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Dedication

To Andrew, for all your sacrifices and support.

With love




Epigraph

Now more than ever seems it rich to die,

To cease upon the midnight with no pain …

John Keats




Chapter 1

Trains terminated here. It was the end of the line.

Only just past nine, and I waited for the last train to arrive. A sharp breeze made me nip my jacket close, turn my collar up. I was alone on the platform. A mere shelter. No café, not even a chocolate machine, just a bench and a timetable screwed by cracked Plexiglas to the crumbling brickwork. I was on the edge looking down, fighting that familiar urge to jump that some commuters experience. On the track were discarded cans and wrappers, the litter of those who had also waited for trains. I was an actor in the wings of an unlit stage, apprehensive before the audience arrived. The wind picked up in bitter gusts. I turned my face against it, looking down the track into the dark tunnel. Lights would come, then noise. Then him.

I checked my watch. Seven minutes past nine. Eight minutes to go. Not long. Too long. I stamped my feet, fidgety with nervous energy, hands curling and uncurling in my pocket, chilled to the core by the thought of what was to come. I didn’t know what he looked like. I’d seen a picture, but how often do people use a photo that reveals the truth? Being beautiful, I didn’t need a flattering image, but the picture I sent him was also a lie. My hair looked over-bright in the sunshine, light lifting my features as I smiled to someone off camera. In it I looked carefree. After, I regretted sending it, thinking I’d lured him under false pretences. Worried he’d be disappointed when I wasn’t as easy-hearted as I’d appeared in the snap. This was one of the advantages with meeting in cyberspace; we could hide our neuroses.

I tried to relax; after all, he’d picked me. He said he’d had quite a choice; more replied to his advert than he would have anticipated. I looked into the dark sky and thought of all the others out in the world seeking the same thing. I wasn’t alone in my desire.

Stop. I’m going too fast. There’s another story to tell, before he arrives.

Others are coming to judge me. Professionals will come and demand that I tell them my story. Whatever they conclude, bound by conventional thought, by their own mediocre experience of love, my deed will outlive me. Time alone will prove what is right. They can’t force this tale from me and I won’t trust them. But I’ve chosen you. You will listen. You are my judge, the true arbiter. And we have time, yet, before the train pulls into the station.

My internet name was Robin, like the bird, but also because it made me think of American cheerleaders with tanned tennis legs and blonde hair. Wholesome. When I was Robin my world sparkled like new and I could do things differently. I could be someone else.

We didn’t use our given names on the site. It was part of the unspoken deal. And anyway our parents named us. Our avatars, picked by us, revealed something truer. I liked his. He was Mr Smith.

To me, Smith was beautifully anonymous – an Everyman. I didn’t want the unique or standalone; I sought the mediocre, the average, the one lost in a crowd. I wanted the man who worked behind a desk, who microwaved cardboard meals, who rubbed the sore grooves along his nose, scored by his glasses. Mr Mousy Hair, Mr Nylon Shirts. Strange, that I sought the ordinary when I’m anything but. I’ve never met a man who didn’t desire me, at least at first, but my own taste is modest.

Robin wanted safety. Predictability was more important than fun, and I quickly deleted profiles from men who smugly announced they had a GSOH. I like to laugh, but not on demand. I wasn’t seeking a cabaret act.

His was a simple enough advert. He’d been a fan of Morrissey in his teens and I imagined a melancholic youth with floppy hair smoking dope. He said he was a Catholic and, however lapsed, the faith was in his blood. I suppose that attracted me too, that tenuous link to my mother’s religion.

Yes, others had liked his profile as well as me. Some men and several women. But I was his choice.

I had to hunt. I’d meet other men before Smith. After all, finding love is never easy. I was making a commitment for life, and these things can’t be hurried. Also, I wasn’t quite ready. If Smith had come to me before that time, I’d have let him slide through my fingers like sand.

I didn’t respond to his profile straight away. I looked around the web first, visiting other apps, getting closer to my niche interest without really being able to articulate what it was. Reading profiles without interacting, keeping my status hidden. Staying silent, a wallflower, not responding to ‘likes’. It’s easy to ghost someone on a computer. I was biding my time. Straying from the vanilla, browsing Feeld and FetLife then deciding they weren’t for me, cruising in and out of chat rooms that I found after travelling down rabbit warrens of online threads. To be honest, I didn’t really know what I was looking for, only that it wasn’t the same as most people. Then I found his profile, and he’d added his kink. It stopped me in my tracks:

Man seeks beautiful woman for the journey of a lifetime: I will lift mine eyes to the hills, from whence cometh my help. Will you help me to die?

I read it over and over, keeping his profile on my screen until I finally logged off. I needed time to think before I messaged him, or even liked his profile. 

But I’m rushing again. Always my failing, that I head for the summit before charting the course. I must resist. It’s important to start at the beginning. And doesn’t every story begin with the mother?

My mother’s name was Matilde Mariani. This is her story, too.




Chapter 2

Before

Matilde walked slowly, scuffing her patent shoes on the pavement and hauling her school bag, letting it bang against her legs, marking the white knee socks with dust. It was a sticky day and her blazer was tight across her chest. She undid the single button, took off the straw boater with her free hand. No one would be home when she arrived and she could be happy, but first she had to pass the row of shops. The boy who delivered the meat was loitering outside the butcher’s, his bike thrown on the pavement. Behind him, through the window, animals hung in halves. She was careful to keep looking ahead, waiting for the jeer. 

‘What, ain’t yaw gonna talk to me now? Posh cow! Stuck-up spic! Ain’t I good enough for yaw, then, gal?’ 

Letting the Norfolk drawl wash over her, she told herself she was used to this and, after all, it was only words. She kept walking, holding her breath against the iron stench of pig’s blood in the air. 

The house felt empty. Her father mostly worked late; he had three factories now and didn’t trust the managers, so he was always on site, checking the fabrics and the orders, making sure no one was fiddling him. ‘I will always be a foreigner to them’, he said. ‘I cannot expect loyalty’. Matilde’s mother was better at fitting in, and belonged to many local groups run by women with money who needed an occupation. She kept busy so that she did not have to endure the lonely house, but for Matty the hour between arriving home and her parents’ return was when she found peace. She preferred to be alone.

She climbed the stairs to her room, shrugging off the blazer, and undid the top buttons on her shirt, still carrying the school bag and boater.

Her bedroom door was ajar. She knew she had closed it that morning. Her heart sunk: Papa was home after all.

He was sitting on her bed, a great walrus of a man with slackened jowls and eyes like beetles, green-black and shiny. Above him Karen Carpenter, her favourite singer, gave a sad watery smile.

‘You’re late. Where’ve you been?’

She could hear it, the threat. She knew it was there, just under the surface. Karen’s smile was hopeless. ‘Papa, I walked too slowly. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t lie to me. You’ve been with a boy again. Look at your shirt!’ Her hand rose to cover her collarbone. ‘Come here.’ She did not move. ‘I said, come here.’ She walked forward, watching Karen’s resigned smile so she didn’t have to see her father’s eyes. Knowing the beetles would crawl all over her flesh if she looked at him. ‘Closer.’ She could smell the alcohol on his breath. He spat words that pricked her with moisture: ‘You are a filthy slut. You are a disgrace to this family.’ He waited until she was crying, then struggled up from the bed and left the room.

Karen Carpenter was trying to smile, but her eyes remained sad and dark. It was Matty’s fault, she was too pretty. She saw herself in the mirror and winced; hair too light. Not the brunette of the Mediterranean, but blonde. And green eyes, not blackened like her father’s, but light green like fresh moss. Too striking. If she wasn’t so pretty it wouldn’t happen; that’s what she believed. But how do you make yourself ugly if you’re not? How can you still be beautiful when everything inside is ugly?

At school the other girls avoided her. Only the boy who worked at the butcher’s showed interest. And Mr Ferris, the Latin teacher. He spoke to her in a way that made her shiver and shrink back. She was afraid that he could see through her, to the truth. That she was a slut.

She was seventeen. Not an adult, but not a child either, so she knew what it meant when her period was late. There was always the pill to stop babies coming, but how could she get that? She was so young, and not even married. How could she admit her sin to a doctor? Instead Matilde, or Matty as she wanted to be called – at least in her head where she had friends who understood – tried to pretend it was not happening. It would not happen again. Mostly, she tried to ignore it and concentrate on books. All types of books, but especially those about people.

She did well in her studies. Even her mother said so. The previous year she had passed all her O levels, with high grades. So she stayed on at St Albans, with the other girls in straw hats who talked endlessly about boys when all she wanted to do was read. And learn. She was studying for A levels. Latin, of course. Papa insisted. It was a part of their heritage, he said, and anyway she was good at it. Mr Ferris said it must be because of her Italian father, her knowledge of a romantic language, but he was wrong; her father almost never spoke his mother tongue. And music, another good thing for a lady to learn. But what she really wanted to study wasn’t on the syllabus. Her choice would have been psychology. She read books that weren’t in the school library, only in the big library in town, searching for answers. It was the closest she got to knowing why. She read Freud, his diagnosis for hysteria, and thought she understood. Hated him for naming it, for making it bigger than them, for putting it in every home. She felt sick, but couldn’t stop reading about Dora K and she wondered if that is what she was, a hysteric, and if that was why she must keep her mouth shut. Why she must study.

And now, one year into her A levels, one year from the exams, she had stopped bleeding.

She’d felt sick since she woke, and the smell of incense was making it worse. In all of Matty’s seventeen years she had only missed Mass twice, once when she caught measles and once when her grandfather died and they had travelled to Italy. Other than those rare exceptions, the Mariani family sat in the same pew each Sunday and listened to Father Michael condemn the world. The wooden pew was like a box that she just couldn’t fit into and the effort of trying to sit so straight made her sweat. Her father’s huge body was pressed against her right side, and he noticed her fidgeting. ‘Keep still!’ he demanded, and the woman in front turned around. Her father nodded back apologetically. To Matty’s left sat her mother, her contained shape as immobile as a sepulchre, staring at Father Michael as if he held the answer to all questions. Perfectly presented, Matty’s mother was devout in her attention.

The priest’s voice rose, loud and sonorous. The flames of the candles twitched, as if called by his certain proclamation: ‘Sin is a disease of the soul. And the only physician is Our Lord. And the only medicine is to repent. Do you repent?’ he asked. ‘Do you?’ It seemed to Matty that his eyes sought her out and she looked at her knees, overcome again by the wave of nausea that turned in her stomach like a tide. She clasped her hands together, seasick, tried to concentrate on the horizon, but could only kneel. She was forced to lower herself onto the pew cushion. The wool was red and scratchy under her naked knees. She couldn’t pray.

Closing her eyes made the sickness worse so she concentrated on the effigy of the Virgin Mary. The irony struck her, as she suffered on her knees before the unmarried mother, bile in her throat.

‘Our Father,’ intoned the congregation, ‘who art in heaven. Hallowed be thy name.’ Matty lurched forward, tried to resist, but as the congregation spoke of forgiving those who trespass against us, she knew she could fight it no longer and finally gave in to natural force, vomiting all over the polished floor.

Her mother thought it was food poisoning from the fish they had eaten the night before and Matty was excused from confession. She couldn’t have told Father Michael the truth anyway. She knew about Mary, about Jesus’ birth, and about things that are sinful. But in the books, the ones in the town library filed under health, the ones with pictures, she knew too that a baby could be removed, taken away, like a tumour that needed cutting out. Her mother once had a lump on her breast that was cut away, to make her well again. That was what Matty needed; she wanted the bad bit severed, but knew it was impossible. It was a sin. Even if a cure was possible, she would never recover. How could she when the sickness was within her? When it was her fault for being too pretty. Too lovely. She hated being lovely, but pregnant women weren’t lovely. Maybe the baby would make her fat and ugly too. Maybe it would keep her safe. She didn’t know what to do, and there was no one to tell. The blood just never came, and she kept studying the books, and still she was woken too early, because she was too lovely, and all she thought of as she was forced onto her back, was the milk van in the street, glass on glass in the doorway. She rose above herself, tried not to look down, and wished she was fat and ugly and not there at all.

She was so small, Matty Mariani, that her clothes still fit even when the books said they shouldn’t. And the rounding of her breasts was just assumed to be puberty by anybody who noticed, like Mr Ferris, who failed to observe anything else. She walked around on her own, and the other girls called her weird or stuck-up, but mostly they didn’t know what to make of her so they didn’t try.

But Papa knew she wasn’t sick because of the fish. Even though the change to her body was slight, he could tell.

He took her to a doctor. ‘I do not wish her mother to know. You understand: the shame would kill her.’

The doctor nodded sagely at her father, then asked Matty to climb on the couch. It was a narrow couch, and a dark room. She hadn’t been there before, the man was not her usual doctor, and her father had driven to a different town, out of the city. They may not even be in Norfolk.

She suspected that it was not the best practice in the area by the stained walls, the receptionist’s bleached hair. Her father had already paid – she’d seen him remove his wallet and peel off notes. She heard him give a false name; he was ashamed, of course. Cheap doctor for a cheap whore.

The doctor lifted her shirt, her school one, and pulled down the waistband of her skirt. She looked away, to the wall that peeled paint like a snake shedding skin. At the end of the couch stood her father. Watching.

‘You’re a good way along.’ He pushed hard on her stomach, two fingers pressed into her flesh until she wanted to wriggle. She lay still and endured the examination. The doctor finally stopped prodding and said to Matty’s father, ‘She’s too far gone.’

‘She can’t be,’ her father’s voice was almost begging, his face red and the beetles blacker than ever. He tipped into anger so easily and she prayed the doctor wouldn’t provoke him. ‘If it’s a question of money …’

The doctor pulled down Matty’s shirt and turned fully to her father. ‘It is not money that’s the problem, sir. It’s the law. And it would be dangerous to do it now. There could be complications. Your daughter could die.’

Her father’s face turned from pleading to fury. He grabbed her wrist, wrenched her from the couch as if he would dash the baby from her if he could. ‘You stupid girl. Why didn’t you say some- thing earlier? You could have had an abortion.’

She shuddered to hear her father say the word. Abortion was a sin. But then, as Father Michael said, one sin made the way for another.

There was no choice. It was too late. My mother’s fate was already sealed along with my own.




Chapter 3

Lifting her head from the safety of her duvet cocoon Cate Austin blinked at the white-bright bedroom, her breath drifting like smoke on the cold air. Through the window she could see snow falling, heavy floating flakes bumping against the glass and landing on the ledge. Closing her eyes she could still see the brightness, and knew how cold and clean the world would seem outside, but it was an illusion. Just a few drops of rain, a sliver of sun, and the ground would be slushy with ice and grit, the mud and grime winning yet again.

She checked the clock – it was still early – so she snuggled back under the duvet, feeling the warm skin of her daughter’s leg. She hadn’t heard Amelia join her in the night and never really minded even though she felt obliged to make some show of telling her to stay in her own bed. But Amelia was lovely, especially asleep when her long eyelashes brushed her pale skin, her face so peaceful and content. Cate cuddled her daughter gently, kissing her shoulder, but the girl didn’t stir. A shard of anger pricked under her skin; Tim had brought Amelia home late last night. It wasn’t fair; it left her exhausted the next day at school. But she also knew she couldn’t complain too loudly, because without Sally, Tim’s girlfriend, Cate would have to pay Julie for extra childminding, and she’d just put up her fees. The rub was, she hated to feel gratitude to the woman who had stolen her husband, but there you have it. Life.

At the kitchen table, Amelia toyed with her Coco Pops while Cate gulped down some toast. Christmas cards were still Blu-Tacked to the cupboards and the forgotten advent calendar, its windows all open, was propped against the window. Amelia was rosy-cheeked and sing-song voiced, quicker to shake off sleep than her mother.

‘Mummy, am I going to Daddy’s today?’

‘Yes, poppet. Now hurry up and eat your cereal.’ 

‘And will Sally pick me up from school?’

‘She will. Drink some juice, please.’

‘Will Father Christmas come again tonight?’

‘No, Amelia. He only comes once a year. Thankfully.’

‘But it’s still Christmas!’

‘No, not really.’

Cate followed Amelia’s gaze to the Christmas tree in the lounge, now stripped of its chocolate baubles and shedding copious amounts of needles from its dead boughs. The needles would be around for months, with her crappy Hoover. She made a mental note to get an artificial tree next year.

‘We’ll take it down tonight.’

‘Awww! I like the tree.’

Cate looked at her watch – it was time to go. She began the daily search for her car keys – why did she never put them in the cupboard, where they should be? – when the tele- phone interrupted. Amelia abandoned her untouched cereal, running to pick it up.

‘Hello? Daddy!’

Cate listened to her daughter’s eager reactions, watched her wide smile and wondered why Tim was calling so early.

‘Mum – Daddy wants you!’

Not anymore, thought Cate dryly, as she took the outstretched phone. ‘Yes?’

‘Hi, Cate. Look, don’t go getting het up, but Sally’s really tired with the new baby, and it’s probably best if Amelia doesn’t come to stay this weekend.’

In the pause of the moment Cate saw Amelia dig out the lost car keys from her doll’s pram and jangle them like a musical instrument.

‘And have you told her that?’

Tim cleared his throat. ‘I thought it’d be best coming from you. But don’t make it sound like I don’t want her, okay? Just do me a favour, and tell her you want to take her somewhere or something.’

Cate was aware of her daughter listening. ‘Okay, Tim.’

Fucking Tim, letting Amelia down again. But he had a new family now, a new child; she could hear it squawking in the background.

‘I’ll call sometime over the weekend, okay? Look, I’ve got to go.’

The baby’s crying intensified and she was about to ask how it was when the phone went dead.

‘Morning, sunshine! How was Christmas?’

Cate swivelled her chair to face Paul Chatham, leaning against the doorjamb at the entrance to her office. He was wearing a red waistcoat and a novelty tie, no doubt presents from Santa.

‘Not good. It was Tim’s turn to have Amelia this year so I had a pre-cooked Sunday roast for one with the Queen’s Speech and a side order of self-pity. Yours?’

‘Wonderful, of course! Sam cooked a fabulous goose for Christmas Day – terribly fattening, I’m afraid.’ He lifted the waistcoat and pinched his side, revealing a comfortable amount of flesh. ‘Now, this isn’t just a social call, Cate. It’s work, I’m afraid. One of the trials of accepting a manager’s job in the community, is allocation.’

He showed her a bundle of papers that he had been hiding behind his back, waving them in the air with a flourish.

Cate kept her groan inside. ‘Not a new case, Paul. You know I’m snowed under as it is.’

‘Then another snowball won’t hurt, will it? A month is all I need – it’s a pre-sentence report, to be completed by January 27th. They’ve requested a psychiatric report.’

‘Oh, good, he’s a nutter.’

‘She, actually. Alice Mariani. And I’m not so sure she is. I’ll be honest, Cate, if you don’t take this case, I don’t know who else to give it to. It’s a weird one.’ 

‘And you thought of me?’ Cate smiled sweetly. ‘Thanks.’ 

‘After the work you did with Rose Wilks, this has got your name written all over it.’

Cate stilled and she felt her heart hammering in her ribcage, speeding just at the woman’s name. ‘If you think I’m such an expert why won’t you let me supervise Wilks’ parole licence when she gets out?’

Paul sighed, leaning back against the door in an exaggerated show of impatience. ‘Cate, we have gone over this again and again. And she’s not even out for another year.’

‘Which will fly by! I know her, Paul. I know what she’s capable of! I could keep an eye on her …’

Paul raised his eyebrows. ‘I think the further away you stay from Rose Wilks the better. Now – about this new case …’

Cate shook her head slightly, relieved that her heart was now beating its usual rhythm, and focused back on Paul. ‘Okay. Tell me.’

‘She’s in her thirties, an academic. Lectures at Essex College in English Literature.’

‘Not our usual punter, then.’

‘No. But then, neither is the case. She helped her lover to commit suicide. He left some note saying he wanted to die. The court didn’t know what to do with her – he took a lethal drug overdose and had a heart attack. She didn’t call the police until it was too late. Eventually she was convicted of assisted suicide.’

‘Like euthanasia – was he ill? Something terminal?’

Paul shrugged. ‘Doesn’t say so, but then we haven’t got the Crown Prosecution papers yet. He was only twenty-seven, some pen pusher.’

‘Sounds a sad story.’

‘You haven’t heard the worst. Brace yourself. Before he died she ate some of his flesh.’

‘What do you mean?’

Paul slid his hand into his trouser pocket and whistled. ‘Probably tastes like chicken.’

‘Oh, please. Now I definitely don’t want this case. How come it wasn’t in the papers?’

‘It was. Don’t you watch the news?’ 

‘Not if I can help it.’

‘Well, it was all over the press last summer.’

Cate thought back. Last summer she’d been quite preoccupied with Rose Wilks and all the problems in the prison. No wonder she hadn’t seen anything about this case.

‘And another thing. Alice Mariani has attracted a lot of attention from one of those groups that campaign for legalised euthanasia. The Hemlock Trust are supporting her – they’ve got some petition going, arguing that she shouldn’t be charged with anything.’

‘Great, I’ll be heckled in the courtroom.’

‘So, will you take it?’

Cate looked at Paul’s expectant face, the thin file of papers in his hand. ‘No, Paul. I’m sorry. But I don’t think I can. I’ve got reports coming out of my ears and I don’t want to take on something like this. Give it to someone else, someone looking for a challenge. But leave me alone.’

Paul skipped towards her, dropping the file on her desk, and tiptoed back to the doorway. ‘No can do, I’m afraid. I know you, Cate – I need you on this one. Anyway, it’ll be a piece of cake. Probably just some bizarre sex game that went wrong.’

Famous last words, thought Cate, looking down at the file, which had fallen open at a newspaper article. She read the headline: Victim Enjoyed Dying, Claims Suffolk Cannibal.




Chapter 4

Cate gritted her teeth to the endless shriek of violins playing in her ear, jumping as a hand appeared on her shoulder. Paul.

‘Coffee?’

She nodded, holding the phone away. ‘They’ve still got me on hold. Bloody psychiatrists – don’t they know that listening to this drivel could drive someone mad?’

‘Hang up.’

‘I would, but I want to speak to Dr Gregg before I meet Alice Mariani this afternoon. I’d like to know if I need to take a bodyguard. If so, you’re it.’

‘Me?’ Paul backed away. ‘I’m far too busy! It’s not like the prison, you know; I’ve actually got work to do.’

He disappeared just in time to avoid the balled-up paper she threw at him, whistling his way down the corridor.

‘And don’t forget that coffee!’ she called. It was the least he could do for stitching her up with this case.

‘Ms Austin? Sorry to have kept you. I’m putting you through now.’

About bloody time.

‘Doctor Charles Gregg speaking.’

‘Morning, Dr Gregg. I’m Cate Austin, probation officer. We have a case in common. Alice Mariani.’

He chuckled. ‘Robin to her friends.’

‘I understand you’re going to be writing the psychiatric report. I was wondering if you’ve met her yet?’

‘I have. Just yesterday, in fact. She lives in a very nice house. Georgian. Very well-appointed.’

‘Really?’ Cate deadpanned. Maybe Dr Gregg had misheard and thought she was writing a report for Homes & Interiors. Or maybe he was just a snob.

Oblivious to her tone, he continued, ‘She’s a lecturer at the local college. English literature – not a subject I ever got on with, but she spoke most animatedly about it. Almost made me want to read a novel.’

‘Did you make an initial assessment?’ She tried to sound professional, but was so tempted to be sarcastic that she bit her pen lid.

There was a beat of silence and Cate imagined him fiddling with something on his desk, not really concentrating.

‘Not yet. It was a brief meeting. I will start with the clinical investigation next time. It’s always an advantage to get to know the patient first, build an understanding. But my initial view is that she presents as highly intelligent, if a bit cool. No signs of psychosis.’

Cate started to write with the bitten pen. ‘So she’s sane? We’re not looking at a hospital order?’

‘As I say, I need to see her again. One mustn’t rush these things.’

‘What’s your view on the nature of the case? I imagine you haven’t come across many cannibals before?’ she joked, tasting her own revulsion as she said the word.

‘I think the eating of the flesh – and we are talking a very small amount – is not the defining feature of this case.’ It defines it for me, thought Cate. ‘Eating human flesh does not ipso facto define psychiatric disturbance – I believe she asserts that it was not her decision, but a request she complied with for the victim. It may be bizarre, but one cannot assume pathology. I think when you meet her you will feel more assured of that.’

Cate was unconvinced. Victim Enjoyed Dying, Claims Suffolk Cannibal – she wished she could get that line out of her head. ‘Okay, well, I’d appreciate a call when you’ve completed your assessment.’

Cate put down the receiver feeling that the conversation had been a waste of time. The only thing she’d learned was the period of Mariani’s home. And she would be seeing it herself soon enough. But Dr Gregg seemed to like Mariani; he didn’t think she was mad. That must count for something.

‘Coffee. As madam requested.’

‘Cheers, Paul.’ She stirred the drink with her pen, and took a sip. ‘Christ, how many sugars did you put in?’

‘The usual. One.’

‘Must be my taste buds – maybe I’m coming down with something stress-related.’

‘If you’re going to start moaning, I’m going.’

‘Okay. Would you prefer gory assisted suicide details?’

‘Hmm. Point taken. Maybe we’ll just talk fashion – so, is faded navy in this season, or is that suit one your ex left behind? You’re hardly going to get a boyfriend to play with going around like that, now, are you?’

‘You know what, Paul, I’d appreciate it if you’d fuck right off!’

‘Say no more, sweetheart, I’m outta here. But at least do something with your hair.’

Cate’s car skidded on black ice, forcing her to pump the brake before she got it back under control. She’d underestimated the time it would take to travel from the probation office in the centre of Ipswich to Alice Mariani’s home in Lavenham. She looked at the clock on the dashboard; she was already fifteen minutes late and the last sign told her she still had five miles to go. The miles took forever on winding icy roads. Steep hedges obscured the view and daylight was fading. She daren’t drive fast and kept both hands on the wheel, braced for another skid. It would be dark when she drove home and none of these roads had any lights. Plus, everything in life was more reliable than her Volkswagen, whatever the advert claimed.

Cate carefully turned a corner, passing a remote pub that was still advertising Xmas Lunch. The paintwork was dirty and the car park empty. Living in the sticks was only a dream if you had cash and a car, she thought, as her headlights hit another dilapidated farmhouse.

Recently she’d worked with a young man whose girlfriend was pregnant. They had been offered a council property in Lavenham and turned it down. Cate had been surprised, thinking that this village, which she hadn’t actually visited but knew to be attractive and wealthy, would be a great environment to raise a child. ‘Yeah,’ her client had said, ‘but how would I get a job out there? Miles from anywhere, we’d be bored out of our brains. Besides, it’s full of tourists.’ Remembering his comment she smiled and hoped they were happy in the roughneck estate where they eventually moved. At least there would be no tourists.

The tiny villages that she travelled through had their share of rundown properties with mouldy For Sale signs, cheek by jowl with a handful of chalky pink cottages, selling root vegetables on wooden crates by the road. Thank God for towns. Cate couldn’t see the appeal of a low roof, of having to drive every time you wanted a pint of milk. Especially not in this weather. The last forecast had predicted snow.

Finally, a crested sign announced ‘Historic Lavenham. Please Drive Carefully’.

Cate tapped the postcode into her phone, holding it over the steering wheel as she drove. She turned into Church Street and saw that it was an extension of the main road she was on. She drove past The Swan, a large hotel featured in the local paper’s food review. That would be a nice place to go sometime, she thought, knowing that she never would.

She squeezed into a gap behind a sporty car the colour of a ripe tomato and looked up at the house. Laburnum House was white and large, heavily shrouded by the overgrown tree that gave the house its name. Beyond its twisted boughs was carefully maintained paintwork and gleaming windows.

Victim Enjoyed Dying, Claims Suffolk Cannibal … The thought arrived again, and she wiped her palms on her trousers. Cate concentrated on arranging her face into its professional pose as she left the sanctuary of her car, her empty notepad held tight in her fist. She climbed the steps to the door and saw into the front room. A woman was standing, framed by the arch of the window.




Chapter 5

The probation officer should be here by now. My story is about to begin. She’s late and I can’t abide poor timekeeping. There are always consequences to any action, of course; I know this. I anticipated the meetings, the interviews with those who will judge me. By whose authority? I’d like to ask, but I’ll stay silent. My fate is in their hands. I must be alert to the game that’s being played. When your power is limited, strategy is everything. I’ve been waiting for a long time for this to be at an end, but it can only finish when I’ve been sentenced. I just have to see through nineteen days and all of this will be over. But she is late, damn her.

Finally, a car. A car for a woman who doesn’t care about such things, a run-around in dull green with a dent in the wing. She drives too close to my MG Midget. If she hits it, I’ll sue.

Of course, that’s a lie. There’s more at stake here than scratched paintwork. As she steps out of the car I’m reassured; she matches her motor. I’d expected more presence from someone who holds my future in her hands, but it’s a relief that she will be easy to manage. She’s so average: brown hair, pale skin, a worn winter coat flapping over a navy suit with a white shirt. Predictable. Smith would have liked her simplicity. He was straightforward in his tastes, in all but his choice of me.

She looks up to where I’m standing at the window and I smile. I open the door and watch her reaction. I see my beauty is a surprise. I’m tall and blonde, and I often use this to my advantage. Had she been a man I would’ve chosen a skirt, but instead I wear trousers; my hair is pulled into a ponytail, sequined Moroccan slippers on my feet, my face subtly made up. We shake hands; hers is slightly damp. Her name tag matches the name on the letter, Cate Austin. I find abbreviated names so trite. I lead her to the back of the house. It was once two rooms but I had it knocked through, choosing space. I’ve created a large kitchen and eating area with a pale leather sofa against the far wall. The floor is slate, and her low heels click as she walks. I direct her to an old pine table, the bench alongside. Fiery snapdragons dominate the table, yellow-red petals like sunset.

‘Pretty flowers,’ she says. ‘And what a lovely vase.’ One hand reaches out to touch the handcrafted swirls of white and blue glass in a delicate funnel; beautiful and fragile. ‘Thank you. It was very expensive.’ She pulls her hand away but I lift it myself, holding it up so she can see the fine glass, the deep sea blue running through it. ‘It’s my favourite possession,’ I tell her. ‘If it broke I know I’d never be able to replace it.’ Carefully, I place it back on the table positioned in front of glass doors, through which the daylight can be seen dying. It’s a small garden full of terracotta pots and a wooden bench, on top of which the black cat grooms himself, oblivious to the weather. It’s cold outside, bitter chill, but the cat won’t come in. He’s suspicious of strangers. Feeling himself observed he stops, paw still raised, and glances up, before dismissively returning to his ablutions.

Cate Austin is clutching a jotter from her bag. ‘Is it yours?’ she asks, indicating the cat.

‘By default. He belongs to a neighbour but she’s often away, so he comes here for company. Would you like some tea?’

‘Coffee, please. Black, one sugar.’

‘I don’t have coffee. Been having a lot of headaches recently, so I’ve given it up. Gunpowder tea is the closest I’ve got.’

‘Thanks.’ 

I see her glance at the novel on the table, The Collector by John Fowles. I move the book away. ‘Do you read, Miss Austin?’

‘Not much. No time.’ Everybody’s excuse. But we all have the same amount of time, don’t we? The only difference is how we use it. ‘I suppose you must do a lot of reading in your job?’ 

‘It’s one of the perks. Reading is classed as work in academia.’ 

‘How has the college taken your conviction?’ 

‘University,’ I correct. ‘It’s affiliated now.’ I fill the kettle, flick the switch hard. ‘I’ve been suspended from any contact with students. The authorities have allowed me to keep my office, and have agreed I may mark essays, but that’s all. If I get a community penalty, they’ll consider reinstating me. That’s as far as they will commit.’

‘You’re lucky they didn’t sack you outright.’

The cup in my hand clashes with the granite counter. ‘Lucky? Is that what you call it? I’m a first-rate academic, and they’re not letting me have any student contact. It’s ridiculous! As if I’m a threat to anyone.’ I feel heat bloom in my cheeks, and remember that it isn’t wise to be so transparent. I have to turn away, back to the kettle. My face is distorted in the stainless steel. We say nothing more as the water boils. I fill the two cups.

At the table, seating myself opposite her, I say, ‘So, what do you want to know?’

‘As much as you want to tell me. More, probably. I have to recommend a sentence to the judge. The courts aren’t obliged to follow the proposal of a pre-sentence report, but they usually do.’

‘That must make you feel quite powerful.’ I push a cup and saucer across the table. ‘Mind, it’s hot.’

She
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