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Created half to rise, and half to fall;


great lord of all things, yet a prey to all;


Sole judge of truth, in endless error hul’d;


The glory, jest, and riddle of the world!


Alexander Pope An Essay on Man (epistle ii)




Prologue




Deb was worried. Mandy’s breathing was slower than ever and her face was covered in sweat; but it was warm sweat, not the clamminess that came from doing the rattle. Mandy had already tried that twice since they’d known each other. Both times she’d gone back on smack as soon as she had the chance.


Deb wiped Mandy’s face on the corner of her sheet and looked towards the door. Four inches of solid steel, locked now until six thirty. Deb hauled herself up to the top bunk to tug the window further open and let some more air into the cell. Her arms ached and her knees cracked as her weight shifted. She was only forty-seven; she shouldn’t be this creaky.


The bunk rocked as she climbed, but Mandy didn’t stir. Usually she was such a light sleeper that Deb had only to turn over in bed, or even breathe deeply, to wake her. For once Deb would have welcomed the usual torrent of gross four-letter expletives that greeted any movement.


She pulled at the window. It wouldn’t shift. When she stuck her hand through the narrow gap, she realised it didn’t matter. There was no wind. Outside the air was hot and damp, licking her hand like a dirty tongue.


Deb let herself drop to the floor, looking for anything that might help. She ran the water in the stainless-steel basin until it was as cold as it ever got, swished Mandy’s towel about in it, then squeezed it almost dry. The smell of chlorine from the water roughened her throat as she breathed. She no longer felt it on her hands; these days her skin was as coarse as her mind had become – and her language.


She wiped Mandy’s face again, then pulled back the sheet. In the moonlight, her childish body looked as though it had an extra skin of something shiny and transparent, like clingfilm. Deb used the wrung-out towel to wipe her down with firm, sweeping strokes copied from a film she’d seen years ago, all the time thinking of Kate.


Mandy’s arms were heavy and flaccid, flopping back on to the mattress as soon as Deb let them go. Even more worried, she pinched the sensitive skin under Mandy’s arm. There was no response. Not sure what she was looking for, Deb lifted one of Mandy’s eyelids and saw that the pupil was tiny. Her breathing was noisy, but slower than ever.


It must be an overdose, Deb thought, flapping the damp towel to make the air move over Mandy’s face. Oh, God, not again; please, please not again.


Mandy had had a visit today, so it was possible that she’d got hold of enough smack to put her out like this. Her friend could have brought it in and got it across the table under the eyes of the screw in charge. There were lots of ways to do that; only some of them involved paying off the screw.


Deb looked at her watch. It was four hours since she’d last summoned Bumface Betty and been bawled out for hysteria and time-wasting. Even after three years, Deb still hated being on the wrong side of any of the screws, and Bumface Betty was the worst. She liked watching inmates battling with rage and did her best to get them going. But she was the only source of help.


Deb left Mandy’s side to bang on the door. On this wing there weren’t any bells. You just had to bang and shout. Deb did both until her voice was hoarse and her fists hurt. There was no answer. She leaned her aching head against the cold metal of the door, waiting for the flap to whip open so that Bumface Betty could look in.


‘What now, Deborah?’ she’d said last time. ‘Hysterical again? You’ve been thinking about your kids, haven’t you? Turning young inmates into substitutes isn’t going to help, you know.’


‘I’m not,’ Deb had said, because if you didn’t challenge Bumface, she’d go on and on until you blew like an overloaded fuse.


‘Forget your kids. Face it: your life’s here now. Remember that, or you’ll make your time a misery for everyone.’


‘Isn’t it anyway?’


‘It doesn’t have to be, if you’re sensible. Most lifers buckle down and make the best of it. By the time you get parole, if you ever do, your girls won’t want to have anything to do with you anyway. You might as well forget them now. It’s a waste of time feeling guilty about them.’


I know, I know, I know, thought Deb, banging again. But it’s not guilt. I don’t feel guilty. It is not my fault I’m in here. And they’ve got Adam. He’s a good man. They’ll be all right. So long as they don’t trust anyone else. Oh, God! Please, let Kate be all right.


‘Help,’ she yelled. ‘Please, please help.’


Her fists beat at the door, producing no more than a thick thud. She turned her hands round and saw the dirt-marks of bruises beginning to form on the soft pads of flesh between the little fingers and her wrists. The skin burned and the flesh beneath it throbbed.


Glancing over her shoulder to check on Mandy, Deb banged again, ignoring the pain that spread all the way up the little fingers and across the palms.


‘For fuck’s sake, shut up!’ yelled a raucous voice she didn’t recognise.


‘Who is it?’


‘Deb. Gone mad, prob’ly.’


‘Well, somebody’d better fucking well make her stop. I need my kip.’


‘Help,’ Deb shouted. ‘Get someone to help. Mandy’s ill. Really ill. Could be her brain, heart, kidneys, anything. She needs help. Now.’


There was a small metallic crunch, which Deb could feel vibrating through her bones, as a key was shoved into the lock on the other side of the door. Wearily she pulled herself away, just in time as the door was flung back.


‘What’s going on?’ yelled Bumface Betty, as though she didn’t know, as though she hadn’t been waiting in silence just outside the door, enjoying Deb’s powerlessness. ‘You’ve woken the whole wing, you silly girl.’


Deb didn’t answer. She just flattened herself against the wall, gesturing to the bottom bunk.


‘Don’t touch her. I’ll get help.’


Deb let her knees sag and felt her nightie ruck up as her body slid down the wall until she was squatting on her heels. The coldness of the painted brick was a faint comfort until she thought of all the misery the building must have soaked up through the years: misery and hate and anger.


Please don’t let her die, she said silently. Whatever happens, please don’t let Mandy die, too.




Chapter One


The machines swished and thudded like amniotic fluid around Trish as she sat, watching her father. Outside, the sun was dazzling and the air clogged with pollution. In here, blinds covered the windows; the artificial light was dim, and the air cool. The nurses’ shoes squeaked against the vinyl floor as they moved from bed to bed, checking, soothing, making sure all was well.


Each bed was like an island protected by its private reefs of machines. The still, silent patient lying in it might be desperately ill, but he wouldn’t die if any care could save him. A sensation of absolute competence lapped around Trish.


Paddy Maguire slept on. His jowly face was much paler than usual and the black stubble stood out a good quarter-inch from his skin. Trish should have realised that his old rich colour was as much a sign of the heart-attack to come as his smoking, the gargantuan plates of bacon and eggs he liked, and the floods of cream he poured over every pudding. But she’d never thought about it. There had been too many other things.


He shifted a little under his sheet, his black eyebrows twitching, as though he was dreaming. Trish didn’t know how you dreamed when you were on the edge of dying. She hoped it wasn’t fear that twisted his face. His head moved sharply to one side and then back to the other. Trish looked for his nurse, who nodded reassuringly and came to check his machines.


Her expression melted into genuine relief. Trish sank back in her chair, letting herself watch again. The dream, if that’s what it had been, seemed to be over; Paddy was back to the pale stillness she now recognised as normal for his condition.


He had deserted her, and her mother, before she was halfway through junior school. For years she wouldn’t speak to him. When she had eventually allowed herself to meet him, as an adult, she had found a lot to like, against all her instincts. There were his quick jokes, his sly perceptive comments on sacred cows of all sorts, and the hot anger that was so like her own and, like her own, usually triggered by injustice.


She approved of his cussedness, too; his refusal to do and be what everyone else thought he should. Trish pulled herself back from the abyss that opened there.


His Irish voice charmed her, these days, and she liked his flashing eyes and his secret cleverness. Bluff joking Paddy was how people were supposed to see him, and him with a mind like a razor; and a closed mouth when it mattered. She hadn’t expected that.


He was like no one else she’d ever known. He was her father. In a weird kind of way she was proud of him these days.


And now here he was, laid out in front of her after a heart-attack, still in danger, and she’d never told him what she felt. Sixty-two. Twenty-five years older than she was. He’d gone before he’d reached the age she was now.


He mustn’t die, she thought; not yet. Not before we’ve clawed back a bit more.


The machines pumped and churned, and Trish waited for a sign that they might get a chance. She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up, expecting the nurse.


Her mother was smiling down at her. Trish smiled back. She had always admired Meg for her steady courage and her unshakeable kindness, but she hadn’t expected this. It was one thing for Paddy’s only child to come and watch over him as he lay between life and death, but for the wife he’d dumped in favour of some fly-by-night floozie from the typing pool was something else entirely.


‘I’ll take over, Trish.’ Meg wasn’t whispering, but her voice was pitched to suit the soft security of the ward. She was a doctor’s receptionist these days and knew all about hospitals and how to behave among the dying.


‘It’s all right. I …’


‘No. He’s in the best hands here and you’ve got work to do. They’ll be screaming for you in chambers, and it won’t do your father any good if you screw up the great career.’


Trish felt her smile broadening.


‘That’s better,’ Meg said. ‘Go on now. Hop it, Trish. Bernard’s coming to collect me later. He’ll drive me home.’


Trish quietly put her papers in her briefcase, eased down the locks so that they wouldn’t snap, and stood up. Meg kissed her, then patted her bum to urge her away. Trish went, looking back when she reached the doorway to see Meg leaning down over her erstwhile husband, smoothing the hair away from his forehead. The tenderness in her face made Trish turn back fully to watch.


Meg looked up. Her expression reverted to its more familiar, half-mischievous, wholly confident smile. She nodded, mouthing, ‘Hop it.’


Outside the building, Trish paused to breathe normally and fit herself back into her usual role of crisp, efficient member of the Bar, not the yearning, uncertain daughter of a half-known man, who might not survive to talk to her again or answer any of her questions.


It took a moment or two. When she was sure of herself, she felt in her shoulder bag for her mobile and rang for her messages.


There was one from Dave, her clerk, wanting her to get straight back to chambers to hear about an urgent brief she must accept if they were to help a child in need of protection from a potentially abusive parent. Trish felt her jaw clamp shut like a vice.


The next message was much easier. It asked her to call Heather Bonwell, who had recently been appointed to the High Court bench. Trish had often been led by Heather in her years as a silk and admired her. After her message came one from Anna Grayling, an old friend who ran an independent television production company. And after her, Dave again, nagging for an answer.


Trish rang him as she walked towards her car. His description of the case made her ears ache. The child’s parents, far too well-educated and endowed to have the remotest excuse, seemed to be using their four-year-old son as a means of punishing each other for the failure of their marriage. His father had been given a residence order at the divorce because the mother’s job took her abroad at very short notice and she clearly hadn’t wanted to be bothered with maternal responsibility. Now she had lost the job and seemed to think repossession of her child might do something for her shaky self-esteem, or so her husband’s solicitor believed.


‘And the child?’ Trish said into the phone, as she unlocked the car. ‘At four, he could be old enough to express a preference. What does he say?’


‘That he wants to stay with his father. But the mother’s claiming he’s been terrorised into saying it. When it’s pointed out to her that he shows no sign of terror, she then says he’s been bribed. Or brainwashed. Anyway, they need counsel fast. Will you do it? It’s for Thursday next week.’


‘OK. I’m on my way back now. The traffic looks vile, but I’ll see you when I can.’


‘Great. And how’s your father?’


What an afterthought! Aloud, she said, ‘Holding his own, they say. Thanks, Dave. I’ll see you.’


Switching off the phone and letting it drop on to the passenger seat beside her, Trish drove out of the car park and into a seething mass of cars and buses. One day, she thought, it’ll be possible to be beamed up, Scotty. And one day the sky will snow diamonds and white chocolate truffles into our upturned faces. One day.


As soon as the traffic stopped moving again, she phoned Heather Bonwell. It turned out that she thought Trish ought to apply for silk.


‘Oh, come on,’ she said at once. ‘I’m not nearly there yet.’


‘Thirty-seven, Trish. It’s by no means unprecedented and we still need a lot more women. Your income’s getting to the point where it should be virtually automatic, and you’ve a good reputation these days. Think about it.’


‘I’m flattered,’ Trish said. ‘But I think it’s a bit soon. I’m not sure I want to be turned down, and I think I would be.’


‘Don’t leave it too long. Now, will I see you at the next SWAB dinner?’


‘Definitely. I’m looking forward to it.’ Secretly Trish still preened herself whenever she thought of her invitation to join the exclusive women-only dining club. It had no secretary, no constitution, and no specific objects, but it had become the most powerful source of networking for women in legal London.


The traffic was beginning to shift ahead of her, so she waited to call Anna Grayling until she was stuck again.


‘Trish, fantastic!’ Anna’s voice was extravagantly bright. I wonder what she wants, Trish thought. ‘You are such an angel to ring back so quickly. How are you?’


‘Fine.’ Trish decided to hold the news about her father until she knew how the conversation would progress. ‘What’s up, Anna?’


‘Could we meet? I’ve got a terrifically interesting proposition to put to you.’


‘Can you give me some idea what it is? I’ve got a lot on just now.’


‘It could wait, but I do want to get cracking in the fairly near future. You see … It’s quite complicated. Have you got a second now for me to give you just the barest smidgeon of an outline?’


‘Sure. I’m stuck in traffic.’


‘Thank God for mobiles, eh? OK. Here goes. I’m working on a film at the moment, a kind of Rough Justice sort of thing, about a woman who’s serving life for the murder of her father, and I need a legal adviser.’


‘I don’t do much crime these days, Anna.’


‘But you have done some, and this isn’t really about crime. The way I see it, it’s about a family on the edge and the dynamic that went awry, horribly awry. Two people are dead, another’s incarcerated for life, and one is living in slightly bizarre triumph.’ There was a short pause, then Anna’s voice again, coming wheedlingly out of the phone: ‘Interested yet, Trish?’


‘Curious anyway.’ Wariness made Trish’s voice cool, but it didn’t seem to bother Anna.


‘You see, families being what you’re so good at, and what always get you going, I thought you might enjoy being involved – as well as helping get an innocent woman out of prison.’


Film would be a new experience for Trish. She couldn’t stop a tingling of interest.


‘Who’s the woman?’


‘Deborah Gibbert. D’you remember the case? She was convicted partly on the evidence her own sister gave against her.’


‘Euthanasia, wasn’t it?’


‘Not really. If it had been, in the current climate, poor Deb would probably have got off with a suspended sentence for manslaughter.’


‘So what was it? How did she do it?’


‘She didn’t. That’s the point. She found her father dead one morning when she was staying at their house to help her mother look after him.’ Anna paused, as though to allow a question, but Trish didn’t have any to ask, yet.


‘She did that whenever she could, which wasn’t all that often because she’s got four kids, a husband, and at that stage she had a part-time job of her own, too.’


‘Then I’m amazed she had any spare time for her father.’


‘Oh, she’s one of those good women. You know the sort, Trish, they try to do everything for everyone, run themselves ragged, short-change everyone, and end up being foul to the very people they most want to help.’


Trish had come across one or two like that and always sympathised with their victims.


‘How did the prosecution say she killed him?’


‘Used a polythene bag to suffocate him while he was asleep, knowing he wouldn’t wake because she’d given him an overdose of antihistamines.’


‘That sounds much more like suicide, Anna. Plastic bags almost always mean self-harm.’


A breathy giggle down the phone made Trish’s eyebrows lift. It didn’t sound as though Anna was quite as desperate to right an injustice as she’d suggested.


‘The seriously tricky thing for Deb,’ she said, struggling to control the giggle, ‘is that the plastic bag wasn’t found on the body. The SOCO unearthed it – screwed into a ball – from Deb’s wastepaper basket, not even in the same room, you see.’


‘Oops.’ Now Trish understood the giggle. Black comedy, perhaps, but comedy all the same.


‘Exactly. But even worse, anyway from Deb’s point of view, is the fact that the lab found her fingerprints on the outside of the bag, but not her father’s, and traces of his saliva inside.’


It was the mention of saliva that brought the picture alive. Trish lost all interest in even the blackest comedy. Her head was full of the thought of an old man’s panic. Had he woken in time to see through the bag? To know who it was choking him to death?


‘What’s your friend’s explanation?’ she asked stiffly.


‘Bit too long to go into now, but convincing when you get it from the horse’s mouth. At least, it convinced me. If you do decide to help us, you could maybe do a spot of prison visiting and hear it for yourself.’


Something was stirring in Trish’s memory: ‘You know, I think I do remember the case, and the silk who defended her. Phil Redstone. He’s good.’


‘Not this time, he wasn’t.’


‘I’m sure euthanasia came into it,’ Trish said, paying no attention to Anna’s bitterness. ‘Someone wanted the old man rescued from misery and illness. Isn’t that right?’


‘In a way.’ Anna’s voice was slower now, as though there was some kind of doubt dragging at it. ‘Redstone conducted his case on the basis that Deb’s mother confessed as soon as the doctor refused to sign a death certificate. Later on, she told the police she’d smothered her husband because she couldn’t bear to see him suffer any more.’


‘I knew it.’


‘The tricky thing was that a couple of other officers were searching the house and finding the bag at the precise moment Deb’s ma was dictating a statement about how she’d used a pillow.’


‘Ah. Pity.’ Trish held the phone a few inches away from her ear, hoping she wasn’t boiling her brains, or whatever it was mobiles were supposed to do.


‘Yes,’ Anna said quickly. ‘And to add to Deb’s problems, everyone involved agreed that her mother was not physically strong enough to have done it, besides having such iffy balance that she needed a stick even when she was standing still.’


‘So the assumption was that the mother confessed only to protect her daughter?’ At least the mobile didn’t seem to have affected Trish’s ability to reason from A to B. That was something.


‘Exactly. Reading the trial transcript, I think that’s what did for poor Deb more than anything else; you know, that even her mother thought she was guilty. And now she’s dead, too, so there’s no way of unpicking the mess.’


‘Dead? When? How?’


‘Oh, even before the case came to trial. She fell, broke her hip and never came out of hospital.’


So, thought Trish, not suicide. Then maybe the daughter did do it after all.


In her experience, most elderly men and women who killed their spouses then went on to commit suicide – or at least tried to. Darby-and-Joan murders, the police called them. They were surprisingly common, almost always the result of desperation as the needs of the weaker half of a devoted couple outgrew the carer’s capacity to cope. It was one of the saddest results of old age that she’d come across.


‘Which is why,’ Anna was saying, ‘there weren’t any witnesses for Deb. The prosecution had her bitchy sister – giving evidence of how she’d always hated her father – and the doctor, who claimed Deb had ordered him to end her father’s life.’


‘Hm. If it’s true, that sounds a trifle inconvenient for your friend. Did anyone challenge it?’


‘I wish you wouldn’t keep calling her “your friend” in that sarky way. Yes, it was inconvenient, but it wasn’t true.’


‘OK. I’m surprised the judge allowed the jury to hear about the mother’s confession. But, given that he did, I’m amazed they convicted Deb.’


‘She went down because she was a stroppy, outspoken woman, who wouldn’t put up with arrogant men ordering her about, or play the game they wanted. And you know how the establishment hates women like that. They were sure she was guilty and wouldn’t believe any evidence to the contrary.’


Trish had to smile. Through the sticky windscreen, she could almost see Anna’s face, more pug-like than ever in rage. Ever since she’d thrown her unfaithful, financially irresponsible husband out of the house, she’d been battling to empower bullied women. Anna believed it was every woman’s right to give full expression to her anger, instead of funnelling it out in psychosomatic illness and tears, ceding her sovereignty to other people in the hope of happiness, and ultimately destroying herself. This case sounded tailor-made for her. For Trish, children took precedence and she liked to reserve most of her efforts for them.


‘Look, Anna, the traffic’s clearing. I’m going to have to go. I’ll phone you later. We might be able to meet tonight. OK?’


‘Yes, but, Trish …’


‘Got to go, Anna, sorry.’


‘Deb’s innocent, Trish. I’m sure. She didn’t do it. She’s not the kind of woman who could.’


‘We’ll talk later,’ Trish said, more gently.


In her years at the Bar, she had met far too many people who were utterly convinced that their friend or relation was incapable of the cruelty they’d hidden so successfully. She had often wondered how they recovered enough to trust anyone else again. But then she wasn’t very good at trusting people at the best of times, so what did she know?






Chapter Two




Trish had always hated going to prison, but this was worse than usual. She wasn’t here on legal business now, bolstered by a solicitor and her own status. Today she was just a friend of a friend of an inmate, clutching a visiting order, and treated accordingly.


Everyone was bad-tempered with the long wait for security clearance, and the air was heavy with heat and resentment. The officer who had to search Trish had sweated right through her shirt and had hot, damp hands.


Ten minutes later, already longing for the shower she wouldn’t be able to have for hours, Trish was ushered into the big visitors’ room. Families were gathered down one side of the long row of grey-topped tables with the prisoners opposite them. The noise was indescribable.


Trish sat down as directed, in front of a tired-looking woman about eight or ten years her senior. She had big dark-grey eyes, almost the same colour as the bags underneath them. Her skin was bad, but that could have been the result of prison food and lack of fresh air. Fat blurred the outlines of her face and shoulders. That was normal: most women put on weight in prison.


‘So, Anna Grayling sent you,’ she said unemotionally, in a voice that could have come from any of Trish’s colleagues and sounded out of place with all the others that squealed and echoed around the hard-surfaced room. The air smelt of sweat and cigarettes and about forty-three different sorts of scent.


‘Yes. She wants me to advise on the legal background for her film.’


Deborah Gibbert’s eyes shifted quickly, as though to check that no one else was listening. She was biting her lip and picking at the skin around her left thumbnail.


‘I keep wondering if there’s any point in it.’


‘Only if you didn’t kill your father and want that proved.’ Trish tried not to sound unfairly tart.


‘No one believed me before. Why should it be different now?’ Deborah sounded as though she couldn’t care less.


Trish was about to point out that she wasn’t here for her own amusement, when Deborah stopped picking and wiped a hand over her eyes, before turning to look towards the officer in charge of the visitors’ room.


The officer was a comfortable-looking, middle-aged woman who sat on a raised platform to make sure no visitor was passing drugs or other forbidden items across the tables. As Deborah caught her eye, the officer shook her head.


‘What’s up?’ Trish asked as Deborah looked back at her. ‘You seem worried.’


The grey eyes narrowed for a second. It might have been amusement or contempt that made them glitter. Either way they made Trish uncomfortable.


‘It’s my cell-mate,’ Deborah said, after a moment. ‘She took an overdose the other day. She’s in hospital. It’s hard to get news.’


‘What did she take?’ asked Trish, thinking: Trouble with overdoses does seem to follow you round, doesn’t it?


‘Smack. They’ve given her the antidote – you know, naloxone, but I don’t know if they got to her in time. Oh, I could kill dr—’ Deborah stopped, her face betraying her.


‘Drug dealers?’ Trish suggested. ‘I can sympathise with that.’


‘Maybe, but it was a stupid thing to say. The sort of thing people remember and use against you years later.’ The words were raw and bitter. Trish could understand that, too.


‘Why have you been sharing a cell?’ she asked, grabbing the easiest question out of the conflicting ideas that were milling about in her brain. ‘Lifers don’t usually.’


‘No.’ The ghost of a good-looking, much younger woman showed for a second in Deborah’s face. ‘But I was lonely. I decided to trade my privacy for a bit of company. I’m not sure I’d do it again.’


The party at the next table included a whining child, whose mother suddenly cuffed him over the head and told him to fucking well stop squealing and go and play out of her way. He moved a few feet from her chair, his face screwed up and shiny with tears. Trish caught Deborah’s expression of hopeless, miserable anger and for the first time thought they might be on the same side.


‘Now …’ Trish caught sight of the clock. ‘Look, we haven’t much longer. And I need to ask some questions.’


‘Go ahead.’


‘Can you tell me a bit about your father?’ Trish switched on the tiny tape recorder she’d brought with her.


Deborah’s eyes stilled and her face tightened. When she spoke again her voice grated like a hacksaw.


‘He was a difficult man. You’ve probably heard that I hated him.’ She paused, waiting for a response.


Trish had read the trial transcript and as many of the background documents as Anna had managed to acquire. She’d tried to get more from Deborah’s solicitors, she said, but they were waiting to hear whether they were going to get leave to appeal and didn’t want to get involved in anything else until they’d got the decision and were sure where they were going next. Trish nodded encouragingly.


‘Well, I didn’t. But I was afraid of him.’


‘Why? What did he do to you?’


Deborah looked up at the grimy, once-cream-coloured ceiling. Her eyes were welling, but her full mouth was twisted, not trembling.


‘Nothing physical, so there are no visible scars. It’s hard to explain.’


‘Try.’


Deborah shrugged, which made her double chin quiver. ‘Oh, he’d belittle everything I did, mock, shout, and generally make it clear that I could never be good enough to share the world with him and Perfect Cordelia. That’s my brilliant elder sister, you know.’ The saw-edged voice was even sharper now, like a flaying knife. Trish could almost feel her skin curling away from it.


‘You must have detested her, whatever you felt about your father,’ she said lightly.


The shadow of a smile momentarily lifted the corners of Deborah’s mouth again. ‘Sometimes,’ she admitted. ‘She egged him on, you see. If he ever showed signs of weakening and began to treat me as …’ Her voice wobbled out of control and she fell into a battling silence.


Trish waited a moment and then tried a gentle prod: ‘Treat you as …?’


The other woman took a deep breath, as though to prepare for something impossibly difficult. Her voice was several tones deeper when she eventually managed to bring it out: ‘As an acceptable human being.’


‘Why did you go back so often to look after him, if he was so awful to you?’


‘I couldn’t leave my mother to put up with it alone,’ Deborah said, her voice braced with indignation. ‘She was even more frightened of him than I was.’


Was it that? Trish wondered. Or was there a bit of satisfaction in rubbing his nose in his dependence on a once-despised daughter?


Looking at the other woman’s face, Trish thought she might have been unfair. It was equally likely that Deborah had been trying to mend the relationship before it was too late. Either way, it was no wonder that she looked as though she was being eaten from the inside out.


Trish thought of Paddy as he’d been just after the heart attack, lying helpless and mute, fed, hydrated and made to breathe by machine. He was going to need a lot of help when he left hospital. How would she feel then? He’d deserted her when she needed him. Could she trust herself to give him support now?


‘If it hadn’t been for Mum, I don’t think I’d have made it. But every time she defended me, Cordelia hated me even more.’ Deborah Gibbert’s voice cut the ropes between Trish and her private preoccupation. She remembered how little time there was and looked at her notes.


‘Did it ever cross your mind that one way of making your mother’s life better would be to give your father a merciful release?’ she asked briskly, looking up.


Deborah’s eyes were steady as she stared back across the table. ‘Never once,’ she said, articulating with extra clarity.


‘Why? Sorry to sound so sceptical, but I have to be sure.’


Deborah shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s having been brought up Catholic. Maybe it’s cowardice. Or something else. I’m not sure. All I know is that, whatever I might do to myself, I couldn’t kill anyone else.’ She paused, as though checking her thoughts for accuracy, then she added, ‘There is no violence in me.’


Trish didn’t believe that. She was certain that, given enough provocation, every single human being could hit out. Still, there was no point saying so now.


‘It must make being among the lifers in here pretty difficult.’


‘It can be hard,’ Deborah said frankly. ‘Even though some of the stories I’ve heard still make me ill with rage. You know there are women here who were regularly beaten up, even had unborn babies kicked out of their wombs, by their husbands?’


Trish nodded. Everyone involved in family law knew all about battered wives and violent men. She suppressed a shudder. Since her own one terrifying encounter with real violence, she’d avoided them whenever she could.


Stop it, she told herself. It’s over. He’s doing life. He was nothing to do with you personally. Forget him.


‘The women put up with it for years.’ Deb’s quiet voice, more compelling now than when she was talking about her own troubles, pulled at Trish, forcing her to concentrate. ‘Then one day, for no apparent reason, they suddenly can’t take any more and kill the bastard. I can understand why, but I still can’t believe there wasn’t another way of getting free.’ Trish thought of the moment when she’d been backed up against the wall, bruised, blood already dripping from her neck, feeling as though her guts were being Hoovered out of her body. ‘That’s what I’ve always thought,’ she said steadily. ‘But there are reasons why they stay. They like the kindness they get afterwards; they try to make it right; they’ve been told so often that they’re bad, hopeless, failures that they’ve come to think they don’t deserve any better.’


‘I know.’ Deborah’s intensity woke all Trish’s protective instincts.


She thought of the childhood bullying that Deb had described and reminded herself that sometimes they do hit back.


‘Was that what happened to your cell-mate?’ She had to stay lawyerly, above the story, and ask sensible questions.


Deborah shook her head. ‘No. She was a prostitute, introduced to heroin by her pimp and working the streets to pay him to feed her addiction.’ Her bitterness was entirely understandable, and her anger.


‘And she killed him? That’s surprisingly rare.’


‘No. She killed a punter. Beat him over the head with a milk bottle until he was dead. God knows what he’d done to her that was so much worse than the routine stuff she took every day.’ Mandy’s past was irrelevant to their meeting, but Deborah’s reactions were giving Trish a better idea of her adult character than anything she could have said in her own defence.


‘Mandy isn’t very bright, you see. She was still trying to revive the punter when the police got there and found her with his blood all over her, and her prints on the bottle.’ Deb’s eyes welled again. ‘Oh, God, I hope she makes it.’


‘You’re fond of her, aren’t you?’


Deb nodded. ‘God knows why, because she sometimes drives me mad. But she’s never had a chance, you know, no proper mothering or schooling or hope of any kind.’ Suddenly she looked almost happy. ‘And you’ve got to be fond of someone in a place like this if you’re to stay sane.’


This woman doesn’t feel like a killer, Trish thought. ‘And now before I’m thrown out,’ she said aloud. ‘You’d better tell me exactly what happened on the night your father died.’


The drive cross-country to Norfolk had been bad enough, with the dread getting heavier and heavier the closer Deb got to her destination, but arrival at the house was worse. She felt her heart thump and her throat tighten, as it always did.


She parked among the nettles her father no longer had the strength to kill, took her bag from the boot and walked through the puddles in the uneven path up to the house itself, her footsteps lagging like Marcus’s whenever she took him and Louis to a party.


She knew how the house would smell. Her throat closed completely as she pushed open the never-locked front door and met the familiar mixture of dust and rot, misery, and stale urine from the last time her father had missed his aim.


The drawing-room door was pulled open with the usual screech of damp-swollen timber, and her mother stood there, eyes red, lips bitten, hands clutching each other. Things must have been bad today, then.


Deb dropped her bag and hugged her mother, feeling how tiny she’d become, how near the surface all her bones were. Her bent hands clutched and the curved end of the stick pressed against Deb’s spine. She’d led the way into the kitchen, turning on the sink taps so that they could have a few moments of private talk without him listening in and yelling at them both.


‘It’s not his fault,’ Deb said at one moment, trying to believe it, ‘if the rash is that bad again.’


‘I know.’ Her mother wiped her eyes on a piece of kitchen paper, which was far too rough for her thin skin. Deb could see where it had raised red patches. ‘But it’s not just the rash. He’s been awful all week, and now … I can’t … Oh, Debbie, I don’t know what to do any more. The doctor won’t come and I can’t manage on my own.’


‘I know. That’s why I’ve come. And I’ll deal with the doctor. You go and lie down. I’ll bring up a hot water bottle and a cup of tea as soon as I’ve seen him. All right, Mummy?’


‘Yes. Sorry.’ She sniffed. In a way that brought it home more than anything else. For someone who minded so much about cleanliness and manners, to sniff and rub the back of her hand under her dripping nose was a sign of complete defeat. ‘And you ought to sit down after that awful drive. You must be tired.’


‘Don’t worry about me, Mummy. You go on up and get some rest. You’re worn out and it’s making things seem even worse than they are. I’ll look after things down here.’


Deb watched her mother haul herself towards the stairs, then heard her stick bumping on each tread as she went. The slow, dragging steps and punctuating thumps echoed through the kitchen ceiling. But at last they stopped and the bedsprings creaked. Deb braced herself to face him.


It took no time to make the tea and she laid the tray as he’d demanded last time, with the cup handles to the right and the plate of biscuits between the two cups and the silver milk jug, rather than the one that was part of the tea set.


‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ he said, as though she was torturing him, ‘that’s a cream jug. Can’t you get anything right?’


Deb didn’t bother to say anything. There wasn’t any point. She poured his tea, carried it to the little table by his chair, found a coaster, and put down the cup and saucer.


His hand shook and some tea slopped into the saucer.


‘You’ve filled it too full,’ he said. ‘I need a clean saucer.’


Deb went out silently to the kitchen to fetch fresh crockery and started again, telling herself that anyone with half his face and neck covered in painful itching weals couldn’t be expected to behave rationally. As she pretended to drink her own tea, she watched him trying not to scratch and failing. His nails, short though they were, cut through the skin.


‘I think I’d better ring the doctor,’ she said quietly, ‘and get you something more for the rash.’


‘It won’t do any good. Nothing does. It always starts like this when you come.’


Deb couldn’t bear to sit and watch and listen to the whole story all over again. She smiled across her gritted teeth, took her tea to the kitchen and tipped it into the sink, before telephoning the doctor.


The receptionist was the usual uncooperative, patronising bitch and said Dr Foscutt was in the middle of evening surgery and couldn’t possibly come to the phone. Deb asked for an emergency appointment in half an hour’s time.


‘What is the emergency?’


Deb explained and the receptionist went away to consult someone, coming back with the words ‘Your father’s angioneurotic oedema is not life-threatening. He must go on taking the tablets the doctor has already prescribed and you can bring him in next week. I’ve made an appointment for Thursday.’


There were drums beating in Deb’s head, or sledgehammers. She went back into the drawing room, trying to look and sound calm as she told her father that she had to drive to the surgery to pick up a new prescription. Her mother was blessedly still asleep when she put her head round the bedroom door, so she scribbled a note and put it on the bedside table.


The surgery was full and the receptionist told her crossly that she should’ve listened to the instructions and stayed at home. ‘There’s no point waiting. I’ve told you the doctor can’t see you. He’s busy. Go home.’


Deb felt something building up in her that had to be let out. She opened her mouth. She couldn’t hear any words at first, but she knew she was making a noise. Shocked faces all round the waiting room jerked her into listening to herself. ‘You patronising cow. You don’t understand a single thing. You shouldn’t have any contact with vulnerable patients, and your bloody doctor needs reporting to the health authority. I knew the NHS was in a mess, but I had no idea it was this bad. I’m going to write to every MP in the country and I’ll get—’


A door opened and the small angry figure of Dr Foscutt came towards her, his face scarlet and his eyes piercing and cold. He was saying something, but she overrode him, telling him just what she thought of his abandoning two elderly patients with a whole variety of ailments. She told him he should have got the district nurse to call at least once a day, and himself telephoned if he couldn’t visit, once a week as an absolute minimum.


‘All the patients of this practice know that they must book an appointment if they wish to see me,’ he said, his voice shaking with fury that was as bitter as hers. ‘And they know that if they wish the district nurse to call, they must telephone by six o’clock the previous evening.’


‘Have you no sense of responsibility? These are vulnerable, frightened people in need of help. They are in your care. What the hell do you think you’re paid for?’


‘Now, come along, Mrs Gibbert. You’re hysterical. This is ridiculous behaviour. If you will calm down and wait your turn, I’ll see what I can do when I’ve attended to all the patients who have appointments.’


‘I can’t wait,’ she shrieked. ‘They’re on their own. They’re not safe. I won’t take any time. I just need you to give me something for my father’s rash now. It’s unbearable. There must be something you can do. For Christ’s sake! If he was a dog and you let him live in that condition you’d be in the dock on a charge of cruelty. And if he was a dog, you’d have had him put down years ago.’


‘Mrs Gibbert, control yourself.’ Foscutt’s whole body was rigid with rage.


Deb gasped. Something brought her back under control with a snap. She looked round the room, half apologetic. The waiting patients looked scared, all but a beady-eyed girl of about twelve, who was loving every minute of it. Deb stuffed her balled fists into the pockets of her Puffa. ‘I’m not leaving until you give me something for my father,’ she shouted.


‘Come into my room at once,’ said Foscutt, as though he was her teacher, ready to administer punishment.


Sitting on the opposite side of his desk, with his spectacles perched three-quarters of the way down his nose so that he could look at her over the top, he said, ‘Now, tell me calmly what all this is about.’


So she told him, all over again.


‘You and your mother are a pair of hysterical women,’ he said. ‘Your father would do a great deal better with a calmer atmosphere. The rash is stress-related, like the ulcer. Behave better around your father and both would be less severe.’


He was scribbling on his prescription pad. Deb couldn’t believe he didn’t feel the heat of her fury.


‘Now, take this to the dispensing nurse outside and give your father two of these tablets at night.’


‘What are they?’ Deb demanded.


‘I beg your pardon?’ He sounded as outraged as if she’d asked him to take off all his clothes.


‘I want to know what you’re prescribing.’


‘I don’t have time for this. It’s an antihistamine. It should help the skin condition.’


‘Has he had this particular one before? They’ve none of them worked, you know.’


‘Make sure he doesn’t drive while he’s taking the tablets.’


‘You really are irresponsible, aren’t you? You have no idea of the conditions in which my parents are living. My father hasn’t been able to drive for the past two years. I have a good mind to report you to the General Medical Council.’ She didn’t wait to see how he would take that. She had to get back.


She leaned over his desk and grabbed the prescription pad out of his hands, ripped the top sheet off it, checking that it was signed, and stormed out to give it to the dispensing nurse.


The nurse took the sheet of paper, staring at Deborah in disgust. Echoes of the argument must have reached even this far from Dr Foscutt’s room. Deb waited, her hands pushed deep into the jacket pockets so that they couldn’t do any damage, while the nurse spent a quite unnecessary amount of time checking the prescription, finding the box of pills, sticking a typed label on it, and making notes in a file.


‘There, Mrs Gibbert. And next time please make an appointment. The doctor simply cannot have this kind of interruption. Nor can the patients who have bothered to make appointments.’


Deb didn’t trust herself to answer.


As soon as she got home, she gave her father the first two pills and set about cleaning his bedroom and giving the commode a much needed scouring. That done, she allowed herself the rare luxury of sitting at her mother’s bedside for half an hour talking quietly about the children. Then she went down to the kitchen, rolled up her sleeves and set about making something soft enough for her father to eat for supper and interesting enough to tempt her mother. Having felt her thinness, Deb thought they must have been missing a lot of meals.


The washing-up took her beyond her father’s usual bedtime. Working to his barked instructions, she pulled apart the drawingroom fire and put a guard in front of it, looking apologetically over her shoulder towards her mother, who smiled reassuringly. Deb then turned out the reading light on his table, and folded up the rug he liked to have over his knees in spite of the fire.


By the time she’d helped him up the stairs and gone through the whole ghastly ritual of persuading him to take all his pills with the glass of juice he demanded, even though she was sure it was going to make his ulcer worse, she was too tired to do anything but fall into her own bed. She knew her mother was more than capable of getting herself into bed.


The next two days went better. On Saturday night Deb managed enough sleep to put in the effort necessary to create a proper conversation at breakfast.


She was repaid when they started talking to each other again and occasionally even laughed. Feeling better as soon as she heard the blessed sound, she settled them in the drawing room with the newspaper and set about making a proper Sunday lunch, as they liked.


She really thought she’d be able to go home that evening as she’d originally planned, and phoned Adam to say she’d do her best to get back before he was in bed, but if not she’d sleep in the spare room so as not to wake him.


‘How’s it going, Deb my darling?’ he asked, with all the gentleness she needed.


‘Not too bad actually. Not now. They’re even being quite nice to each other this morning.’


‘I hope it lasts.’


‘Me too. How are the children?’


‘Terrific. Kate’s been playing football with the boys already this morning to give me time to read the paper in peace. She’s a sweetie, you know. She does you credit, darling.’


‘Oh, Adam.’ Deb sighed, but this time in pure pleasure. ‘And Millie?’


‘Slept right through last night. Dry as a bone. She’s the easiest of the lot.’


‘Wonderful. I’ll see you tonight, if I can. Must go now.’


Even talking to him cheered Deb up and she went about the rest of the lunch preparations singing her favourite childhood songs. Her mother even joined in with ‘Sweet Polly Oliver’ as they peeled the carrots.


‘Will you two stop that caterwauling?’ came the inevitable yell from the drawing room.


Deb watched the rare pleasure freezing out of her mother’s eyes. She closed her own and prayed that the complaint was a one-off.


But it wasn’t. He got more and more unreasonable all through the rest of the day. Deb wasn’t sure whether it was natural brutality, extra pain, or an attempt to make sure she didn’t leave them alone with each other again. Her mother was in floods of real tears when Deb went to make the tea, so she had to telephone Adam and say she wouldn’t be back that night after all.


‘Can you manage the school run again?’ she asked sadly. ‘I hate putting it on you, but …’


‘You don’t have any option, darling. Come back when you can. I’ll see if Anne can take Millie again. I expect she will. She said on Friday that it’s good for her Paula to have another baby in the house. Don’t worry about us, we’ll manage.’


But she did worry about them. Millie was only just past her first birthday and the twins were five: noisy and boisterous. Kate did her best to help, but she was only a child, and Adam had his work.


By the time Deb came to put her father to bed, she was ready to hit him and knew she wouldn’t have the patience to coax him through the whole pill routine. He could take them or not as he pleased. And if his rash got worse, he’d just have to put up with it. But of course it wasn’t that simple, and she knew she’d have to persuade him to take his medicine if she was to have any hope of getting away tomorrow.


‘You’ve already given me the white ones,’ he shouted, as she held them out.


‘Don’t be stupid!’ The edge in her voice shocked her, but it seemed to have no effect on him. ‘You know I sorted out all the doses when I first got here,’ she reminded him more temperately. ‘That’s what this box is for. I bought it so that we wouldn’t have to go through this every single time. This is Sunday evening’s compartment. I’m taking the pills from here, one by one, as you like them. I’m not bloody well doing this for my own amusement, you know.’


‘You and your mother stuff me with these pills that do me no good at all. You have no idea what it’s like. I—’


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, get on with it!’ she shouted and turned away, so angry that she couldn’t bear to look at him for another moment.


Through the open curtains she saw old Major and Mrs Blakemore, goggling up at her. Their shockingly ill-trained golden retriever was leaping around them, but they paid no attention.


Deb forced a smile, waved at them, drew the curtains and turned back. More patiently, she refilled the juice glass and handed over the next pill.


The whole process reminded her of feeding Millie when she wouldn’t eat. But at least Millie was only a baby. This was a grown man, who should have known how hellish he made life for everyone around him, and yet who still resented every attempt to make him more comfortable. She couldn’t understand why he went out of his way to make people hate him. Especially the people he needed and who tried so hard to look after him.
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