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    Chapter One


    Sitting at the bedroom window, Emma looks out at the night-time square. The wind rattles a roof tile and hisses out from the churchyard, spitting a Coke can onto the street. There was a gale the afternoon Abigail Mantel died and it seems to Emma that its been windy ever since, that there have been ten years of storms, of hailstones like bullets blown against her windows and trees ripped from the earth by their roots. It must be true at least since the baby was born. Since then, whenever she wakes at night  to feed the baby or when James comes in late from work  the noise of the wind is there, rolling round her head like the sound of a seashell when you hold it to your ear.


    James, her husband, isnt home yet, but shes not waiting up for him. Her gaze is fixed on the Old Forge where Dan Greenwood makes pots. Theres a light at the window and occasionally she fancies she sees a shadow. She imagines that Dan is still working there, dressed in his blue canvas smock, his eyes narrowed as he shapes the clay with his strong, brown hands. Then she imagines leaving the baby, who is fast asleep, tucked up in his carrycot. She sees herself slipping out into the square and keeping to the shadows, walking across to the forge. She pushes open one of the big doors which form an arch, like the door of a church, and stands inside. The roof is high and she can see through the curved rafters to the tiles. In her mind she feels the heat of the kiln and sees the dusty shelves holding unglazed pots.


    Dan Greenwood looks up. His face is flushed and there is red dust in the furrows of his forehead. He isnt surprised to see her. He moves away from the bench where hes working and stands in front of her. She feels her breath quicken. He kisses her forehead and then begins to unbutton her shirt. He touches her breasts, stroking them, so he leaves lines of red clay like warpaint. She feels the clay drying on her skin and her breasts become tight, slightly itchy.


    Then the image fades and shes back in the bedroom she shares with her husband. She knows her breasts are heavy with milk, not tight with drying clay. At the same time the baby begins to grizzle and to claw blindly in the air with both hands. Emma lifts him out of the cot and begins to feed him. Dan Greenwood has never touched her and probably never will, no matter how often she dreams of it. The church clock strikes midnight. By now, James should have his ship safely into port.


    That was the story Emma told herself as she sat by her window in the village of Elvet. A running commentary on her feelings, as if she was an outsider looking in. It was how it had always been  her life as a series of fairy tales. Before Matthew had been born shed wondered if his birth would make her more engaged. There was nothing more real, was there, than labour? But now, running her little finger between his mouth and her nipple to break the suction, she thought that wasnt true. She was no more emotionally involved with him than she was with James. Had she been different before she found Abigail Mantels body? Probably not. She lifted her son onto her shoulder and rubbed his back. He reached out and grasped a strand of her hair.


    The room was at the top of a neat Georgian house, built of red brick and red tile. It was double-fronted and symmetrical with rectangular windows and a door in the middle. It had been built by a seafarer whod traded with Holland, and James had liked that. Were carrying on a tradition, hed said when he showed her round. Its like keeping it in the family. Emma had thought it was too close to home, to the memories of Abigail Mantel and Jeanie Long, and had suggested that Hull might be more convenient for his work. Or Beverley. Beverley was a pleasant town. But hed said Elvet was just as good for him.


    Itll be nice for you to be so close to your parents, hed said and shed smiled and agreed, because that was what she did with James. She liked to please him. In fact she didnt much care for Robert and Marys company. Despite all the help they offered, they made her feel uncomfortable and for some reason guilty.


    Above the rumble of the wind there came another sound  a car engine; headlights swept onto the square, briefly lighting up the church gate, where dead leaves were blown into a drift. James parked on the cobbles, got out and shut the door with a solid thud. At the same time Dan Greenwood emerged from the Old Forge. He was dressed as Emma had imagined, in jeans and the blue smock. She expected him to pull together the big double doors and fasten them with a key he kept on a ring clipped to his belt on a chain. Then he would push a heavy brass padlock through the iron rings bolted to each door and shove the hasp in place. She had watched this ritual from the window many times. Instead he crossed the square towards James. He wore heavy work boots which rapped loudly on the paving stones and made James turn round.


    Seeing them together, it occurred to her how different they were. Dan was so dark that he should have been a foreigner. He could play the villain in a gothic melodrama. And James was a pale, polite Englishman. She felt suddenly anxious about the two men meeting, though there was no reason. It wasnt as if Dan could guess at her fantasies. She had done nothing to give herself away. Carefully, she raised the sash window so she could hear their words. The curtains billowed. There was wind in the room with a taste of salt on it. She felt like a child listening in to an adult conversation, a parent and teacher, perhaps, discussing her academic progress. Neither of the men had seen her.


    Have you seen the news? Dan asked.


    James shook his head. Ive come off a Latvian container. Hull to sign off, then I drove straight home.


    Youve not heard from Emma, then?


    Shes not much one for the news.


    Jeanie Long committed suicide. Shed been turned down for parole again. It happened a couple of days ago. They kept it quiet over the weekend.


    James stood, poised to click the fob of his car key to lock up. He was still wearing his uniform and looked dashing in an old-fashioned way, as if he belonged to the time the house was built. The brass buttons on his jacket gleamed dully in the unnatural light. His head was bare. He carried his cap under his arm. Emma was reminded of when she had once had fantasies about him.


    I dont suppose itll make much difference to Em. Not after all this time. I mean its not as if she knew Jeanie, not so much. She was very young when all that was going on.


    Theyre going to reopen the Abigail Mantel case, Dan Greenwood said.


    There was a moment of silence. Emma wondered what Dan could know about all that. Had the two men discussed her on other occasions when she hadnt been watching?


    Because of the suicide? James asked.


    Because a new witness had just come forward. It seems Jeanie Long couldnt have murdered that lass. He paused. Emma watched at him rub his forehead with his broad, stubby fingers. It was as if he was trying to rub away the exhaustion. She wondered why he cared so deeply about a ten-year-old murder case. She could tell that he did care, that he had lain awake worrying about it. But he hadnt even been living in the village then. He dropped his hands from his face. No traces of clay were left on his skin. He must have washed his hands before leaving the forge. Shame no one bothered to tell Jeanie, huh? he said. Or she might still be alive.


    A sudden gust of wind seemed to blow the men apart. Dan scurried back to the Old Forge to close the doors. The Volvo locked itself with a click and a flash of side lights and James climbed the steps to the front door. Emma moved away from the window and sat on the chair beside the bed. She cradled the baby in one arm and held him to the other breast.


    She was still sitting there when James walked in. Shed switched on a small lamp beside her; the rest of the big attic room was a pool of shadow. The baby had finished feeding and his eyes were closed, but she still held him, and he sucked occasionally in his sleep. A dribble of milk ran across his cheek. She had heard James moving around carefully downstairs, and the creaking stairs had prepared her for his entrance. She was composed with a smile on her face. Mother and child. Like one of the Dutch paintings hed dragged her to see. Hed bought a print for the house, put it in a big gilt frame. She could tell the effect wasnt lost on him, and he smiled too, looked suddenly wonderfully happy. She wondered why she had become more attracted to Dan Greenwood who could be slovenly in his appearance, and rolled thin little cigarettes from strings of tobacco.


    Gently she lifted the baby into his cot. He puckered his mouth as if still looking for the nipple, sighed deeply in disappointment but didnt wake. Emma fastened the flap in the unflattering maternity bra and pulled her dressing gown around her. The heating was on but in this house there were always draughts. James bent to kiss her, feeling for her mouth with the tip of his tongue, as insistent as the baby wanting food. He would have liked sex but she knew he wouldnt push for it. Nothing was so important to him that it warranted a scene, and shed been unpredictable lately. He wouldnt risk her ending up in tears. She pushed him gently away. He had poured himself a small glass of whisky downstairs and still had it with him. He took a sip from it before setting the glass on the bedside table.


    Was everything all right this evening? she asked to soften the rejection. Its been so windy. I imagine you out there in the dark, the waves so high.


    She had imagined nothing of the sort. Not tonight. When she had first met him she had dreamed of him out on the dark sea. Somehow now, the romance had gone out of it.


    It was easterly, he said. On shore. Helping us in. He smiled fondly at her and she was pleased that she had said the right thing.


    He began to undress slowly, easing the tension from his stiff muscles. He was a pilot. He joined ships at the mouth of the Humber and brought them safely into the dock at Hull, Goole or Immingham, or he guided them out of the river. He took his work seriously, felt the responsibility. He was one of the youngest, fully qualified pilots working the Humber. She was very proud of him.


    That was what she told herself, but the words ran meaninglessly through her head. She was trying to fend off the panic which had been building since she had heard the men talking on the square, growing like a huge wave which rises from nothing out at sea.


    I heard you talking to Dan Greenwood outside. What was so important at this time of night?


    He sat on the bed. He was bare chested, his body coated with fine blond hair. Although he was fifteen years older than her, youd never have guessed, he was so fit.


    Jeanie Long committed suicide last week. You know, Jeanie Long. Her father used to be coxswain on the launch at the point. The woman who was convicted of strangling Abigail.


    She wanted to shout at him, Of course I know. I know more about this case than you ever could. But she just looked at him.


    It was unfortunate, a terrible coincidence. Dan says a new witness has come forward. The case has been reopened. Jeanie might have been released.


    How does Dan Greenwood know all that?


    He didnt answer. She decided he was thinking already of other things, a tricky tide perhaps, an overloaded ship, a hostile skipper. He unbuckled his belt and stood to step out of his trousers. He folded them precisely and hung them over a hanger in the wardrobe.


    Come to bed, he said. Get some sleep while you can. She thought he had already put Abigail Mantel and Jeanie Long out of his mind.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter Two


    For ten years Emma had tried to forget the day shed discovered Abigails body. Now she forced herself to remember it, to tell it as a story.


    It was November and Emma was fifteen. The landscape was shadowed by storm clouds. It was the colour of mud and wind-blackened beanstalks. Emma had made one friend in Elvet. Her name was Abigail Mantel. She had flame-red hair. Her mother had died of breast cancer when Abigail was six. Emma, who had secret dreams of her father dying, was shocked to find herself a little envious of the sympathy this generated. Abigail didnt live in a damp and draughty house and she wasnt dragged to church every Sunday. Abigails father was as rich as it was possible to be.


    Emma wondered if this was the story she had told herself at the time, but couldnt remember. What did she remember of that autumn? The big, black sky and the wind laden with sand which scoured her face as she waited for the bus to school. Her anger at her father for bringing them there.


    And Abigail Mantel, exotic as a television star, with her wild hair and her expensive clothes, her poses and her pouting. Abigail, who sat next to her in class and copied her work and tossed her hair in disdain at all the lads who fancied her. So two contrasting memories: a cold, monochrome landscape and a fifteen-year-old girl, so intensely coloured that it would warm you just to look at her. When she was alive, of course. When she was dead shed looked as cold as the frozen ditch where Emma had found her.


    Emma made herself remember the moment of finding Abigails body. She owed Abigail that, at least. In the room in the Dutch captains house, the baby snuffled, James breathed slowly and evenly and she retraced her footsteps along the side of a bean field, making every effort to keep the recollection real. No fantasies here, please.


    The wind was so strong that she had to force out each breath in a series of pants, much as she would later be taught to do during labour before it became time to push. There was no shelter. In the distance the horizon was broken by one of the ridiculously grand church spires which were a feature of this part of the county, but the sky seemed enormous and she imagined herself the only person under it.


    What were you doing there, out on your own in the storm? the policewoman would ask later, gently, as if she really wanted to know, as if the question wasnt part of the investigation at all.


    But lying beside her husband, Emma knew that this memory, the memory of her mother and the policewoman, sitting in the kitchen at home discussing the detail of the discovery, was a cop-out. Abigail deserved better than that. She deserved the full story.


    So . . . it was late afternoon on a Sunday in November. Ten years ago. Emma was fighting against the wind towards the slight dip in the land where the converted chapel which was the Mantel family home lay. She was already upset and angry. Angry enough to storm out of the house on a foul afternoon, although it would soon be dark. As she walked she raged in her mind about her parents, about the injustice of having a father who was unreasonable, tyrannical, or who had seemed to have become so as she grew up. Why couldnt he be like other girls fathers? Like Abigails, for example? Why did he talk like a character from a Bible story, so when you questioned him it was like questioning the authority of the Bible itself? Why did he make her feel guilty when she couldnt see shed done anything wrong?


    She caught her foot on a sharp piece of flint and stumbled. Tears and snot covered her face. She remained for a moment where she was, on her hands and knees. Shed grazed the palms of her hands when shed tried to save herself, but at least here, closer to the ground, it was easier to breathe. Then shed thought how ridiculous she must look, though there could be no one out on an afternoon like this to see her. The fall had brought her to her senses. Eventually she would have to go home and apologize for making a scene. Better sooner than later. A drainage ditch ran along the side of the field. Getting to her feet the wind struck her with full force again and she turned her back to it. That was when she looked into the ditch and saw Abigail. She recognized the jacket first  a blue quilted jacket. Emma had wanted one like it but her mother had been horrified when shed seen the price in the shops. Emma didnt recognize Abigail, though. She thought it must be someone else, that Abigail had lent the jacket to a cousin or a friend, someone else who had coveted it. Someone Emma hadnt known. This girl had an ugly face and Abigail had never been ugly. Neither had she been so quiet; Abigail was always talking. This girl had a swollen tongue, blue lips and would never talk again. Never flirt or tease or sneer. The whites of her eyes were spotted red.


    Emma wasnt been able to move. She looked around her and saw a piece of black polythene, tossed by the wind so it looked like an enormous crow, flapping over the bean field. And then, miraculously, her mother appeared. Emma could believe, looking as far as the horizon, that her mother was the only other person alive in the whole village. She was battling her way along the footpath towards her daughter, her greying hair tucked into the hood of her old anorak, wellington boots under her Sunday-best skirt. The last thing Robert had said when Emma flounced out of the kitchen was, Just let her go. She has to learn. He hadnt shouted. Hed spoken patiently, kindly even. Mary always did as Robert told her, and the sight of her silhouette against the grey sky, fatter than normal because she was bundled against the cold, was almost as shocking as the sight of Abigail Mantel lying in the ditch. Because after a few seconds Emma had accepted that this was Abigail. No one else had the same colour hair. She waited, with the tears running down her face, for her mother to reach her.


    A few yards from her, her mother opened her arms and stood waiting for Emma to run into them. Emma began to sob, choking so it was impossible for her to speak. Mary held her and began to stroke her hair away from her face, as she had when theyd been living in York, when Emma had still been a child and prone to occasional nightmares.


    Nothing is worth getting that upset for, Mary said. Whatevers the matter, we can sort it out. She meant, You know your father only does what he thinks is right. If we explain to him he will soon come round.


    Then Emma pulled her to the ditch and made her look down on Abigail Mantels body. She knew that not even her mother could sort that out and make it better.


    There was a horrified silence. It was as if Mary too had needed time to take in the sight, then her mothers voice came again, suddenly brisk, demanding a reply. Did you touch her?


    Emma was shocked out of the hysteria.


    No.


    Theres nothing more we can do for her now. Do you hear me, Emma? Were going home and were going to tell the police and for a while everything will seem like a dreadful dream. But it wasnt your fault and there was nothing you could have done.


    And Emma thought, At least she hasnt mentioned Jesus. At least she doesnt expect me to take comfort from that


    *


    In the Captains House, the wind continued to shake the loose sash window in the bedroom. Emma spoke in her head to Abigail. See, I faced it, remembered it just as it happened. Now, can I go to sleep? But though she wrapped herself around James and sucked the warmth from him, she still felt cold. She tried to conjure up her favourite fantasy about Dan Greenwood, imagined his dark skin lying against hers, but even that failed to work its magic.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter Three


    Emma couldnt tell the aftermath of her discovery of Abigail as a story. It didnt have a strong enough narrative line. It was too muddled in her head. Details were missing. At the time it had been hard to follow what was happening. Perhaps shock had made it difficult to concentrate. Even these days, ten years on, the image of the cold, silent Abigail flashed into her mind when she least expected it. That evening, the evening after the discovery of the body, when they had all sat in the kitchen at Springhead House, it had lodged in her brain, blocking her vision and making all the questions seem as if they were coming from very far away. And now it made the memories jerky and unreliable.


    She couldnt remember the walk back to the house with her mother, but could see herself, hesitating by the back door, reluctant still to face her father. She always hated to disappoint him. But even if hed been preparing a lecture when he heard them approach, he soon forgot about it. Mary took him into a corner, her arm round his shoulder, and gave a whispered explanation. He stood for a moment still as a stone, as if it was too hard for him to accept. Not here, he said. Not in Elvet. He turned and took Emma in his arms, so she could smell the soap he shaved with. No one should have to see that, he said. Not my little girl. Im so sorry. As if he, somehow, was to blame, as if he should have been strong enough to protect her from it. Then they wrapped her up in the scratchy blanket which they used as a rug on picnics and there were urgent phone calls to the police. Shocked as she was, she sensed that once hed come to terms with what had happened, Robert was rather enjoying the drama.


    But when the policewoman arrived to speak to Emma, he must have realized that his presence might make things more difficult and he left the three women on their own in the kitchen. That would have been difficult for him. Robert always felt he had a contribution to make at a time of crisis. He was used to dealing with emergencies: clients who slit their wrists in his waiting room, or had psychotic episodes, or jumped bail. Emma wondered if that was why he enjoyed his work so much.


    Perhaps someone else came to Springhead with the detective and talked to Robert in a different room, because occasionally in the lull in the conversation, while Emma struggled to answer the policewomans questions, she thought she could hear muffled voices. Above the wind it was difficult to tell. It was possible that her father was talking to Christopher and she was imagining the third voice. Christopher must have been in the house that day too.


    Mary made tea in the big brown earthenware pot, and they sat at the kitchen table. Mary apologized.


    Its so cold in the rest of the house. At least here theres the Aga . . . And for once the Aga behaved itself and gave off some heat. Condensation had been running down the windows all day and had formed lakes on the sills. Mary hated the Aga then, before she got more used to its ways. She faced it every morning as if preparing for battle, muttering under her breath, a prayer, Please get hot today. Dont die on me. Please stay warm long enough to cook a meal.


    The policewoman, though, still seemed cold. She kept on her coat and clasped her hands round her mug of tea. Emma must have been introduced to her though that bit escaped her memory, escaped as soon as it had been spoken. She could remember thinking that the woman must have been a policewoman although she was wearing her own clothes, clothes which had seemed so smart to Emma that she noticed them as soon as she walked in. Under the coat there was a skirt, softly fitted, almost full length and a pair of brown leather boots. Throughout the enquiry Emma would struggle to remember this womans name, although she would become the familys only contact with the police, returning whenever there was a development in the case, so they wouldnt have to find out from the press.


    As soon as she sat down the policewoman  Kate? Cathy?  asked that question, What were you doing there, out on your own in the storm?


    It was so hard to explain. Emma could hardly just say, Well, its Sunday afternoon. Although in her mind that was all the explanation needed. Sundays were often tense, all of them in together, trying to be a model family. Nothing much to do after church.


    That Sunday had been worse than usual. Emma had some good memories of family meals at Springhead, occasions when Robert was expansive, telling silly jokes that had them doubled up with laughter, when her mother waxed passionate about some book she was reading. Then it almost seemed that the good times they had enjoyed in York had returned. But those had all been before Abigail died. That Sunday lunch had marked a watershed, a change in atmosphere. Or so it would seem to Emma later. She remembered the meal with unusual clarity: the four of them sitting at the table, Christopher uncommunicative, caught up as usual with some project of his own, Mary dishing out the food with a sort of desperate energy, talking all the time, Robert unusually silent. Emma had taken the silence as a good sign and slipped her request into the conversation, hoping almost that he wouldnt notice.


    It is OK if I go round to Abigails later?


    Id rather you didnt. Hed spoken quite calmly, but she had been furious.


    Why not?


    I dont think its too much to ask you to spend one afternoon with your family, do you?


    Shed thought that was so unfair! She spent every Sunday cramped in the horrible damp house while her friends were off enjoying themselves. Never before had she made a fuss.


    Shed helped him wash the dishes as usual but all the time her fury had been growing, building like a flooded river behind a dam. Later, when her mother had come in to see how they were getting on, shed said, Im going out now, to see Abigail. I wont be late. Speaking to Mary, not to him. And shed rushed past them, deaf to her mothers frantic requests.


    All that seemed stupid and trivial once she knew Abigail was dead. The temper tantrum of a two-year-old. And with her mother, sitting beside her, and the smart woman looking at her, waiting, it was even harder to explain her frustration, her need to escape.


    I was bored, she said in the end. You know, Sunday afternoons.


    The policewoman had nodded, seeming to understand.


    Abigail was the only person I know. Its miles by the road. Theres a short-cut across the fields.


    Did you know Abigail would be in? the policewoman asked.


    I saw her at youth club on Friday night. She said she was going to cook her father a special Sunday tea. To say thank you.


    What did she want to thank her father for? Though Emma had the impression that the policewoman already knew the answer, or at least had guessed at it. How could she? Had she had time to find out? Perhaps it was just that she carried round with her an aura of omnipotence.


    For asking Jeanie Long to leave, so they could have the house to themselves again.


    And at that the policewoman nodded once more, satisfied, as if she was a teacher and Emma had answered a test question correctly.


    Who is Jeanie Long? she asked and once more Emma had the impression that she already knew the answer.


    She was Mr Mantels girlfriend. She used to live with them.


    The policewoman made notes in a book but she made no comment.


    Tell me all you can about Abigail.


    Emma, no longer the rebellious teenager  that had been shocked out of her  was eager to please and started talking at once. Once she started there was so much to say.


    Abigail was my best friend. When we moved here it was hard, different, you know. We were used to the city. Abigail had lived here most of her life but she didnt really fit in either.


    It had been something theyd talked about at sleep-overs, how much they had in common. How they were soulmates. But even at the time Emma had known that wasnt true. Theyd both been misfits that was all. Abigail because she had no mother and her father gave her everything she asked for. Emma because shed moved from the city and her parents said grace before meals.


    Abigail lived on her own with her dad. Until Jeanie came to stay, at least, and Abigail couldnt stand her. Theres someone to do the cleaning and the cooking, but she lives in a flat over the garage and that doesnt really count, does it? Abigails dads a businessman.


    Those words still conjured up for Emma the same glamour as when shed first heard them. They made her think of the big smart car, with the leather seats, which had collected them sometimes from school, of Abigail all dressed up to go out to dinner with her father because he was entertaining clients, of the champagne Keith Mantel had opened when it was her fifteenth birthday. Of the man himself, suave and charming and attentive. She couldnt explain that to the woman, though. To her businessman would just be the description of an occupation. Like probation officer or priest.


    Does Abigails father know? Emma asked suddenly, feeling sick.


    Yes the policewoman said. She looked very serious as she spoke and Emma wondered if shed been the one to tell him.


    They were so close, Emma murmured, but she felt those words to be inadequate. She pictured father and daughter cuddled on the sofa in the immaculate house, laughing at a comedy on the television.


    She must have told the policewoman more about Jeanie Long at that first meeting, about why Abigail disliked her, but lying in the bed next to James, the details of that part of the conversation eluded her. Neither could she recall seeing Christopher in the house between lunch and much later in the evening. Now Christopher was a scientist, a postgraduate student, studying the breeding behaviour of puffins and spending part of every year on Shetland. Then he had been her little brother, self-contained and annoyingly brainy.


    Had he always been like that, so distant and closed off from the rest of them? Or had that only happened after Abigails death? Perhaps hed changed then too, although hed only witnessed the drama second hand, and it was her memory which was faulty. Had it been the move to Elvet that had changed him and made him so focused and intense, or Abigails murder? At this distance she couldnt decide. She wondered how much of that day he remembered and whether hed be prepared to discuss it with her.


    Certainly in York hed been more open, more . . . in her mind she paused, hesitating to use the word, even to herself, more . . . normal. She remembered a rowdy little boy, chasing round the house with his friends, waving a plastic sword in the air, then at another time sitting in the back seat of the car on a long journey, giggling at a joke hed brought back from school until tears had run down his cheeks.


    She was now certain that he was in the house on the day Abigail died. He hadnt been away on one of his solitary walks. Later, once the policewoman had gone, they sat together in his bedroom which was in the roof, and which looked out over the fields. The wind blew a gap in the clouds and there was a full moon. They watched the activity in the bean field, the flashlights throwing strange shadows, the men below them looking very small. Christopher pointed to two of them struggling through the mud, carrying a stretcher between them.


    I suppose thats her.


    Then one of the stretcher bearers tripped and fell onto one knee, and the stretcher tilted alarmingly. Emma and Christopher looked at each other and both gave an awkward and embarrassed giggle.


    The church clock struck two. The baby cried out in his sleep as if he were having a nightmare. Emma began to doze, and remembered, as if she were already dreaming, that the policewomans name had been Caroline. Caroline Fletcher.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter Four


    In the beginning was the word. Even as a teenager Emma hadnt believed that literally. How could you have a word without someone to speak it? Impossible for the word to come first. Shed never had it properly explained though. Not in the sermons shed sat through during the family service on Sunday mornings. Not during the dreary evenings of the confirmation classes.


    What shed thought it meant was: In the beginning was the story. The Bible was all stories. What else was there to it? The only way she could make sense of her own life was to turn it into a story.


    As she grew older the fiction  was it fiction?  grew more elaborate.


    Once upon a time there was a family. An ordinary family. The Winters. A mother and father and a son and daughter. They lived in a pleasant house on the outskirts of York in a street with trees on the pavement. In spring the trees were pink with blossom and in autumn the leaves were gold. Robert, the father, was an architect. Mary, the mother, worked part time in the university library. Emma and Christopher went to the school at the end of the street. They wore a uniform with a maroon blazer and a grey tie.


    And repeating the story in her head now, Emma saw the garden in the York house. A red brick wall with sunflowers in a row against it, the colours so vivid that they almost hurt her eyes. Christopher was squatting next to a terracotta pot with lavender growing in it, a butterfly trapped between his cupped hands. She could smell the lavender and there was sound too, the bubbling notes of a flute from an open window, played by the teenage girl who came occasionally to babysit.


    Ill never be so happy again. The thought came unbidden into her head, but she couldnt allow that to be part of the narrative. It was too painful. So she continued the story as it was always told . . .


    Then Robert discovered Jesus and everything changed. He said he couldnt be an architect any more. He left his old office with the long windows and went to university to become a probation officer.


    Why not a vicar? Emma had asked. By now they had started going regularly to church. Shed thought hed be a good vicar.


    Because I dont feel the calling, Robert had said.


    He couldnt be a probation officer in York. He wasnt called to stay and anyway there wasnt enough money to keep the big house in the quiet street. Instead theyd moved east to Elvet, where the land was flat and they needed probation officers. Mary had left the university and took a job in a tiny public library. If shed missed the students she hadnt said. Shed gone to the church in the village with Robert every Sunday and sang the hymns as loudly as he did. What shed thought about their new life in the draughty house, the bean fields and the mud, Emma hadnt been able to tell.


    But of course that wasnt the complete story. Even aged fifteen Emma had known it couldnt be. Robert wouldnt just have discovered Jesus in a flash of lightning and a crashing of cymbals. Something had led up to it. Something had made him change. In the books she read, every action had a cause. How unsatisfactory if events came out of the blue, at random, unexplained. There had been some trauma in Roberts life, some depression. He had never discussed it, so she was free to create her own explanation, her own fiction.


    It was Sunday, and on Sunday the whole family went together to family Communion in the church on the other side of the square. After Matthew had been born Emma had been allowed a few weeks off, but a month after the birth Robert had called at the house. It had been mid morning, a week day, and shed been surprised to see him.


    Shouldnt you be at work? shed said.


    Im on my way to Spinney Fen. Plenty of time for a coffee and a look at my new grandson.


    Spinney Fen was the womens prison with the high concrete walls on the cliff next to the gas terminal. He had clients there, offenders hed been supervising in the community and others about to be released on licence. Emma hated driving past Spinney Fen. Often it seemed shrouded in sea mist, so the concrete walls seemed to go up for ever into the clouds. When theyd first moved to Elvet shed had nightmares about his going in through the narrow metal gate and never being allowed out.


    She had made him coffee and let him hold Matthew, but all the time shed wondered what he was really doing in her home. On his way out hed paused on the doorstep.


    Will we be seeing you at church on Sunday? Dont worry about the baby. You can always take him out if he cries.


    And of course on the following Sunday shed been there, because since the death of Abigail Mantel, she hadnt had the will to stand up to him. To stand up to anyone. And he still had a way of making her feel guilty. Part of her felt that if she hadnt disobeyed him that Sunday, ten years before, history might have been different. If she hadnt been there to find the body, Abigail might not have died.


    Robert and Mary always arrived at the church, St Mary Magdalene, before Emma and James. Robert was churchwarden and dressed up in a white robe himself, when it was time, and served wine from the big silver chalice. Emma was not quite sure what he did in the half hour before the service began. He disappeared into the vestry. Perhaps there were practical tasks; perhaps he was praying. Mary always went into the small kitchen in the hall to switch on the urn and set out the cups for coffee afterwards. Then she went back into church and stood by the door to hand out hymn books and service sheets. When Emma had still been living at home she had been expected to help.


    James hadnt been at all religious when Emma first met him. She had brought the matter up on their first date just to check. Even now, she thought, he didnt actually believe in God, or in fact in any of the things he claimed to believe, when he was reciting the creed. He was the most rational man she had ever met. He laughed at the superstitions of the foreign sailors he met at work. He liked going to church for the same reason that he liked living in the Captains House. It represented tradition, a solid respectability. He had no family of his own and that too had been a major attraction. Often Emma felt he was closer to Robert and Mary than she was, certainly he was more comfortable in their company.


    They were late arriving at church. The story of Jeanies suicide had been on the front page of the newspaper, which was always delivered on Sunday. Her staring face had looked up from the doormat at Emma, stopping her in her tracks. Then there had been a last-minute flap because Matthew threw up over his clothes just as they were leaving the house. In the end they scuttled over the square like fractious children late for school. There was a sudden squall and Emma tucked the baby under her coat to protect him from the rain. She realized it made her look pregnant again. A group of reporters who were standing, smoking outside the church, ran for their cars.


    The first hymn had already begun and they followed the vicar and the three old ladies who made up the choir up the aisle, forming an undignified tail to an already shambling procession. Mary moved up to let them into their usual places near the front. Emma tripped over the fat patchwork bag that her mother always carried and which had been left on the floor.


    Only after shed knelt for a moment of breath-catching, which passed as prayer, and was on her feet to sing the last verse, did she notice that the church was busier than normal. The pews were usually only this full for a baptism, when, as her father scathingly put it, the pagans were in. But today there was no baptism and, besides, most of the faces were familiar. It was not that the church was full of strangers, rather, it seemed everyone had made the effort to turn out. In Elvet bad news always generated excitement. If Jeanie Longs suicide could be considered bad news.


    The arthritic organist was coming to a close with a trembling chord when the door opened again. The wind must have got behind it because it closed with a bang and the congregation turned in disapproval. Dan Greenwood was standing at the back of the church next to a large, formidably ugly woman. Although Emma felt the usual thrill of excitement at his presence, she was disappointed to find Dan there. She had never seen him in church and thought he despised it. Hed made no concession in his dress, however, and was still wearing the jeans and smock from the night before. The woman was in a shapeless Crimplene dress covered with small purple flowers and a fluffy purple cardigan. Despite the cold, on her feet she wore flat leather sandals. There was something portentous about the way they stood there and for a moment Emma expected an announcement, a demand that the church be cleared because of a fire in the vicinity or a bomb threat. Even the vicar hesitated for a moment and looked at them.


    The woman, however, seemed perfectly composed, even to be enjoying the attention. She took Dan by the arm and pulled him into a seat. The familiarity of the gesture disturbed Emma. What was her relationship with him? She was too young to be a mother, not ten years older than he was. But her ugliness surely made it impossible that they could be romantically attached. Emma had many insecurities but was always confident that she was physically attractive. She took it for granted that James would never have asked her to marry him if shed been fat or had acne. During the remainder of the service Emma heard the womans voice above the others in the hymns and responses. It was clear and loud and quite out of tune.


    There was no mention of Jeanie Long in the sermon and Emma thought perhaps the vicar had not heard about the suicide, but her name was there, along with Elsie Hepworth and Albert Smith, in the prayers for the deceased. Sitting with Matthew on her lap, looking down on the bent heads of the congregation who were kneeling, she tried to conjure up an image of Jeanie. She could only remember meeting her once at the Mantel home. Jeanie had been playing the piano which Keith had bought for Abigail when she showed a fleeting interest in having lessons. A tall, dark young woman, rather intense and earnest, bent over the keyboard. Then Keith had come in and shed turned and her face had relaxed into a smile. It was hard to realize that Jeanie had been younger then than Emma was now, hardly more than a student.


    The service moved on towards the Communion. Robert in his white robe was standing at the altar next to the vicar. Mary was first to take the bread and wine, then rushed to the kitchen to spoon instant coffee into vacuum jugs. The arthritic organist struggled back to her place and began to play something gentle and melancholy. A queue had formed in the aisle. Emma handed Matthew to James, who had never been confirmed, despite Roberts best efforts, and stood to take her place. Ahead of her was a tall, stooped man in a shiny grey suit which was too big for him. He wasnt a regular worshipper although she thought she might have seen him in the village. He had been sitting on his own, and no one had approached him, which was unusual. The parish ladies prided themselves on making strangers welcome.


    The line moved slowly forward. The man knelt awkwardly and she took her place next to him, aware suddenly of the over-powering smell of mothballs. It had been a long time since the suit had been worn. He held out his cupped hands to take the wafer. They were hard and brown like carved wood, strong although he must have been at least sixty. The vicar caught his eye and gave a small smile of acknowledgement. Then Robert approached with the chalice, wiping the lip with a white cloth. Automatically the man reached out his hand to steady it, before raising it to his mouth. Then he looked up into Roberts face and there was a shock of recognition. As Robert moved on towards her, the man spat out the mouthful of wine in his direction. The white robe was splashed with red from the thick, sweet wine. It could, Emma thought, have been blood seeping from a wound. There was a gasp of excitement masquerading as horror from the woman on the other side of Emma. The vicar hadnt seen what had happened and Robert took no notice. The man got to his feet, and instead of returning to his pew, continued down the aisle and left the church.


    The incident had happened very quickly and, hidden by the backs of the Communicants, it wouldnt have been visible from the nave. But as the man passed her, Dan Greenwoods companion got to her feet and followed him out.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter Five


    Every week after church they went back to Robert and Marys house for lunch. It was an immutable part of the ritual, like the reading of the Epistle and the collect of the day. Emma thought it unfair that her mother, who spent an hour after the service pouring coffee and washing dishes, should immediately throw herself into domestic activity at home. Mary claimed to enjoy it, but the Mary she remembered from York hadnt been at all domestic. Thered been a cleaning lady then, and theyd eaten out a lot. Emma had memories of a family-run Italian restaurant, long Sunday afternoons of pasta and ice cream, and of her parents leading them tipsily home just as it was getting dark.


    James always brought a couple of decent bottles of wine with him to the lunch. Emma thought he needed the alcohol to ward off the cold and numb the tedium. But when shed suggested that they should make an excuse and stay away he wouldnt hear of it.


    I like your parents. Your father is interesting and intelligent and your mother is charming. You are fortunate that theyre so supportive.


    After that implied rebuke she didnt bring up the subject again.


    Springhead was a square, grey house just out of the village. Once it had been a farmhouse, but the land had been sold off. This was the house the family had come to when theyd moved out of York. Robert had been triumphant to find it. All their savings had been used up during his social work training, and hed never believed it would be possible to find somewhere so spacious within his budget. Hed dismissed the surveyors report, which highlighted rising damp and woodworm in the roof joists, insisting this was the place the family were meant to be. Emma thought it had probably been for the best. She couldnt imagine him in a semi on a new estate. She told herself his ego wouldnt survive in a cramped space, though knew that was probably unfair. She was desperate, really, for his approval.


    From Christophers old room in the attic, it was still possible to see the field where Abigails body had lain. The view hadnt changed. The land here was so flat and near to the coast that development wasnt allowed. A recent report from the Environment Agency predicted not only flooding, but the possibility that the whole peninsula could be washed away.


    It was raining hard as they drove out to Springhead, so dark that they needed headlights. The ditches were full and surface water ran down the middle of the road. They were in Jamess Volvo. Robert and Mary had gone on ahead.


    Who was that dreadful woman with Dan? James asked. He liked beautiful objects. Emma believed that was why he put up with her moodiness now.


    I havent a clue. I hadnt seen her before.


    I wondered if she could be a business contact. You could imagine her running a craft shop. Harrogate perhaps, or Whitby.


    Oh yes! Sometimes she was surprised by how perceptive he could be. That was when she liked him best  when he surprised her. But Whitby, surely. Not classy enough for Harrogate. She paused. Do you think that was why Dan was in church? To please her? In the hope of securing a sale? It seems an odd thing to do. And not like him. He always seems so straight. I cant imagine him manipulating a situation for his own ends.


    No. James slowed the car to a crawl. A ditch had burst its bank and formed a peaty stream across the road. I think he must have known Jeanie Long. He seemed very upset last night when he talked about her suicide. Church seems the right place to be sometimes, even if you have no belief.


    I suppose he could have known Jeanie. Emma was doubtful but she didnt want to dismiss the idea. It had been a long time since they had spoken like this, so easily. He didnt move to Elvet until later, but she was away too, at university. Shed only recently graduated when she moved in with Keith Mantel. Dan could have met her when she was still a student but I cant see how.


    James ignored the speculation. Dan thought the suicide might distress you.


    I didnt know her. I was trying to think in church. I only met her once. She hesitated. Do you realize its almost exactly ten years since Abigail Mantel died? The suicide seems a horrible coincidence. Or do you think she realized and planned it? A dramatic gesture to celebrate the anniversary?


    Perhaps, James said after a pause. Then, Ive always thought of suicide as a very selfish act. Its the people left behind who suffer.


    Because they were being so companionable, she was tempted to tell him about the tall man who had spat out his Communion wine at Robert, but the event still seemed so shocking that she couldnt bring herself to speak of it. James turned into the straight, bumpy track which led between two enormous fields to the house and she sat beside him in silence.


    In the kitchen Robert was standing in front of the Aga. His trousers were steaming. Emma looked for some sign that the incident at the Communion rail had shocked him as much as it had her, but he said with a little smile, We took Miss Sanderson home. I only helped her out of the car but Im soaked.


    Go and change, dear. Youll catch cold. Mary was fretting about the vegetables and he was in her way. Despite the position of authority he held at church and at work, sometimes she treated him like a child.


    Robert seemed not to hear her and only moved away from the range to pour them each a glass of sherry. Emma put the baby in his seat on the floor and tucked a blanket around him. Mary lifted the chipped cast-iron lid of the stove to reveal the hotplate. The room seemed suddenly warmer. She stooped to heave a casserole from the oven and slid it onto the plate. It began to bubble. Her face was flushed from the heat and the exertion. Her fine grey hair was tied back and Emma thought she should get it cut, coloured even. A ponytail looked ridiculous on a woman of her age. Mary wrapped a tea towel around the casserole lid and took it off to stir the contents. There was a smell of lamb, garlic and tomatoes, and Emma was suddenly certain that this was the same meal theyd eaten the day Abigail was strangled. She looked sharply at her mother expecting her to remember it too, but Mary only smiled with relief that the Aga had stayed sufficiently hot to cook the meat, and Emma felt foolish. She wondered if her mind was playing tricks. Her fantasies always seemed so real.


    At this time of year they ate in the kitchen. The dining room had no grate and although there were storage heaters they were barely tepid when the family got up, and cold by the evening. Emma laid the table, slipping into the familiar routine, her hands moving to the cutlery and glasses without thought. It was as if shed never gone away. Hard to believe that, like Jeanie Long, shed spent years at university. If she hadnt met and married James she would never have come back. Was that at the heart of her dissatisfaction with him?


    Robert had finally gone upstairs to change and returned wearing jeans and a thick navy sweater. James opened one of the bottles of red wine. They took their places and waited for Robert to say grace. He always said grace even when only he and Mary were present. But today he seemed not to realize that they expected it of him, took the ladle and began to serve himself. Emma looked at her mother who only shook her head, humouring him again, and passed around a bowl of potatoes.


    Mary never washed-up after Sunday lunch. Robert would put a match to the fire hed already laid in the living room and shed sit there, drinking coffee and reading the Sunday papers until they joined her. By then the room would be almost warm. She was always grateful for this time to herself and never forgot to thank them.


    Robert and Emma were alone in the kitchen. James had taken the baby upstairs to change him.


    Who was the man who spat at you?


    He answered without turning away from the sink. Michael Long, Jeanies father.


    Hed changed, she thought. The Michael Long she remembered had been strong, broad shouldered, loud.


    Why did he do it?


    People often need someone to blame at a time like this.


    But why you?


    I had to submit a report to the parole board. I couldnt recommend her as suitable for parole.


    Jeanie Long was your client?


    Now he did turn round. He dried his hands deliberately on the threadbare towel hanging from the Aga, then sat next to her at the table.


    Only for the past twelve months.


    Didnt anyone think that was wrong? That it might be considered, I dont know, some sort of conflict of interest?


    Of course we discussed the suitability of my taking over the case, but the problem wasnt one of a conflict of interest. You never appeared as a witness for the prosecution. It was a matter of whether I could develop a relationship with Jeanie, whether I could deal with her in a fair and open-minded way, and we decided that I could. The question of her guilt or innocence never came up. Not at that point. That was decided at the original trial and at a later appeal. I didnt know Jeanie before she was sentenced. And I didnt know Abigail, even though the two of you were friends.


    And now she thought about it, she supposed he was right. There had only been six months between the Winter familys move to Elvet and Abigails death. During that time Springhead had been even more inhospitable than it was now. The elderly couple whod lived in it before had only used two rooms, the rest of the house had been full of rubbish. There had been disasters with the plumbing, embarrassing smells, sudden blackouts. It hadnt been a place to bring a new friend. All the sleepovers, the giggly nights of videos, chocolate cake and illicit bottles of wine, had taken place at the Mantel home. Mary had met Abigail on a couple of occasions, at school events, the brief encounters on the doorstep when she dropped Emma off at the Old Chapel. Robert, eager to make an impression in his first post as probation officer had worked long hours, and was seldom around.


    Is it true that the case was to be reopened?


    I presume it still will be. If Jeanie was innocent, someone else must have killed Abigail Mantel.


    They sat for a moment looking at each other. Emma thought it had been a day for unusual conversations. Her father had never spoken so simply or so frankly to her. By now it was quite dark outside. The wind blew through gaps in the window and moved the heavy curtain which covered it. From upstairs came the sound of the baby chortling.


    Did you think she was innocent?


    It wasnt my place to make that sort of judgement. Im an officer of the court. I have to accept the courts decision. She always claimed she was innocent, but so do many of the offenders I work with.


    What was she like?


    He paused again and his hesitation made him almost unrecognizable to her. He had always been a man of certainties.


    She was quiet, intelligent. . . There was another break in his speech, almost a stutter. Most of all she was angry, the most angry person Ive ever met. She felt betrayed.


    Who did she feel had betrayed her?


    Her parents, I think. Her father, at least. But most of all Keith Mantel. She couldnt understand why he never visited her. Even after hed asked her to move out of the house she still believed he loved her.


    But shed killed his daughter! What could she expect?


    Certainly he thought she had. And according to Jeanie that was the worst betrayal of all. That he could think her capable of murder.


    Why didnt you recommend her for parole?


    Emma thought he would refuse to tell her. He never talked about the details of his work. It was confidential, hed say. He had the same responsibility as a priest to keep secrets. But today he seemed eager to talk. It was as if he needed to justify his decision to her.


    Partly it was her anger. I couldnt be sure she could control it. At the trial the prosecution claimed that she strangled Abigail in a moment of rage and jealousy. I couldnt take the risk that she might lose control again, strike out at someone whod hurt her. It might have been different if shed shown a willingness to cooperate with the prison authorities. I asked her to attend one of the anger management courses which we run at Spinney Fen but she refused. She said that if she attended it would be like admitting her guilt, admitting that her behaviour needed to change.


    James appeared at the door with Matthew in his arms. She caught his eye. Can you give us a few minutes? she said. He was surprised  usually she was only too happy to be rescued from her family  but he backed away.


    Robert, still engrossed in his own thoughts, seemed not to notice the interruption. He continued, Then there was the home circumstances report. I went to see Michael Long to discuss it. Jeanies mother used to visit her in prison but Michael never did. Since Mrs Long died, Jeanie had no visits at all. I wanted to find out if there was a possibility of a reconciliation. If Michael had agreed that she could stay with him on release, even for a short period, that might have made a difference to the board.


    But he wouldnt?


    He said he couldnt face having her in the house. Robert looked up from the table. So you can see why he felt so guilty, why he needed to blame me. He had believed his own daughter to be a murderer.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter Six


    Michael slipped out through the church door and paused to catch his breath. He was shaking. The rain was blowing straight into the open porch. It stung his face and hit the grey fabric of his suit, each drop spreading as the Communion wine had spread through the fibres of Robert Winters white surplus. Michael struggled into the waterproof jacket he still carried over his arm, and although the storm showed no sign of abating he started off for the road. The service would soon be over. The old crones inside would be coming through on their way to the hall for coffee and he couldnt bear the thought of them gawping.


    The sweet taste of the Communion wine remained in his mouth and on his lips, and suddenly he was desperate for a real drink to wash it away. He hesitated outside the Anchor. He hadnt been inside for years, but still he was tempted. Then he realized the place would be busy with men waiting for their Sunday dinners to be cooked, and he didnt want to meet anyone he knew. He didnt think hed manage to be polite. The fury which had overcome him when hed seen Winter, coming towards him with the chalice, still roared around his head. He wasnt proud of the scene hed made, but if he hadnt spat at him, hed have had to hit him. He still wanted to hit someone.


    It had been a crazy idea to come to the service in the first place. He saw that now. Whatever hed hoped to get out of the ritual, hed been disappointed. Peg had been the one for the church, not him. Hed always thought it a daft do. Grown men dressing up in frocks. What had he expected anyway? Jeanies voice sailing out of the rafters, Its all right, dad. I forgive you.


    He lived in a small row of council bungalows, just behind the church, had done since he moved from the Point after Peg had died. The reporters whod been there when hed left, still stood on the corner, shouting their stupid questions and waving their microphones. He ignored them and opened the door just enough so he could slide in. He didnt want them looking inside. He thought, as he always did coming in, how small and cramped it was. How dark. That was one of the reasons he didnt like going out much. Coming back each time was like being locked up in a prison cell. He hated it.


    He hadnt thought Jeanie had hated prison. Of course no one would enjoy it, but he hadnt thought being shut in would send her into a panic. Shed never liked the outdoors much. Shed been terrified in a small boat, even when it was flat calm and she had a lifejacket on. She preferred being inside with her music, and shed had that in prison. Theyd taken her a cassette player and a load of tapes. Her music was all shed really needed. That was how it had seemed to him and Peg when she was a youngster. Shed shut them out, excluded them. Theyd brought her up and that didnt seem fair. Like shed dumped them when they stopped being useful to her. Then shed hanged herself and he wondered if hed got it wrong about her not hating the prison. That and other things.


    He tried not to think that he might have been wrong. If Jeanie had hated the prison even as much as he hated this place, it must have been a nightmare for her. He couldnt contemplate that, whatever shed done, and grasped around for someone else to blame, knowing it was unreasonable even as he was doing it. He settled on Winter, the do-gooder, the pretend vicar. He was an easy target.


    In the cupboard in the kitchen there was a litre bottle of cheap whisky hed had delivered from the Co-op with the last lot of groceries. He half filled a tumbler and drank it down in burning gulps, then ran his tongue around his lips. He still fancied he could taste the wine and poured himself another glass, carried it with him.


    He walked through to the bedroom and began to change out of his suit. He took the trousers off first and folded them over the back of the chair. Some change fell out of the pocket but he left it where it dropped. He thought of the bedroom in the house on the Point, the window so close to the water that its reflection bounced off the ceiling. It had been as near to being on a boat as you could get on dry land. There had been a continuous watery soundtrack  the call of seabirds and waders, the drag of the tide on the shingle, the breaking of waves. He had taken it for granted until hed moved here and had been almost suffocated by the bungalows dense and dreadful silence. Here, the rooms were so small that he could stand with his arms outstretched and almost touch the walls on each side. He should never have retired as coxswain of the pilot launch.


    That was what Michael told himself, standing in his underpants, struggling to get the fold in his trousers in the right place. But to tell the truth he hadnt had much choice when it came down to it. If he hadnt resigned from the launch theyd have had him out anyway, using the drinking as an excuse. As if all the pilots didnt like a drink. At least this way thered been a bit of dignity in his going. Peg would have approved of that. But he missed it with the same ache as he missed Peg. He missed the crack with the pilots and the girls in the data centre. He missed the satisfaction of bringing the launch into the lee of a big ship, holding it steady, while the pilot climbed down the ladder and jumped aboard. It hadnt been like him to go without a fight and it still rankled. Hed felt the same humiliation as when Winter had turned up on the doorstep of the bungalow wanting to talk about Jeanie.


    It had been a while ago now, but Michael still remembered the encounter with great clarity. He had gone over it many times in his mind. It was like one of those fairy tales about giants and monsters that children return to: frightening, but comforting in its familiarity. And it stopped him from thinking of worse things. Jeanie hanging in her cell by a bit of torn sheet. Him being wrong about his only daughter.


    So, Winter had turned up on his doorstep. It would have been January or February almost a year ago. Michael had only gone to answer it because hed thought it would be the lad from the Co-op with his groceries. Normally he didnt bother answering the door. He had no time for people selling things or collecting for charities. But there was this man. Winter. Michael hadnt recognized him. Hed been dressed in a brown duffel coat, the sort naval officers used to wear in the war, but Winter had had the hood up, pulled right down over his forehead, so Michael had been reminded more of a monk.


    Mr Long, hed said. I wonder if I might come in for a minute.


    Michael had been about to slam the door on him, to mutter something about it not being convenient, but the man had put his face very close, so Michael felt he couldnt breathe, and hed said in a quiet, preachy voice, Its about Jeanie.


    And it was the last thing hed been expecting, so hed stepped back in surprise, and Winter had taken that as an invitation to come in.


    Perhaps I could make us both some tea, hed said. And Michael had been so affronted by the cheek of the man that he couldnt speak. And again Winter had taken the shocked silence as an invitation. Hed walked into the kitchen as if it were his own and filled the kettle right to the top with no thought for the extra electricity that might use.


    Theyd sat in the little front room. It was filled with the few bits of furniture Michael had brought with him from the house on the Point and theyd had to sit almost knee to knee in the big armchairs.


    Whats Jeanie to you? Michael had demanded. He still remembered that. Hed thrust his face towards Winters hoping to cause the same panic hed felt on the doorstep. Whats Jeanie to you?


    Im her probation officer, Winter had said. I have to prepare a report.


    She didnt get probation. She got life. And there were reports enough done at the time.


    Too many reports. All of them prying. All of them wanting to find someone else to blame for what Jeanie had done. Him and Peg had never been given copies of the reports of course. Theyd been excluded in that process too. But he guessed that theyd featured. It was always the parents fault, wasnt it? The reports would have said that theyd never understood Jeanie, never given her what shed needed. He could figure out that much from what had been said in court.


    This is different, Winter had said. Hed had one of those voices stuck-up teachers use with daft children. Patient, but as if its a real strain being patient. As if he was a saint to be able to manage it. Jeanie will soon be eligible for parole. If shes released back into the community, itll be my job to supervise her on licence.


    Theyre not thinking of letting her out?


    Dont you think she should be?


    It just seems like shes been in no time. And after what she did to that lass . . .


    She still says shes innocent, you know . . . Hed paused as if he expected a response from Michael. Michael had been staring at the little window which was shrouded in net so he couldnt see out, unable to take in the notion that his daughter might soon be released. It wont help her case for parole, Im afraid, insisting she didnt commit the murder. Prisoners are supposed to confront their offending behaviour and show remorse for their actions. Ive tried to persuade her.


    I wouldnt think shed be much good at remorse.


    Im new to the case, Mr Long. Winter had leaned forward, so Michael had been able to smell his breath, peppermint masking something spicy from the night before. Not booze, of course. Winter wouldnt be a drinker. There wasnt the life in him for that. But theres no record of you having visited your daughter.


    Peg went, before she got too poorly. The words had come out before Michael could stop them, though hed sworn to himself that hed tell Winter nothing. Hed driven his wife on visiting days, dropped her right outside the prison gate, because there always seemed to be a wind when they went and rain blown almost horizontal. Then hed taken the car to the visitors car park and sat with his paper lying unread on the steering wheel until all the people streamed out. Hed been surprised by how ordinary theyd looked, the parents and the husbands of the women locked up. From a distance hed not been able to pick Peg out from the rest.


    But not you? Winter had kept the patient voice but his eyes had been full of judgement and distaste.


    Nor Mantel, Michael had said. He never visited her either.


    Hardly the same thing, Mr Long. He believed shed killed his only daughter.


    And Michael had turned away at that, acknowledging the justice of the words, but hating the contempt in them.


    And he told Jeanie that he loved her, hed said quietly. A futile attempt at defiance. Then, on firmer ground, Have you got a daughter, Winter?


    Thats hardly relevant.


    Aye, you do have a daughter. Hed been able to tell by something in Winters face. Imagine how youd feel if your lass did something like that. Strangling a child just because shed come between her and her lover. Youd feel able to support her, would you? Youd not mind visiting her in that place?


    Winter had hesitated for a moment and Michael had felt a stab of triumph. Then the probation officer had resumed in the saintly voice which made Michael want to slap him, I might hate the crime, Mr Long, but Id not hate the girl whod committed it. Hed set down his cup and continued briskly, Now about the parole.


    What about it?


    The parole board would need to know she had somewhere to come back to. Support.


    Youre asking if she can move in with me?


    I know youve found it difficult, but it need only be for a short time until she sorted out somewhere more suitable.


    Have you been listening to a word Ive said, man? Michael had discovered that he was screaming. She killed that lass and that killed my wife. How can I have her under the same roof as me?


    Only now it seemed she hadnt killed Abigail Mantel. Sitting here on a wet Sunday after church, with nothing to cling on to but the remains of the whisky, he kept coming up against the fact and sliding away from it. It was too much for him to accept all at once. If Jeanie hadnt been a murderer, what sort of monster was he? Hed turned her away. Outside the sky darkened but he still didnt move. Only when the taped bells in the church tower started up again, scratchy and raucous, for the evening service, so that he knew people would be walking past, did he get up and draw the curtains and switch on the light.
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