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To David Stoyle for his outstanding generosity in bidding in an auction of promises to be a character in Faith. I hope, David, that you enjoy being immortalized and that your new role as lawyer/super sleuth amuses you, Julia and your children. If I didn’t make you as ravishingly handsome or brilliant as you’d have liked, I apologize, but the fictional David couldn’t upstage super-hero Stuart. He had to be a thoroughly nice guy and a good sport, as you really are.
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1995

‘Dried-up auld fuckwit!’ Donna Ferguson said loudly and scathingly as she dolloped broccoli on to Laura Brannigan’s plate.

Laura had always found that particular Scottish insult amusing yet she stifled her laughter as she knew Donna, the eighteen-year-old behind the serving counter, would see that as further evidence of her dementia. But then, as Donna weighed close on twenty stone, she probably thought anyone asking for more broccoli and less mashed potato was seriously barmy.

‘I may be old and dried-up but broccoli keeps my wits sharp and my body slim,’ Laura retorted. ‘Maybe you should try it.’

As she turned away with her tray to find a seat in the dining room, she could sense the charge in the air which always came when her fellow prisoners thought a fight might kick off. But they would be disappointed today, as they had been on so many occasions when someone insulted Laura. It was tough enough to be fifty and serving a life sentence for a crime she hadn’t committed, without looking for trouble. Besides, Laura felt sorry for Donna; she was forced to act tough to make up for looking like a beached whale.

Glancing around the dining hall at the thirty or so women, Laura thought how wrong film-makers got it when they portrayed women prisoners. There were no sexy-looking beauties here, and precious little intelligence. They came in all shapes and sizes, ranging from seventeen to over sixty, but they were unified by the same dull skin, lacklustre hair, and a look of defeat. She saw the same look staring back at her each time she was foolish enough to glance in a mirror.

‘Come and sit by me, Law,’ Maureen Crosby called out. ‘Us auld fuckwits should stick together!’

Laura did smile then for it was uncharacteristic of Maureen to display a sense of humour. She was a rather dour Glaswegian of fifty-two who liked her own company and rarely involved herself in anything which was going on around her.

‘Thanks, Maureen,’ Laura said, taking her up on her offer. ‘Did I commit a cardinal sin by wanting more broccoli?’

Two years earlier, when Laura first arrived on remand in Cornton Vale, Scotland’s only women’s prison, Maureen was one of the few inmates who made no sarcastic remarks about her age, her English accent or her insistence that the police had made a terrible mistake in charging her with murder. This could have been purely because Maureen was a similar age to her, but more likely because she’d been through too much misery in her own life to wish to inflict any on anyone else. There were scars on her cheeks made by a razor and her wrist stuck out awkwardly, the result of a break which had never healed properly. Most of her teeth were broken and she had a recurring back problem.

‘You’re looking very nice today. Expecting a visitor?’ Laura said as she began to eat. Maureen was a big woman and usually slopped around in a black tracksuit which did nothing for her rotund shape or her sallow complexion. But today she was wearing a pair of smart grey trousers and a pale pink shirt. Her grey hair had been washed and blow-dried, and she’d even made up her face.

‘Aye, my Jenny’s coming,’ Maureen replied, her voice lifting from its usual dejected tone.

‘That’s great,’ Laura exclaimed. Maureen had confided in her a few weeks earlier that when she was convicted of grievous bodily harm for driving a car at her husband, her eldest daughter had vowed she’d never see her again. ‘What changed her mind?’

Maureen shrugged to imply she didn’t know exactly. ‘I done what you said and wrote and told her how I felt about her. Maybe it was that.’

Laura nodded. Maureen was on the point of leaving her abusive husband when she discovered he’d stolen the stash of money she’d been saving to make good her escape. That same evening he beat her up again, and early the following morning as she was driving home from her office-cleaning job, she spotted him coming out of the house of a woman who she had long suspected he was having an affair with. In a fit of rage she drove the car straight at him, breaking both his legs and causing massive internal injuries, from which he would probably never completely recover.

Jenny had taken her father’s part, refusing to acknowledge the humiliation and brutality he’d put Maureen through over the years. She had even refused to allow her younger siblings to see their mother.

‘I expect your husband has shown his true colours to her too,’ Laura said thoughtfully. ‘And your younger children will probably have told Jenny things they saw and heard him doing to you in the past. She’ll have weighed it all up and realized you were at your wits’ end. Girls need their mothers and I’m sure she’s missed you terribly.’

‘You’re a good woman,’ Maureen said unexpectedly. ‘I didnae believe you was innocent at first, but I do now. You haven’t got it in youse to kill anyone, specially an auld pal like Jackie.’

Laura smiled ruefully. Two years ago such a remark would have filled her with hope; she would have believed the lawyers, police and jury would all see her that way too. But the jury had found her guilty and her lawyer had said they had no grounds for an appeal.

She knew now that everyone involved in the case was totally convinced of her guilt, and that was the hardest thing of all to bear. ‘It means a lot that you believe in me,’ she sighed. ‘But don’t let’s talk about that today. You must be so excited about your visit.’

‘That I am.’ Maureen beamed. ‘Just to look at her pretty wee face again will be enough. She’s thirty now, with a second wean on the way, and I didnae even know I had a grandson.’

‘Try not to mention her father,’ Laura suggested gently. ‘Ask her about your grandson, her pregnancy, home and stuff like that. She’ll be feeling awkward because of how she was with you, but she must want to build bridges or she wouldn’t be coming.’

Maureen looked at Laura speculatively. ‘Why don’t you get visitors, Law?’ she asked. ‘A good woman like you must have had loads of pals.’

‘I wasn’t a good woman,’ Laura said ruefully. ‘I treated people badly and used them. Jackie was the only person whose opinion of me ever counted for anything and I loved her. But now I’ve been convicted of her murder, the few people I liked to think of as friends vanished, and there’s no one left that gives a jot about me.’

When Laura got back to her cell after dinner, she lay down on her bed and closed her eyes. Her fellow prisoners had decorated their cells with pictures and photographs, but apart from a picture of a white rose which she’d cut from a glossy magazine, the walls of her cell were as bare as they were when she was first given it a year ago after she received her sentence.

Back then she’d felt too outraged to consider the idea of making it more homely, for that would have seemed like acceptance of what had happened to her. In her darkest moments she would stare at the grille over the window and contemplate hanging herself from it. Yet suicide seemed more like an apology than a declaration of her innocence.

Leaving the cell bleak and depersonalized was a form of protest. She didn’t mind its small size – she had lived in equally small rooms in the past. She could escape to a certain extent by listening to her radio and by looking at the view of hills from her window. But the constant noise in this place often made her feel she was going mad.

Banging, singing, crying, shouting, talking and raucous laughter were incessant in Bravo Block. She could shut the other women out with her door, she could even avoid the smoke and stink of their cigarettes, but the noise was there all the time, and sometimes she wanted to scream out for silence.

She could remember how much she had loved the Scottish accent when she first came to live in Scotland, but now it grated; even the gentler burr of those from places like Inverness irritated her. She thought she’d give anything to hear a London accent, a Brummie or a Geordie, but even her own voice, after twenty-three years in Scotland, had little trace of its London origins left.

She got up wearily from her bed to find her earplugs. They didn’t shut out the noise, but at least they muted it. She found them on the wash basin, and as she put them in, caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror.

The sight only depressed her further, for her face reflected her weary and hopeless state of mind, and her hair had the colour and texture of dirty straw. As a child it had been mousey-brown, but for all of her adult life she had coloured it – black, red, dark brown, blonde and even pink once – so it was hard to recall its exact original colour. Yet she could remember precisely how it looked the day she’d found Jackie dead, for she’d been to the hairdresser’s the previous day and had it cut short and bouncy, with blonde highlights.

It was long and straggly now, so she kept it tied back with a rubber band, but when she did brush it out, those highlights amounted to nothing more than orange tips at the ends, the rest an ugly pepper-and-salt grey.

Glamorous, chic, elegant, perfectly groomed, those were the phrases people used to describe her two years ago when she had her shop. Five feet five, a perfect size ten, she still got wolf whistles when she passed a building site, and there was hardly a night out when some man didn’t try to chat her up, for she looked closer to thirty-five than in her late forties.

No man would look at her twice now. She might still be slender, but her skin was as grey as her hair, and her brown eyes, so often described as lustrous, were dull now. Even if she were to be dressed up in a smart suit, with high heels, hair cut and recoloured, and her face made up, she knew she could never look the way she once did, for it was as if a light had been switched off within her.

‘Brannigan!’

Laura turned at her name being called, to see Prison Officer Beadington at the door. She was universally known as Beady, a nickname that suited her perfectly as she was short and stout with beady dark eyes. Laura pulled out her earplugs.

‘A letter was handed in for you,’ Beady said, holding out the sheet of paper. ‘The man came here just now, wanting to visit you. The officers at the gate had to turn him away, but they told him he could write and ask you for a visiting slip.’

Laura’s heart lurched as she saw the familiar handwriting. She might not have seen it for years, but it was unmistakable.

‘It’s not another of those journalists, is it?’ Beady asked. ‘You know how the governor feels about them!’

Laura was too stunned by the letter in her hand to answer immediately. She looked blankly at Beady for a few moments as if she’d spoken in a foreign language.

‘No. No, it’s not,’ she said when she realized she had to reply.

She had sent visiting slips to several journalists just after she was convicted, in the hope they would take up her cause. Almost all of them came, but they cared nothing for her plight; not one believed that she was innocent. All they really wanted was more dirt, about her, and the series of suicides that had taken place in this prison in recent months. They used her as a reason to write sensational articles about the prison and the governor had been very angry that she had unwittingly given them inside information.

‘It’s from a man I knew a long time ago,’ Laura said weakly. ‘It’s a bit of a shock!’

‘They said he was a hunk,’ Beady said with a wide smile.

Laura half smiled. Beady was a decent woman; she had a hard outer shell, and she could come down on anyone like a ton of bricks if they upset her, but that was to protect her soft centre. Laura had seen her comforting girls when their man had dumped them, or their children were being taken into care. Her heart was in the right place.

‘He was always a hunk,’ Laura said sadly. ‘And a good man too, but us women are often guilty of not recognizing a man’s true worth until it’s too late.’

‘He came looking for you,’ Beady said pointedly. ‘So you get a visiting slip off to him pronto.’

Laura shut her cell door and sat down on her bunk to read the letter. ‘Dear Laura,’ she read.


I have only just returned to the UK from South America, and was horrified to hear about Jackie’s death. We may not have seen one another for a very long while, but I cannot believe you would have killed her, for I know what you meant to one another. They wouldn’t let me in to see you, they said I needed a slip. Please send me one to my hotel, for I cannot leave Scotland again until I’ve talked to you.

Stuart



A tear ran down Laura’s cheek unchecked as she stared at his handwriting. Twenty years ago he used to write her notes scribbled in pencil, often embellished with funny little faces. She’d received a beautiful sympathy card too when Barney died, his deep sorrow etched into each word. This one was more formal, written on embossed headed paper from the Balmoral Hotel in Edinburgh, evidence of how far removed he was from her now.

She could picture him that summer’s day in 1972 when she first met him in Castle Douglas. Tall, bare-chested, his cut-down Levi shorts threatening to slide off his slim hips. Chestnut-brown hair in need of a wash tangling on his shoulders, bare feet as brown as new conkers, and the widest, warmest smile she’d ever seen.

He was twenty-one, still an innocent boy full of exuberance and joy. She was twenty-seven, a calculating, wordly woman who should have known better than to run off to a hippy enclave with her two-year-old son. She was clutching at straws of course – anything was better than staying in London and letting people see she’d messed up.

She seduced Stuart that same night on a mattress on the floor of a place that was little more than a shed, and he woke the following morning to tell her he loved her.

Running a finger over the embossed letter heading, Laura could imagine the sophistication of the world he lived in now: king-size beds, sumptuous bathrooms, fast cars and designer clothes. She had had many reports from Jackie over the years about how successful he was, that he was head-hunted by national companies to act as their project manager all over the world. Yet according to Jackie, he’d made that climb from the Edinburgh tenement he’d been brought up in, not by sharp practice and conniving, but with his skill, hard work and total honesty, just the way he’d always claimed he would.

How different her life might have been if she’d only believed in him!

Holding the letter to her heart, she flopped down on to her bed, sobbing.

Nineteen seventy-two was her ‘summer of love’, when for just a few short weeks everything was golden. No other man, before or since, had ever touched her in quite the same way, and what they had was precious and beautiful. But she had destroyed it, just as she had so often before, and after, destroyed so much that was good in her life.
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Laura lay on her bed holding Stuart’s letter, the delight she’d felt initially on receiving it pushed aside by shame. It wasn’t so much that he had discovered she was in prison, but that by now he would have found out about her real family.

He had worked for Jackie for a few years, and become involved with all her family, and although that was a long time ago, they’d retained some contact with one another. He would’ve been upset enough to hear Jackie had died of natural causes, but once he was informed that she was murdered by Laura, he would have scoured the newspaper archives to find out more.

Every sordid detail about her was there, for the press had been like hyenas after a kill, tearing chunks off her credibility as they unearthed more and more unsavoury facts about her and her background.

She wasn’t concerned about the stuff that she’d been involved in since they split up; he had probably heard about most of that on the grapevine long ago anyway. But what must he have felt when he discovered that she had not been orphaned as she told him? That she had in fact got two living parents and five brothers and sisters she’d airbrushed out of her life?

She could imagine him thinking back to things she’d told him about her fictional childhood and adolescence and asking himself why she’d never told him the truth, even if she chose to lie to the rest of the world.

Stuart’s family background was working-class too, and he’d have been quick to admit to any skeletons in the closet. Yet he’d been proud of his origins, and would never have resorted to glitzing it up to climb the social ladder.

There were many times in the two years they were together that she almost told him the truth. She’d known he would have understood then why she lied; indeed, he would probably have loved her even more because he’d been a compassionate man who was always on the side of the underdog. The reason she resisted the temptation was because he would have made her come clean to Jackie, and nagged her into contacting her mother. She was too much of a coward to face that.

Tears welled up in her eyes and she brushed them away impatiently. If she’d known at sixteen what future heartache she was storing up, she wouldn’t have reinvented herself. But back then it was just self-preservation, not intentional deceit.

She was twelve when it really dawned on her that everything was stacked against her. It was October 1957, one of those glorious autumn days when you notice the leaves on the trees have changed to gold, red, russet and yellow, yet the sun is warm enough to fool you into thinking it is still summer.

There were no trees in Thornfield Road, Shepherds Bush, where she lived. Even the narrow strips of soil in front of the decaying three- and four-storey houses that the residents liked to call their ‘front garden’ held nothing but overloaded dustbins, bicycles and junk. But that day Laura had taken herself off to Ravenscroft Park nearby and had marvelled at the festival of colour there, and wished she lived in one of the nice houses surrounding the park.

She went there most Saturday afternoons, but normally she took her baby brother Freddy in his pram, along with her sisters, Meggie and Ivy, to give her mother a break. But that morning Laura had taken one look at the dark, damp and chaotic basement flat they lived in, and she’d had an overwhelming need to get out and be alone in peaceful surroundings.

She was still in the park, sitting on a bench daydreaming about having a bedroom of her own, a bathroom, and never again having to wear second-hand clothes or having other girls jeering at her in school because her clothes smelled of fried food and mildew, when she suddenly became aware it was late afternoon. The sun had turned bright orange and was sinking down behind the trees, making long shadows, and all at once she was chilly in her cotton dress.

She walked home reluctantly, aware her mother would be furious she’d stayed out all day, and as she turned the corner into Thornfield Road, she saw Janice Potts and Margaret Jones from school, sitting on the wall outside her house.

Her stomach turned over in fright because they’d been bullying her since the start of the new term in September. She knew they had come to pick a fight with her, because, like most of the girls at the grammar school in Holland Park, they lived well away from dingy Shepherds Bush, and had no reason to pass through her street.

Right since her first day at grammar school Laura had felt like an impostor because almost everyone else was posh and glossy. The other girls had tennis and ballet lessons, their fathers had cars and wore suits, and she was absolutely certain no one else had a second-hand uniform or took a bath in the public ones. It didn’t help that she was so skinny and plain – every time she looked in a mirror she winced at her plaited hair which never looked sleek because it was so dull and wispy.

All through her first year there she was aware the other girls whispered about her behind her back, they hid her books and never let her join in any of their games in the playground. But since she’d moved up to the second year, it had become far worse.

On the first day back at school in September, Brenda Marsh had said she didn’t want to sit next to a ‘guttersnipe’. Someone else asked if she got her blazer from the rag-and-bone man. From then on it seemed as if the whole class was out to torment her. They left notes in her desk about her fusty smell. In the PE changing room girls would pick up her blouse or jumper between thumb and forefinger and wince, as though it had some disease on it. She even saw one girl polishing a chair that Laura had been sitting on with a handkerchief. Whispers, nudges and rude gestures went on all the time in class. In the playground and as she left school, girls would shout out cruel remarks and try to trip her up. Now the two ringleaders had discovered where she lived, and Laura was afraid.

‘Hey, Stinky Wilmslow! Had a wash this year yet?’ Janice yelled out.

It was tempting to run into a neighbour’s house to ask for help, but she knew that if she did Janice and Margaret would be on to her again on Monday at school. ‘Go and boil your head,’ she called back defiantly and doggedly walked on towards them.

‘You still got nits?’ Margaret jeered as she got close to them.

That jibe stung for she’d never had nits. She washed every day too, although that didn’t stop the smells from her home attaching themselves to her clothes. But there was no point in protesting, it would just give them an excuse to hurl more insults at her.

‘Probably – and you’ll catch them if you touch me,’ Laura responded. She had a sinking feeling that the sadistic duo were going to start hitting her, and that would mean she’d have to show them that common girls like her also learned to defend themselves from the cradle.

As she reached them, Janice stuck out her foot to trip her up. Laura kept her nose in the air and pretended she hadn’t seen, but quick as a flash, kicked out at Janice’s other leg and made her topple over on to the pavement.

As Janice cried out in shocked surprise, Margaret jumped forward, her fingers hooked, ready to claw at Laura’s face. Laura kneed her in the stomach and Margaret reeled back, clutching herself.

By anyone’s reckoning it was a formidable display of superior wits, speed and guile, and both girls looked suitably stunned and afraid. Laura put her hands on her hips and looked scathingly at them. ‘Have you had enough?’ she asked. ‘Or do you both want a good kicking so you can run crying home to your mummies?’

They turned tail and fled, their short skirts fluttering up to show their white legs and navy-blue knickers. They weren’t even brave enough to call her more names from a distance.

Laura watched them go. She felt the incident ought to have made her feel powerful and triumphant, but it had quite the reverse effect. What she wanted was for them to like her, so they could spend Saturday afternoons in Woolworth’s listening to the week’s Top Twenty and looking at the makeup. But that was never going to happen now.

She slumped down on the wall of number 12 where she lived, suddenly, blindingly aware that it would take a great deal more than passing her eleven-plus and putting on a striped blazer to overcome the stigma of being a Wilmslow.

She’d been so proud when she got her place at the grammar school, and she thought her older brothers were just jealous when they said she wouldn’t fit in there. Even when it was clear her brothers were right, ever the optimist, she had told herself she’d win everyone around in time.

But she knew now she could never do that. She’d never get invited to one of the other girls’ parties, or home to tea; no one would ever want her around them. She didn’t mind that her parents had no money for the school trip to France, or for ballet lessons, but she didn’t think she could stand another four or more years at school without a single friend.

Until now she had comforted herself when things looked blackest by the fact the teachers said she was clever. She had believed that one day she’d get to be something brilliant like a doctor, a scientist or a lawyer, and then all those who had looked down on her would be ashamed.

But now she could see that Janice and Margaret’s prejudice against her was representative of how the whole world would see her. With a father in and out of prison, two older brothers who showed every sign of going the same way, and home a squalid hovel, she really didn’t have any chance of getting on in life.

Turning her head slightly, Laura looked down into the basement flat and winced when she saw what Janice and Margaret would have seen. Filthy windows, net curtains yellow with age and full of holes, and the dustbins for the entire four-storey house which were kept right outside their front door wafting out a sickly, rotten smell. If they’d seen the squalor inside, they’d have been even more shocked. The shame of it flooded through her, making her feel sick.

Dragging her feet, she went down the concrete steps to face her mother.

‘Where’ve you been all day?’ Mrs Wilmslow yelled as soon as Laura walked in. ‘I’ve been stuck in here with these kids fighting and the baby bawling, I ain’t even had a minute to nip out to buy some fags.’

Laura stood in the doorway of the front room which also doubled as her parents’ bedroom, and her spirits plummeted to rock bottom. No sunshine ever made its way in here, the couch had the stuffing coming out of the arms, and the wallpaper had been up so long that any pattern it had originally had been obliterated. The air was thick with cigarette smoke and smelled as though six-month-old Freddy had a dirty nappy. He was lying on the floor, grizzling. Ivy, the three-year-old, had jam all over her face and a bare bottom. Meggie, who was five, was playing with her doll. The room was a mess, toys, used cups and plates everywhere; even the double bed hadn’t been made.

June, Laura’s mother, was only thirty-two, a small, slender woman with bottle-blonde hair, a muddy complexion and a harassed expression. She still looked very pretty when she did her face and hair, but she rarely bothered with that unless she was going down the pub. She had curlers in her hair now, so she was obviously intending to go out later, but her dress had a tomato sauce stain down the front and she had holes in the elbows of her cardigan.

‘Go and get your fags now then,’ Laura retorted. She was tempted to point out that her mother could have taken the little ones out for a walk and got her cigarettes then, but she bit that back.

‘The kids kept on asking me where you were.’ Her mother’s voice had turned to a disgruntled whine. ‘For all I knew you could have been run over.’

‘Well, I wasn’t,’ Laura retorted. ‘You go and get your fags, I’ll tidy up in here and change Freddy – he stinks.’

It was an odd thing that her mother rarely asked what Laura or her older brothers did when they went out. It was as if she didn’t care other than to feel aggrieved that they hadn’t been around to do something for her. Mark was fourteen now, Paul thirteen, and without any kind of discipline they were running wild.

‘Peel some spuds too,’ June said, lighting up her last cigarette and dropping the empty packet on the floor. ‘We’ll have egg and chips for tea.’

*

Laura opened the window when her mother had gone, and found the reason Ivy had no knickers on was because they were wet, and lying on the floor behind the sofa.

‘You must use the potty,’ she rebuked her little sister, and found her a clean pair to put on. She stacked up all the dirty plates and cups and carried them out into the kitchen, only to find the sink still piled high with the breakfast things. Groaning, she put the kettle on for some hot water, then heaved all the dishes out on to the table so she could bathe Freddy.

Mrs Crispin upstairs often said June should be ashamed of herself for being such a bad mother, that she was slovenly, lazy and a disgrace. Laura hated the woman for sticking her nose in her family’s business, but she was right.

June Wilmslow was slovenly. She seemed unable to see dishes that needed washing, the pile of clothes in a chair that required ironing, and she would walk over things dropped on the floor rather than pick them up and put them away
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West London, 1960

Maisy was woken by a piercing scream. Startled, she sat up in bed, assuming the sound was coming from the street. But then she heard the cry for a second time and realized it was coming from inside the house. It was her mother.

She rushed to her bedroom door and out on to the landing, then paused when she heard her father’s voice travelling up from the floor below.

‘Be quiet, Lily. You’ll wake the twins and frighten them. I’m doing this for your own good.’

Maisy’s twin brother Duncan came out of his room and joined her at the top of the stairs. ‘What’s going on?’ he whispered.

Maisy put a finger to her lips to silence him and held his arm so he wouldn’t run down the stairs. Their father, Alastair Mitcham, was a stern man who didn’t take kindly to any interference.

‘I don’t want to go there! I’ll get better here in my own home,’ Lily Mitcham cried out. ‘Don’t make me go, Alastair!’

The pitiful pleading brought tears to both Maisy and Duncan’s eyes, but they were only fifteen and a little afraid of their father, and they simply didn’t know what to do.

‘How many times have I tried to get professional help for you? Each time you act the same way,’ Alastair said, and the children heard the weariness and resignation in his voice and exchanged anxious looks. ‘You aren’t getting better; year by year you get worse. When did you last agree to go out of the house? I think that was two summers ago. You haven’t even been downstairs for over a year.’

‘But my back and legs …’ she protested.

Alastair cut her short. ‘There is nothing wrong with your back or legs, and well you know it. You can’t hide behind a riding accident from some twelve years ago any longer. I’m sick of this, Lily. The only way I know to get you to face up to what really ails you is to take you to this place. Now, calm down, or I’ll get the nurse who’s waiting outside in the ambulance to come in and give you a shot of something.’

Maisy had heard enough. Despite her fear of her father and reluctance to drag her brother into trouble with her, she caught hold of his hand and pulled him to the stairs. Encouraged by her bravery, Duncan didn’t try to pull back.

‘Why are you sending Mother away?’ Maisy asked when she was just a few steps above the first-floor landing.

Her father wheeled round. He was fully dressed in a suit and clearly hadn’t heard them coming on their bare feet.

‘This is nothing to do with you,’ he snapped. ‘Get back to bed, both of you.’

‘She’s our mother, so it has everything to do with us,’ Maisy retorted. ‘Where are you sending her? And why in the middle of the night? So the neighbours won’t know? Or did you hope we wouldn’t wake and you could make out she’d gone to stay with a relative for a holiday?’

It was the first time Maisy had ever stood up to her father. While he wasn’t a violent man, he was so stern and forbidding that she and Duncan always did as he said. Her heart was racing and she was trembling, but even so she was determined to stick up for her mother.

‘Don’t let him send me away to an asylum,’ their mother whimpered. ‘It’s cruel and horrible. I want to stay here.’

Shocked as she was to hear of her father’s plans, when Maisy looked at her mother she realized why he was resorting to such drastic measures. Since she hadn’t seen her mother’s face clearly for many weeks, she hadn’t been aware how much worse she had become. Her eyes were almost popping out of her head, and she was now so thin that the yellowish skin on her face appeared to be stretched over her cheekbones, with blue veins standing out on her forehead like thick crayon marks. Her brown hair was lank and greasy and her nightgown was very grubby. It was absolutely clear she needed help.

Right from when they were small children the twins had grown used to their mother being in bed most of the time. They had always been taken to school by someone else and she never took them for a day at the seaside, a picnic or even a visit to a park. It was all they knew and so they had accepted her claim that it was due to a riding accident.

‘Father, don’t do this,’ Duncan said.

Still holding their mother’s arm tightly, he turned to face them. ‘I have to. She is ill. I never wanted you to know this, but she has been steadily getting worse and I’m afraid of what she will do. Just a few days ago she tried to drink some poison. Thankfully, Betty caught her just as she was about to swallow it and saved her life. But it doesn’t bear thinking about what might have happened.’

Their mother tried to escape from her husband’s grip, the expression on her face like a savage animal, teeth bared. Maisy instinctively took a step back, and Duncan took her hand.

‘OK, Father,’ he said, looking fearfully at his mother. ‘But shall I go out and ask the nurse to come in to help?’

‘Thank you, son, that would be best. Maisy, will you get your mother’s dressing gown and slippers? She was struggling too much for me to hold them.’

A few minutes later the twins watched as the stout, middle-aged nurse, who had been waiting outside in the private ambulance, injected their mother with a sedative.

The effect was almost instantaneous. Lily stopped struggling and relaxed, and a vacant look came to her face. Alastair helped his wife into her dressing gown and put the slippers on her feet. ‘That’s better,’ he said, kissing her cheek, a gesture that reassured the twins he really did have their mother’s best interests at heart. ‘Now, children, why don’t you say goodbye to your mother and go back to bed? Whatever she may have said, she will be looked after properly, I assure you. It’s a private home offering the best care available. Now I’m going to follow the ambulance in my car, and it will probably be a few hours before I get back. But don’t worry, Betty will be in at breakfast time as usual.’

They watched from the sitting room window as the nurse helped their mother into the back of the ambulance. Their father started up his car and waited for the ambulance to move.

For a moment the twins said nothing, just stood at the window in the dark room like two statues.

Although no one had ever said openly that their mother was mentally ill, of late the twins had suspected there was something more to her mysterious illness than a riding accident from long ago. Everything about their home was different to other people’s. Their parents slept in separate rooms, their mother had all her meals in hers, and sometimes they heard the sound of breaking plates and shouting. Betty the housekeeper always claimed their mother had dropped something, just as she always covered any strange noises by saying it was because she was in pain. Now it was all falling into place.

‘That was horrible,’ Duncan said eventually, his voice trembling. ‘Not just for Mother, but for Father too. Still, I’m sure it’s for the best. Shall we make some hot milk and then go back to bed? It’s only half past two.’

‘I never knew she was that bad,’ Maisy said as they went down to the kitchen. ‘I mean, I know she’s always been poorly and a bit strange too, but I never thought she was …’ She paused.

‘Mad?’ Duncan said. ‘Neither did I, but then we’ve never known any different, have we? I’m sure they’ll make her better; everything will be all right.’

Maisy poured some milk into a saucepan and lit the gas under it. Her brother was always the optimistic one, she thought to herself. She tended to be the opposite.

They looked alike, inasmuch as both had thick blond hair and deep blue eyes. But Duncan was taller than her, probably five feet six, while she was five three. He had a square face and a strong jaw, while Maisy’s face was heart-shaped, with a dimple in her chin. She tanned easily to a golden brown while her brother was prone to freckles.

Their large, semi-detached home was in London’s Holland Park. It had four floors, including the basement. It had last been decorated in Edwardian times, and though it must have been lovely then, it had grown very shabby over the years, and after the war decorating materials were hard to come by. Betty had told Maisy she’d overheard their father saying he wanted to sell it as it was too big and expensive to run. Betty thought it would be best converted into flats as so many other big houses in the area had been. The housekeeper had an opinion about everything, including that their mother was an attention seeker.

Because of the way things were at home, neither Duncan nor Maisy ever attempted to bring school friends back. They knew it would be embarrassing with a mother in bed all the time and a father who, when he was there, shut himself up in his study. Consequently they rarely got invited to anyone else’s home. Their world was a very small one. A private school just the other side of the park, visits to the library and an occasional treat of the cinema. Fortunately they were close friends, and didn’t think they needed anyone else.

They only had one close relative, Violet Mitcham, their paternal grandmother. She was a widow and lived in the New Forest, and she was as chilly as her only son. She only came to London to see them all once every couple of years. According to Betty she had never approved of Lily because she was so ‘weak’.

The twins had very good memories of Grandmother Goldney, Lily’s mother. They had been born in January 1945 in her house in Tenterden in Kent, where their mother had been living on and off for much of the war. Betty came from the town as well, and when they all returned to their London home Betty came with them as housekeeper. They went back to Tenterden for a month every August, but when they were eight Grandmother Goldie, as they had called her, died of pneumonia.

Their father had worked for the Foreign Office all his life. It was a reserved occupation during the war, so he didn’t have to join up, but it took him away from home a great deal, which was why their mother spent so much time in Kent and the twins were born there. He never talked about what his job entailed, and though Duncan liked to pretend he was a spy, Betty pooh-poohed that notion and said he just did clerical work.

‘What will happen now, do you suppose?’ Duncan asked, bringing Maisy back to the present by pointing to the milk which was almost boiling. ‘Do you think we’ll just carry on the same?’

‘Why would it be any different?’ Maisy asked. She didn’t want to be mean about their mother, but it wasn’t as if she had ever done anything for them. ‘For weeks now she’s been asleep every time we went into her room. Looking back, I wonder if she was pretending to sleep because she didn’t want to talk to us.’

‘But why? And if it’s true, how do you suppose she got like that?’

‘I think if I was married to a man like Father I’d hide away,’ Maisy said, semi-seriously. ‘Let’s face it, he’s no fun. Have you ever heard him laugh? Whistle a tune, dance, crack a joke?’

‘Now you mention it, I haven’t. But let’s go back to bed now. We’ve still got to go to school tomorrow.’

‘Why don’t we play truant for once?’ Maisy suggested. ‘We could go up to the West End and look in the shops, even go to the pictures in the afternoon to see something Father wouldn’t approve of.’

‘He said he was coming back here after taking Mother to that place. He might not go to work afterwards. I don’t think we’d better.’

Maisy pouted. ‘You’re such a goody-goody. Watch out or you might end up like him.’

‘So he actually took her to that place, then?’ Betty said at breakfast later that morning. The twins hadn’t needed to tell her; Father had left her a note explaining. ‘I’ve been telling him for months that she needed real help, but he wouldn’t listen until that business with the poison.’

The twins had mixed views on Betty. She was an attractive woman in her early forties with rich auburn hair and a voluptuous figure. She had a clear complexion and not even a trace of wrinkles around her eyes. As she’d been a big part of their lives since as far back as they could remember, they saw her like an aunt rather than a housekeeper, but in the last couple of years they had got the idea she saw herself as mistress of the house. She took liberties. They’d seen her wearing clothes that belonged to their mother, she ordered Maisy and Duncan about as if she were one of their parents, and she was far too familiar with their father. It crossed Maisy’s mind she might have designs on him and that was why she seemed pleased he’d finally put their mother in this home, but she wasn’t going to tell Duncan what she thought. It would upset him.

Still, she couldn’t resist a sly dig at Betty. ‘You’ll have a lot less to do now, won’t you? Though judging by the state Mother was in earlier today, maybe you haven’t been checking on her much lately?’

‘You cheeky little baggage,’ Betty retorted. ‘This is a big house to look after, and just cooking and doing the washing and ironing for you two kids and Mr Mitcham is a full-time job. I can’t force your mother to eat or wash herself and change her nightdress. You have no idea how difficult she can be.’

‘Then it’s as well she’s gone somewhere where the staff are used to such problems,’ Maisy said airily. ‘By the way, isn’t that one of Mother’s cardigans you’re wearing?’

She left the kitchen without waiting for Betty’s reply. She thought she would mention it to her father in the evening. He must have gone straight to his office that morning as he hadn’t been home. But first she thought she’d just nip upstairs and have one more go at persuading Duncan to play truant today.

In the days that followed, everything seemed slightly off centre to the twins. There was a calmer atmosphere and Father was more attentive to them, inasmuch as he quizzed them daily about their schoolwork. Betty was more cheerful, making them special meals and not complaining about anything for a change. But it was worrying, as if something bad was expected any day.

On the Friday afternoon two weeks later, the twins arrived home from school to find their father already there, talking on the telephone in his study, two suitcases standing in the hall.

‘Yes, they’re here now. We’ll leave just as soon as they’ve changed out of their school uniforms and had some tea. I should be there by eight at the latest,’ they heard him say.

Next week was the start of the Easter holidays, and they looked at one another in surprise. It seemed their father was taking them away somewhere.

He put down the receiver and came out into the hall. ‘I expect you heard what I was saying on the telephone. I’m taking you down to Nightingales and you need to get a move on. Go to it.’

The twins didn’t rush. They weren’t thrilled to be going to Nightingales, Grandmother Mitcham’s home. Maisy and Duncan hadn’t been there since they were five or six, and the only image of it which had stayed in their minds was the grumpy old lady who didn’t really want to see them.

‘It might be better now we’re older,’ said Duncan, ever the optimist.

‘Pigs might fly,’ Maisy said. ‘Why two suitcases, though, if we’re only going for a short visit?’

‘Perhaps it’s forever,’ Duncan said and grinned maliciously.

It wasn’t until they were in the back of the car and out of London that their father spoke to them again.

‘I have decided that you must stay with your grandmother on a semi-permanent basis. I’m not impressed with your school in Holland Park, so I plan to find somewhere better local to your grandmother. That will take a little time, so for now you’ll be having a holiday. On top of the question of your education, I’m thinking of selling the house and buying something smaller. If I can find the right school with good teachers, you two will go on to university.’

The twins exchanged horrified glances. It sounded as if they were being shipped off in the same way as their mother.

‘I’m aware my mother isn’t used to children, and maybe you think this will be awful for you,’ he added, his voice softer now, as if he’d picked up on their horror. ‘But it won’t be. You’ll be in the care of Janice the housekeeper, who I assure you is a good, kind woman. Also, Nightingales is beautiful and you’ll be able to explore the New Forest and meet other young people. I think you can be very much happier there than you have been in London.’

When the twins didn’t respond, he spoke again. ‘I know it was a nasty shock about your mother and now this is a second one. But I really am trying to do the best for you, so please give it a try.’

‘Yes, Father,’ the twins said dutifully in unison, without conviction.

It began to rain soon after that and the sky grew dark. The twins dozed a little and only woke up properly when the car bumped on uneven ground. It was too dark to see where they were.

‘Are we there?’ Duncan asked.

‘Yes, this is the lane to your grandmother’s house. It’s high time it was asphalted. There’s no street light either.’

The car headlights picked up the sign ‘Nightingales’ on a wooden gate set in a picket fence. Some twenty or thirty yards back from the gate was the house, but all they could see of it in the dark was a well-lit porch and the two windows on either side.

‘Well, here we are,’ Father said. ‘Now don’t mind your grandmother if she’s a bit brusque. And be polite, please, and do as you’re told.’

Maisy’s first impression as they were ushered by her father into a large, comfortable sitting room was that her grandmother was very rude. There was no attempt to get out of her chair to greet them, or to give them a smile, or even request that they come nearer so she could see them better. Maisy knew from Betty she was only seventy, not a great age which might excuse her. She was well dressed in a dusky pink knitted two-piece with pearls at her neck.

‘Well, Mother, I expect you’ll find them very much grown up since you last saw them?’ Father said.

Maisy looked at him, surprised by his almost fawning tone.

‘Oh Alastair, children do grow, that’s expected,’ she said. ‘I hope you’ve warned them that I will not stand for any insolence, mischief or noise. They will eat in the kitchen with Janice, and only come in here when I summon them.’

Maisy’s heart sank. She glanced at Duncan and saw that he looked equally dismayed.

The old lady picked up a small handbell and rang it. Within seconds a brown-haired woman of about forty with a pleasant, open face came in and beamed at the children.

‘Bring tea for myself and my son, Janice,’ Grandmother said. ‘Take the children with you, give them some supper and show them to their rooms.’

Janice looked enquiringly at their father. ‘Would you like a sandwich, soup or some cold cuts, Mr Mitcham? You’ve had a long drive and as I understand it you’re going back tonight?’

‘Yes, I am, Janice. A sandwich would be most appreciated, and a piece of your memorable fruit cake too, if there is any.’

‘I made one just yesterday,’ she smiled. ‘A ham sandwich?’

He nodded, then moved towards the children, patting each of them awkwardly on the shoulder. ‘I’ll say goodbye now. Be good for Grandmother and write to me each week.’

Janice led the twins out across the wide, flagstoned hall, past a huge, ancient trunk carved of dark wood and a grandfather clock with a very loud tick.

‘Wait till it chimes,’ Janice said with a little chuckle. ‘Enough to make you jump out of your skin.’

‘Don’t you remember the house?’ she asked as they went into the kitchen at the back of the house. ‘I know you were only about six when you last came, but children usually remember something.’

‘I seem to remember a pond with goldfish,’ Duncan said.

Janice smiled. ‘Well, you’re right about that. I expect you’ll remember the garden when you see it again – on your last visit you were out there most of the time.’

The scrubbed wooden table in the middle of the room was already laid for supper, the fruit cake on one plate, a Victoria sandwich on another. ‘I whipped the sponge up when I heard you were coming,’ Janice said. ‘Not all children like fruit cake.’

‘We eat anything,’ Duncan said. ‘Betty our housekeeper says we’re human dustbins.’

Janice laughed and reached out to pat his cheek affectionately. ‘I’m liking you both already. Now, I thought a bowl of vegetable soup first, so sit down, and while you eat it I’ll make the tea for Mrs Mitcham and your father.’

They heard him leave about an hour later. He didn’t come into the kitchen to say goodbye, and a few minutes later they heard Grandmother go up the front stairs to bed.

But Janice’s warmth and jollity more than made up for being ignored. After delicious soup, ham sandwiches and cake, she took them up the back stairs just off the kitchen and showed them their rooms.

They were both a bit shabby. Janice said that during the war various officers had come to stay there, but the twins weren’t bothered by that. They were just delighted to know that they were sleeping at the opposite end of the house to Grandmother, and that they had their own staircase so they never needed to go anywhere near the old lady.

Janice claimed she wasn’t as fierce and cold as she liked to make out, and that she’d actually said, ‘It might be nice to have children in the house to brighten it up.’ However, Maisy suspected she’d made that bit up to be kind. But both she and Duncan really liked Janice. She had a gentle, motherly quality about her, she laughed easily and she seemed genuinely pleased to have them to take care of.

‘I love to cook but it’s not much fun for just one elderly lady who eats like a bird,’ she said. ‘When old Mr Mitcham was alive he was poorly and needed a great deal of help – sometimes I never got a moment to myself – but since then I’ve had too much time on my hands and it gets a bit boring.’

She told them there were a couple of bicycles in the shed and she would get Mr Pike the gardener to clean them up so they could use them. They could catch a bus to Lynd-hurst, or further afield to Southampton or Bournemouth if they wanted to, and she was sure some of the young people in the village would want to make friends with them.

‘We’ve even got a real live witch in the village,’ she said. ‘She’s called Sybil Leek. She’s really famous cos she writes books about witchcraft, and she’s on the wireless too. You’ll see her when you go into Burley – she walks about in a long black cloak with a jackdaw called Hotfoot Jackson on her shoulder.’

The twins stared open-mouthed in astonishment. Janice laughed. ‘It’s true. I’m not making it up, I promise. I think there’s something about the forest that attracts odd people. Actually, there’s another woman who there are dozens of stories about, much more fascinating than the ones about Sybil. She’s called Grace Deville and she lives in a very remote spot in a little shack. You’ll hear people refer to her as the “Woman in the Wood”. She always wears men’s trousers and she doesn’t like visitors. When people stumble upon her place by accident, she sees them off with her shotgun. The things they say about her! Everything from being mad to killing her own baby and poisoning people. It’s probably all rumour. But then people don’t like Sybil much, either, because she attracts weird, witch-loving people to the village.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ Maisy gasped. ‘To think we thought all the drama happened in London!’

‘Tomorrow you can start checking it all out,’ Janice said. ‘Now, it’s time you went to bed. I’ve put hot-water bottles in them.’ She kissed them both on the cheeks. ‘Sleep tight.’
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Dead to Me

Ruby and Verity become firm friends, despite coming from different worlds. However, fortunes are not set in stone and soon the girls find their situations reversed.
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Without a Trace

On Coronation Day, 1953, Molly discovers that her friend is dead and her six-year-old daughter Petal has vanished. Molly is prepared to give up everything in finding Petal.

But is she also risking her life?
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Survivor

Eighteen-year-old Mari is defiant, selfish and has given up everything in favour of glamorous parties in the West End. But, without warning, the Blitz blows her new life apart. Can Mari learn from her mistakes before it’s too late?
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Forgive Me

Eva’s mother never told her the truth about her childhood. Now it is too late and she must retrace her mother’s footsteps to look for answers. Will she ever discover the story of her birth?
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The Promise

When Belle’s husband heads for the trenches of northern France, she volunteers as a Red Cross ambulance driver. There, she is bought face to face with a man from her past who she’d never quite forgotten.
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Belle

London, 1910, and the beautiful and innocent Belle Reilly is cruelly snatched from her home and sold to a brothel in New Orleans where she begins her life as a courtesan. Can Belle ever find her way home?
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Stolen

A beautiful young woman is discovered half-drowned on a Sussex beach. Where has she come from? Why can’t she remember who she is — or what happened?
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Gypsy

Liverpool, 1893, and after tragedy strikes the Bolton family, Beth and her brother Sam embark on a dangerous journey to find their fortune in America.
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Faith

Scotland, 1995, and Laura Brannigan is in prison for a murder she claims she didn’t commit.
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Hope

Somerset, 1836, and baby Hope is cast out from a world of privilege as proof of her mother’s adultery.
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A Lesser Evil

Bristol, the 1960s, and young Fifi Brown defies her parents to marry a man they think is beneath her.

[image: image]

Secrets

Adele Talbot escapes a children’s home to find her grandmother — but soon her unhappy mother is on her trail …
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Remember Me

Mary Broad is transported to Australia as a convict and encounters both cruelty and passion. Can she make a life for herself so far from home?
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Till We Meet Again

Susan and Beth were childhood friends. Now Susan is accused of murder, and Beth finds she must defend her.
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Father Unknown

Daisy Buchan is left a scrapbook with details about her real mother. But should she go and find her?
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Trust Me

Dulcie Taylor and her sister are sent to an orphanage and then to Australia. Is their love strong enough to keep them together?
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Never Look Back

An act of charity sends flower girl Matilda on a trip to the New World and a new life …
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Charlie

Charlie helplessly watches her mother being senselessly attacked. What secrets have her parents kept from her?
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Rosie

Rosie is a girl without a mother, with a past full of trouble. But could the man who ruined her family also save Rosie?
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Camellia

Orphaned Camellia discovers that the past she has always been so sure of has been built on lies. Can she bear to uncover the truth about herself?
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Ellie

Eastender Ellie and spoilt Bonny set off to make a living on the stage. Can their friendship survive sacrifice and ambition?
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Charity

Charity Stratton’s bleak life is changed for ever when her parents die in a fire. Alone and pregnant, she runs away to London …

[image: image]

Tara

Anne changes her name to Tara to forget her shocking past — but can she really become someone else?
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Georgia

Raped by her foster-father, fifteen-year-old Georgia runs away from home to the seedy back streets of Soho …
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