tried to get the bag off me for stowing in the luggage compartment; I’d had the rash idea he’d known about the gun: surely everyone here could sense it, as I could, a small fire burning, its smoke beginning to curl from the centimetre split between the end of the zip and the ear of the leather.


Every so often there came a thump from beneath as another case was heaved in. Out on the tarmac, a couple was arguing. The man had a backpack hanging from one shoulder and she was crying, gesturing with her arms. A minute later she stalked off. Thunk, went the backpack. He came up the steps and took the seat in front of mine. I heard his Walkman click then the subdued notes of a Morrissey song.


We joined the motorway. Everything was brownish grey. The fields had thawed or else it just hadn’t snowed out here, our village the only one touched. We passed billboards for the limestone caves and purchasable ones with ADVERTISE HERE! scrawled across them in paint. Barns, houses, bridges. Cows grazed at a distance in such orderly formation they could have been farmyard toys. The backpacker couldn’t stop shifting about. He rearranged himself constantly to get comfortable, changing the tape in his player, getting bored of it, opening a book whose title I tried to glimpse through the gap between the seats but couldn’t.


There was a traffic jam joining the M25. We sat in it for a while. Heads popped up near the front to see what was going on; someone groaned. I looked at my watch. From the terminus it would be forty minutes across town: two tube lines then a short distance to the prison. I’d allowed extra time. I felt relaxed. Peaceful, even. I felt that it wasn’t possible to fail. Even if our transport broke down, even if the wheels caught fire, even if a comet came hurtling towards Earth and the clouds turned to icy flames, Providence would carry me to him and I would have my opportunity. Superstition, Gamma would have called it; wishful thinking at best. I didn’t mind that. I was used to wishing. I hadn’t believed in much since my sister had died, but I did believe in that.


The clog loosened. We moved on. City buildings stacked up and we arrived at the coach station. Everyone stood before the driver had opened the door. I found myself wedged against the backpacker’s arm, Gamma’s bag to my chest, the smoking gun inside.


‘Do you want me to help you with that?’ he asked.


I shook my head. I clutched the bag tighter. I was making things worse.


‘No, thank you,’ I said. My mouth was dry and the voice that came out of it wasn’t mine. He gave me an odd look then walked down the steps and was lost in the crowd.
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It was a while since I had been on the Underground. The last time had been supper with Tom’s colleagues in an expensive hotel in the West End. The food had been Japanese. I’d ordered soft-shell crab without properly reading the menu and the entire crustacean had arrived on my plate, filled with an unidentifiable black liquid. Mostly I associated the tube with journeys to or from seeing Mary, and the peculiar mix of sadness, dread and relief those journeys entailed, depending on which direction I was travelling in.


I bought a ticket and joined the escalators. Commuters glided past, bleached and burned out. I considered how I must appear, an unremarkable lady of middle height and middle age in a fawn ankle-length coat, her handbag over her shoulder and a battered case by her feet. I was out of place, in from the sticks for the day, queuing bewildered at the turnstiles, standing on the left until shunted out of the way. I heard the train come in and hurried down to the platform. The doors sealed shut behind me, the carriage packed, infused with a smell of newsprint and damp coats. A sign read DON’T PUT YOUR FEET ON THE SEATS. I stood between the frills of knees with Gamma’s bag under my arm, my thumb stroking the handles. Everyone ignored each other, their attention buried in the papers: books were being burned in Bradford; Reagan was on his way out. Next to me, a Boy George lookalike ate a roll sheathed in clingfilm; when he bit into it a trail of sauce shot out the end. I changed at Stockwell and joined the Northern line. We got stuck in the tunnel at Balham and I tried not to think about how many tons of earth there were between my head and the sky.


Although I knew where I was going almost to the step, when I emerged onto Trinity Road I took out my A–Z and moved to the marked page. I had circled my destination, a bus ride and a short walk from here. I liked that the map made me look like a tourist. A girl walked past me, around the age Providence had been, and smiled at me so suddenly and happily that for an alarming moment I thought we knew each other, but when I turned I saw she was greeting a friend, and hadn’t, in fact, noticed me at all.
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Wandsworth was infamous. One of the ‘big hell-holes’, as the papers dubbed them, among the great prison families of Dartmoor and Strangeways, Wakefield and Leeds. I’d started paying Catriona two years in, once I’d realized my agony wasn’t going anywhere. People said it would; the hurt would pass, or if not that then its edges would blunt and it would become easier to live with. It hadn’t. As my private investigator, Catriona had fed me word about his sentence and care (care!), where he was serving time, likely transferrals, bad behaviour, good, when his legal team were priming for leniency. Then in ’77 he’d made it to a newfangled therapeutic lock-up in the Buckinghamshire countryside which was meant to help people like him, but it sounded lax to me, a bucolic holiday, interested in his recovery and rehabilitation which was all well and good but she would never have rehabilitation and recovery, would she, and where was the fairness in that? I’d told Tom that the more I knew, the more in control I felt. That was a lie. The more I knew, the more arbitrary and unwieldy this idea of justice became, and only by plotting my own means to an end could I bear it. If they’d got him for murder, he’d have had life. As it was, manslaughter on the grounds of diminished responsibility. Quite what that diminished responsibility was continued to evade me, and no one to date had explained it in a way that made me see it as anything more than an excuse well articulated by his defence. As far as I was concerned, he deserved to be banged up till the end of his days, and the sooner that came, the better.


He’d missed capital punishment by a few years. But then he’d been nineteen with an ‘abnormality of mind’ (didn’t all murderers have abnormality of mind?), so I doubted they’d have strung him up anyway. Instead they had stated and speculated over his reasons; they had made an exhibit of him, given him time and assistance and consideration when she had had none of that. He was one of those whose urges had overtaken him; ‘he couldn’t control himself,’ the lawyer had declared. And if that was the difference between man and beast, between civilization and savagery, the ability to tell oneself one could not do what one pleased for there were consequences to those actions, then he was an animal.


But this I knew. Whether he’d been hanged or not, this I knew. Reintegrate them into society, the wisdom went. Jail for a spell then out, bettered, ready to demonstrate what they had learnt, how they had learnt never to do it again; well bully for them then, good on them, what did they want for their restraint, a trophy, a welcome rally, did they want a prize? Prize enough that they could still be useful, still put something positive into the world. He could do anything now. He could move away and change his name: no one would know who he was or what he had done. He could start a job and have a family and walk on the beach with a soft-furred pup given to him by a friend. He would know the sensation of a cool glass of water on a hot day, of hearing thunder from a warm bed, of putting his cheek to the fresh side of the pillow. Providence would have none of these things because they had been taken away from her by him, as permanently as the stool kicked out from under the scaffold. An eye for an eye wouldn’t bring her back, but it would make me feel better.


I stood opposite the main gate with Gamma’s case between my feet. Rain pitted my shoes. A Black Maria parked beyond the wall next to a convoy of police vans and a metal trailer. People rushed past under the black shells of umbrellas. I put up my own and waited. The entrance was a portcullis, a large wooden square beneath a latticed iron grille. It seemed impossible that he would shortly be appearing in it. If I did it here, would there be sympathy for me after? Would they see I’d had my reasons? Of course I had my reasons. But years had passed and a grudge was unbecoming in a woman; she should have got over it, they’d say; he’d done his time, he’d paid his price, this was the law whether she liked it or not, this sad person who couldn’t move on with her life.


I had tried to move on. I’d left our Devon village, settled in another county; I’d got married, had Philippa, had Joe, thinking if I had them I could be pure in spirit as mothers should be. But he had come with me; he had never lessened his grip. Over time, I had trained myself to confront him just once a day. My doctor had advised an hour at first. During that hour I would sit alone and go through every part of what had happened to my sister, sift it through my fingers until it was a fine powder: what he’d done to her, every bit of it real and imagined, her rising panic, her pain, at what point precisely it had settled on her that she would die – had she called for me? When I’d finished, I washed the powder from my hair and hands and got on with things that needed to be got on with and I didn’t think of him again until the next day, when the hour resumed and the lumps would have to be milled through once more. Soon, that hour lessened to half an hour, twenty minutes, ten, my thoughts no fewer but compressed into this new timeframe, easily granulated, recognizable to me now, no longer with the power to strike me at my middle.


I was done with being tied to this man. Locked up with him. He had had too much of my life, and I of his. There could be no universe in which the two of us survived.


I fixed on the gate. I was afraid that if I glanced away from it for even a second he would appear and I would miss it. It felt significant to see the point of his freedom, the exact moment he moved from being imprisoned to liberated. Several people came and went but none of them was him. A lorry pulled up, obscuring my view. Briefly I fretted, then someone got out and the lorry moved on. The gate stayed closed. I began to question if there had been a mistake, if Catriona had got it wrong. I imagined getting home later and listening to her phone messages. I felt suddenly exhausted at the prospect of Philippa’s questions about the fictional Peggy. My family, so precious, in their snow globe, a hundred miles away. It wasn’t too late to go back. I still could. Perhaps all I’d needed was to be here, on this day, on the brink of attainment, to realize I didn’t have to go through with it. I pressed the possibility like a burn, testing its edges, how much it hurt, and it hurt too much to be true.


These were the thoughts in my head when at last he appeared. He came from nowhere, surfacing from his background like a float in water. A metallic tang crossed my tongue like the aftertaste of a nosebleed. Otherwise, nothing changed. I carried on breathing. I carried on standing. People walked past, none of them tripping over the invisible string that surely bound us. It seemed incredible that he should not turn and see me, that he would not feel the force of my presence and my intentions towards him. But he did not. Several officers gathered round him. He shook their hands. Someone gave him a bundle that might have been clothes. Another patted him on the back, like an American sportsman. Carrying his bag, he stepped out onto the road.


And just like that, James Maguire was free.


The rain was a fine, freezing mizzle. It did not seem to bother him. He was wearing a white T-shirt, the sleeves rolled high above his elbows, and pale-blue denim jeans with a slash across each thigh like a reclining crescent moon. His hair was thick and slicked back. His complexion was bloodless, his skin chalkier than I remembered, and he was taller, more rounded in the shoulders, as if he had spent a lot of time looking at the ground. But he moved just the same, a lazy sort of uninterested slope, which had played against him in court, coming in like that looking as if he hadn’t a care in the world, as if he were turning up for no more than a film at the cinema he didn’t particularly want to see. That and the hard, heavy-lidded blue eyes. I waited for those eyes to train on me.


What would he do if he saw me? I had changed in two decades, deliberately: new hair, new build, glasses I hadn’t any real need for – and I wouldn’t have put it past him anyway to have blocked me from his mind. While I had memorized every line on his face, every pore of his skin, not once during the trial had he looked at me and let me know he admitted to and was sorry for what he had done. Instead he had sat in the dock staring straight ahead, the long fingers of one hand stroking the crazed knuckles of the other, answering yes ma’am and no ma’am and showing no emotion when presented with the horrors of his crime. His crime, no one else’s. Try as he might to blame another man, it was he who had done that monstrous thing, and he hadn’t the courage, the courtesy, to own his wrong and proclaim it. The jury decreed he lacked remorse. That, at least, was right. His defence said this was part of it, he didn’t understand what he had done. I didn’t believe that. I thought he understood perfectly, he always had, and it made no difference.


I closed the umbrella. Cold mist landed in my hair. I watched Maguire put a jacket on, greasy green material with a logo I couldn’t decrypt on the breast. He lit a cigarette, cupping his hands round the lighter, his brow quirked. When he got it going he took a long inhale, blew out smoke in a thin, high jet then lifted his face to the sky and shut his eyes, the cigarette smouldering by his side. It troubled me that he should derive pleasure from this cigarette. It occurred to me that he would go on to derive pleasure from many things. Let him have his cigarette, I thought, observing his upturned neck with its Adam’s apple I could have hung a shirt on. Let him take what he could from the hours he had left.


He stayed like that for a minute, then opened his eyes and turned away down the road. I hurried to keep up with him. A blister rubbed on my heel. He moved faster than I had predicted, the jacket flitting ahead of me. I’d imagined the years spent in prison might have slowed him down some, those crawling, empty days, suns rising and suns setting through a brick-sized hatch cross-sectioned by bars. Either that or he’d feel unworthy, now outside, of keeping pace with ordinary people, counted among them as if he were one of them, a man on his way to work or to make an appointment. He was not that man. Or was he? To my surprise he stopped outside a Menzies and began talking to a woman there. She was young, no more than eighteen. She had on a red-and-black-checked lumberjack shirt. A dark braid ran down her back. I thought she must be flogging a street paper, but then she took the bundle from him and there followed a brief dispute wherein it appeared he didn’t want her to take it, before they started off together towards the buses. They walked a foot apart, she in front. I wondered if she was one of those women who wrote to killers in prison: There was something about him, he only wanted a friend. God told me to be there for him. But the way they were with each other wasn’t right for that. She kept turning, nervy, eager to please. He seemed to want rid of her.


We waited for a bus. I made sure there were bodies separating us but I was close enough still to see the spots of rain on his jacket and a zit on the side of his jaw.


The bus came, spraying water. A man with a burgundy briefcase pushed in front of me. I saw them move down inside, behind the steamy windows. My hands trembled as I took out my fare and paid the driver. I made my way along the aisle, turning my face away but they were both looking out onto the pavement. The girl was picking her nails.


I sat behind them. He was near enough to touch. I almost did touch him, resting my wrist on the rail in front, his shoulder an inch away. Instead, I held Gamma’s bag close. Where were we going? I trusted that Providence was by my side and would come with me there and show me. And that when James Maguire’s and my time came, it would be us, just him and me, as it was always meant to be – not this girl, not anyone else, just us – and then he would recognize me. He would see me and know who I was.


Right before I did it, he’d know.
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