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    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, 12 April 1988

    IT WAS dark, the alley lit only by neon flashes from the main street; not a single bulb above the many exit doors leading into it remained intact. The boy was running. He wore a black bomber jacket, a bright yellow Superman stripe zigzagging down its back, shiny black elastic knee-length pants, and sneakers, flapping their tongues and trailing their laces.

    ‘Police officer – freeze.’

    The boy continued to run.

    ‘Police officer – freeze.’

    Half-way along the alley, the boy sidestepped a trash-can like a dancer. The flash of a pink neon light gave an eerie outline to his young body, and the Superman stripe appeared like a streak of lightning.

    ‘Police officer. Freeze!’

    The boy turned, in his right hand the stiff, flat metal of a 9mm pistol, and Lieutenant Page unloaded six rounds from the long-barrelled .38. Bam-bam-bam-bam-bam-bam. The boy keeled over to his right, in a half spin, his head jerked back, his arms spread, his midriff folded, and he fell face forward. His long dark floppy hair spread over his gun arm, his body shuddering and jerking before he was still.

    Lieutenant Page approached him, automatically reloading the .38. The hoarse voice of Sergeant William Rooney barked out to back off, to put the gun in the holster. Pushing past, his wide ass hid the body as he squatted down on his haunches.

    ‘Get back in the patrol car, Lieutenant.’

    Page did as requested, snapping the shoulder holster closed. The car doors were open. A crowd of people, hearing the gunshots, had started to press forwards. Two uniformed officers barred the entrance to the alley.

    Sergeant Rooney was sweating as he carefully wrapped the weapon before easing it away from the boy’s bloody fingers. He stared at the young dead face, and then walked slowly to the patrol car. Leaning inside, he displayed the weapon, cushioned in his snot-stained handkerchief. ‘This the weapon, Lieutenant?’

    The 9mm pistol was a square, flat silver Sony Walkman. Inside was an old Guns ’N Roses tape. Axl Rose had been blasting out ‘Knock on heaven’s dooowarrr . . .’

    Page turned away. Rooney’s fat face was too close, sniffing like an animal, because he knew, and he could smell it. ‘Get back to base – and fucking sober up.’

    •   •   •

    The locker room was empty, stinking of feet and stale sweat; the vodka was stashed under a tote-bag. Just feeling the coldness of the bottle gave Lieutenant Page’s jangling nerves instant relief. Page leaned on the sink, not even attempting to hide the bottle, drinking it like a man in a desert until it was empty. Suddenly the sink was slippery and the floor uneven, moving, shifting, and the long bench against the nearest wall was a good, safe, secure place to hide beneath.

    Fifteen minutes later, Sergeant Rooney kicked open the door. ‘Lieutenant? You in here?’ His fat feet plodded down towards the washbasins. ‘Captain wants you in his office. Now!’

    •   •   •

    She was hunched against the wall beneath the bench, her skirt drawn up, one shoe on, one off, knee poking through laddered tights. Her head rested on one arm, the fine blonde hair hiding her face. The other arm was spread wide across the floor. Rooney tapped her upturned hand with the toe of his black crêpe-soled shoes. ‘Lieutenant!’

    He bent down slowly, and yanked her hair roughly away from her face. She was unconscious, her lips slightly parted, her breathing deep and laboured. A beautiful face, the fine blonde eyelashes like a child’s, the wide flattish cheekbones, and perfect straight nose almost enhanced by her flushed pink cheeks. Out cold, Lieutenant Lorraine Page was still a class act.

    Rooney stood up, then with his foot pushed her arm closer to her body. She moaned and curled up tighter. He wandered over to the washbasin, picked up the empty bottle, then returned to Captain Mallory’s office.

    ‘You find her?’

    ‘Yep! She’s out cold on the floor, bottle must have been in her locker.’

    Rooney stood it on the Captain’s desk and just shrugged his shoulders. ‘She’s a lush, been coming down for a while. I reckoned she was in control, I’ve talked to her . . . She always had an excuse – you know, marital problems, et cetera, et cetera . . .’

    Captain Mallory stared out of the window, then sighed. ‘Get her out of here, will you? Get her badge, her gun, and tell her to stay out of my sight.’

    •   •   •

    Lorraine didn’t even empty her locker: it was done for her, everything stuffed into the regulation tote-bag. The key was taken, her weapon and badge signed out. She was helped from the station, too drunk to comprehend what was happening. Rooney had gripped her by the elbow, pushing her roughly through the corridors. The zipper on her skirt was half undone, her slip showing, and if Rooney hadn’t held her tightly she would have fallen more than twice. He even banged her head, as if she were a prisoner, warning her to dip low to get into the rear of the car. She had laughed, and he had slammed the patrol car door so hard the vehicle rocked.

    ‘You think it’s funny? I hope you can sleep tonight, Lieutenant. Sleep as deeply as that kid you took out. Now get her the hell out of here . . .’

    As the car drove out of the station yard, the mother of the dead boy, weeping hysterically, was being brought in. All she had been told was her son had been shot while escaping from a drug bust.

    •   •   •

    Two weeks later, Lieutenant Lorraine Page was officially out of the precinct. No disciplinary action was taken. She lost her pension, her career, but her forced resignation was quietly glossed over and it never reached the press. Tommy Lee Judd’s family never knew the name of the officer who shot their fourteen-year-old son six times. At the inquest it was stated that the boy had ignored three police warnings to stop. He had been charged with crack dealing two years previously but the statements from his probation officer that he had been clean for the past six months were glossed over. His death was recorded, and the record filed away. No one mentioned that he had had no weapon, and had been mistaken for another suspect – or that the officer who opened fire had subsequently been released from all duties and was no longer attached to the force.

    In fact, Lieutenant Page might never have existed, and, as word passed, no one who had worked alongside her spoke to her again. She was given the cold shoulder. She had betrayed their badge, her rank and position: she had been drunk on duty, and a fourteen-year-old boy had died. They closed ranks – not to protect Lorraine, but to protect themselves.

    Twelve years’ service, two commendations, and a service record that any officer, male or female, would have been proud of, was over. No one cared to find out what would become of ex-Lieutenant Lorraine Page.

    After the shooting, when she had been unceremoniously dumped outside her apartment, she had stumbled inside and collapsed onto her bed. Mike, her husband, knew she was on night duty and had already dressed, fed their two daughters, and driven them to the school. Their babysitter, Rita, collected them and took them home where she checked the details of Lorraine’s duty times. According to the rota, she was due for two days’ leave. Rita would have stayed to make the girls their lunch, but little Julia, only six years old, was calling, ‘Mommy, Mommy,’ as four-year-old Sally began collecting her toys to play with her mother.

    ‘Is your mommy home?’ Rita asked, surprised.

    ‘Yes, in bed,’ piped Julia.

    Rita tapped on the bedroom door and peeked into the room. Lorraine was lying face down, her head beneath a pillow. ‘Mrs Page? Is it okay if I shoot off now?’

    Lorraine eased away the pillow. ‘Yeah, yeah, thanks, Rita.’

    Julia climbed up on the bed. She had already delved into her toy box, bringing out puzzles and something that made a pinging sound that cut like a knife through Lorraine’s blistering headache.

    ‘Mommy, can we go to see the puppets?’

    ‘Mommy, I want pee-pee.’ Sally pulled at the duvet.

    ‘Mommy, can we go to see the puppets?’ Julia repeated, as Lorraine slowly sat up.

    ‘Mummy, I want pee-pee now.’

    Lorraine had to hold onto the edge of the bedside table to stand upright. She took her younger daughter into the bathroom and helped her up onto the toilet. ‘I not got my panties down,’ the little girl howled.

    After a good belt of vodka she found in the freezer, she was not so jumpy and strung out. Once she’d settled the girls in front of the TV, Lorraine had another few nips of vodka with three aspirin so she could bathe and clean herself up. By the time Mike returned from his office, the kitchen was in order, their bed remade and Lorraine, with her face made up, looked presentable. Wearing a long cotton wrap, she was checking the fridge for what she could cook for dinner when she heard the front door slam and Mike’s usual, ‘Hi, honey, I’m home.’ He dumped his briefcase and, smiling, came to stand behind her, slipping his arms around her and cupping her breasts in his hands.

    ‘We got time for a quick one before they come?’

    Lorraine eased away from him. ‘Who?’

    He returned to the table and picked up his briefcase. ‘Donny and Tina Patterson. I said we’d eat here and then go to the movie. Rita said she could babysit.’

    She closed her eyes.

    ‘You haven’t forgotten, have you? I wrote it down, it’s on the board.’

    ‘Fine, yeah. Did you get groceries in?’

    Mike pursed his lips. ‘You said you’d pick up dinner on the way back from work this morning.’

    ‘I’m sorry, I forgot, I’ll go get something now.’

    ‘Don’t bother,’ he snapped, and went into the bedroom. She followed.

    ‘It’s no bother, for chrissakes, it’ll take me two minutes. I’ll get dressed and –’

    He began to loosen his tie. ‘Send out for something. There’s a list by the phone of takeouts, they’ll deliver.’

    She rubbed her arm. ‘Anything you don’t make a list of, Mike?’

    He glared. ‘Yeah, and you know what that is. I haven’t slept with you for a month – you want me to start putting that down? Like, when it suits you?’

    She walked out, not wanting to get into an argument as the two little girls hurtled into the bedroom to fling themselves at Mike. He swung them round, tickled them on the king-sized bed to their delight. Then he showered and changed, bathed each girl, combed their hair and put them into their pyjamas. They were tucked up in bed, each with their own special toy, when he returned to the kitchen. Lorraine was sitting with a mug of black coffee.

    ‘You want to say goodnight to them?’

    ‘Sure.’ She got up and bumped into the edge of the table, and gave a little smile. As soon as she was out, he checked the freezer. One look at the bottle was enough.

    ‘Did you call for some takeouts?’

    Lorraine was cuddling Sally. He repeated the question and she sighed. ‘Yeah, yeah, there’s some pizzas coming any minute.’

    ‘Pizzas?’ he said flatly. Donny Patterson was his superior in the law firm, so Mike had wanted something more special but he went to lay the dining table. He could hear Lorraine reading to the girls, who were giggling loudly – she was good at funny voices. He took out the best cut glasses and the best mats and even gave the cutlery a quick polish. Then he went into the kitchen and began to make a salad. He was neat and methodical as usual, carefully slicing each tomato, washing the lettuce and the celery.

    ‘You going to get dressed?’ he called out, one eye on the clock.

    Lorraine was lying on their bed, eyes closed. He opened the wardrobe and began to choose a shirt, a pair of slacks. He took great pride in his clothes, which were expensive, stylish, proof of his new-found success. He was hoping to be made a partner in the firm, and knew it was on the cards.

    ‘What you working on?’ she asked, stretching her arms above her head and yawning.

    ‘It’s the Coleridge case. It looks like he’ll divorce his wife without too much aggravation, and it’s more than likely he’ll get custody of the children.’

    ‘Really?’ she said, without any interest, as she watched him holding up a shirt against himself.

    ‘Do you like this shirt?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘What are you going to put on?’

    She swung her legs over the side of the bed. She didn’t feel like seeing anyone, let alone going to a movie or having dinner with two self-important, wannabe-wealthy middle-class snobs. ‘Oh, maybe the Chanel or the Armani. I dunno, Mike, and I’ve got a headache.’

    ‘You want an aspirin?’

    ‘Nope, maybe I’ll take another shower.’

    He held her close. ‘The Pattersons are important to me, sweetheart, okay?’

    She kissed him and rested her head against his shoulder. ‘I’ll be a good girl, promise.’

    He touched her cheek. It never ceased to amaze him that she could arouse such passion in him. He loved the way she looked, her tall slender body. ‘You okay? Did you have a bad night?’

    She pressed her face into his neck. Did she have a bad night? The painful blurred memory physically hurt, and she moaned softly, a half sob which he took to be confirmation that she wanted him. He began to slide her robe off her perfect shoulders, kissing the side of her neck.

    ‘I better change.’ She stepped away from him.

    ‘What’s the matter, Lorraine?’

    She sighed, shaking her head. ‘Nothing, Mike. I guess I’m just tired.’

    He heard the shower running and slowly got dressed. As he reached for his cufflinks, he saw the photograph of Lorraine and her former partner, a dark, tousle-haired, moody-looking guy. Lorraine always referred to him as Lubrinski. Since his death, she had been different, unapproachable. Mike had tried unsuccessfully to get her to talk about it but she seemed loath even to hear Lubrinski’s name. Mike had not said a word when the silver-framed photograph appeared after the man had been shot. He had tried to persuade Lorraine to take a few weeks’ leave but she refused. Instead, he knew, she had asked for more overtime and specifically night duty.

    Lubrinski’s laconic half-smile seemed to mock him yet he was sure there had been nothing between them. She had admired him, Mike knew that. He had seemed shy, hardly speaking on the few occasions Mike had met him.

    Lorraine came out of the shower, wrapped in a towel with another round her wet hair. ‘You want some aspirin, sweetheart?’

    ‘Yeah, yeah, thanks.’

    The hair-dryer felt leaden in her hands. All she wanted was to lie down and sleep. Mike handed her a glass of water and two aspirins. He kissed the top of her head; her hair fell in a soft pageboy style, flattering her heart-shaped face. ‘I’ll maybe get a partnership soon,’ he said, as he sat on the edge of the bed. ‘It’ll mean a lot more money and you not having to work.’

    She slowly rubbed foundation cream over her cheeks, a small dop on her nose. ‘When will you know?’

    ‘Well, this Coleridge case is good for me. He’s an influential guy – he’s even said he’d recommend me to his friends.’

    ‘All getting divorces, are they?’ He laughed as, dipping the thick brush into the face powder, she dabbed it over her face. ‘I thought you wanted to specialize in criminal law.’

    ‘Yeah, I did – maybe I still do but it’s good to get a grounding in all aspects. Besides–’

    ‘Divorce pays better, doesn’t it?’

    Mike’s expression was sharp. ‘Is that such a bad thing? Do you like this place?’

    ‘Yes, of course I do.’

    ‘Well, I’ll be making a lot more soon. Next we’ll have a house in Santa Monica, right on the beach.’

    ‘Oh, business is that good, is it?’

    He laughed again. ‘It’ll take a few years but Donny seems to think I’ll go places. When I look around here, it’s hard to believe what we came from.’ He slipped his arms around her. ‘And I’ll never forget how I got it. If it wasn’t for you . . .’

    She smiled, now brushing on a light blusher. Those days when he was studying day and night, when he worked at any odd job he could get, those days were a long, long time ago.

    ‘We’d have more time together as well.’

    Lorraine put down the brush. ‘If I was at home with an apron on and a casserole in the oven?’

    ‘I doubt if you’d ever be that, sweetheart, but you know we should think about it and also, maybe, about a holiday. When will you know about your next vacation so I can work it out with Donny?’

    She carefully outlined her lips, her pale blue eyes staring back at herself. ‘I’ll talk it over with Rooney.’

    The doorbell rang and Mike charged out. It was the pizza delivery. She should get a move on. She heard him on the phone, confirming with Rita what time she was to come over. Mike the methodical! Upwardly mobile Mike was so different nowadays, she seemed to be losing him.

    Lorraine stared at the blurred picture of Lubrinski. She touched his face with the tip of her forefinger. His face seemed to crease into a smile – but that was impossible, he’d never smile at her again. Lubrinski was dead; he had died in her arms. Sometimes she felt as if she was dead. Nothing seemed real any more; this apartment, all the new fangled equipment Mike filled it with, all the new furniture. Mike had organized the move down to the curtains. She’d liked their old place even if you did have to lug the strollers up and down three flights of stairs. She missed the neighbours. Sometimes Mike’s energy drained her and lately she was always tired. She never spoke to anyone in the building and didn’t even know who lived on her floor.

    The doorbell rang again and she could hear Mike welcoming the guests. Still she sat, unable to muster enough energy to join them. She pulled out the bottle from the bottom drawer of the dressing table. Just a few nips, that’s all she needed.

    Donny and Tina were chattering in the kitchen while Mike uncorked the wine. Tina Patterson looked as if she was heading out to a premiere rather than the local cinema. She kissed Lorraine on both cheeks and Donny gripped her tightly in a firm ‘trust me’ handshake. Mike ushered everyone into the dining area and proceeded to pour the wine. He was doing everything – seating his guests, bringing in big platters of pizza, apologizing for the informal dinner, explaining that Lorraine had only just got home from duty.

    She sat sipping her wine. She couldn’t look at the pizza: its bright colours made her feel like vomiting. They discussed the Coleridge case. Donny constantly gripped Mike’s shoulder in another ‘trust me’ gesture that irritated Lorraine, just as she found Tina’s delicate hands with their red-painted nails annoying. They made clicking noises on the plate as she picked up a minuscule slice of pizza, popping it into her collagen-enhanced lips. ‘To look at you, Lorraine, you’d never know you were a cop, it’s just amazing.’

    Lorraine forced a smile as Mike reached over and held her hand. ‘I’m so proud of my wife. You know, she’s been commended for bravery twice.’

    He sprang up from the table, went to the side cabinet and returned with two framed photographs. Lorraine in uniform with President Reagan and in a group picture of the year’s most decorated officers. ‘Lorraine caught the killer of that little girl, you remember the one that was found in a drainpipe? The caretaker had done it, she was the one that caught him.’

    Tina made the right noises, shaking her head and rolling her eyes – with admiration, Lorraine supposed. She drained her glass; she needed another drink. ‘I’ll put some coffee on,’ she said, leaving the table. She took out the vodka from the freezer and drank from the bottle. She had only just slipped it back when Tina appeared carrying the dirty dishes. ‘Men’s talk in there. Can I help?’

    Lorraine laughed. She was feeling better, eased by the vodka and wine. Tina began to stack dishes in the dishwasher.

    ‘Do you get involved?’

    ‘Pardon?’

    ‘When you have to do these murder investigations, do you get involved?’

    ‘Yep.’ Lorraine was fixing the coffee percolator.

    ‘Does it affect you?’ Tina enquired, running her hand under the tap. ‘I always know when Donny’s on a tough case – he’s so moody. He works out at a gym to get rid of the anxiety, you know, but . . . that case of the little girl . . . That must have been terrible.’

    Lorraine fetched a tray. ‘She was only six, her name was Laura Bradley. She’d been raped, tortured, and she had a face like a little angel. Yeah, it hurt me.’

    Tina hunched her shoulders. Lorraine set the tray, placing each cup in its saucer with deliberate precision. ‘For a while afterwards, I got possessive about the girls, scared they’d be picked up. It never leaves you. You think it’ll go away but it never does.’

    Tina had left the kitchen. Lorraine could hear her next door.

    ‘Okay, you guys, no more business, this is movie night. We’re just gonna enjoy ourselves.’

    •   •   •

    The movie programme had so many previews that Lorraine excused herself, saying she wanted to go to the ladies. She needed another drink. She reckoned if she just slipped out to the nearest bar and had a quick one, she’d be back before the film had started.

    When she hadn’t returned half-way through the movie, Mike went to look for her. He called Rita to see if she had gone home; she hadn’t. Back in the cinema, he told the Pattersons that Lorraine sent her apologies but had felt ill, and rather than spoil their evening had gone home. It was after eleven when Mike got back. He checked Lorraine’s duty periods; as he’d known, she was on a two-day break but he called the station in case he’d got it wrong. He was put through to Bill Rooney.

    After the call, Mike paced the apartment, sat in the kitchen, then in the living room flicking the TV from channel to channel, waiting. He checked the girls. He waited until he fell asleep on the sofa. He was woken by shrieking laughter. He got up and crossed to the window.

    Lorraine was standing on the pavement outside, paying off a taxi. Two people were inside it. He watched her drop her purse and fall against the wall before she reeled into their building.

    The front door was open as she walked from the elevator. She took a deep breath and, with a fixed smile, peered inside. Mike grasped her by the elbow and drew her into the kitchen. He kicked the door closed. ‘Where’ve you been?’

    ‘Oh, I hadda do something.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Just interview somebody.’ She was trying to keep her voice from slurring; her eyes were unfocused. He pushed a cup of coffee towards her. ‘I’m tired.’

    ‘Drink it and sober up.’

    She rested her head in her hands. Mike drew out a chair and sat opposite her. ‘I know, Lorraine.’

    ‘Know what?’

    Mike told her he had spoken to Rooney. She sighed, looking away, and shrugged. He leaned over and gripped her hand. ‘I know about the shooting. Why didn’t you tell me?’

    She tried to pull away her hand. He wouldn’t let go. ‘Why won’t you talk to me?’

    She pushed him off and hunched up, clasped her hands together. He had to lean further forward to hear her. ‘There’s nothing to say, Mike.’

    He got up and paced the kitchen. ‘What do you mean, nothing to say?’ He wanted to slap her. ‘You were drunk on duty and you’re telling me that you have nothing to say about that?’

    She gave a soft laugh. ‘No complaints.’

    He gripped her hair and drew her head back. ‘You killed a boy, Lorraine.’ She made no effort to release herself and he shoved her forwards, disgusted. ‘You shot him.’

    She nodded.

    It was impossible for Mike to know what she was thinking; her eyes were glazed, and she seemed to be half smiling.

    ‘You’re out, don’t you understand? You’re out of the force. They’ve kicked you out! Rooney told me they took your badge.’

    She shrugged again. ‘Well, that’ll make you happy, I’ll get some nail extensions and some Carmen rollers and make myself into a Tina clone. That what you want, Mike? Is that what you want?’ Her face was ugly with rage. She had no shame – and worse, no remorse.

    ‘Go to bed, Lorraine.’

    She stumbled against the doorframe, and fell face down on the bed. Mike didn’t bother to undress her. He was almost out of the room when she said something, muffled by the pillows. She was repeating it, over and over. ‘I don’t remember, I don’t remember, he’s dead, he’s dead.’

    Mike never heard the plaintively whispered, ‘Don’t go.’ Instead, he sat in his study until dawn, compiling notes for his case.

    •   •   •

    The next morning, glass of whisky in her hand, Lorraine sat at the kitchen table. Nothing meant anything any more.

    Mike joined her and sat opposite. She held up the glass. ‘Hair of the dog.’

    ‘What are you going to do?’

    ‘You mean work?’ she asked.

    ‘No. Will you be on trial or what?’

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘I blame Lubrinski. You’ve not been the same since you started working alongside him.’

    ‘Lubrinski’s dead, for chrissakes.’

    Mike watched as she refilled her glass. Suddenly he sprang to his feet and yanked away the bottle. ‘That’s enough.’

    She held out the glass like a dirty diaper. He snatched it. ‘It’s nine thirty in the morning. How long has this been going on?’

    ‘What going on, Mike?’

    Holding the bottle, he almost felt in need of a drink himself.

    ‘I just wanted something to ease me up a bit. I’ve been kind of tense lately.’

    He was speechless.

    ‘I don’t have a problem, Mike. It’s just . . . lately things have got to me.’

    He felt as if someone had punched the air out of his lungs. Lorraine looked at her bare feet. ‘I feel all strung out and I can’t remember what happened the other night.’

    He swallowed. ‘You killed a kid, Lorraine. They’ve taken your badge, you’re out, don’t you understand?’

    ‘Oh.’ She said it lightly, still staring at her feet.

    ‘I’m gonna talk to Rooney again. I don’t know if they’re pressing charges.’

    ‘Have you talked to Rooney, then?’ she asked.

    ‘Yes,’ he snapped. ‘I told you last night. How the hell do you think I know about it? And what do you think Donny is gonna say about this if it gets into the press?’

    ‘Donny?’ she said, confused. ‘What’s he got to do with me?’

    ‘He’s got a lot to do with me. I’m in the middle of a big case right now. How do you think it’s gonna look if they find out my wife not only opened fire on a kid but was drunk on duty as well?’

    She rubbed at her neck. ‘It’s none of their business.’

    Mike closed his eyes. ‘No? You think the press won’t have a field day with this?’

    She took out a cigarette, hands shaking. He watched as she tried to light it. She inhaled deeply. ‘You remember that day, Mike?’ He sighed. She looked at him, tilting her head to one side. ‘Best day of my life. You’d just qualified and . . . what happened, Mike? I feel like I don’t know you, like I’m drifting in some kind of sea. I hate what you’re becoming and I’ve gone along with it, never felt I could say anything to you but it’s all changing between us. You want success more than you want me.’

    Mike poured himself two fingers in the tumbler she had used and drained it. It was as if someone was pulling the rug from beneath his feet. Suddenly everything he had been striving for was ragged at the edge. He sat down, cradling the glass in his hands. ‘Nothing has changed between you and me, nothing. I love you. I always have loved you. Okay, maybe I’ve had to put in more hours lately, but then so have you. You know I wanted you to give up work, you think I didn’t notice the strain you were under, but you’ll never talk to me.’

    She knelt down at his feet and wrapped her arms around him. ‘I want things to be the way they were when we both had nothing.’

    ‘You had your career. It was me that had nothing,’ he said petulantly.

    ‘But you know why? I worked hard so we’d have a home and you’d have your chance.’

    He kissed her forehead. ‘Maybe you haven’t noticed that I’m earning good money now – you haven’t needed to work for years and you’re missing the girls growing up.’ She leaned against him and he slipped his arm around her. ‘Whatever happens, we’ll come through this together.’

    They went to bed and made love for the first time in ages. That evening, Lorraine began to prepare dinner, even putting candles on the table. Then it started, the panic. It swamped inside her, beginning, as always, with fast flashes of faces. Lubrinski, then Laura Bradley, and now the boy? A boy running with a yellow stripe down his sweater. All she could think of was to get just one drink; then the panic would stop and the pictures would blur into oblivion. She wouldn’t feel so uncomfortable, so trapped. Just one drink would do it and she’d be all right. She went on with the dinner, having just one more, then another and another.

    Mike didn’t come home until after midnight. He saw that the table had been laid for some special occasion; the candlewax had melted over the cloth. In the kitchen he found two wine bottles and the Scotch bottle, all empty in the trashcan with the remains of dinner.

    Lorraine was asleep, still in her dress. He didn’t wake her, not even to tell her that Donny had offered him a partnership. He pulled the quilt from beneath her and laid it gently over her. He went round the apartment and threw every liquor bottle he could find into the garbage chute. Not until he slid into bed next to her did he see that Lorraine was cradling the picture of Lubrinski in her arms. When he tried to take it from her she moaned and turned over. Maybe there had been a lot more to their partnership than he had realized.

    •   •   •

    Next morning, Lorraine was up early, cooking breakfast for the girls. Mike could hear her laughing and talking. By the time he went into the kitchen, they were ready for school.

    ‘I’ll drive them,’ she said. ‘You haven’t had breakfast yet!’

    He snatched up his car keys. ‘I’ll drive them, okay?’

    ‘When will you be home?’

    ‘I’m in court today so I’ll be late.’ He walked out without kissing her goodbye, slamming the front door.

    She was making the bed when he called. He’d booked her a doctor’s appointment.

    ‘You did what?’

    ‘Listen to me, sweetheart, he’s somebody you can talk to, friend of Donny’s—’

    Lorraine interrupted, ‘I don’t need a god-damned shrink, especially not some asshole friend of Donny’s. There’s nothing wrong with me that a few days’ rest—’

    Mike was adamant, not wanting to sound angry but unable not to. ‘Yes, you do, Lorraine, listen, don’t hang up—’

    Her voice was icy, calm and controlled. ‘No, Mike, I don’t need anybody, I am not sick, okay? That’s final. I’ll see you tonight.’

    Lorraine made no contact with the station. She checked the newspapers for articles on the case, but was afraid to read about herself. She was afraid, too, to be seen on the street and for the next few weeks she led a double life. When Mike left in the morning she did some housework and ordered in groceries. When Rita brought the girls home, she played with them, read to them and cooked dinner for Mike. He knew she was drinking but she denied it and he never saw her with a glass of alcohol in her hand. He had no idea that she spent her days sitting in front of the television with a bottle of vodka. She appeared sober, keeping herself at a sustained level, and every night he would look for empty bottles. Mike hid from himself that she was drinking consistently, partly because it meant less tension between them. He asked Rita to tell him if she ever saw Lorraine drinking, especially in front of the girls.

    •   •   •

    It was only a few weeks later that Rita called him. ‘You’d better come home, Mr Page. I don’t know where she is – she left the girls by themselves – anything could have happened.’

    Mike drove like a madman back to the apartment. The children had been alone for most of the day. After Mike had calmed them, he asked Rita to stay with them, and went out in a blind fury to find his wife. After searching in vain for three hours, he called home. Rita was in tears: Lorraine was back, she was drunk, unable to stand upright. A cigarette in her hand, she apologized, telling him that she had had an important meeting. She seemed barely to hear him when he talked to her, and if he touched her she screamed abuse at him. Then, as if terrified of something or someone, she begged him to hold her tightly.

    Next morning, shame-faced, she promised him he would never see her like that again. Never again would she touch a drop.

    Mike coped as best he could. He instructed Rita never to leave Lorraine alone with the girls until he was at home. But the situation grew worse. Time and again he confronted her with empty bottles he found hidden around the apartment. She would swear she hadn’t had a drink and even accused Rita of planting the bottles.

    Mike was at breaking point. He tried to understand Lorraine’s frame of mind by putting himself in her position – she had shot an innocent boy and had lost the job she had always been so proud of – but all he felt was shame and guilt, of which she showed none. She seemed more intent on blaming his success for her failure.

    ‘You spoiled it. You wanted us to move up and we were happy where we were.’ The continual goading made him feel she was pushing him physically to hurt her. ‘You were the housewife, but I was out on the streets. You were the mother, but I had to earn for both of us, out on the streets with my breasts still full of milk for my babies.’

    No matter what he said she twisted it against him. If he had any guilt about those years when she had kept him and the children, it was soon dispersed by her venomous onslaughts. She exhausted him; night after night he would come home in dread to find her ready for a row. At other times, she would kneel at his feet and beg his forgiveness, pleading for him to carry her to bed. And yet she seemed incapable of tears.

    In the end Mike went to Donny’s doctor friend. He needed to talk it over with someone. The doctor warned him that unless Lorraine sought help Mike would be dragged down with her. He encouraged him to leave her and thus force her into taking medical help. But Mike’s own guilt and his awareness of how much Lorraine had done for him, held him back. When his daughters became scared of their mother, though, Mike made one last attempt.

    Lorraine finally agreed and he accompanied her, quiet and sober, to the doctor. She spent two hours with him, talking first with Mike present and then alone. After the appointment she had appeared almost triumphant, admonishing Mike for wasting money. There was, as she had said to him over and over again, nothing wrong with her.

    Mike returned the following day and was told that Lorraine had insisted that she was perfectly all right and able to cope with no longer working. She had refused to give a blood test.

    But the drinking carried on and the rift between them grew deeper. Lorraine adamantly refused to admit anything was wrong: she had her drinking under control. She was becoming sly; apparently sober, she continued to dress well but rarely left the apartment. Mike continued to find empty bottles hidden away.

    Only six months after Lorraine had left the force, he filed for divorce. He refused to make her leave the apartment, and signed it over to her with the contents. She protested when he insisted on custody of the girls but otherwise seemed not to care. He gave her five thousand dollars and promised three thousand a month in alimony. She was strangely elated when he brought the papers for her signature, which made him suspect that she didn’t believe he would go through with it. But she signed with a flourish and smiled.

    ‘You do understand what you’ve signed, don’t you, Lorraine?’ Mike asked quietly.

    ‘Yes.’

    He gripped her tightly. ‘I’m leaving and taking the girls but call me if you need me, and I’ll do whatever I can to help. You need help, Lorraine, all I want is for you to acknowledge it.’ He felt wretched. She helped him pack, kneeling to lock the suitcase. She was wearing a pale blue denim shirt and her feet were bare. Her hair shone as she bent over the cases. Mike wanted to hold her, to make love to her. This was madness.

    The Pattersons came to help with the cases. The girls, clasping Tina’s hands, thought they were going on holiday. It had taken only the afternoon to get everything packed and out, such a short time after all the years they had been together.

    ‘Tina’s going to take the girls in their car. Do you want to say goodbye to them?’ Mike asked.

    ‘No. I don’t want to upset them.’ She heard her daughters asking if they were going to see their granny and why was Mommy staying behind? She heard Tina reassuring them that Mommy would be coming to see them. She heard Donny call out that everything was in the car. She heard Mike say he would be out in a few minutes. She heard Rita saying goodbye, her voice breaking as if she was crying.

    Mike walked into the kitchen. Lorraine turned and held up the glass. ‘Just milk.’

    He leaned on the table. ‘I don’t want to go, Lorraine.’

    ‘Doesn’t look that way to me.’

    ‘I love you.’

    She tossed her hair away from her eyes. ‘I love you too, Mike.’

    There seemed nothing left to say. He crossed to her, reached out and held her in his arms. She rested her head against his shoulder, the way she always used to. He could smell lemons, a clean, sweet smell of freshly washed hair, and he tilted up her face and kissed her. She had the most beautiful clear blue eyes he had ever seen. She seemed to look straight through him, yet her lips had a soft sweet smile.

    ‘Promise me you’ll get help?’

    ‘I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me, Mike.’

    Donny Patterson sat in the car. He watched Mike walk slowly down the path, looking as if he was crying.

    ‘You okay, partner?’

    Mike got into the car and blew his nose. ‘I feel like such a prick. She doesn’t seem to understand what’s just happened.’

    Donny put his arm round his friend. ‘Look, buddy, I been through this three times. It’s not easy, but, Jesus, now it’s over you’re gonna feel such relief. She’s got problems. You tried every way to help her, Mike.’

    ‘Maybe we’ll get back together,’ Mike said.

    Donny gripped Mike’s knee. ‘Christ almighty. When are you gonna face facts? She’s a drank and she was dragging you down with her. If she won’t get help, you’re gonna have to forget her, act like she’s dead. Believe me, it’s the best way. Say to yourself she’s dead, be a hell of a lot easier.’

    Mike nodded. His heart felt like lead. He closed his eyes. ‘I loved her,’ he said softly.

    •   •   •

    Lorraine sat on the sofa, flicking the TV from channel to channel. There was no need now to hide the half-bottle of vodka that lay beside her. She could do what she liked, she was on her own. She didn’t deserve anyone’s love or respect, she knew that. She was deeply ashamed that she didn’t have the guts to slit her wrists. Or was it because she didn’t deserve to die so easily? She was her own judge, her own jury. She had to be punished.

    Lorraine finished the vodka and went in search of more. She looked around the bedroom, seeing the open wardrobe doors, the empty hangers where Mike’s clothes had hung, and backed out of the room. She discovered another bottle hidden in the kitchen and had drunk most of that before she wandered into the children’s room. She was humming tunelessly. She got into Sally’s tiny bed, holding the bottle to her chest. She could smell her daughter on the pillow; it was as if the little girl was kissing her face, she felt so close. She reached over to the other bed for Julia’s pillow and held it to her cheek. She snuggled down clasping the pillows. ‘My babies,’ she whispered, ‘my babies.’ She looked drunkenly at the wallpaper, with its pink and blue ribbons threaded round children’s nursery rhymes. ‘Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run . . .’

    She could feel a lovely warm blanket begin slowly to cover her body, a soft pink baby blanket, like the one tucked round her when she was a little girl, like the one she had wrapped round the dead child’s body. She felt her chest tighten with panic, her body tense. She could hear him now. Lubrinski.

    ‘Eh, how ya doin’, Page?’

    ‘I’m doin’ okay, Lubrinski,’ she said aloud, startled to hear her own voice. ‘I’m doin’ fine, partner.’ She frowned. Who was screaming? Somebody was screaming, the terrifying sound going on and on and on, driving her nuts. She rolled out of bed and ran from the room. She tripped and fell to her knees until she was crawling on all fours into the bedroom. The screaming continued. She heaved herself up and caught sight of a figure reflected in the dressing-table mirror. She clapped her hands over her mouth, biting her fingers to stop the screams. She was the woman, it was her screaming. The terrible sweating panic swamped her.

    It was Lubrinski’s smiling face that calmed her, looking up at her from the dressing table. She snatched up the photograph. ‘Help me, Lubrinski, for chrissakes help me.’

    ‘Sure, honey, take a shot of this, then what say you and me go and rip up the town? You wanna hit the bars?’

    ‘Yeah, why not, you son-of-a-bitch?’ Lorraine gave a tough, bitter laugh, and felt herself straightening out as the panic subsided and she was back in control.

    •   •   •

    That was the first night Lorraine went out to drink alone in one of the old downtown bars. She never knew who she ended up with, she didn’t give a damn, and they didn’t mind when she called them Lubrinski. A lot of Lubrinski lookalikes came and went, and there were many more drunken nights when she didn’t care if Lubrinski was with her or not. All she cared about was getting another drink to keep her away from the terrified woman who screamed.

    The downward spiral began the night after Mike left her. It was a long road she travelled, searching for oblivion. It was frighteningly easy. People were real friendly in the bars but they used and stole from her. When the money had gone she sold the furniture, and then the apartment. It was good to have a big stash of money, never to worry where the next bottle came from, and still she kept running from the woman in blue whose terrible screams frightened her so much and dragged her down so far, She could take the fights, and the taunts of prostitutes and pimps. Hell, she had arrested many of them. They pushed her around and spiked her drinks but drunk, she didn’t care. Drunk, the screams were obliterated. Drunk, the men who pawed her meant nothing. Drunk, she could hide, feel some comfort in slobbering embraces, in strange rooms, in beds where the little rabbits didn’t creep into her mind and she didn’t hear the children singing, a high-pitched shrill voice that turned into a scream.

    ‘Run, rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run . . . RUN.’

    
       
    

    CHAPTER 1

    CALIFORNIA, 11 April 1994

    SHE HAD almost died that night. The hit-and-run driver had probably not even seen her, and Lorraine could remember little. She had been taken to hospital with head injuries. The following weeks were a blur, as she was moved from one charitable organization to another; she had no money and no medical insurance left. Eventually she was institutionalized and preliminarily diagnosed as schizophrenic. To begin with, she was not thought to be an alcoholic as so much else was wrong with her. She had severe abscesses, a minor venereal disease plus genital herpes, skin disorders, and poor physical condition from lack of decent food. Eighty cigarettes a day had left her with a persistent heavy cough. She contracted pneumonia, and for a few days it was doubtful that she would live. When she pulled through, the hallucinations, screaming fits and vomiting made the doctors suspect severe alcohol withdrawal symptoms.

    A string of psychiatrists and doctors interviewed her and prescribed various medication. After two months she was transferred to the nightmare of Ward C, Watts City Mental Hospital where LA County sent only their worst cases, the drop-outs and no hopers. Drug-crazed kids, deranged old ladies, suicidal middle-aged women – every fucked-up female soul who walked the earth seemed to be marooned with Lorraine. They added chronic alcoholism to Lorraine’s list of ailments. Her liver was shot, and she was warned that if she did not give up drinking she would be dead within the year. Eventually she was transferred to the White Garden rehabilitation centre.

    Rosie Hurst was working as a cook at the centre, one of those women who gave their free time as part of a rehabilitation programme. Rosie, a big, plump, sturdy woman, with short, frizzy permed hair, was a recovering alcoholic with six months’ sobriety. She worked hard and was as friendly as she could be with the inmates, a there-but-for-the-grace-of-God attitude never far from her thoughts. Some of the saner inmates were allocated menial jobs in the kitchen and that was how Rosie got to know Lorraine Page.

    Lorraine didn’t want to live. She had been waiting to die, wondering hazily why she wasn’t already dead, and then musing that, perhaps, she was. And this was hell. It wasn’t such a bad hell – the drugs made her more relaxed – but she wanted a drink. It was the only thought that occupied her dulled senses. Her mouth was thick and dry, her tongue felt too big, and she drank water all day, bending down to the small fountain in the corridor, hogging it, mouth open, hand pressed down on the lever for the water to spurt directly into her swollen mouth. Nothing dulled her thirst.

    ‘How long you been an alcoholic?’

    Rosie had been watching her in the corridor. Lorraine couldn’t say because she had never admitted it to herself. She just liked to drink.

    ‘What work did you do?’

    Lorraine could not recall what she’d been up to for the past few years. All the weeks and months had merged into a blur, and she could hardly remember one year from another. Or the bars, dens, seedy, run-down clubs where she had been drunk alongside girls she had once picked up and locked away. They had liked that. And the pimps she had hassled and booked in her days as a vice squad trainee, liked being able to sell her so cheaply. She was known to go with anyone, as long as they kept her supplied with a steady flow of booze. Hotels, bars, dives, private parties . . . Lorraine would be cleaned up and sent out. It didn’t matter how many or who they were, just as long as she made enough money for booze. She had been arrested, not just for hooking but for vagrancy, and released, pending charges, but had never made her court appearance. She had simply moved on to another bar, another town.

    •   •   •

    At the time of the hit-and-run accident, Lorraine had reached rock bottom. So far down in the gutter she couldn’t even get a trick, and no pimp wanted her attached to his stable. So many truckers, so many different states, she was unaware she was back in LA. She owned only what she stood up in, had even sold her wedding ring. She was such a wreck that the prostitutes didn’t want her hanging around them. She was even out in the cold from the street winos, because she stole from them. She had become incapable of caring for herself or earning a few cents for food.

    No one remembered her as Lieutenant Page, it was all so long ago. The human flesh trade moves on and changes fast. Many of the young vice-patrol cops who saw her falling down in the streets had no idea who she was. Sergeant Rooney had been promoted to captain. He didn’t know if she was alive or dead, and he didn’t care.

    No one cared, not even Mike or her children. Mike had tried often, over the years, to help her. He heard from her occasionally on the girls’ birthdays and at Christmas, but she was incoherent on the phone and lapsed into strange silences apart from asking him for money. The calls stopped when Mike moved house. He remarried, and the children settled into a new school, a new life. They no longer asked about their mother; they had a new, better one. Lorraine made no attempt to contact Mike again. She seemed almost satisfied that she had at last severed every tie.

    Only Rosie, because of her own problems and her open friendly nature, wanted to help Lorraine, so thin and pale, with that strange waif-like blonde hair that hung in badly cut, jagged edges. Her fingers were stained dark brown with nicotine, and she had lost a front tooth. She also had a strange way of looking at people, her head tilted as if she were short-sighted, an odd, nervous squint, made more obvious because of a nasty scar running from her left eye to just above her cheekbone. The shapeless regulation blue hospital gown hung loosely on Lorraine’s skinny frame. She wore overlarge brown shoes – like a ballet dancer’s; someone had passed them on to her and they flopped at her heels as she walked.

    Rosie and Lorraine worked side by side, helping to dish out food and make up trays. As the weeks passed, Rosie realized there was more to Lorraine than appeared on the surface. She never had to be told twice which inmates required a special diet but passed out the food to the right women.

    ‘You must have had a job once. How old are you?’ Rosie was trying to make conversation.

    ‘I guess I must be around thirty-six. D’you have a cigarette?’

    Rosie shook her head. She’d given up smoking when she gave up booze. ‘I used to work on computers. What sort of jobs did you do?’

    Lorraine was delving among the food scraps in the trashcan, looking for a butt end. She gave up and dried her hands. ‘Rosie, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you . . . I’ll go an’ see if I can steal one.’

    Rosie watched as she shuffled over to Mad Mona, who really was out-to-lunch, but always had a guarded packet of cigarettes. She watched Lorraine searching Mona’s pockets, pretending to tickle her, and then the screaming started as she caught Lorraine with her precious packet. But Lorraine got one, because she came back puffing like an asthmatic on an inhaler.

    ‘Do you have any family?’ Rosie enquired, as Lorraine leaned against the door, eyes closed.

    ‘Nope.’

    Rosie remarked that she had a son somewhere, but hadn’t seen him or his father for years. She busied herself at the sink, and was about to resume her conversation but she saw Lorraine had gone. Rosie took off her overall and went to collect her wages, a pittance, considering the number of hours she put in, but she was only part-time, and most of the staff were Mexican. Probably they were paid even less. She smiled at the receptionist as she buttoned up her baggy cardigan. ‘I’ll see you in a couple of days.’

    The receptionist nodded. ‘It’s hot out. You won’t need that on.’

    Rosie shrugged – she had arrived so early that there’d been a chill in the air. She asked how long Lorraine was being kept on the ward.

    The receptionist checked on the clipboard behind her. ‘Oh, she’s due to be released. May not be here when you come back Thursday. The doctors haven’t signed her out yet, but she’s down to leave. Has she been okay in the kitchen? You know the way they are – steal anything . . .’

    Rosie’s shopping bag suddenly felt heavy: the chops, the half-chicken she had removed along with the sugar, potatoes and carrots meant she’d be fired if she were caught. She hurried off, saying she wanted to catch her bus.

    Lorraine, however, was still resident when Rosie returned two days later. She looked even paler, and coughed continually. According to the receptionist, she had developed a fever, so they were keeping her in for observation. Rosie was concerned, but did not have time to talk as she had to prepare lunch.

    It was not until later, when they were washing up, that she could ask Lorraine how she was. She seemed reluctant to talk and didn’t bother helping Rosie with the trays, more intent on guarding her position at the water fountain. Her need for alcohol was becoming more desperate each day; she craved sweets and nicotine, stealing treasured hoards of chocolate bars and cigarette packs from the unwary.

    With no money and no place to live, she decided she’d have to turn to Rosie who might have somewhere she could stay – and something worth stealing. That was her sole motive for talking to Rosie. Lorraine wanted a drink, wanted money, wanted out of the crazies’ ward. All Rosie wanted was a friend.

    ‘You know, I could help you – if you want to help yourself. If you tell me, say, “Rosie, I want to help myself”, then I will do everything in my power to help you. I’ll take you to my meetings . . . We have counsellors, people you can really talk to, and . . . they’ll help you get work. You’re an intelligent woman, there must be something you can find . . .’

    Lorraine had given her that odd squinting look, smoking a cigarette down to its cork tip. ‘Yeah. Maybe I could get my old job back.’

    ‘What did you do?’

    ‘I was a cop.’

    Rosie chuckled, rolling out pastry. She jumped when Lorraine stood close behind her, so close and so tall she had to lean over.

    ‘I am arresting you on the charge of molesting that pastry, Rosie. Anything you say may be taken down and used in evidence against you . . .’

    Rosie laughed, and Lorraine tickled her, just like she tickled Mad Mona. Far from stupid, Rosie was beginning to suspect that Lorraine was after something. She wondered what it was. She dropped heavy hints that she was broke just in case Lorraine had thought otherwise and was after money . . .

    •   •   •

    Three weeks later Lorraine was given her marching orders. While she waited for Rosie to arrive, she cleaned the kitchen. Then she helped Rosie all morning, but it was quite late before she mentioned that she was leaving. To her surprise, Rosie told her she already knew. ‘I’ve been thinking about all the things you’ve been telling me, Rosie. And, well – you’re on. I’ll come to one of these meetings ’cos I want my life back.’ Her voice was hardly audible. ‘I’ll tell you a secret. I really was a cop, a lieutenant.’

    Rosie looked up into the pale face. ‘Is that the truth?’

    Lorraine nodded. ‘Yeah. Look, can I crash on your floor until I get a place of my own?’ She reckoned if Rosie knew she had been a cop she would trust her. It worked.

    Rosie gave a wide grin, concealing her hesitancy. ‘Sure you can, but it’s not much of a place. Do you have a lot of gear?’

    Lorraine lied, telling Rosie that her belongings were with a friend she didn’t want to see because she was another drinker – and she wanted to stay clean.

    Rosie understood, knowing it was a mistake for a drinker to return to old friends and old habits.

    ‘Okay. You can stay at my place.’

    At the end of the day, Rosie waited for her outside the hospital. Lorraine was wearing an odd assortment of clothes. Nothing fitted – sleeves too short, the skirt waistband hanging around her hips. She carried a clean set of underwear in a brown paper bag, and seemed even taller, thinner and stranger-looking than she had in the safety of the rehabilitation clinic. Someone had given her a pair of pink-framed sunglasses, the lenses so dark they hid her eyes. Seeing her in the bright sunshine, Rosie had severe doubts about taking her in. She wished she had not been so friendly.

    Lorraine was silent on the long journey, as they changed buses four times. She didn’t like going back to her home territory, Pasadena, but then she didn’t really know any place any more. She was glad to have Rosie – even felt a strange desire to hold her hand, afraid she would lose sight of her.

    Eventually they were walking along a wide road with small dilapidated bungalows, past a four-storey apartment block. Rosie pointed to a grocery store. ‘I shop there and live above that garage just a few yards along. It’s very convenient.’

    Lorraine nodded. Even from this distance she had seen the liquor section in the store. Her body broke out in a sweat, her mouth felt rancid, and she licked her lips. As she stood at the counter next to Rosie, who was buying bread and salads and coffee, she felt like screaming. Her eyes constantly strayed to the bottles: she wanted a drink so badly she felt faint.

    ‘Here we are, now, you go up ahead. It’s so narrow, this staircase, I’m always tripping down . . . watch how you go, the fifth step is loose . . .’

    They climbed up the wooden stairway and Rosie unlocked the screen door, then her front door. As she pushed it open a cat screeched and dived out between Lorraine’s legs.

    ‘That’s Walter. Go in, you first.’

    Rosie’s tiny apartment was stiflingly hot, even with the blinds down. She turned on the air conditioning, which whirred noisily. There was a living room and one cramped bedroom with a tiny shower room attached. The kitchen was a messy corner of the living room. Rosie busied herself unloading the groceries, pointing out the couch for Lorraine to sleep on, bringing sheets and pillows.

    ‘Now, do you want some tea, or coffee, or something cold? I think I’ve got chilled Coke – or lemonade?’

    Lorraine rested back on the sofa, rolling an ice-cold Coke can across her forehead. She was still desperate for a real drink. She gulped at the Coke, draining the can quickly.

    Rosie held up a packet of cigarettes. ‘I thought you’d be needing one, so here.’ She tossed it over. ‘Now you clean up and run a comb through your hair, and then we should go, the meeting’s due to start in about an hour.’

    Lorraine closed her eyes and sighed. ‘Maybe I’m a bit too tired today.’

    Rosie loomed over her. ‘Today is when you really need to go, and I can arrange that you go every day for the first few weeks.’ Lorraine managed a weak smile and hauled herself to her feet, crossing through Rosie’s dusty bedroom into the small bathroom, which was crammed with jars of creams, tubes, and a vast array of worn toothbrushes and half-squeezed toothpaste tubes. Old tights were hung up to dry, large faded panties and a greyish bra pinned on a piece of string, so large Lorraine stared in disbelief.

    She ran the water and bent down to drink it, gulping it down, then she splashed her face and reached for a threadbare towel. She looked at herself then, really studied herself, no drugs and stone-cold sober for the first time in years. The image that stared back was of a stranger. Her eyes were puffy, washed-out, red-rimmed, and her nose had small, white-headed spots at each side. She caught sight of her yellowish, stained teeth, the gap in the front. The scar stretched her cheek slightly, an ugly reminder of a past she wanted to obliterate. She traced the outline of her cracked, swollen lips and then ran her hand through her thin hair, strands of it coming away. It looked as if someone had hacked it haphazardly, any way but straight. Maybe she’d even done it herself, she couldn’t remember. There were not just days or weeks or months she couldn’t remember but whole years.

    Rosie rapped on the door. ‘What are you doing in there?’

    Lorraine took a deep breath. ‘Just washing. Won’t be long , . .’ As she dried her hands she gazed at the stains along her fingers, the nails jagged, bitten and dirty, Everything about her was hideous: she was revolting, she disgusted herself, she was disgusting. And deeply angry. She didn’t know this person. Who was she?

    Rosie looked up from the sofa and smiled. ‘You ready?’

    Lorraine looked around for the pink-framed sunglasses. She pushed them on, as if to hide behind them. ‘Thank you for taking me in like this. It’s very good of you.’

    Rosie, searching for her keys, wafted her hand. ‘I made a vow, because somebody helped me out when I was down. I promised that I’d help someone else if I could. I guess that person is you.’

    •   •   •

    Lorraine sat at the back of the meeting, hands clenched, face hidden behind the sunglasses. The other people there had greeted her with such warmth that she had wanted to run out of the building. Gripping her hand, Rosie had found her a seat. She was introduced only as Lorraine. Nobody gave their last name unless they wanted to. As the meeting began, Lorraine was able to look at the others. None looked in bad shape though a few had a lost air about them, as they sat with their heads bowed, or stared into space. Slowly she began to pay attention to those who told their stories.

    One woman recalled how she had not known who she was for fifteen years, because those years had merged into one long, blurred binge. Now she was smart, and positive, and proud that she had been dry for four years. She had met someone who had given her love and stability. Soon, she hoped, she would have the confidence to tell him that she was an alcoholic. He had been so embarrassed for her when, sober, she had tripped over a paving stone and fallen flat on her face. She laughed then, saying that she hadn’t had the heart to tell him she had been face down on the floor more often than she had been upright. She grew emotional, lifting up her arms as if she were at some Baptist church meeting. Lorraine sighed with boredom. ‘I’m standing upright now, and I intend to remain this way, just as, when I get a little stronger, I will tell him that I am an alcoholic. Hopefully he will come to one of our meetings so he can fully understand my illness and that I believe, at long last, I am in recovery. I want to recover – just as I know I will always be an alcoholic. I am an alcoholic. Thank you for listening to me, thank you for being here. God bless you all . . .’ She burst into tears and many people clustered around her, hugging her, congratulating her.

    Lorraine remained at the back of the hall, embarrassed by the show of emotion. She was glad when the meeting ended, refusing to hold other members’ hands as they prayed together for strength and guidance. Rosie, on the other hand, was very into it all, her eyes closed, clutching the hands of two elderly women.

    Later, back at the apartment, Rosie was full of enthusiasm and energy. ‘Those meetings saved my life. Some people have been going for ten or fifteen years. When you face what you are it doesn’t stop. You will always be an alcoholic. One drink, and you’re back at square one. What you’ve got to understand is that you have an illness, and it kills you. If I hadn’t stopped drinking I’d be dead now, as would most of those people there tonight.’

    She set the table, splashed water into glasses, clanking ice cubes. She was sweating even more than usual from the heat of the stove. Even at seven in the evening, the air conditioning was so half-hearted that the temperature in the apartment was nearly eighty degrees.

    Lorraine played with her food, drank three or four glasses of water. Rosie reached over and scraped the remains of her meal onto her own plate, ploughing through the leftovers as if she were starving. Her mouth bulging with food, she waved her fork in the air: ‘Now, what are we going to do about finding you some work? You’ve no money, right? As soon as we’ve finished supper, we can catch a bus, go to another meeting across town, see if maybe anyone has any work, just to tide you over, nothing too strenuous . . .’

    Lorraine couldn’t face another meeting, let alone another bus ride. ‘Maybe I could just sleep now? I’m really tired.’

    Rosie nodded – perhaps they were pushing it. Instead, she chatted incessantly, about her job as a computer clerk in a banking firm. She took out her family albums, displaying her parents’ home, her ex-husband, the son she hadn’t seen for five years. She talked until her eyes drooped from tiredness. ‘I lost so much, Lorraine, but I’m hoping to see my son soon. My ex said that I could have a day out with him. I want him to get to know me as I am now. The most important thing is that I take every day on its own, I count every day as precious, because it’s a new day without a drink.’ Lorraine smiled, but inside she wished Rosie would leave her alone. She yawned in the hope that Rosie would take the hint and go to bed but she went on for another hour, delving into the pages of her beloved AA manual as if it was a Bible, reading snatches aloud.

    At last she stood up and wagged her fat finger at Lorraine. ‘I am responsible,’ she said. ‘Keep on telling that to yourself: I am responsible.’ She went into her bedroom and closed the door.

    Lorraine flopped onto the couch with relief. She lay there for about fifteen minutes, listening to the air conditioner, the cat lapping its milk . . . and all she could think about was how she could get a drink without Rosie finding out. Eventually she drifted into sleep. She slept without pills, without alcohol, a deep, dreamless sleep.

    *

    •   •   •

    Lorraine was awake before Rosie, and started brewing coffee. It was only five, and still reasonably cool. She felt hungry, too, and ate some bread and cheese, followed by a bowl of muesli. She’d had four cups of coffee and five cigarettes before Rosie appeared.

    ‘Good morning, coffee’s made . . .’

    Rosie grunted, poured some and returned to her room. Lorraine sat by the window, smoking. A new day. Would she make it without a drink? Could she make it? Most important, did she want to make it? She didn’t answer the question – she was too aware of the rich smell of coffee, and that it was a beautiful day.

    Rosie was not at her best in the morning. She remained grumpy, uttering low, growling complaints as Lorraine took a shower. She was in the small bathroom for a long time, scrutinizing herself. Scars covered her thighs: small round marks like cigarette burns dotted all over her white-bluish skin. Her feet shocked her: they looked like an old woman’s, reddish toes and heels all blisters and corns, with hideously long toenails – she was surprised they hadn’t been cut at the hospital. She scrubbed herself almost raw, using up all the hot water. She oiled and massaged herself with Rosie’s lotions, cleaned her teeth gently, and creamed round her mouth so her cracked lips felt less painful. Finally she used Rosie’s shampoo and hair conditioner, searching the cabinet for nail scissors and a manicure set.

    Rosie was seething. Lorraine had been in her bathroom since half past seven and it was now almost nine. When she emerged, swathed in Rosie’s towels, Rosie pushed past her and banged the bathroom door shut.

    ‘Well, thanks a bundle!’ She stormed out. ‘You’ve taken all the hot water! Now I gotta wait an hour, maybe more. I always have a shower in the morning.’

    ‘Sorry,’ Lorraine muttered. The floor shook as Rosie thudded into the sitting room.

    Would you come in here a minute, please!’ Rosie boomed.

    Lorraine sighed with irritation and followed the voice. Rosie, like some irate sergeant-major, stood with her hands on her hips.

    ‘Okay. This is not a hotel, not the goddamned hospital. When you get up in the morning, put your bedclothes away and it’d be a nice gesture if you tried washin’ a dish when you used it. This is my home. It may not look much but it’s all I got an’ I work my butt off to keep it.’

    Lorraine watched as Rosie dragged her sheets and pillow from the couch and hurled them towards her. They landed at her feet. She was picking them up when the floor shook again and Rosie thrust a dirty ashtray under her nose. ‘And all this smoking – it’s not good for me. Please try and cut down or at least open the window and wash out the ashtray.’

    Lorraine couldn’t get a word in edgeways. Rosie slammed into her bedroom and two seconds later charged out again demanding that Lorraine go back in and clean the bathroom.

    ‘It was a shit-hole when I went in there!’ Lorraine screeched. ‘You like it so fucking much, you clean it?

    Rosie glared. ‘No fucking way! Get the vacuum from the closet, and clean up in there?

    Lorraine sat down and rubbed her hair. ‘I’ve just got clean, I don’t want to get all dirty again.’

    Rosie charged to the closet, yanked open the door and dragged out an old-fashioned vacuum cleaner. Her fat body wobbled under the pink nylon nightdress, and she wore the most extraordinary bedroom slippers, like boats, but with the face of Pluto on one and Mickey Mouse on the other. The faces were old and food-stained – Pluto was minus one ear.

    Lorraine watched as the immense beam bent over to fit in the plug. ‘You’ve not had that out for a while, you should run it over the carpet in here. It’s full of cat hairs. Are you working at the hospital today?’

    Rosie switched on the hoover and glowered. ‘No, I am not. Why? So that you can have a good rummage through my things? I only work part-time, in case your memory fails you. Mondays and Thursdays.’

    Lorraine nodded, uncertain what day it was, and fazed by Rosie’s personality change. Rosie continued to complain, bellowing above the machine’s whirring, which made Lorraine’s head ache. Peace came when she departed for her shower, but only for a moment: more thuds emanated from the bedroom as Rosie dressed. Closet doors squeaked, drawers banged open and shut, until Rosie appeared with an armful of clothes which she tossed onto the floor. ‘Here, something might fit. If it doesn’t, chuck it out. I dunno why I kept that lot, maybe because I hoped I’d shrink . . . Help yourself.’

    Lorraine looked through the odd assortment of garments, all in dreadful colours and a mixture of sizes, ranging from a ten to a sixteen. Nothing fitted. A few items were vaguely clean, but there were no shoes or underwear. Finally she chose a print dress three sizes too large and tied a belt around the waist. At least it would be cool. She put on her panties from the day before, turned inside out. She had no bra, no stockings or tights. She looked around for the brown paper parcel she had brought from the hospital, but couldn’t remember where she had left it. Her hair was dry now, and she tied it back with an elastic band, then folded the rest of the clothes and put them into a black plastic garbage bag. She tipped the contents of the trashcan into the bag, and carried it outside for collection.

    It was such a beautiful morning that she walked to the deli at the end of the street, and stood staring in the window with all the bottles on display. The windows were barred, and Lorraine threaded her fingers through the meshing, longing to go inside. She didn’t have so much as a cent so, unless she robbed the place, there was no way of getting a bottle. Reluctantly she walked back to Rosie’s, climbed up the wooden staircase, then hesitated. She could hear Rosie talking on the telephone, and she sat on the steps, listening.

    ‘Well, I was hoping as I’ve got a few days off this weekend if we could make it Saturday? I can get the bus over . . .’

    The call went on for a while longer, then Lorraine heard the thudding footsteps, and a door slamming. She went inside and opened the fridge. Rosie appeared dressed in a white blouse and circular cotton flower print skirt. Her frizzy hair was wet, and she tugged a comb through it.

    ‘Water was still cold! And you had the last Coke yesterday. I’m not a charity, you know. Now, we’d better see which meeting you go to . . .?’ Rosie began making a series of phone calls and talked at length to someone whom she described as her sponsor. Eventually she hung up.

    ‘Jake figures I shouldn’t be your sponsor, but since I’ve taken you on, I’ll give it a try. Any time, day or night, if you feel the need for a drink, or someone to talk to, then you just tell me. Have you wanted a drink this morning?’

    ‘What do you think?’

    Rosie sighed irritably, and warned Lorraine that she did not have enough money to ferry them both all over LA. ‘Don’t you have any money at all?’ she barked.

    ‘No, but I’ll manage . . .’

    Rosie pushed past her, into the tiny kitchen area, took cereal and fruit, and began to munch noisily. Slowly, the warm, friendly Rosie began to surface. She complimented Lorraine on how she looked, and started counting dollars from her purse. Lorraine watched, trying to work out how much money it contained. As soon as she had a chance, she would steal it and get the hell out of the apartment.

    ‘How about social security? Can you claim any benefits?’

    Lorraine shrugged. Said she couldn’t recall any social security numbers, but declined to admit to Rosie why she didn’t want to – the skipped bail, court appearances, debts . . . If she tried to apply for financial assistance she’d be arrested. Rosie gulped her coffee and began to make a long list, chewing the end of an already gnarled pencil.

    ‘Okay. We got enough here for a few days, but we’ll look around for jobs, see about taking you to the social security to see if they can trace your numbers and maybe you’ll get some benefits. Not that you can live on what they dole out, I know, I’m on it—’

    ‘We? I can manage on my own.’

    ‘No, you can’t. I can’t go off to the hospital and leave you, well, not until I can trust you. So here’s some suggestions . . .’ She had jotted down waitress, cleaner, mostly menial jobs, and then listed all the addresses of AA meetings. Lorraine wondered idly if all this effort was to help Rosie keep on the wagon, never mind herself.

    ‘I thought you said you were something to do with computers. Can’t you get a decent job?’ Lorraine enquired.

    Rosie looked up. ‘Oh, yes. I can get into any bank and they’ll make me head cashier! I lost my job, my respectability. I’ve got no references, not even a driver’s licence, they took it away. I thought you’d know that – if you were a cop like you said. If you were, why can’t you get a decent job?’

    Lorraine began to chew at her nails. She’d finished the pack of cigarettes; now she craved not only a drink but a cigarette, too. She suddenly felt tired, and yawned. It was as if she had been up for hours, which indeed she had, but it was still only ten o’clock.

    ‘Can I use your toilet?’

    ‘You don’t have to fucking ask me to go to the john, for chrissakes!’

    When Lorraine didn’t show for fifteen minutes, Rosie went to check on her. She was curled up on her bed, deeply asleep, her hands cupped under her chin. Rosie studied Lorraine’s sleeping face, and realized that she must once have been beautiful. You could still see glimpses of it: in repose, Lorraine’s face lost its hardness. Her mouth was closed, so you couldn’t see the missing tooth, and the deep scar was hidden by the pillow. For the first time Rosie really wondered about Lorraine’s past, still certain that the cop line was just that – a line.

    She crept out, then searched through Lorraine’s belongings. Nothing. The brown paper bag was empty of any personal mementoes. No letters or cards, no make-up – and the plastic purse they had given her was empty, she hadn’t lied about that. But Rosie was sure she had lied about having no family; a girl who had been as attractive as Lorraine must have had someone – had maybe even been somebody.

    •   •   •

    Rosie let Lorraine sleep for almost the entire day. She read, made some calls, cooked lunch for herself. Food was one of the few pleasures she had left in life. At four o’clock the phone rang. She snatched it up, afraid it would wake Lorraine.

    ‘Hello, is this you, Mommy?’ The high-pitched voice tore at her heart. At last he had called. It was her son.

    ‘Yeah, it’s me. How you doin’, Joey? We gonna meet up? I kinda thought maybe this weekend?’

    ‘I can’t, I got a big game, I’m on the second division basketball team, and so I can’t. I gotta go now.’

    Rosie started to panic. He was going to put the phone down. She wanted to tell him she would drive across LA to see him play, but she stuttered, ‘Wait, Joey, what about you gettin’ a bus out here to me? I can meet you at the depot, Joey? You still there, Joey?’

    ‘I’m goin’ to Florida. Me and Dad are movin’ there, we got a place sorted and everything.’

    ‘Florida?’ Rosie screeched.

    There was an ominous silence. She could hear Joey whispering. ‘Is that woman goin’ with you, Joey? Is – put your dad on the phone, Joey, you hear me? I wanna speak to—’

    Rosie was shaking, she knew that cheap bitch was there, knew she must be putting her ten cents in. Her hand clenched round the receiver as she heard her son calling his father, and then the phone being put down. ‘Hello? Hello?’

    Her ex-husband came on the line – she could even hear his intake of breath as if he was preparing himself to speak to her. It always got her so mad, the way he talked to her, all calm and coming on like he was a shrink, or as if she was ten years old. ‘Rosie?’

    ‘What’s all this about Florida? You never said anythin’ to me about Florida, takin’ my kid to Florida.’

    ‘Rosie, just calm down.’

    ‘I’m calm, for chrissakes. I’m angry too.’

    ‘When we’re settled we’ll write. This is a good job for me, a lot more money.’ The voice was smooth, saying each word too slowly.

    ‘I wanna see Joey. I’m not interested in what you earn – you never paid a cent to me, anyway.’

    There was the sound of heavy breathing and then he repeated slowly and painstakingly that as Rosie had not been awarded visitation rights, never mind custody, she had little say in where her Joey lived. That was up to him and he was making the best decision for his son’s welfare and if she didn’t like it then she should hire a lawyer.

    ‘Oh, yeah? And where do I get that kind of money?’

    ‘You got it to buy booze, Rosie. Maybe you’re stewed right now – you usually have been in the past when you’ve called. It’s been six months since your last call and Joey doesn’t wanna know, Rosie. It’s not me and don’t think it’s Barbara either, he—’

    ‘You bastard.’

    Again the heavy breathing. ‘Rosie, I’m sorry, let’s not be like this. We’ll write, we’ll be in touch and I’m hanging up now because I don’t want to get into an argument. I’m hanging up, Rosie.’

    She looked at the receiver as she heard the line go dead and replaced it gently on the cradle. She patted the phone with the flat of her hand, wishing it was her boy’s head. She didn’t even know how big he was now, it had been such a long time . . . One day, she told herself, she’d hold him in her arms and he would forgive her. She felt so empty she wanted to cry, for all the lost years.

    •   •   •

    Hours later, Lorraine woke up, heart pounding. There had been a violent crash, as if the front door had been knocked down. Music thumped out, the volume on maximum. She sat up, and eased herself off the bed. She didn’t recognize the screeching, confused voice, and the sound of breaking glass topped even the music.

    Lorraine pushed open the bedroom door, and gasped. Rosie was reeling around the room, falling into furniture, drinking from a quart bottle of bourbon. She leered at Lorraine, and waved the bottle. ‘You wanna drink? Come on in, sit down, have a drink with me!’

    Lorraine watched, incredulous, as Rosie crashed into the kitchen, smashing glasses as she attempted to get one from the cupboard. She swore and kicked at the jagged pieces. Her eyes were unfocused, her face bright red and sweating. She swayed as she poured and held out a half-full tumbler. ‘Have a drink, skinny!’

    Lorraine was about to take the glass when the front door opened. She had no idea who the short, squat man was, who knocked the glass out of Rosie’s hand, snatched the bottle from her and began pouring the contents down the sink. Rosie screamed and lunged at him with a punch, missed, and fell into the closet. Brushes tumbled around her as she slumped on the floor, weeping. Her sobs came louder as he ran water into the sink, making sure every drop of liquor was gone. Rosie’s head fell forward onto her chest and her breath came in terrible, heaving rasps.

    ‘Help me get her into the bathroom and turn that fucking music off!’ Lorraine did as she was told, and between them they dragged Rosie into the bedroom then the bathroom by both arms, like a beached whale, and inched her into the base of the shower, before the man turned it on full blast. When Rosie finally came to, she began to vomit. The man held her head up, getting soaked himself in the process. He snapped out instructions for Lorraine to pass him towels and a pillow. When the vomiting subsided he stuffed a pillow under Rosie’s dripping head, and stood up. ‘She’ll sleep it off now.’

    Lorraine followed him into the sitting room. He was attempting to dry himself with one of the kitchen towels. ‘You started her on this binge, huh?’

    Lorraine shook her head. He began to brew coffee, and fetched cups, treading warily over the broken glass. ‘What brought it on, then?’

    ‘I dunno.’ She folded her arms. The smell of the bourbon hanging in the air made her swallow because it smelt so good. ‘You got a cigarette?’

    He tossed over a squashed packet, and rubbed his shoulder. ‘She must weigh a ton. I’m getting too old for this – she’s put my shoulder out before now, and my back. Once she knocked me out stone cold . . . So, if you didn’t bring the bottle in, did she get it herself?’

    Lorraine lit the cigarette and pocketed the packet. ‘I dunno. I was asleep.’

    ‘Oh, yeah?’ he sneered. ‘Sleeping one off, were you?’

    Lorraine was annoyed by his aggressive, punchy manner. His neck was short, his greasy black hair thinning, even his hands were podgy. ‘You her boyfriend or something?’ she asked.

    ‘Her what? You kiddin’? Need a bigger man than me to take that rhino on. I’m her sponsor, but I dunno for how long. They called me from the liquor store – little arrangement we have, saves them from one of her visits. You get her started, did you? Then she went for a bottle? After she’s finished one bottle she’s only after the next, and those bars they got up may have kept them safe from the riots but they wouldn’t from Rosie.’ He helped himself to coffee, and poured some for Lorraine. ‘I’m Jake Valsack.’

    ‘Lorraine.’

    Jake eased his square backside onto the sofa. ‘Well, you made it through a night, then? And . . .’ He looked at his watch and smiled. When he smiled, his face changed from something that resembled a chimpanzee into a cute pixie. ‘You been dry almost a whole day. We’ll go to the meeting – she won’t be round for a while yet.’

    Lorraine had no desire to go to another meeting, so she said she’d stay with Rosie. Jake hooted with laughter. Once again she grew increasingly irritated with him.

    ‘So, Lorraine, what kind of work did you do before drinking?’

    She crossed to the kitchen and poured more coffee. ‘I was a secretary.’

    He swivelled round. ‘So you can type, huh? You got a job? Rosie said you’d need one.’

    ‘You going to give me one?’

    Jake hooted again. ‘What you think I am – nuts?’

    Lorraine sat on the sofa arm. ‘So what did you do before drinking, Jake?’ she inquired sarcastically. He looked up at her from round, dark eyes – he was a dead ringer for a chimpanzee.

    ‘I was a doctor. Still am a doctor only I can’t practise any more. Now I help run a clinic for junkies and alkies and anybody who needs help, like Rosie.’

    Lorraine looked away for she could read the pain in those animal eyes. Maybe Jake could see something similar in her own because he seemed to relent. He opened his wallet and passed over a card. ‘You can call me on that line. I know somebody who needs a bit of clerical work done, be a few bucks in hand – or you can work for me. I’m a glutton for punishment. We need as many helping hands as possible, but there’s no money in it.’

    As she pocketed the card, she felt Jake’s cigarettes. She didn’t dare bring one out in case he asked for them back. He stood up and glanced at the broken screen door. ‘Tell Rosie I’m around.’

    Lorraine watched his stocky figure strut off down the road. Then she searched for Rosie’s handbag. She was opening the purse when she heard moaning from the bathroom. Rosie was trying in vain to stand up. Lorraine looked at her, in no way disgusted by the spectacle: she’d seen and been in a lot worse states herself. ‘I guess I just tied another one on, didn’t I?’
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