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        CHAPTER ONE

        OCTOBER 1995

        Pamela Parks glanced up from the
            appointment book at the sound of the street door opening. It was quarter to ten on
            Thursday morning, and the waiting room was full of patients. To her shock, the person
            coming in was the unkempt woman who spent most days sitting on a bench in the square
            outside the medical centre.

        
            Pamela was not a tolerant person. At
                forty-five, with two grown-up children, she prided herself on her trim figure, her
                elegance and her efficiency. She had no time for anyone who didn’t share her
                own exacting standards. She certainly didn’t have any time for this woman,
                whom one of the nurses had nicknamed ‘Vinnie’. The nickname had been
                given because Vinnie was often seen swigging from a bottle of cheap wine, and the
                general view was that she was an ex-mental patient who had been released out into
                the community without proper supervision.

            It was raining hard outside and Vinnie
                paused on the mat by the door, pushing her stringy wet hair away from her plump,
                red-tinged face. She wore a torn see-through plastic mackintosh over
                a short coat, and old plimsolls on her feet.

            Bristling with indignation, Pamela slid
                back the window beside the reception desk. ‘You can’t come in
                here,’ she called out. ‘Not to get out of the rain, or to use our
                toilet. Clear off now or I’ll call the police.’

            Vinnie took no notice, instead she took
                off her plastic mac and hung it up on a peg by the door. Incensed that the woman was
                ignoring her, Pamela leaned across the reception desk to get a better look at what
                she was doing. She appeared to be getting something out of her coat pocket.

            ‘I said, you can’t come in
                here,’ Pamela repeated. She felt slightly panicky – there were at least
                ten people waiting for appointments, two doctors had been delayed on emergency
                calls, and Muriel, the senior receptionist, was in the adjoining room getting
                patients’ notes from the files.

            ‘I came to see you,’ Vinnie
                said, walking deliberately towards her.

            Pamela stepped back from the reception
                desk, suddenly frightened by the woman’s eyes. They were a pale greenish-blue
                colour, very cold and hard. Close up, she didn’t look as old as Pamela had
                assumed, in fact she was probably around the same age as Pamela herself.

            ‘You don’t remember me, do
                you?’ the woman went on to say, a faint smirk twisting up one side of her
                mouth. ‘Of course I’ve changed, I suppose. You haven’t,
                you’re just as rude and callous as you were then.’

            Suddenly Pamela’s memory was
                triggered by the voice. But before she could say anything, the woman’s arm
                came up above the level of the reception desk. She was holding a gun
                in her hand and pointing it right at Pamela.

            ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’
                Pamela said instinctively, backing away in fright. But it was too late for flight, a
                shot rang out, and simultaneously she felt a searing pain in her chest.

        

        In the adjoining office, Muriel Olding had
            heard Pamela ordering someone out, but she couldn’t see who it was for the room
            had no windows on to the hall. Although shocked by Pamela’s brusqueness, and
            curious to know who it was directed at, at that precise moment Muriel was supporting a
            precarious pile of files on the open drawer of a cabinet.

        
            But on hearing a woman’s voice say
                quite calmly, ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ rather than hurling
                abuse at Pamela, Muriel pushed the files more securely on to the cabinet and went
                over to the door which led into the hall to see who it was. She had just opened the
                door when there was a deafening bang.

            Muriel didn’t even think of it
                being a gun shot. She thought it was a firework, for it was nearly the end of
                October and young louts had been letting them off for days all around the centre. As
                she opened the door and saw Vinnie standing there, a gun in her hand, the smell of
                cordite thick and pungent in the hall, she was rooted to the spot in disbelief.

            For just a second the woman’s eyes
                locked into hers, but as Dr Wetherall flung his surgery door open, Vinnie spun round
                towards him as smoothly as if she were on a turntable.

            ‘What on
                earth!’ the doctor roared, but the woman halted him by firing again, hitting
                him in the chest.

            Muriel couldn’t believe what she
                was seeing. Blood instantly spurted from Dr Wetherall’s chest, he made a sort
                of agonized moan, his hands coming up towards the wound and his eyes wide with
                shock, and he took a few staggering steps backwards into his consulting room.

            It was pure instinct that made Muriel
                leap back into the office, slam the door and lock it behind her. Only when she
                realized that the screaming she could hear wasn’t just from herself, but from
                the patients in the waiting room as well, did she become fully aware that this was
                real, not some kind of nightmarish illusion.

            Then she saw Pamela. She was
                spread-eagled on the floor of the adjoining room, blood pumping out of a hole in her
                chest.

            With one leap Muriel managed to grab the
                phone, and taking cover beneath the desk, feverishly dialled 999.

        

        Some four hours later Detective Inspector
            Roy Longhurst was sitting beside Muriel as she lay wrapped in a blanket on the couch in
            one of the upstairs consulting rooms. Downstairs the forensic team and police
            photographers were doing their work. All the other staff and patients who had been in
            the building at the time of the shooting had been in shock when Longhurst arrived, and a
            few were hysterical, but as none of them had actually witnessed what happened, almost
            all of them had been taken home now. Muriel had witnessed everything, however, and he was deeply concerned for her. She was close to sixty, and her
            grey hair and lined face reminded him of his own mother.

        Taking one of her hands in his two large
            ones, he chafed it gently between them. ‘Now, Mrs Olding,’ he said.
            ‘Take your time and try to tell me exactly what you saw and heard this
            morning.’

        Longhurst was forty-five, six feet two, and
            sixteen stone of sheer muscle. Even in civilian clothes, or on the rugby field, he still
            managed to look like a policeman, something that amused his mother who had always said
            he was born to be one.

        
            Whilst not handsome, Longhurst was an
                attractive man with thick dark wavy hair, olive skin and soulful dark eyes. He
                belonged to the old school of policemen, scrupulously honest, but with fixed
                opinions. He had no patience with thugs who pleaded a troubled childhood. He’d
                had one himself and survived without resorting to villainy. He would bring back
                hanging and the birch if he could and he thought prisons should be much harder than
                they were. Yet for all this he was a compassionate man by nature, saving his
                sympathy for those who deserved it, like victims of crime. Mrs Olding, even though
                she wasn’t physically hurt, was a victim to him, for she was clearly
                devastated by what she’d seen that morning.

            Dowry Square in the Hotwells area of
                Bristol had been built in the 1800s for wealthy merchants wishing to live away from
                the stink of the city’s docks. But unlike neighbouring Clifton, which had
                mostly managed to maintain its select image for two centuries,
                Hotwells had floundered. A huge network of busy roads, including a massive flyover,
                had turned it into an undesirable area several decades ago. But since the mid-1980s,
                when smart new complexes of flats and townhouses had been built along the river, it
                had been on the up-and-up.

            The property which now housed the
                medical centre reflected all these changes. First an elegant family house then a
                disreputable boarding house and finally a surgery, it had seen a vast variety of
                owners and tenants. The patients of the practice ranged from down-and-outs in
                bed-and-breakfast accommodation to the owners of houses valued in excess of half a
                million, with students, council tenants, old hippies and young yuppies in
                between.

            The centre still maintained its
                private-house image, however, with the consulting, waiting and treatment rooms all
                leading off a long central hallway. There were further consulting rooms upstairs
                too. From the reception desk with its sliding-glass windows to the front door was a
                distance of some fifteen feet.

            When the firearms squad had arrived that
                morning, they knew that two people were already dead and there were some ten people
                in the waiting room, plus doctors and nurses. They had anticipated a hostage
                situation and were keyed up for it. They assumed, because they hadn’t been
                told otherwise, that the person who had carried out the shooting was male, and they
                expected it to be drug-related.

            Yet when Longhurst had arrived a little
                later, he was told by the firearms squad that they had found the front door wide open, and a woman sitting on the hall floor. Their first
                thought was that the gunman had already fled, and this woman was too deeply shocked
                to move or speak. But after staring silently for a moment or two at the armed police
                officer in the doorway, she finally spoke. ‘It was me who shot them,’
                she said, and indicated the gun on the floor beside her, partially concealed by her
                coat.

            The officer ordered her to move away
                from the gun, which she did by shuffling sideways. After the gun was retrieved, she
                stood up of her own volition, pointing out where her two victims lay. When asked why
                she’d shot them, her cryptic reply was, ‘They know why.’

            Longhurst had been responsible for
                arresting and cautioning the woman before she was taken to Bridewell. Although he
                was only with her for some ten minutes or so, he found her puzzling. She
                didn’t react at all to the hubbub just the other side of the door of the room
                she was being held in. Whilst she again admitted it was she who had shot the two
                people, she refused to give her name and address, and her down-and-out appearance
                was curiously at odds with her soft voice and dignified bearing. The gun, according
                to one of the armed squad, was a service revolver, almost certainly a relic from the
                Second World War.

            ‘I didn’t see her come
                in,’ Muriel said, her voice quavery with shock. ‘I was in the room
                beside the reception desk, well, it’s not so much a room, more a cubby-hole.
                The door through to the hall is in there, but there’s no window. All I heard
                was Pam raising her voice to whoever it was. She said, “You
                can’t come in here out of the rain, or to use the toilet, so clear off or
                I’ll call the police.” ’

            ‘Who did you think she was talking
                to?’ Longhurst asked.

            Muriel shrugged. ‘I didn’t
                really think about it, though I suppose I imagined it was some kids or something. I
                did think that it was no way to speak to anyone, though, whoever it was.

            ‘Then I heard a woman’s
                voice. She said something like, “You don’t recognize me, do you?”
                She didn’t sound rough or anything. I was curious, and that’s why I
                opened the door to the hall. Just as I did, I heard the bang. I thought someone had
                let off a firework.’

            ‘What did you see in the
                hall?’

            ‘Vinnie, that’s what we
                called her.’

            ‘You knew her then?’

            ‘Yes, she sits outside in the
                square almost every morning, she has for at least eighteen months. But she’s
                never come into the centre before, at least not as far as I know.’

            She finished telling Longhurst what she
                saw, and how she ran back into the office and called the police. ‘I was so
                scared,’ she said, beginning to cry again. ‘I’ve worked here for
                fifteen years, and nothing like this has ever happened before.’

            Longhurst had been told that when the
                armed squad came into the centre, Muriel was still cowering under the reception
                desk, just feet away from the other woman’s body. She was rigid with terror,
                and deeply ashamed of herself for not thinking of the patients in the waiting room
                while she’d been taking cover.

            It took some little
                while for the policeman who found her to convince her that immediately ringing the
                police and staying put had been the right and sensible thing to do. He had reassured
                her that none of the patients were hurt, as a nurse in the treatment room on the
                other side of the waiting room had ushered them all in there to safety. But Muriel
                still seemed to think she should have done more.

            ‘How long had Pamela Parks been
                working here?’ Longhurst asked.

            ‘About eight years, I
                think,’ Muriel said, and fresh tears sprang into her eyes. ‘Her poor
                husband and children! What are they going to do?’

            Longhurst patted her hand again and
                waited for the tears to subside. ‘Were you and Pamela friends?’ he
                asked. ‘I mean, aside from working together.’

            ‘Not really,’ Muriel said,
                looking up at him with brimming eyes. ‘We didn’t have much in common.
                She was very smart, not a bit like me.’

            Longhurst had already been told by one
                of the nurses that there was some friction between Muriel and Pamela. According to
                her, the older woman had been pushed on to the sidelines by Pamela because of her
                superior knowledge of computers. The nurse had said that Pamela was a little too
                officious, she wanted to streamline the whole running of the practice.

            He had seen the dead woman before her
                body was taken away. She was very attractive, in her early forties, with blonde
                highlights in her hair and carefully manicured nails. He had already discovered that
                she lived in an expensive townhouse in Clifton, drove a BMW, and
                that her husband Roland Parks was a successful businessman. Very different to dumpy,
                middle-aged Muriel.

            ‘Was this woman you all called
                Vinnie a patient?’ he asked.

            ‘I don’t think so,’
                Muriel replied. ‘She might be actually registered with us of course. Lots of
                people are that we never see as patients. We only get to know the regulars. But
                she’s never come in here before as far as I know.’

            ‘Tell me, then, when you used to
                see her sitting out in the square, what did you think of her?’ he asked.

            Muriel shrugged. ‘Nothing much,
                only to wonder why the poor soul sat there every day. She did sometimes have a
                bottle of wine with her, so I suppose she was a drunk, but she wasn’t ever
                weaving around or shouting or anything.’

            ‘Did Pamela ever pass any comment
                on her?’

            ‘Yes, she was a bit hard on
                her.’ Muriel sighed. ‘She would say the woman ought to be put away
                somewhere. I suppose she was right after all.’

            ‘Might Pamela have had a run-in
                with her before this then?’ Longhurst asked.

            Muriel frowned as if trying to remember.
                ‘I don’t think so, well, she never said that she had. Anyway, if it was
                that, why did the woman go and shoot Dr Wetherall too?’

            ‘Perhaps that was just because he
                came out of his room,’ Longhurst said.

            ‘Well, I came out too, but she
                didn’t shoot me.’

            Longhurst had already pondered on that
                one. He couldn’t make up his mind whether Muriel was just lucky or if the
                gunwoman had set targets.

            ‘Tell me what you
                know about Pamela,’ he asked gently. ‘Anything. How she was with people,
                with you, the doctors, her interests, that kind of thing.’

            ‘I told you, she was smart.’
                Muriel sighed. ‘In her appearance and her ways. Expensive clothes, she got her
                hair and nails done every week. She didn’t need to work, she did it because
                she liked to. She and her family went on holiday to places like Africa and Japan,
                they live in a posh house. I don’t know about her interests, other than
                cooking. She was always having dinner parties, she’d talk about stuff like
                sun-dried tomatoes as if I was supposed to know what they were.’

            Longhurst guessed by the bleak note in
                Muriel’s voice that she considered she and Pamela were at the opposite ends of
                the social scale.

            ‘So tell me about you then,’
                he suggested.

            ‘About as different to Pam as you
                could get,’ Muriel said dourly. ‘Me and my hubby, Stan, live in a
                council place in Ashton. Stan works for the railways. Only time we’ve been
                abroad was to Spain, none of my four kids even got any GCEs, let alone places at
                university like Pam’s.’

            ‘I expect you are more
                understanding with the patients though,’ Longhurst said, trying to draw her
                out more.

            ‘I try to be,’ she said, her
                eyes full of anxiety. ‘I know what it’s like when you’re worried
                about your kids being ill, you want to see the doctor straight away. Pamela could be
                a bit sharp with folk, especially the poor ones and the old people. But then she
                really wanted to make this practice the most efficient in Bristol, and she did
                manage to cut down on some of the time-wasters, and weeded out
                people who didn’t really need home visits. She was doing a good
                job.’

            Longhurst looked at Muriel, noting her
                grey skin colour and that she was still shivering despite the blanket around her.
                She wasn’t up to any further questions today.

            ‘I’ll get someone to take
                you home now,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to come and get a statement
                from you in a day or two. Perhaps you’ll remember more once you’ve got
                over the shock.’

            ‘I don’t think I ever will
                get over it,’ Muriel said sorrowfully. ‘I’ve seen the practice
                grow from just two doctors to the busy place it is now, it was a safe, nice place. I
                never thought I’d ever see something like that! It’s like something you
                hear of happening in America, isn’t it?’
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        CHAPTER TWO

        Heavy rain battered the windows of the
            offices of Tarbuck, Stone and Aldridge, criminal lawyers, as Beth Powell sat at her desk
            dictating letters to clients on to tape. It was almost dark now at nearly four in the
            afternoon, and the desk light shed a golden glow over the papers and files in front of
            her.

        
            People always described Beth as
                striking. She was almost six feet tall, with curly black hair twisted up and secured
                carelessly with a spring clip, ivory skin, green eyes and a wide mouth. As a girl
                she had hated that label, believing it was a polite way of saying
                ‘weird-looking’. But now, at forty-four, she no longer cared what people
                meant by it, or that they said she was haughty and cold. Better to be striking than
                insignificant, and she didn’t think it was a solicitor’s role to be a
                gossip, a mother figure or a femme fatale.

            Privately she was quite satisfied with
                her appearance. Her height gave her an advantage and she knew she wore her clothes
                well. She’d come to appreciate the dramatic contrast between her dark hair and
                pale skin. There were times when she looked at her wide, sensual mouth in the mirror and hated it, but she was a realist and as she knew she
                couldn’t change it, she accepted it.

            She also accepted that most of the
                people she defended in court were guilty of their crimes, and that if she succeeded
                in winning their case for them they would be re-offending at the first opportunity.
                But then she loved criminal law: the constant challenges, the variety of cases, and
                the extraordinary characters she met daily.

            Beth had only been in Bristol for a
                year. She had spent her entire adult life in London, and for the last twelve years
                of that she’d been with the same law practice in Chancery Lane.

            The idea of moving away from London came
                to her after her flat in Fulham was burgled three times in the same year. Buying
                somewhere more secure in London would have been prohibitively expensive, so she
                applied for jobs in several cities, thinking a change of scenery might also bring
                her a change of luck in her personal life.

            The interview with Tarbuck, Stone and
                Aldridge in Bristol was one of many, in cities as far-flung as York, Glasgow and
                Exeter. Beth chose this law practice purely because she was attracted to the
                position of its offices in a gracious Georgian building at the corner of Berkeley
                Square in Clifton, the most elegant part of the city. It was spring then, and the
                gardens in the centre of the square were bright with blossom and daffodils. Beth had
                noted that the interior of the building was drastically in need of decoration, yet
                it hadn’t felt claustrophobic like the offices in Chancery Lane. Then there
                was the added bonus that property was much cheaper in Bristol. She had managed to buy a secure third-floor flat just five minutes’ walk
                from the office, with a glorious panoramic view of the city.

            Bristol had turned out to be a far more
                fascinating and cosmopolitan place than she’d expected. Its long and colourful
                history as a port which once ranked next to London had left a legacy of astounding
                old buildings and a character all its own. She loved the way the city hadn’t
                forgotten its sea-going past; the revamped dock area was a delight to wander around
                in, with a museum, art gallery and dozens of bars and restaurants. The main shopping
                area had everything one could wish for, and in Clifton there were dozens of
                intriguing, quirky little shops that often surpassed anything Beth had found in
                London. But it wasn’t a formidable concrete jungle, there was space, parks,
                and the open countryside very close by. She knew too from her clients and
                conversations she’d overheard amongst the younger staff in the office that
                Bristol’s nightlife buzzed. But that wasn’t something Beth had explored.
                She told herself she was past the age for discos, night clubs and trying out every
                restaurant, pub or wine bar, but the truth of the matter was that you needed friends
                for that. And friends were something she didn’t have.

            ‘You don’t need them,’
                she muttered to herself, the way she always did when this thought sprang up.
                ‘You are perfectly happy the way you are.’

        

        Suddenly Beth’s office door opened
            and Steven Smythe, one of the other solicitors, burst in, his face alight with excitement and red with the exertion of running up the stairs.

        
            ‘You’ve been called to
                Bridewell,’ he gasped out. ‘Duty solicitor.’

            Beth knew this meant it was her turn to
                offer legal advice to someone who had been arrested. If the police found the
                arrested person hadn’t got a solicitor of their own, they would consult the
                duty rota and call in whoever was next on the list. This time it was Beth, but it
                could just as easily have been Steven, or any other solicitor. It was just the luck
                of the draw.

            ‘Are you the errand boy
                today?’ she said sarcastically. The receptionist downstairs could have rung to
                tell her. But Steven was always looking for an opportunity to speak to her, she
                didn’t know why because she was invariably off-hand with him.

            He seemed to have the idea that they
                should be buddies. He had said soon after she arrived at the firm that he thought
                they had a lot in common. Whilst it was true they were the same age, had the same
                love of criminal law and similar backgrounds, Beth didn’t like the way he
                seemed to hang on her every word. He was also married with two small children, so
                she had no intention of encouraging him.

            She supposed part of his problem was
                that he was a misfit. He was neither one of the lads nor a ladies’ man. She
                suspected he’d been a bit of a swot at school. And though he was quite
                nice-looking, tall and well-built, with a strong jaw-line and attractive blue eyes,
                his clothes were always rumpled, and he badly needed a decent hair-cut.

            ‘I came up to
                tell you myself because it’s the woman who shot those two people down at
                Hotwells this morning,’ he said.

            Beth instantly experienced the same
                surge of excitement Steven must have felt to run up three flights of stairs to tell
                her himself. But she wasn’t the kind to admit to such things.

            ‘Really!’ she said in a cool
                voice, getting up and reaching for her briefcase. News of the shooting had reached
                the office at noon, causing great shock and much speculation. No one could remember
                ever hearing of a woman shooting anyone in Bristol before. It was even more
                incredible that it had taken place in a busy medical practice.

            ‘I expect she’s mad,’
                Steven said. ‘Apparently she won’t even give her name, hasn’t said
                one word since she was arrested.’

            ‘Well, even madwomen are entitled
                to legal advice,’ Beth said crisply, wishing he’d push off and let her
                go.

            ‘Have you ever defended a murderer
                before?’ he asked, seemingly unaware she wanted to leave immediately.

            ‘Yes, I have, Steven,’ she
                said, giving him a starchy look. ‘Now, I must go. I’ll see you
                tomorrow.’

        

        Beth stopped downstairs in the hall to put
            on her raincoat and take an umbrella from the stand. She always left her car in the
            garage beneath her block of flats during the day, as both the police station and the
            courts were only fifteen minutes’ walk away and parking was difficult. But the
            rain was so heavy she hoped she could get a taxi today. It was a faint
            hope, however – taxis in Bristol seemed rarer than hen’s teeth.

        After a few words with the duty sergeant at
            Bridewell, Beth paused outside the interview room where the accused woman was being
            held, to look at her first through the small window in the door.

        
            For a brief moment she felt a flash of
                recognition as she looked at the woman sagging in her chair, but looking closer she
                realized this was probably only because she was so very ordinary. She was short and
                plump, with a round, red-tinged face and straggly brown hair. She wore navy
                polyester slacks and a shapeless sweater, both very worn and snagged. She was
                indistinguishable from countless other worn-down women who queued for buses, shopped
                in supermarkets or scuttled off to office-cleaning jobs, except perhaps for the
                plimsolls on her feet. Beth guessed she wasn’t that much older than herself,
                and she certainly didn’t look as if she was capable of killing two people in
                cold blood.

            The door was unlocked for Beth and she
                went on in. ‘I’m Beth Powell, the duty solicitor,’ she said
                crisply. ‘I’ve been called to advise you on your legal
                rights.’

            The woman jerked her head round, her
                look of shock and surprise throwing Beth for a second.

            ‘Have we met before?’ Beth
                asked. She looked harder at the woman’s face, but even though there was
                something terribly familiar about it, she certainly couldn’t say from where or
                when.

            The woman shook her head, and Beth had
                to assume that her surprised expression was merely the result of
                being suddenly offered legal representation. Maybe she hadn’t fully grasped
                what she’d done yet.

            Beth sat down at the table and began
                explaining more fully why she was there. The duty officer had already filled her in
                with everything that was known about the shooting. The accused had freely admitted
                she was responsible but wouldn’t say anything more, not even to give her name
                or address. While there was nothing unusual about her silence – a great many
                people when arrested refused to say a word – it was strange to admit the
                offence, then clam up.

            The police were out now trying to
                discover who she was and where she lived, for she had nothing on her to identify
                her. But the gun she’d used was almost the most curious aspect of the crime.
                The police had said it was a very old weapon which had been carefully cleaned and
                maintained.

            ‘Now, come along,’ Beth said
                a little impatiently after she’d explained what she already knew. ‘I
                need to know your name. I can’t help you if I don’t know anything about
                you.’

            The woman lifted her eyes to
                Beth’s. They were a pale greenish-blue, with no light in them. ‘I
                don’t want any help,’ she said.

            ‘But you’ll need someone to
                defend you when you go to court,’ Beth said, thinking the woman still
                didn’t understand the enormity of what she’d done, or perhaps was
                simple. ‘You killed two people. You are likely to spend the rest of your life
                in prison because of it.’

            The woman looked up
                again and her eyes had just a faint spark in them now. ‘It was worth
                it,’ she said.

            Beth was jolted again by the
                woman’s voice. It too had a ring of familiarity. She scrutinized her face,
                mentally flitting through women she’d questioned in the past or seen waiting
                for other solicitors at the office. But although she could remember other equally
                shabbily dressed women of her age, the voice didn’t match up with any of those
                faces.

            ‘Well, whether or not you
                don’t care if you get a life sentence, you could at least tell both the police
                and myself who you are, where you come from and why you killed those innocent
                people,’ she said tartly.

            ‘They weren’t
                innocent,’ the woman snapped back. ‘They deserved to die.’

            ‘Why?’ Beth asked.
                ‘What had they done to you?’

            ‘Go away.’ The woman turned
                her head towards the wall dismissively. ‘I’ve got nothing more to say to
                you. They knew why, that’s all that matters.’

            Beth sat silently for a while, studying
                the woman and wondering what she should do next. She had defended people from all
                walks of life for all kinds of crimes. Almost all of them had claimed to be innocent
                of their charges, even when it was patently obvious they were guilty. Sometimes they
                told her too much, sometimes not enough. Some she had grown to like, however bad
                their crime had been, some were so unpleasant she was almost glad when the case was
                lost. She thought she had a well-rounded view of criminals and the justice system.
                But whilst this wasn’t the first time she’d been confronted with someone who openly admitted their guilt and showed no
                remorse, it was the first time a client hadn’t wanted to explain themselves or
                try to convince her they were right in what they’d done.

            One of the police officers had said the
                woman was a drunk. The red flush to her face seemed to bear this out. Yet to the
                officer’s knowledge she’d never been taken into custody for being drunk
                and disorderly. Her nails were bitten down to the quick, and Beth didn’t think
                her hair had seen a brush or comb for days. Yet she didn’t look, or smell, as
                if she slept rough. Then there was the matter of the gun.

            How would a woman like this come by a
                service revolver?

            Guns were not a feminine weapon. While
                Beth believed that almost any woman under pressure could point one and fire it to
                defend a loved one, it was extremely rare for a woman to use one in cold blood.

            Again she thought about the voice which
                had sounded so familiar and came to the conclusion that it was only because it was
                similar to her own: well-modulated, correct English without plummy overtones or
                traces of a West Country accent. She probably came from a middle-class background,
                and maybe that included hunting and shooting.

            Pleading wasn’t normally in
                Beth’s nature. Had this been any other kind of crime, she would just have got
                up and left, saying she’d see the client in court the next day. But she was
                curious now, and so she was inclined to unbend a little.

            ‘Please, tell me
                your name, if nothing else,’ she begged. ‘The police will find it out
                soon enough, but I want to know it so I can address you properly. Please!’

            The woman kept her head down, and at
                least a minute passed before she spoke. ‘Okay, it’s Fellows, Susan
                Fellows. But that’s all I’m going to tell you. I know you probably mean
                well, so get me to court and let me be sentenced. I did it. They can punish me.
                There’s nothing more to say.’

            The woman’s gentility shone
                through, touching Beth in a way she hadn’t expected. Almost all the female
                clients she’d defended since she’d been in Bristol had been from
                working-class backgrounds – shop-lifters, prostitutes and drug addicts in the
                main. She didn’t ever attempt to identify with them, rarely even truly
                sympathized with them either, however harshly life had treated them. Beth had always
                believed this was why she was so good at defending, for she could look at their
                cases coldly and dispassionately and plan her strategy to win at all costs. For the
                first time in many years she just didn’t know how to tackle this one.

            She got up, but she paused before
                leaving the room, putting her hand on the woman’s shoulder. ‘You will be
                taken to court tomorrow, Susan, but only so the police can hold you for another
                twenty-four hours while they find out about you. Then you’ll be back in court
                again. After that you will be remanded in custody, which means prison. You’ll
                spend a long time there before it comes to trial. The doctor you shot left a wife
                and four children, the receptionist had a husband and two children. Those people have a right to know why you did this. Then there’s
                me. I need to know too if I’m going to represent you and get you a fair trial.
                So I want you to think about that tonight and I’ll talk to you again
                tomorrow.’

            Susan looked up and her eyes were still
                cold and expressionless. She merely nodded and Beth couldn’t tell if that
                meant she agreed, or whether she was just acknowledging the request.

        

        Beth felt deflated as she walked away from
            the interview room. The media were going to be howling for information about this
            shooting, it was going to be of nationwide, maybe even worldwide interest, and Beth was
            aware she was going to be right in the spotlight. She had to know more about this woman,
            it wasn’t going to help her own reputation one bit if she had to admit complete
            failure at her first interview with her client.

        
            As she was let out of the last door into
                the reception area of the police station, she suddenly thought of Detective
                Inspector Roy Longhurst. He had been the arresting officer, and as she had met him
                fleetingly on a couple of occasions before, maybe he could tell her something she
                could use to persuade Susan Fellows to open up.

            Beth enquired at the desk whether
                Detective Inspector Longhurst was still on duty, and the young policewoman told her
                he was about to go home. She offered to ring his office and see if he was still
                there.

            When the policewoman nodded and
                smilingly held out the phone to Beth for her to speak directly to the detective
                inspector, she had to think fast.

            ‘It’s Beth
                Powell,’ she said, hoping firstly that he’d remember her, and secondly
                that the rapport she thought she’d struck up with him at their previous
                meeting wasn’t just in her imagination. ‘I was called in as duty
                solicitor for the woman arrested for the shooting.’

            ‘I hope she said a little more to
                you than she did to me,’ he replied, his voice tinged with weariness.

            ‘I’m afraid not,’ Beth
                admitted. ‘Except her name. It’s Susan Fellows.’

            ‘Well, that’s a
                start,’ he said.

            ‘I wondered if you fancied an
                after-work drink with me,’ Beth said, hoping she wasn’t being too
                transparent.

            ‘Now, that’s the best offer
                I’ve had all day,’ he replied, his voice suddenly lighter.
                ‘I’ll be right down.’

            He was grinning as he came through the
                door. ‘It’s not only my charm, is it?’ he said, his dark brown
                eyes twinkling. ‘You just want to pump me for information on the
                shooting.’

            ‘I cannot lie,’ she said
                with a smile. ‘But it was your charm that made me dare to ask.’

            ‘I’m glad you did.’ He
                ran his fingers distractedly through his thick hair. ‘After the day I’ve
                had, I’d sell my soul for a pint.’

            They walked round to The Assizes, a pub
                in Small Street which was popular with the legal profession at lunch-time. It was
                quiet now, just a few people having a drink before going home.

            The first time Beth had met Longhurst
                had been while waiting at Bristol Crown Court. They’d had a fairly brief chat
                about criminals in general and he’d struck her as being a
                ‘hang-’em-high’ type. He had told her a story about two young men
                who were killed in a car crash. As it turned out, they were on their way home from
                robbing the house of an old age pensioner. Longhurst had been quite gleeful that
                they were no longer at large to terrorize anyone else.

            Whilst no one in their right minds would
                mourn the passing of two such vicious thugs, Beth didn’t meet many people who
                would openly admit to such delight. Longhurst told the story with such humour as
                well, and it was refreshing to meet someone who didn’t bow to political
                correctness.

            Over the last few months she’d had
                clients who had mentioned him too. It was interesting that although they were afraid
                of him, they also admired him too for being ‘straight’. One serial
                offender had said he’d rather be arrested by Longhurst than by anyone else
                because he didn’t fabricate evidence.

        

        Over a pint Roy Longhurst gave Beth his
            view of the events at Hotwells that morning. ‘I’m not easily shocked,’
            he said with a frown. ‘But a bloody wino wiping out two people, leaving six
            children in total with only two remaining parents, makes my blood boil. I wish the armed
            squad had mown her down too. Now she’ll have to be tried and kept in prison at the
            tax payer’s expense. For what? She’s worthless.’

        
            ‘Actually she doesn’t strike
                me as a wino,’ Beth said sharply. ‘And she must have had some grievance
                to do what she did.’

            ‘Spare me the
                bleeding-heart bit,’ he exclaimed scathingly. ‘She’s got to be
                mad, probably let out of some mental institution. Anyone else with a grievance
                against a medical practice complains through the proper channels.’

            On the way to the police station Beth
                had thought along much the same lines as Longhurst. Even though Susan had given her
                nothing to make her change her mind, Beth automatically began defending her.

            ‘Maybe she did and no one would
                listen to her,’ she retorted. ‘Look at you, Detective Inspector
                Longhurst, sitting there over your beer convinced she’s worthless just because
                she’s shabbily dressed. You mark my words, there’s going to be a bloody
                good reason why she did it.’

            He just laughed. ‘I’ve never
                met anyone yet with a real grudge who didn’t insist on telling you about it,
                chapter and verse. She hasn’t said a word, hasn’t even cried.’

            They argued for a little while, but to
                Beth’s surprise she found him funny rather than truly bigoted. He made
                sweeping statements – he thought thieves should have their hands cut off, and
                wanted castration for paedophiles and the birch for young offenders – but as
                Beth had also thought some of these things with certain clients, and he said it in
                such an amusing way, she stopped trying to argue and laughed with him.

            ‘Well, Susan Fellows doesn’t
                strike me as a real loony,’ she said eventually. ‘Maybe a little simple,
                but despite the way she looks and dresses, there’s something quite refined
                about her. I had this odd feeling I’d met her before too!’

            ‘Really?’
                Longhurst looked at her in surprise. ‘Any idea where?’

            Beth shook her head. ‘Not one. I
                came to the conclusion it was just the way she spoke. I mean, I’m surrounded
                every day by Bristolian and West Country accents, so hearing someone without one
                tends to pull you up.’

            Longhurst grinned. ‘We don’t
                get too many posh voices in the cells,’ he admitted. ‘Then there’s
                the question of the gun. I think we’ll find it belongs to her. Left to her by
                her father, something like that. Of course anyone could get a direct hit with that
                one, especially at such close range, but I’d say she’d handled guns most
                of her life.’

            ‘What about the victims?’
                Beth asked. ‘What do you know about them? Or have I got to wait till tomorrow
                and read it in the papers?’

            ‘Both of them
                straight-“A” types,’ he said. ‘Doctor Wetherall was
                fifty-six, lived out in Long Ashton, played golf, good father and husband. Much what
                you’d expect from a family doctor. The receptionist was much the same,
                comfortable home, two kids at university. About the only detrimental thing we did
                pick up about her is that she was something of a dragon, curt with patients, a bit
                domineering with the other staff. Don’t think she was very well liked at work.
                But that’s no reason to shoot her, doctors’ surgeries always have their
                fair share of dragon ladies.’

            There was little more Longhurst could
                tell Beth, except about the actual arrest and what he’d been told by other staff at the medical centre, and after buying them both a second
                drink, he moved on to ask her how she was settling down in Bristol, for at their
                first meeting she hadn’t been there very long.

            ‘Pretty well,’ she said.
                ‘Calmer, beautiful scenery, and it’s great not to have to suffer the
                Tube any more. If I could just get someone reliable to do a few jobs in my flat,
                I’d say everything was just about perfect.’

            ‘You haven’t got a man
                then?’ he asked.

            Beth bristled. It always infuriated her
                when people fished to know if she had a partner. ‘Is that what you think a
                woman needs a man for?’ she snapped at him. ‘Just to put up a few
                shelves, build some cupboards? Is that all your wife values you for?’

            ‘I haven’t got a
                wife.’ He shrugged. ‘At least, not any longer. And even when we were
                together I was no great shakes at DIY anyway.’

            Beth felt slightly chastened.
                ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I just assumed you were being
                patronizing. Because I’m single I get that sort of line all the time and it
                irritates me. I also assumed you were married.’

            ‘I certainly didn’t mean to
                sound patronizing,’ he said, and looked crestfallen. ‘I just assumed a
                good-looking, smart woman like you would be spoken for. So much for
                assumptions.’ He laughed. ‘But at risk of having a knife stuck in my
                gut, may I enquire whether you are alone by choice or circumstance?’

            He was on dangerous ground, but for some
                reason Beth found it amusing this time. ‘A bit of both, I guess. I’m too
                involved with my work for most men.’

            ‘That was my
                ex-wife’s excuse for leaving me,’ he admitted, and he smiled at her.
                Beth found herself smiling back.

        

        Beth walked home about two hours later.
            Roy, for he had insisted that was what she must call him, had offered to drive her home,
            but she used the excuse that it was quicker to walk up Christmas Steps to where she
            lived in Park Row than to be driven. It wasn’t really quicker, and in the dark and
            the heavy rain it wasn’t a pleasant walk, but Beth rarely allowed any man to do
            anything for her. She had found to her cost in the past that even something as simple as
            a lift or a cup of coffee could lead men into thinking she owed them something.

        
            Yet perhaps she’d been foolish to
                turn down Roy’s offer, she thought. After all, it had been nice having a drink
                and chat with him. He was the first man in a very long time to intrigue her. On one
                hand he was almost a stereotype policeman, macho, opinionated, a man’s man.
                Yet there had been moments when he’d revealed a much gentler, sensitive and
                thoughtful side. She liked his sense of humour too.

            Beth didn’t know why that should
                interest her. Men were nothing but trouble to her. While she still half hoped that
                there was a man out there who was as independent and intelligent as herself, loving
                and sensitive, without a lot of emotional baggage, she was too jaded really to
                believe such a man existed. Being alone wasn’t the same as being lonely. She
                enjoyed having the freedom to do exactly as she liked.

            Walking into her flat
                on the third floor, she felt a rush of pleasure at seeing the panoramic view of the
                city lights from her windows. The flat itself was quite ordinary and boxy, but the
                view had sold it to her.

            She’d turned it into a snug little
                retreat now. Almost everything was cream, from the walls to the carpets and
                curtains, and that way it appeared bigger. The only colour came from her collection
                of pictures, vivid modern art, mostly originals by little-known artists which
                she’d bought in small galleries and craft fairs all over England. Her
                favourite one was a slice of cherry pie with custard. It amused her to imagine what
                her father would have said about it. He was such a snob, he had clung on to all the
                hideous old paintings that he’d inherited from his grandfather purely because
                he thought their age made them valuable. He would never have understood her view
                that you should have a picture because you loved looking at it, and that its
                monetary value was unimportant.

            After kicking off her shoes and hanging
                her wet coat on the hall door to dry, she flopped down on the settee. The comfort of
                it made her think of Susan Fellows again. Had she spent a night in a cell before?
                Would it frighten her into explaining herself tomorrow?

            It was frustrating knowing nothing about
                her, and she wished she could stop thinking she’d met the woman before. What
                could have happened to Susan to make her sit outside a doctor’s surgery in all
                weathers? And what turned her from that into a killer?

            Beth recalled a woman she’d
                defended a couple of years ago in London. She’d been having an affair with a
                married man who had strung her along for years telling her he was
                going to leave his wife. She had jumped on him one night as he was leaving a pub and
                stuck a carving knife in his back. The only explanation she could give at the time
                she was arrested was that she’d seen him earlier in the day buying curtains
                with his wife.

            It had sounded so trite, so entirely
                irrational, yet once Beth got to know the woman better, she began to understand.
                Curtains, her client had pointed out, were something usually bought by a woman
                alone. Just the fact that her husband was there with her, engrossed in choosing the
                material, was evidence they were a couple who shared everything, cared equally about
                their home, and he wasn’t intending to leave it, or his wife, ever.

            Beth doubted Susan would turn out to
                have been the doctor’s mistress. Or that the receptionist was her lesbian
                lover. So what did that leave?

            Maybe she’d been turned away from
                treatment at the surgery at some time? Sectioned perhaps by Dr Wetherall when she
                didn’t think she warranted it?

            But Roy had said that one of the
                receptionists had told him Susan wasn’t a patient there. So maybe they had
                done something to someone she loved?

            Could the two victims have been having
                an affair, and one of their partners was a friend or relative of hers? It appeared
                to be a strong possibility. They were in the right age group for affairs, both
                attractive, personable types by all accounts, thrown together daily. Yet killing
                them for it was a bit extreme.

            Beth switched on the television to see
                the news. The shooting would undoubtedly be on there, and perhaps
                some of the journalists would have already discovered things she and the police
                didn’t know.
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        CHAPTER THREE

        While Beth was puzzling over why a woman
            would shoot two people, Susan Fellows was lying on her bed in the prison cell, trying to
            make her mind go blank. That was the way she’d got through bad periods of her life
            before. She felt it ought to be easy here as there were no distractions. Impersonal,
            shiny green painted walls with surprisingly little graffiti, nothing but a toilet bowl
            and a small basin to look at.

        
            But the green walls reminded her of Beth
                Powell’s eyes.

            She wished she could convince herself
                that it was pure coincidence the solicitor had the same name as her childhood friend
                – after all, Beth hadn’t recognized her. Besides, surely fate
                couldn’t really be that cruel to bring her back to her at such a time in her
                life?

            Yet even at ten, her Beth had been very
                tall, her green eyes, black hair and pale skin making her remarkable. Susan was
                pretty certain that if she’d dared snatch that comb clip out of the
                woman’s hair, she would have seen those curls she’d so often envied come
                tumbling down to her shoulders.

            She knew it was her Beth, but why
                didn’t she recognize her? And why was she here in Bristol?

            Still quivering from
                the shock of the meeting, Susan turned her mind back thirty-four years, to the day
                she and Beth met for the first time. A hot day in August 1961, when she was ten. Her
                father had come home for lunch that day and he’d offered to drop her in
                Stratford-upon-Avon for the afternoon so she could go to the library and look around
                the shops, then they could come home together when he closed the office.

            Susan soon got tired of looking in the
                shops because it was so hot, so she went down to the river and sat on the grass
                watching people coming and going on the pleasure cruises. There were people all
                around her, having picnics, dozing in the sun, families, old people and many foreign
                tourists. She didn’t know much about William Shakespeare in those days, and it
                had always baffled her that people came from other countries just to see where this
                man was born. She had once asked her father if he was like Jesus, and he’d
                roared with laughter.

            She had been sitting there for some
                little while when she saw another girl standing under a tree, staring down at her.
                Susan was very shy, and her first thought was that there had to be something very
                wrong with her to make anyone look at her like that. She thought the girl was much
                older than her too, because she was tall, and she envied her curly black hair and
                the white shorts and pink blouse she was wearing. Susan always wore dresses –
                her mother made them, and some of the girls at school laughed at them because they
                looked babyish with smocking and puffed sleeves.

            ‘Do you know
                where the boats go?’ the girl asked suddenly.

            ‘Nowhere special, just up and down
                the river,’ Susan replied.

            ‘Have you ever been on one?’
                the girl asked, moving closer to her.

            Susan shook her head.
                ‘They’re just for visitors and people on holiday,’ she
                replied.

            ‘Well, I’m here on holiday,
                but I haven’t been on one,’ the dark-haired girl said almost
                indignantly. ‘Can I sit down with you? I’m fed up with being on my
                own.’

            Susan knew only too well how it felt to
                be alone. She didn’t have any real friends as she couldn’t invite them
                home to play because her grandmother was ill. She was delighted that this girl
                appeared to want to be friends with her.

            ‘I’m Beth Powell,’ the
                girl said. ‘I’m ten, and I’ve come up from Sussex with my mother
                to stay with my Aunt Rose. We only got here on Saturday afternoon.’

            ‘I’m Suzie Wright,’
                Susan had said, since in those days she was always called Suzie, even at school.
                ‘I’m ten too, and we live in Luddington, that’s a village further
                up the river. I’m waiting for Daddy to finish work so I can go home with
                him.’

            Susan couldn’t remember exactly
                what they talked about that afternoon, only how quickly the time flew by. She
                supposed she must have told Beth that her father was an insurance man, that her
                granny who lived with them was sick, and her brother Martin was away at university, but she had no recollection of it. What she remembered
                most was the two of them taking off their socks and sandals and sitting on the edge
                of the river bank dangling their feet in the cold green water and giggling about
                anything and everything.

            Susan had said at one point in the
                afternoon that she thought Beth looked like Snow White, with her black hair and
                white skin. Beth giggled and seemed really pleased; she said everyone else told her
                she was too tall and skinny, and that she wished she could be small like Suzie and
                envied her lovely pink cheeks.

            Susan hadn’t known then that Beth
                was going to colour her whole adolescence, or that their friendship would become so
                important to her. All that mattered that day was that Beth loved Enid Blyton’s
                Famous Five books, and What Katy Did, just like her, and that they both
                liked riding bikes, and Beth appeared to want to spend the whole of August with
                her.

            That August, and the four following
                ones, were all spent with Beth. So many long, sunny days exploring the countryside
                on their bikes, damming up small streams in the woods, going to the pictures on
                rainy afternoons, and listening to the Top Ten in Woolworth’s. Every memory
                was a golden one.

            It was awful when the end of August came
                and Beth had to go home to Sussex. They both cried and clung to each other, vowing
                to write and be best friends for ever.

            They had spent five summers together, a
                hundred letters exchanged in between, so many hopes and dreams shared. They believed
                that by being best friends, they knew everything about each other.
                Looking back as an adult, Susan realized that was an illusion. She had hidden a
                great deal that was important from Beth, so it was almost certain that Beth did the
                same.

            The last shared holiday was in 1966,
                when they were fifteen, perhaps the most memorable one of all because it was when
                their minds turned to makeup, boys and dances.

            ‘The wallflowers,’ Susan
                murmured to herself, remembering their first dance in Stratford, with all the
                balloons in the net above them. She’d bought a red dress that same afternoon
                without her mother’s approval, and put it on at Beth’s Aunt Rose’s
                house. It had seemed perfect in the shop, sophisticated, slinky and daring. But when
                they got to the dance and she saw that all the other girls were in the
                ‘Mod’ fashion, with long pencil skirts, high-necked blouses and
                ‘granny’-type shoes, it had felt too tight, too revealing, and she
                thought everyone was staring at her.

            Aunt Rose had said as they left her
                house for the dance that the best way to avoid being a wallflower was to look boys
                in the eye and smile. Also, they shouldn’t sit down, but dance together if no
                one asked them. That way it would look as if they had only come for the dancing and
                boys didn’t matter much to them.

            They did as Aunt Rose said, and they
                were astounded that so many boys did come and dance with them. Susan wondered if
                Beth remembered the two boys who grabbed them for the last dance and walked them
                home. They were brothers, both skinny and spotty, but as Beth said at the time, they
                were nice enough to practise on.

            ‘She’ll
                have forgotten all about you long ago,’ Susan whispered hopefully to herself.
                ‘She was always prettier, cleverer and more outgoing than you. Her
                life’s got to be too full to look back at anything.’

        

        Susan didn’t want to look back
            either. She’d learned many years ago that it was better to live only in the
            present, for thinking about the past only brought pain with it. But the present
            wasn’t a good thing to think about either. Not when Beth might suddenly recognize
            her, and Susan would be forced to try to explain how she had come to this. She had to
            make her mind go blank.

        
            Imagining the sea was her tried and
                tested way of blanking out all thought. A shingle beach empty of people, huge green
                grey waves crashing on to it. She pictured herself standing with bare feet on the
                wet shingle, running backwards each time a wave crashed in. Sometimes it caught her
                feet, and when it did, she got the sensation of being sucked back towards the sea
                along with the ebbing wave.

            Yet this time, instead of seeing nothing
                but the water, with the frothy white crests on the waves, and hearing the sound of
                moving shingle, she saw herself. Not as she was now, a worn woman of forty-four,
                with a flabby body and lack-lustre hair, but as she was in the early summer of 1967.
                Almost sixteen, her birthday only a week away, she was plump even then, but she had
                shiny brown hair, clear skin and sparkling eyes.

            She was on holiday with her parents at
                Lyme Regis in Dorset. It was, for all of them, their first real holiday in years, and it was also, although none of them admitted it openly,
                a celebration of her grandmother’s death.

            Susan had no memory of a time when life
                wasn’t dominated by the old lady, for she had come to live with Susan’s
                parents, Margaret and Charles, at their house in Luddington when Susan was just a
                baby. Her earliest memories of Granny were of seeing her sitting in a high-backed
                chair in the kitchen, with a shawl around her shoulders, complaining. Cold, heat,
                food, her medicine, bad legs or stomach troubles – anything could start off a
                litany of grouses. Susan couldn’t remember ever hearing her laugh.

            Her brother Martin used to claim Granny
                was a demon, her purpose in life to create misery. He used to stand behind her chair
                where she couldn’t see him and mimic her pursed lips and disapproving wagging
                finger. But Martin was lucky enough to be away at Nottingham University when Granny
                became senile.

            Susan was about nine when it started to
                get really bad. She had to take her turn watching that Granny didn’t burn
                herself on the stove, let the bath run over, or wander down to the river at the
                bottom of the garden and fall in.

            It was as though an ever-thickening dark
                cloud had come down on their house. All family outings stopped, her mother became
                increasingly harassed and edgy, her father seemed to withdraw to his office or
                study, and Susan often felt very alone and even neglected. Having other children
                round to play was out of the question, as her parents seemed fearful of anyone else
                finding out that Granny was slowly becoming barmy.

            If it hadn’t been
                for her father taking her out shooting at weekends, Susan wouldn’t really have
                had anything in her life except school and helping with the chores. She wasn’t
                all that keen on shooting, it seemed cruel to kill birds and rabbits, but she was a
                surprisingly good shot, and she liked hearing her father boast about it to friends
                he met while they were out shooting.

            That was probably why Beth became so
                important to her in the next few years. Writing to her and thinking about her filled
                the void left when her mother no longer had time to take her out, play board games
                with her, and teach her to sew and cook. When the other girls at school left her out
                of things because she never invited them to her house, she could tell herself
                they’d all be green with envy if they had a friend like Beth.

            But Granny’s dementia accelerated
                very quickly, and soon she was unable to remember anything. She took to wandering
                around at night shouting, throwing food on the floor and talking gibberish. Then
                finally she became doubly incontinent too. Father seemed to stay longer and longer
                at the office during the week and he stopped taking Susan shooting with him at the
                weekends because he said her mother needed her help. By the time she was thirteen
                she was doing all the shopping, the cleaning and the ironing. She hated Granny for
                making all their lives so miserable.

            Susan could appreciate now that her
                grandmother was actually suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. But back in the
                Sixties, if it even had a name, no one used it, or had any real understanding of the
                problems that went with it, or even appreciated it was a disease.
                People suffering from it were either whisked away to a mental asylum, or hidden away
                by their families because of the stigma attached to it.

            Without any explanation from anyone, as
                a young girl, Susan felt nothing but disgust and irritation that one old lady could
                create so much havoc. She could remember gagging at the smell in the house when she
                came in from school, feeling revolted when Granny spat out the food her mother
                spooned into her mouth, and wondering why her mother didn’t agree to put her
                into a home as her father so often pleaded with her to do.

            Martin seldom came home any more, he
                said he had better things to do than spend weekends in a lunatic asylum. He had
                always been nasty to Susan, her whole childhood had been overshadowed by his
                bullying, but she remembered being very shocked that he should say something so
                cruel to their mother. After all, she couldn’t help how Granny was. Yet all
                the same she agreed with Martin in some respects, she would have given anything to
                have been packed off to boarding school so she could escape too.

            From fourteen onwards Susan had no time
                to go to the library, for walks or bike rides; as soon as she got in from school
                there were too many other jobs to do and all weekend there were more. Sometimes she
                was even kept home from school when her mother felt she couldn’t face yet
                another day on her own with Granny.

            She remembered how one afternoon she was
                sitting with Granny while her mother quickly had a bath. The old
                lady was rocking backwards and forwards in her chair, making terrifying noises, and
                Susan wondered how she could possibly get away to see Beth that summer. She wished
                she felt able to admit in her letters just what was going on at home, but both her
                parents were adamant it was something not to be spoken of.

            Yet her mother did seem to understand
                how much Susan needed her friendship with Beth, and for the last two summers she
                managed to persuade Father to get a nurse in to help for a few hours each day so
                that Susan was free to go out. This was quite an achievement because Father
                didn’t like parting with money, but Mother stood up to him for once and
                insisted Susan must have a break from chores so that she could go back to school in
                September refreshed for the year ahead.

            But then in February 1967 Granny died,
                and almost overnight, the gloom, anxiety and bad smells were blown away. Susan could
                remember helping her father carry two armchairs and a mattress Granny had soiled out
                into the garden, to burn them. They stood around the bonfire that cold, windy
                afternoon, laughing as Susan’s mother brought armfuls of clothes out to add to
                it.

            ‘We shouldn’t be so
                cheerful,’ her mother had said reprovingly at one point, although she too
                smiled as she said it. ‘She couldn’t help the way she became.’

            Susan could picture that afternoon as
                clearly as if she were looking at a photograph. Margaret, her mother, was short and
                plump, with grey hair. She wasn’t exactly lined, but her skin was going soft,
                like an apple that had been kept too long. She was wearing navy-blue slacks and a hand-knitted Arran sweater with a blue and white spotted scarf
                around her neck. Susan had remarked in the morning how nice her mother looked
                without the overall she always used to wear. Margaret had laughed and said no one
                would ever get her back into one of those again, and she might even get her hair
                permed too now she had some time to herself.

            Charles, Susan’s father, was very
                distinguished-looking, six feet tall, slender, with keen dark eyes and bushy black
                eyebrows, his hair still thick and dark even though he was fifty-eight. He had a
                boyish look that day, eagerly poking at the bonfire, soaking the old clothes in
                paraffin before hurling them on.

            It was often said by relatives that
                Susan was a replica of her mother at the same age. Susan could see it for herself
                when she looked at the girl in the wedding photograph standing on the sideboard. She
                had long dark hair, girlish dimples and plump lips then. But as Margaret had been
                forty when Susan was born, and was already greying and plump, it was hard for Susan
                to equate that pretty girl with her mother.

            Her parents had married at the start of
                the war in 1939, Charles dashing in his Army Captain’s uniform. Martin was
                born early in 1941. Susan had often wondered about the ten-year gap between her and
                her brother’s birth. But she never asked about it.

            All through that spring and early summer
                of 1967, everything was wonderful. She could remember writing to Beth and asking her
                to come and stay with them at their house instead of at her aunt’s, and how
                great it was not to have to creep around for fear of waking Granny,
                and that they were able to go out to the pictures and for walks as a family.

            But she never told Beth about the
                transformation of their lives. How Mother would turn the wireless up loud to hear
                    Round the Horn on Sundays, and how the house would resound with
                Father’s laughter. Or how sometimes Mother would tickle him and they’d
                chase each other down the garden like children. She thought Beth wouldn’t be
                able to understand that, not when she didn’t know how grim it had been
                before.

            Everything was topsy-turvy for a while
                because her mother wanted to spring-clean and redecorate. Furniture was piled up on
                the landing and the smell of disinfectant, polish and paint permeated the whole
                house. Father brought fish and chips home for supper, and they often ate it while
                watching television, something they’d never done before.

            It was during those months that Susan
                began to notice how attractive their house was, or maybe it was just because Mother
                kept saying jokingly that she was going
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