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Author’s Note




After completing this novel, I realised it is also about sisters. So I dedicate it to my sister Ros, who supports and loves me through tough times and good.

With thanks to Warsan Shire for her incomparable poem ‘Home’ and Tanatsei Gambura for her affecting poem ‘Things I Have Forgotten Before’. We can learn a lot from poets.

And thank you to you the reader who completes the circle.




Prologue

Manchester, Wednesday 23 April 2014

It is a slow afternoon. Possibly because of the weather. Possibly it’s the lassitude after the Easter rush. Or the end of month penury. Whatever the reason, the girls are not busy. And this makes Marius Badea furious. ‘This isn’t a holiday resort,’ he tells them. ‘You’re not here to lie about enjoying yourselves. You have bills to pay. You get me?’

He’s short and wide. When he gets wound up, his face bloats and his small nose turns red. The girls call him Mr Pigs and giggle. Amongst themselves. Not in front of him. Those fists are brutish. And not in front of Felka either. Badea is her boyfriend, supposedly, though it doesn’t stop him putting her to work like the rest of them. Right now she is finding him his cigarettes, offering to make him some pierogi, the best kind, with mince.

‘Why she do that, Sugar?’ mutters Marianne. She’s too young to have seen what she has. Her skin is so pale it could have been blanched. ‘She know we don’t have no mince and he mad enough already. And this ain’t no hotel.’ She rests her head on the older woman’s more substantial shoulder and is rewarded by an arm around her own thin ones. They are sitting on the sofa in the waiting room where everyone has been told to congregate. The five girls, who live and work in this meagre second floor to an industrial unit, keep their surroundings clean. More for their own sanity than because of Marius and his colleagues’ threats. Even so, the brown carpet is slightly sticky, the furniture flimsy and threadbare and there is a persistent smell of cigarettes, alcohol and sex too easily taken. Marianne carries on: ‘If this a hotel, what is it? The Piggy-Ritz.’ She gives a snort. Either this or the slight sharpening in her tone attracts Marius’s attention.

‘What’s that?’ Marius swings round, pushing Felka roughly away from him. He is looking straight at the sofa. His eyes are what might be called sparkling blue in a romantic novel. ‘You, you …’ His gaze drifts across Marianne’s face to the woman sitting next to her. She straightens while the youngster cowers. Badea yells: ‘What’s that, you black bitch?’ He dives forward, grabs her by the arm and pulls her to her feet. He is disconcerted for a second to be reminded that she is as tall as him. Then he punches her hard on the side of the face and kicks her. Her legs cave and she is kneeling before him. ‘What’s that? Don’t you know you owe me everything? You get me? You owe me your life.’ His spittle accompanies his words.

She rubs a hand across her face. ‘Oruko mi ni Blessing,’ she says quietly.

He grabs at her hair. A blonde wig, it is nevertheless held on by pins which drag at her scalp. ‘What’s that?’ he demands. ‘Don’t speak your dirty, filthy language to me. The queen’s English please.’ All the vowel sounds over-emphasised.

‘I said …’ Her voice is parched in her throat. It trembles slightly. She levels her gaze on Badea and continues: ‘I said, my name is Blessing.’

‘Brown Sugar, Brown Sugar,’ in his mouth the name is neither sweet, nor melodic. He grabs her by the neck and clouts her, leaving her sprawling and breathless on the stinking carpet.

‘Don’t spoil the merchandise.’ The man’s entrance makes everyone start, their focus having been so utterly taken by the fight between Marius and Blessing. The girls glance at each other. Is this a punter? He is white and smartly dressed. Maybe too upmarket for their operation and, in any case, he wouldn’t have got past the guard on the door. His face is covered by a balaclava. It should look ridiculous. It looks threatening.

Marius takes a breath and turns. All bonhomie, he grasps the man’s hand: ‘Mr T, my friend, I wasn’t expecting you.’

‘Clearly.’ Mr T’s English accent shows up the fault-lines in Marius’s Romanian one. There is also something in Mr T’s bearing which makes Badea the supplicant.

The girls would cheer if they weren’t so afraid. Marianne creeps over to Blessing and helps her to her feet, then they join the other two by the door to the bedrooms. Felka remains apart. Her allegiances split.

Mr T continues: ‘We’re moving out. Someone’s tongue has been wagging.’ He lets his stare rest on Marius and then on the hefty henchman who has scrambled to a sort of attention in the corner by the drinks cabinet. Then Mr T shrugs: ‘Or perhaps someone just noticed something, a coming or going. In any case, it’s about time to move on. Never good to stay in one place for too long. Two cars.’ He glances at the girls. ‘You,’ he points at Blessing. ‘And you.’ This time it’s Felka. ‘You’re coming with me. You others with him,’ he jerks his head towards Marius. Both Felka and Marianne yelp protests, Marianne clinging on to Blessing and Felka taking one step – but no more – towards Badea. The expression on his face makes her retrace it.

Mr T’s attention remains on Blessing and Marianne. ‘You like each other, huh?’ He thrusts his hips. ‘I like a bit of babe-on-babe action.’ He laughs. ‘But not this time. You do as I say or you’ll find out what I can do without making a mess. Now get your stuff. We need to be outta here.’

Blessing tries to comfort Marianne as they both scramble to their rooms and throw the few bits of clothing and make-up they have into plastic bags. From the back of a drawer, Blessing retrieves her dhuku. The last one to survive her journey from Nigeria, it has lost much of its lustre. She pulls at it until it cleaves along its length. She hands over one half to Marianne with a promise: ‘I will find you. Stay strong, my little one.’

Marius and his henchman come battering down the bedroom doors and the women are herded out into the communal area. Mr T hands Marius a phone. ‘Instructions on there. Make sure you throw it in the canal when you’re done.’ Mr T forces pills into the girls’ mouths and water to follow. ‘Don’t want any travel sickness do we?’

Then he is pushing Blessing and Felka down the fire escape. It’s rare for them to see the outside. This evening is foggy and drear. The neighbours – a mix of lock-ups, warehouses and a very few small businesses with employees turning up every day – are indistinct. There are no lights, no people moving around, no obvious place to run to. Even if there were, Blessing and Felka are finding their movements are becoming clumsy, their heads as fuddled as the weather. They are pushed through the tiny back yard into a narrow alley where there is a car waiting. As they shuffle into the back, Mr T says, ‘That’s right, my sleeping beauties, in you go and wait for your kiss from Prince Charming.’ His tone makes it sound more of a curse. It is the last thing they hear as they plunge into a dark vat of nothingness.




Chapter 1

Scarborough, Thursday 24 April 2014

Gordon Yates would hardly be recognisable even to himself. DC Donna Morris hopes no one has given him a mirror. And the pain must be tremendous. The whole right side of his face is a livid mulch of yellow and purple. This and the broken humerus were caused by his fall. After the clout he received, which has closed up and blackened his left eye. Apart from this his white skin looks unlaundered against the starched hospital pillow.

‘Mr Yates,’ Donna says softly. If he is sleeping, she decides she will leave him to it. But his good eye snaps open and the other one becomes a slit. Donna continues, explaining who she is and why she has come.

At eighty-nine, Gordon Yates probably has the reflex to stand when greeting a woman or someone in authority. He seems determined to try something of the kind.

‘There’s no need to sit up,’ Donna adds hastily. Gordon is linked to various monitoring machines. However, he was lucky to be found so quickly – the postwoman investigating the open front door – he hadn’t become too dehydrated and got quick attention. Beyond the usual hospital smells of linoleum and cleaning fluids, there is the slight acidic odour of vomit. The nurse told Donna, they are concerned about concussion. They will keep him in overnight and then will (hopefully) release him into the care of his son.

Donna pulls over a plastic chair and sits. She divests herself of scarf and padded jacket. Outside, a breeze native to the Siberian Steppes – it feels like – is blowing in across the sea and a fog has mobbed the sun. In contrast, the ward is a roasting oven and for Donna one of her internal heat waves is threatening. She brings herself to focus by opening her notepad: ‘I wonder if you could tell me what happened, Mr Yates?’

‘I was attacked,’ he says gruffly. ‘It was that Khalil. I shouldn’t have trusted him.’ He said much the same to the paramedics as he went in and out of consciousness.

‘Perhaps you could give me some more details?’ prompts Donna as Gordon does not appear to be about to carry on.

‘What more do you want? You should be out there arresting him.’

‘And we will, Mr Yates, we will arrest whoever has done this to you—’

‘It was Khalil. Are you saying I’m a liar?’ Once again he tries to pull himself more upright and his face screws up in agony. ‘Dammit,’ he says in a weakened voice.

‘Please, Mr Yates, I know this has all been very distressing, but I do need some more information.’

After several stuttering breaths, Gordon growls, ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Why don’t you start at lunchtime today and move forward from there?’ With some reluctance, Gordon Yates agrees. He slowly, precisely, answers Donna’s questions and she pieces together his story. Lunch was at twelve-thirty, as it always is. It consisted of pea soup which he had made earlier from scratch, with a ham and mustard sandwich. He washed up and set the tea tray ready. This was found by the attending PC, untouched, in the kitchen – two cups and saucers, milk in a jug, sugar in a bowl, ginger biscuits on a plate and the pot a quarter full of water which had once been warming. After making his preparations for his visitor, Gordon Yates sat and read for thirty minutes. By then it was one forty-five and Khalil was late. Gordon went to the front door to look up and down his road. Nothing was stirring. On returning to his chair, he decided to leave the door on the latch. ‘I take a bit longer these days to get up on the old pins,’ he explains to Donna. ‘I thought Khalil could let himself in and bring in the tea tray without me having to bother.’ He closes both his eyes, liquid seeps from the bulging slit. ‘Why did I do that? Why? If I hadn’t been surprised, I could have defended myself.’ He contracts the fist at the end of his unbroken arm.

Donna waits for him to settle a bit, then asks him what happened next.

His eyes remain shut. ‘I don’t know, I think I dropped off, I must have, because I woke up and there was someone in the room. Well, of course, it was Khalil and he was rummaging through the drawers in the sideboard behind me. I stood up, I asked him what the hell he was doing. Pardon my French. I turned and then …’ He stops. Breaths gutter like sobs.

Donna would take his hand and squeeze it, if it wasn’t unprofessional. Instead, she gently pats his arm.

‘He hit me,’ Gordon says finally. ‘And I went down.’

‘And it was Khalil?’

‘Yes, I’ve said so haven’t I?’ His agitation turns quickly fiery.

‘Tell me about Khalil.’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘A family name would help and contact details?’

‘Family name? Oh. you mean surname. I could never get my tongue round it. But it’s written down, in my address book under K, with his phone number. I don’t know his address.’

‘How did you meet him?’

‘He came round one day, about ten months ago, said he could help with the garden. I told him I wasn’t that old, I could manage. But really, after all these years, who wants to keep doing all the weeding? Betty, my wife, it was her domain. I haven’t kept up with it properly, I have to admit. And I like it when people try to do something for themselves, don’t always sit there waiting for handouts. So I gave him a chance. And he was very hard working. Very. He started to do small bits around the house. Things I was finding it difficult to manage. And then I’d give him a cuppa and he’d ask me things. He was a good listener. Kids these days, they don’t care what an old codger like me has done with my life. No curiosity. But Khalil, he always had the time to listen. And he remembered what I’d said. He was interested. Bah,’ Gordon pauses. ‘I should never have trusted him. My son warned me. They are always up to no good.’

‘They?’ She steels herself for disappointment. Disappointment for what she is about to hear. Disappointment that she won’t challenge it.

‘Those people who come here on those boats. They’ve no right to come here and expect everything handed to them on a plate.’ This last harsh statement seems to drain him. He puts his hand up to his mouth. His skin, if possible, goes a further shade of grey.

‘Are you OK, Mr Yates?’

‘Not really, lass. I wonder if you could find a nurse for me?’ he says very softly as if it pains him to push out the words.

‘Of course. And, rest assured, we will find whoever has perpetrated this attack against you.’ She stands.

‘Khalil, it was Khalil. And he’ll be long gone, lass, long gone. I won’t see him again.’ He says it as if this thought tortures him the most.




Chapter 2

‘It’s his smell, I can’t get rid of it. Some fancy, poncy … what do they call it? Men’s perfume? Christian Dior or what the fuck. It makes me feel sick, literally physically sick.’ Kelsey Geraty has screwed herself up, arms around body, legs around each other.

Hannah Poole feels a parallel tightening and twisting inside herself. She’s aware this is not merely a mirroring of her client’s distress, there’s a resonance in this story for her. Twenty-year-old Kelsey is chunky. Brash and brassy with her platinum-dyed hair and mask of make-up – warpaint, Hannah had observed to herself during the first session – she favours tight tops, short skirts and high heels. She’d spent the first two weeks explaining in language littered with expletives how she’s ‘gonna deal’ with her attacker herself, since the police ‘fucked the case up’. And now they only have six sessions left after this one, six hours to unravel it all.

Hannah senses the ooze of her frustration. Primarily at the government, doling out therapy sessions as if they were rationed favours at a wedding for thousands and then patting itself on the back for its supposed generosity. Then there’s her frustration at … herself. Because she can’t fix this, for Kelsey. I’m not good enough, the thought ambushes her. Ah, there’s the rub, isn’t it, Hannah? ‘We’re not here to fix, we can’t fix,’ the words of her supervisor come to mind. ‘We’re here to listen.’

Hannah refocuses herself on the youngster in front of her. ‘Kelsey,’ she says gently. ‘I believe you. I believe he dragged you to the edge of the park, away from anyone who could see or help you, and he raped you.’

‘Everyone says, everyone says I asked for it,’ the words come out as hiccups. She sounds about five.

Hannah wonders again whether this is the first time Kelsey has been raped. Six weeks is not enough time to unwrap all that, she cautions herself. Work with what is in front of you. ‘No one asks to be raped.’

‘The porkers think I did.’

‘The police have to be guided by the Crown Prosecution Service and they felt a conviction would be unlikely.’ Hannah doesn’t tell her client the DI in charge, Theo, is a close friend, and she knows he would have done everything in his power to get the case to court. ‘It’s not about belief, or even truth, it’s about the amount of evidence available.’ And what a defence lawyer would do to you, my love: tear you to pieces. Would that have been better? ‘Take a breath, Kelsey, that’s it, and another.’

Kelsey’s voice is stronger as she continues, her feet flat on the ground, her elbows resting on her knees, ‘I see him, he’s fucking everywhere, fucking everywhere I go.’

‘Has he approached you? Is Nathaniel Withenshaw harassing you? You can get a restraining order.’

Kelsey’s head rears upwards, ‘I’ll fucking kill him, I’ll get a knife and fucking put it in his heart—’

‘Kelsey, are you following him around?’

The youngster drops forward again, face partially hidden behind hair.

‘Kelsey, don’t do this to yourself.’

‘He’s having such a great time,’ the words are muffled. ‘Like, like nothing fucking happened, got girls all ova ’im. Why should he fucking get away with it? Have his life when I …’ The plump hands, the colour of daisy petals, are held out, beseeching, empty. Then she says, ‘I have to know where he is.’

Hannah takes a moment to compose herself; anger, sadness, defeat all competing with each other. She lets her eyes rove around the room, an elegantly appointed, high-ceilinged room in an elegantly appointed Victorian town house on the south side of town. In the mid-nineteenth century an up-and-coming destination for the rich. The coving remains, as does the extravagant marble fireplace and tall arched windows. Now that it’s owned by the Scarborough Centre for Therapy Excellence (SC4TE), however, the furnishings are bland, comfortable, practical. Hannah trained here and now she practises from here. She hears a colleague ushering a client down the graceful sweep of the stairs. Not for the first time, she wonders what tales these old walls might tell. Kelsey’s being added like another skim of plaster. ‘It’s not fair,’ Hannah says quietly. ‘It’s not fair, Kelsey. Tell me, tell me what’s going on for you, right now.’

The fists form, the hair sways back. ‘I’m fucking angry, that’s what, I’m going to get him.’

Cushion hitting? Punch the anger out? Something stays Hannah’s suggestion, she sees it in Kelsey’s eyes. She’s not noticed them before, had always been distracted by the make-up, they are a tincture of forget-me-nots. Fear? Yes. ‘He won’t hurt you again.’

‘How do you know?’

Good question. And which ‘him’ are we talking about? The one when you were a kid? The one who raped you eighteen months ago? Or the future hims who are going to misuse you? Her shoulders click painfully, she’s been holding herself too still, she tries to stretch her back without being too obvious about it and to snatch a glance at the clock. What can we do in ten minutes? She breathes slowly. ‘You’re right, I don’t know. You’re right, I can’t keep you safe from everyone and everything. I want to but I can’t. One thing I do know, though, is that following him around and getting yourself armed with a knife are going to put you in danger. You know enough kids around you who’ve been hurt by knives or arrested for possession to be sure of that yourself. What’s going to keep you safe, Kelsey? Who can support you?’ It’s stuff they’ve already been through and it sounds lame even to Hannah, but it fills the time and maybe, just maybe, it’ll get Kelsey through another week.




Chapter 3

‘Sometimes cases just are that straightforward,’ says DS Harrie Shilling. The younger woman is slighter than Donna has been for some twenty years. Her dark trouser suit is sharp. As she glances at Donna sitting beside her, Harrie raises a tweezered eyebrow. The acute contours of her white-skinned cheeks are ferociously blushered.

‘What’s bothering you, Donna?’ asks DI Theo Akande. They are gathered in his small office. He is a black man in his mid-forties. There is a neatness about his medium build which belies his athleticism. His hair is in orderly cornrows. His navy suit is as dapper as it was at the beginning of this long day. The pinstripe in his tie matches the green of his shirt and rims of his glasses. Through the small square office window, a daylight which hardly got ignited is dimming into dusk. Both Theo and Harrie have waited beyond the end of their shifts to hear the report from Donna’s interview with Gordon Yates.

And now they have heard it, why should I keep them longer? she wonders. A gut feeling? Or is it just that I didn’t like Gordon Yates’s racism? ‘I don’t think we should rush to conclusions, that’s all,’ she says carefully.

‘We’ve certainly got to identify, find and speak to this Khalil,’ says Theo. ‘And review the forensic evidence. We won’t take Mr Yates’s ID of the perpetrator as the end of the matter, if that’s what you are worried about.’ He sounds mildly affronted.

Donna rushes in to say, of course, she knows this. Harrie suggests they do a handover to the night shift to ‘move things along’. There’s a weariness in her tone and she stands. But Donna isn’t ready to stop. At the very least she wants to find out something more about Khalil. Theo agrees she can go to Yates’s house to unearth his address book and talk to the crime scene manager. However, if she can’t immediately locate their suspect, she must let the duty DS take the next steps. ‘It’s too early in the financial year for me to blow my overtime budget,’ he says, pulling on his knee-length wool coat. Donna recognises this is mostly – though not completely – a joke. The robbery at Gordon Yates’s house had been audacious and violent. None of them wants the perpetrator free to act again.

Donna takes a short cut through a corner of the Dean Road cemetery which, for the last two centuries, has scored a green swathe between the South and North Bays. It is nearly eight months since Donna arrived in the town for her probationary year as detective constable, choosing to come to follow her daughter, Elizabeth. As a relative newcomer, Donna has explored many of the ways to the sea. And this is one she has come to know well. Despite the gathering darkness over the graves, it is a familiar route, the path is wide and still populated by dog walkers. As she hurries past, she, nevertheless, glances at what has fast become one of her favourite graves. It’s difficult to miss. A memorial to Adelaide, born Arras in 1852. The same question always presents itself: What had brought her to this country? Was it a story of happenchance? Like my own? This evening, she adds Khalil to her thoughts. What had washed him up on these shores? If indeed, Gordon Yates’s prejudices are accurate, and Khalil doesn’t turn out to be a native of Manchester or somewhere else in the UK. Donna tells herself off for jumping to the conclusions she had wanted them all to avoid.

Gordon Yates’s house stands on a pleasant residential street next to the cemetery and the wooded glen which leads into Peasholm Park. It is a detached 1930s property with its modest bay windows downstairs at the front and pebble-dashed brickwork. Well maintained but in need of some renewal, Donna imagines an estate agent’s kindly appraisal.

There is a young PC sentinel at the gate who is receiving some advice from PC Trevor Trench. He greets Donna warmly. He is a big man made bulkier by his uniform jacket with all its accoutrements and a yellow hi-vis. He makes Donna think of a bee. A bee which has spent the afternoon gathering honey, albeit rather ponderously and slowly. He has been leading the house-to-house. There’s not much to report. Most residents were out at work or too busy with childcare to notice much. Just one, watching for the postie, said she thought she saw a young man running towards the cemetery around two-ten in the afternoon. Trev describes their witness as an ‘elderly lady’, which makes Donna wonder about her eyesight – Trev is no spring chicken. Once they have a photograph, they’ll check back with the woman. Meanwhile, however, Donna says Trev can get off home.

She walks up the path to the house. There’s a slightly tipsy, small, glazed porch protecting the front door, which had allowed Gordon Yates to leave it unlocked even with the less than clement weather. Donna stands in the porch and calls through the hall. The CSM, Ethan Buckle, comes to meet her. Squat and ex-military, he is still swaddled in his white suit, but the hood is pulled back to show his bald domed head. They are packing up. She can come in. There is a short hall with both the kitchen and sitting room branching off it at the back. The sitting room is stuffed to bursting with dark wood furniture: sofa, armchairs, TV, occasional tables, sideboard, chest of drawers, bookshelves. Every surface covered with something: an ornament, a book, clutches of photographs. Donna can see how Gordon Yates gathered most of his life around the chair positioned with the best view of the TV, its fading upholstering sagging and covered by a dark blue throw. On the table nearest are the phone, a hardback history of the Second World War, a framed photo of a smiling woman in her seventies, a glass of water, a small digital radio and a TV listings magazine. Behind the chair is a narrow gap and then the chest of drawers. Ethan is demonstrating how Gordon Yates could have got up from the chair, turned, been hit by the person rifling through the drawers and then fallen onto the sharp corners of the sideboard.

Donna watches closely for the angles. ‘Did he turn enough to see his attacker?’

Ethan shrugs. ‘It’s difficult to be absolutely certain. He could have.’

Donna asks about fingerprints and DNA traces.

‘We’ve got some to send to the lab. Mr Yates kept the place pretty clean. We’ve only been able to lift one set from the chest of drawers.’

‘Which could be Mr Yates’s?’

‘We will have to see.’

‘Our suspect, Khalil, apparently visited Mr Yates regularly.’

‘We won’t necessarily be able to tell when a trace was left,’ says Ethan. ‘We’ve no blood from the assault.’

A fingerprint of a perpetrator in the blood of a victim would put them there at the time of the attack. ‘I’m looking for an address book.’

Ethan points to under the phone. ‘As far as we can tell, no one went upstairs. It all looks orderly up there. However, we’ve lifted some more samples and fingerprints. We’ll need Mr Yates to tell us what has been taken from the drawers. They haven’t been emptied by any means.’

She nods as she finds what she is looking for. The entry reads: Khalil Qasim, with a mobile number beside it. Qasim doesn’t seem that hard to say nor remember. She dials the number. She is unsurprised when it rings out.

Ethan asks whether she has seen enough and if they can depart.

She nods. She feels able to hand over what she has to the duty DS and IT forensics. She doesn’t expect there to be any further answers until morning anyway. She glances out the back window. Even in the shadows, she can see Khalil did a good job tending the garden. ‘Is there a back entrance?’

Ethan nods. ‘The back door was closed but not locked. We’ve got fingerprints from the handle. Garden gate and fence are sturdy. The gate has a bolt on the inside. It wasn’t shot.’

‘And where does the gate exit?’

‘Barrowedge Fields.’

Barrowedge. Gordon Yates’s respectable house had its back robustly set against the estate known for the delinquency of its young and not so young. Is it likely Gordon Yates would not have kept the gate firmly bolted?




Chapter 4

As she always does, to settle herself, Hannah walks. She strides along the Esplanade which traces the top of the south cliff gardens. Below, at the base of the cliff, the Gothic cupolas of the Victorian spa building come into view. Then the wedding-cake-curve of its sun court lit by foggy-white lighting, as if for an ethereal ball. The sea stretching out to the horizon is the cracked skin of a reptilian creature breathing in deeply and then exhaling. Hannah can hear its remorseful sighs. They still her. She grasps the iron railing. She is at the level of the tops of the oak and beech trees which are rooted several feet below. At first they look black and skeletal. But no, they are not bone. They are alive with little whorls of green. This cheers Hannah as she carries on going, slowly, to the care home.

It is a modern brick two-storey building set back from the road in luxuriant gardens, trimmed and colourful. Daffodils have followed snowdrops and now there is a rug of bluebells under the birch with its shawl of budding lime-hued leaves. Inside all is warmth and activity. Hannah is greeted by staff, who she finds ceaselessly and inexplicably patient, cheerful and kind. Inexplicably, because she merely has to cross the threshold to feel the tension twist into her guts. She manages to plaster on a smile which fools neither her nor her mother.

Val Poole would rather be visited by her son (a rare occurrence). Her daughter would rather be elsewhere. Yet Hannah continues to stop by regularly and receive updates. Her mother is doing well, the staff and residents appear to like her, which surprises Hannah no end. She is in constant fear of being asked to remove her mother. There had been a shaky diagnosis of dementia which brought Val to the care home in the first place. Hannah now suspects it was more a reaction to the death of Stan Poole and all that exposed. Her mother has certain chronic physical ailments brought on by a lifetime of relying on alcohol to deal with emotion. Despite these, if Hannah ever chooses to be honest with herself, she knows Val could be cared for at home. In the house her husband’s will bequeathed to their daughter. Though this could be considered a compensation of a sort, it continues to evoke a prickle of guilt. But if Val did come home, Hannah does not want to contemplate the detrimental effect on their joint wellbeing. Besides, Stan Poole also left enough money for his widow to live comfortably in a care home.

Val Poole is sitting in the communal lounge. Since coming to the care home she has been treated to decent dyes and cuts for her fading brown hair, plus she has facials and manicures and she’s always dressed in clean clothes. She’s short and her waistline is spreading with the food she eats; she has a triple chin. Even so she is looking pretty smart in trousers and blouse with a turquoise cardigan Hannah bought her for Christmas and was dismissed at the time as not being ‘my colour’. As Hannah sits beside her she catches a whiff of alcohol. Val has several bottles of sherry stashed up in her room, presumably obtained through bribery and deception. Hannah had questioned whether she should bring this to the attention of Val’s care-plan manager (her olfactory capacity obviously stunted by the smells she encounters on a daily basis). Then Hannah decided if her mother wanted to drink herself to death it was her choice and it wasn’t her daughter’s business to stand in the way of free will.

Val motors into some tale about a trip to Whitby and the flattering attentions of a fellow resident. Then she stops, ‘What are you moping about?’ Her fingers with their bright red talons drum on the arm of her chair.

Hannah realises her smile must have slipped – she re-applies it.

‘What’s that sly grin?’ snaps Val Poole. ‘You don’t believe I could be of interest to any gentleman, is that it? Not that I’d look at anyone after my dear Stan. If he was here now he’d see me right. You got everything you ever wanted. Saw me out of my house as soon as you could. Abandoned me here. I know you’re waiting for me to die, wouldn’t surprise me if you’d
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