



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2017 by Laura Marshall


Cover design by Elizabeth Connor. Cover photo ©  Nano Calvo/Imagebrief.


Cover copyright © 2017 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


twitter.com/grandcentralpub


First published in 2017 in Great Britain by Sphere.


First U.S. Edition: September 2017


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2017940169


ISBNs: 978-1-4789- 4851-3 (hardcover), 978-1-4789- 4850-6 (ebook),
 978-1-5387-2932-8 (Canadian edition)


E3-20170725-JV-PC














To M, C, and A, with love















Chapter 1



2016


The e-mail arrives in my inbox like an unexploded bomb: Maria Weston wants to be friends on Facebook.


For a second I miss the Facebook reference, and just see “Maria Weston wants to be friends.” Instinctively I slam the laptop shut. It feels as though a sponge has been lodged in my throat, soaking up water, swelling and clogging, leaving me struggling for breath. I attempt to breathe deeply, trying to get myself back under control. Perhaps I was mistaken. I must have been mistaken because this cannot possibly be happening. Slowly I raise the lid of my laptop. Hands shaking, I go back into the e-mail and this time there is no denying the bald fact of it. Maria Weston wants to be friends with me.


It’s been a fairly unremarkable day up until now. Henry is at Sam’s tonight, so I’ve put in a long day working on some initial plans for a client who wants everything from walls to carpets and sofas in varying shades of beige and taupe, but at the same time doesn’t want the house to look boring. When I saw I had an e-mail, I was glad of the distraction, hopeful of a personal message rather than yet another company trying to sell me something.


Now though, I’d be grateful for marketing spam, and I long to go back to the mild tedium of a few minutes ago. This must be someone’s idea of a sick joke, surely. But whose? Who could think this funny? Who even knows the effect it would have on me?


There’s an easy way out of this, of course. All I have to do is delete the e-mail, go to Facebook, and decline the request without looking at the page. A part of me is screaming out to do this, to end it here; but another part of me—a quiet and buried part—wants to see, to know. To understand.


So I do it. I click “Confirm Request” and I’m taken straight to her page: Maria Weston’s Facebook page. The profile photo is an old one from a pre-digital age that has obviously been scanned in. Maria, in her green school uniform blazer, long brown hair blowing in the wind, a small smile playing across her face. I scan the screen, searching for clues, but there is very little information on the page. She doesn’t have any friends listed or photos uploaded other than the profile one.


She stares at me dispassionately from behind my computer screen. I’ve not felt her cool gaze for over twenty-five years, not been the recipient of that look, which tells you she’s sizing you up, not in an unpleasant way, but appraising you, understanding more of you than you want the world to know. I wonder if she ever realized what I had done to her.


The red brick of the school buildings lurks in the background, familiar in a way but strange too, as if it belongs to someone else’s memories, not mine. Odd, how you spend five years going to the same place every day, and then it’s over, you never go there again. Almost as if it never existed at all.


I find I can’t look at her for long, and my eyes roam around the kitchen, wanting something mundane to fix on, a break from this bewildering new reality. I get up and make a coffee, gaining comfort from the ritual of putting the smooth shining pod into the machine, pressing the tip of my finger onto the button in the precise way I always do, and warming the milk in the frother.


I sit there amid the trappings of my very comfortable, very middle-class, nearly middle-aged life. The kitchen gadgets and the photo on the fancy fridge of me and Henry on our first holiday alone last summer, a selfie taken by the pool: our skin salty and sun-kissed, a shadow around Henry’s mouth where the dust has stuck to the remnants of his daily ice cream.


Outside the French windows, my tiny courtyard garden is wearing its bleak late-autumn clothes, paving stones slick with the earlier freezing rain. Chipped plant pots trail the dead brown remains of my doomed summer attempt at growing my own herbs, and the darkening afternoon sky is a dull sheet of slate gray. I can just see one of the tower blocks that loom here and there like malevolent giants over the rows of Victorian terraces all turned into flats like mine that make up this part of southeast London. This room, this home, this life that I have built up so carefully. This little family, with only two members. If one of us falls, then what is left is not a family at all. What would it take to tear it all down, to bring it tumbling and crashing to the ground? Perhaps not as much as I thought. Maybe just a nudge in the back; a tiny push, so slight that I would hardly feel it.


The kitchen with its muted dove-gray walls and bleached wood worktops is warm, uncomfortably so. As the coffee machine hums its everyday tune, I half listen to the news on the radio, which chatters all day every day in my kitchen: a sporting victory, a cabinet re-shuffle, a fifteen-year-old girl who has killed herself after her boyfriend posted naked pictures of her online. I flinch at the thought of it, sympathy for her mixed with a shameful gratitude that there were no camera phones around when I was that age. I move over and open one of the French windows, feeling the need for fresh air, but an icy blast slams it shut again.


My coffee is ready, and I have no alternative but to sit back down at the laptop, where Maria has been waiting for me: steadily, impenetrably. I force myself to meet her eyes, searching futilely for any hint of what was to happen to her. I try to see the photo as a casual observer might: an ordinary schoolgirl, an old photo that’s been sitting on some mother’s sideboard for years, dusted and replaced weekly. It doesn’t work; I can’t see her like that knowing her fate as I do.


Maria Weston wants to be friends with me. Maybe that was the problem all along; Maria Weston wanted to be friends with me, but I let her down. She’s been hovering at the edge of my consciousness for all of my adult life, although I’ve been good at keeping her out, just a blurred shadow in the corner of my eye, almost but not quite out of sight.


Maria Weston wants to be friends.


But Maria Weston has been dead for more than twenty-five years.















Chapter 2



1989


I’ve been awake all night in an attempt to maintain some kind of hold on what has happened, on what I have done. My eyes are red and prickling with tiredness, but I daren’t go to sleep. If I sleep, when I wake up I’ll have one blissful, terrible second when I’m unaware—and then it will all come crashing in on me, its power multiplied indefinitely by that one unknowing second.


I think of the last time I saw the dawn in, lying in Sophie’s bed. This time it’s a more tempestuous and bleaker affair. A ceaseless summer rain has been falling all night, and the branch of a nearby tree is thwacking intermittently against my windowpane. It’s not just the chemicals keeping me awake, although I can still feel them coursing, unwanted, around my veins. I’ve been sitting here on the floor for four hours, as my bedroom turns gradually from darkness to a dull gray half-light. I’m surrounded by the debris of my elaborate preparations for the evening that, twelve hours ago, stretched out invitingly, bright with the promise of acceptance and approval. There are three dresses strewn on the bed, with the accompanying pair of shoes for each lying discarded in front of the full-length mirror. My eyes rest dully on the stain on the carpet where Sophie dropped my new bronzing powder and I made a clumsy attempt to wipe it up with a bit of tissue dipped in a glass of stale water.


The dress I wore lies in a crumpled heap next to me—I’ve pulled on an old sweatshirt and leggings. There are dark smudges under my eyes and my lips are dry, the remains of my lipstick clinging to the cracks and bleeding into the skin around my mouth.


I’ve been sitting here on the floor for so long only because I can’t move. I would have expected my heart to be racing, but in fact an iron fist grips it so tightly that I am surprised it is beating at all. Everything has slowed to a funereal pace. If I move my hand to brush my hair behind my ears or pick something up off the floor, however quickly I do it, it’s as though I am moving in slow motion. My brain struggles to make sense of it all, my thoughts moving sluggishly through the past couple of months, trying to figure out how it has come to this.


I suppose it all began a couple of months ago, the day the new girl started. I’d spent break listening to Sophie talking to Claire Barnes and Joanne Kirby, not saying much myself. We were all sitting on that bench at the far edge of the playground, the three of them with their skirts rolled over at the waist so many times there was hardly any point in wearing them. Matt Lewis was watching Sophie from the other side of the playground and I could tell what he was thinking. It was that day, the first one of the year where you could smell spring in the air. I sat on the end of the bench, enjoying the feeling of the sun on my face, hoping they wouldn’t expect me to contribute anything. The sky was the most amazing blue, and Sophie and the other two were sort of shining, their impossibly glossy hair reflecting the sunlight, their smooth golden skin glistening. Of course they knew the effect they were having; they weren’t that stupid.


Sophie was redoing her mascara and talking about a boy she’d got off with the weekend before at Claire Barnes’s sixteenth birthday party. Obviously I wasn’t invited. Claire and Joanne only tolerate me tagging along because I’m friends with Sophie, and sometimes I feel like I’m hanging on to even that friendship by the tips of my fingers.


“Basically, we were kissing and all that, and then—well, you know the most embarrassing thing that can happen to a boy? That happened.”


Claire and Joanne shrieked.


“Oh my God!” Claire said. “That is so embarrassing! You know I got off with Mark that time, at Johnny’s party? We went down the fields and I was down there, you know, giving him head, and nothing much was happening and I looked up and guess what? He was asleep!”


Sophie and Joanne fell about laughing and I smiled, to show that I understood the joke. At least I know what giving head is, even if I am hazy on the details. I’ve tried to imagine doing it to someone, even someone I really like, but I can’t. I have no idea how it works, for a start; what you would do with your mouth, your tongue. I shuddered.


Claire leaned in to the other two as if about to impart some great piece of wisdom.


“It’s all right for you two, it’s still all quite new to you, but I’m actually getting a bit bored with sex, you know. It’s all Dan wants to do. You know, sometimes I’d like to go into town or go to the cinema or something?”


Sophie and Joanne fell over themselves to agree. It’s funny, Sophie’s always so cool, so together, but sometimes when she’s with Claire I can see her soft underbelly, the cracks in her facade. They’d recently started letting me go into town with them after school. We would all walk down in a group, but when you get to the path by the river it’s too narrow to walk anything but two-by-two, and I could always feel Sophie and Joanne silently jostling to be the one who got to walk with Claire rather than with me.


Until tonight, I’d never even kissed a boy, and I remember praying that day that the others wouldn’t find out. Sophie knows, but I don’t think she’d tell. At least they never try to involve me in those conversations. I’m always so frightened of saying something stupid, something that will betray my lack of experience. Most of what I know about sex I’ve learned from the pages of Just Seventeen magazine, although God knows it could be more helpful. The problem-page woman seems to assume you have a basic knowledge, so there are always phrases and words I’m not sure about. You’d think maybe sex education at school would have covered this, but no, so far it’s been an ancient 1970s video of a woman giving birth, and some embarrassed talk about penises going into vaginas. Well, even I knew that. The only lesson that had promised to be interesting was the one where Mrs. Cook was going to teach us how to put a condom on a banana but guess what: Mrs. Cook was ill that day, so we had to make do with hearing from one of the other classes in our year who’d done it the week before.


The new girl’s name was Maria Weston. She looked OK, sort of normal uniform, not trendy but not square either. Miss Allan made Sophie look after her, but Sophie basically showed her where the toilets were, and the lunch hall, and then ignored her for the rest of the day. Esther Harcourt tried to make friends with Maria, but even a new girl could see that Esther, in her hand-me-downs and thick-rimmed glasses, was not the route to social success at our school. Funny to think that I used to hang out with Esther all the time at primary school. I loved going to her house because her mum let us go off into the woods for hours, although they were vegetarian hippies so we got some odd stuff for tea. I sort of miss her in some ways; we did used to have a laugh. Couldn’t be friends with her anymore though—nightmare.


Anyway, at lunch Sophie hadn’t even sat with the new girl, and Esther was already staying away by then because Maria had been so cold to her at morning break. As I got closer to the tills, I started on the daily task of scanning the cafeteria trying to work out where I was going to sit. Maria was sitting on her own at one end of a table with a group of real losers at the other end, including Natasha Griffiths (or, as Sophie calls her, “Face and Neck” due to her orange foundation and white neck). Face and Neck was holding forth on the subject of her English homework and how brilliant Mr. Jenkins said it was, and how he’d asked her to stay back specially after class at the end (I bet he did; everyone reckons he’s a right old perv). I was about to pass Maria, wondering whether it was going to be OK to sit with Sophie (she was with Claire and Joanne on the far left corner table, which for some reason is the cool table—basically unless you are only having a yogurt for lunch it’s fairly embarrassing to sit there), when I caught Maria’s eye. She was eating her baked potato and listening to Natasha banging on about her Shakespeare essay, smiling like she could already tell how full of crap Natasha is, and something made me slow my pace.


“Is anyone sitting here?”


“No, no one!” she said, moving her tray to make room for me. “Sit down.”


I unloaded the shameful fat-filled lasagne from my tray and sat down, pressing the sharp end of my apple juice straw into the little silver disc until it popped, a bead of amber liquid oozing from the hole.


“So, how’s your first day going so far?”


“Oh, you know, good; of course it’s difficult… you know…”


She trailed off.


“So, crap basically?” I grinned.


“Yeah.” She smiled in relief. “Total crap.”


“Where did you go to school before? Did your mum and dad move?”


Maria concentrated very hard on cutting the skin of her potato. “Yes, we lived in London.”


“Oh right,” I said. April seemed like a funny time of year to move, so near the end of the school year.


She hesitated. “I was having a bit of trouble with some of the other girls.”


I sensed she didn’t want me to press her, so I didn’t.


“Well, everyone’s really nice here,” I lied. “You won’t have any problems like that. In fact there’s a group of us that goes into town most days after school, you should come.”


“I can’t today, my brother’s picking me up outside school to walk home. But I’d love to another day.”


First lesson after lunch was math, and Sophie swung into the seat next to me, freshly made up after a bitching session in the bathroom and reeking of Christian Dior’s Poison. I told her that I’d been talking to Maria and that I’d invited her to come into town with us. She turned to me.


“You’ve invited her out with us?” There was a dangerous edge to her voice.


“Yes… is that OK?” I tried to check the tremor in my voice.


“Does Claire know?”


“No… I didn’t think anyone would mind.”


“You could have checked with me first, Louise.”


“Sorry, I thought… she’s new, and…” I rearranged the books on my desk needlessly, panic building. What had I done?


“I know that. But I’ve heard some things about her already, stuff that happened at her old school.”


“Oh, it’s OK, she told me about that.” Maybe this would be OK. “None of that was true.”


“She would say that though, wouldn’t she? Did she tell you what it was about?”


“No,” I admitted, my cheeks beginning to burn.


“Right. Well, maybe you should get your facts straight before you go inviting people out with other people.”


We carried on doing our algebra in silence for a few minutes, although I noticed Sophie was still looking over my shoulder to copy my answers.


“She can’t come tonight as it happens,” I ventured eventually. “She’s got to meet her brother.”


“I heard he was a bit of a weirdo as well. Anyway, I can’t go into town tonight. I’m doing something with Claire.”


I clearly wasn’t invited to this mystery outing, so I said nothing. I was surprised Sophie couldn’t feel the heat radiating from me, shock and worry oozing through my pores.


When the bell went she scooped up her stuff and went straight off to the next lesson. At the end of the day she didn’t even say good-bye to me, she just went giggling off, clutching Claire Barnes by the arm, without looking back. I was so frightened that I’d ruined everything with her. Shit shit shit. What was I going to do?















Chapter 3



2016


I’m still sitting shell-shocked at the kitchen table, Maria’s Facebook page open in front of me. Questions crowd my mind. Who is doing this, and why now? I try to wrap my mind around the horrifying possibility that somehow, somewhere, Maria is still alive. When a new Facebook notification pops up, I click on it with trepidation.




Sharne Bay High Reunion Committee invited you to the event Sharne Bay High School Reunion Class of 1989.





Reunion? I click feverishly on the link, and there it is: Sharne Bay High School Class of 1989 Reunion, taking place two weeks from Saturday in the old school hall. On top of the request from Maria, it’s a sucker punch right in the solar plexus. Can it be coincidence, getting this the same day? I click on the Facebook page of the group organizing it, and although there’s no way of telling who has set it up, it seems bona fide. There’s a post pinned to the top of the newsfeed from our old English teacher Mr. Jenkins, who apparently still works at the school. There were all sorts of rumors that used to go around about him—keeping girls back after lessons, looking in through the changing-room windows, stuff like that—but I don’t suppose there was any truth to them. We all thought the PE teacher was a lesbian because she had a glass eye, so we weren’t the most reliable of witnesses. The rest of the newsfeed is full of excited chat from people going to the reunion, dating back a couple of months. Why has it taken until now for me to be invited? My neck is flushed and there are treacherous, foolish tears prickling at the back of my eyes. How easily, how stupidly I am transported back through the years; how quickly that familiar rush of shame washes over me: shame at being left out, being left behind. Still not really one of the gang. An afterthought.


I click on the list of attendees, furiously scanning for his name. Yes, there it is. There he is, eyes crinkling away at me from his profile photo, his right arm around someone out of shot. Sam Parker is attending this event. Why hasn’t he said anything to me? Obviously we hardly spend hours chatting, but he could have mentioned it when I was dropping Henry off. Maybe he’s hoping I don’t find out about it.


Other names I recognize jump out at me: Matt Lewis, Claire Barnes, Joanne Kirby. For a heart-stopping second I see Weston and think wildly that it’s Maria, but no, it’s Tim Weston. My God, her brother. He wasn’t at school with us—he was a year older and went to the local community college—but he used to hang out with Sam and some of the other boys in our year, so I suppose it’s not so surprising that he’s going. There are loads of other names—some I know, others that I don’t remember. So many names, but not mine.


I keep scanning the list of attendees until I find Sophie. I knew she’d be there. I click on her profile. I’ve looked at it before, but always resisted the temptation to friend her. This time I go straight to her “friends” section, but Maria’s not there. Of course, that doesn’t mean that Sophie hasn’t received the same request I have, only that she hasn’t accepted it. She’s got five hundred and sixty-four friends. I’ve got sixty-two and some of those are work-related. I’ve thought about deleting my account before, to prevent myself from getting sucked into that terrible time-wasting vortex where you find yourself poring through the wedding photos of someone you’ve never met instead of meeting a work deadline; but actually it’s important to me, particularly in the last couple of years. Since Sam left, I have had to shrink my world, in order for the important things not to fall apart: Henry; my business. I don’t have the time or energy for anything else, but Facebook means I haven’t completely lost touch with my friends and old colleagues. I still know what’s going on in their lives—what their children look like, where they’ve been on holiday—and then on the odd occasions that we do meet, the thread that binds us is stronger than it would otherwise have been. So I keep posting, liking, commenting; it stops me from falling out of my world completely.


The wind is rising outside and a strand of the wisteria that trails around the outside of my French windows taps on the glass, making me jump. Even though I know it was the wisteria, I get up and peer out, but it’s nearly dark and I can’t see much beyond my reflection. A sudden sprinkle of rain rattles against the windowpane, as if someone has thrown a handful of gravel, and I jump back, heart thumping.


Back at the kitchen table, I click on Sophie’s profile photo. It’s one of those faux-casual ones where she looks impossibly gorgeous but manages to give the impression it’s any old snap she’s thrown up there. Look closely and you’ll see the “natural” makeup, the semi-professional lighting, the filters applied in the edit. Lean in closer and you might see the lines, but I have to admit she’s worn well. Her hair is still a tumbling waterfall of molten caramel, her figure enviably but predictably unchanged since her teenage years.


I wonder if she’s ever looked for me on here, and I click back to my own profile picture, trying to see it through her eyes. I’ve used one that Polly took, me sitting behind a table in the pub, glass of wine in hand. Under my newly critical gaze it looks like the photo of a person self-consciously trying to look “fun.” I am leaning forward on the table in a short-sleeved top and you can see the unattractive bulge of my upper arms, in grim contrast to the gym-toned, honey-colored limbs on display in Sophie’s photo. My mousy brown hair looks lank and my makeup is smudged.


My cover photo is one of Henry taken last month on his first day at school. He’s standing in the kitchen, his uniform box-fresh but marginally too big, looking heart-wrenchingly proud. Only I had known his private worries, confided to me last thing at night from deep beneath his duvet: “What if no one wants to play with me, Mummy?”; “What if I miss you too much?”; “What will I do if I need a cuddle?” I had reassured him as best I could, but I didn’t know the answers to those questions either. He had seemed too small to be going off on his own into the world, out there where I couldn’t protect him. I wonder briefly if Sophie knows that Sam and I have a child, or even that we were married. I push down the thought of Henry, trying not to think about what he might be doing at Sam’s tonight, trying not to worry about him; it’s like trying not to breathe.


I think about what it will mean if I become Facebook friends with Sophie, and scroll through my timeline, trying to see it through her eyes. Lots of photos of Henry; posts about childcare stresses and working-mother guilt, especially when Henry was starting school and only went mornings for the first two weeks. I wonder if Sophie has children. If she doesn’t, she’s going to find my timeline extremely tedious. If she scrolls back far enough at least she’ll see the photos from our summer holiday, Henry and I tanned and relaxed, all tension eased away by warmth and distance from home.


What she won’t be able to see is that I was married to Sam, that’s if she doesn’t know already. I removed all the evidence of him from my timeline two years ago when I realized that he’d deleted his own Facebook account, the one with the story of us on it. He had simply started again. All the holidays, the days out, our wedding photos carefully scanned in several years after the event: gone, replaced by his shiny new narrative. He wiped me clean away like a dirty smear on the window.


I check to see if Sophie is Facebook friends with Sam, and she is. He must have his privacy settings very high, because all I can see are his profile photos, which are either of him alone or landscapes, and the date two years ago when he “joined Facebook.” I struggle to tear my eyes away from his photo. I know that I’m better off without him. Yet there is still a part of me that yearns to be with him, the two of us luminescent in a dull world that wants everyone to be the same.


I start clicking through the photos on my laptop, trying to find a better one for my profile picture, wondering whether to take a new one, although selfies are always horrendously unflattering, so maybe not. What about one of those “amusing” ones where you put a picture of the back of your head, or a blurred photo? Mind you, maybe she’s looked for me before and seen the current one, so if I change it today and then send her a friend request, she’ll know that I’ve done it on purpose to impress her.


That brings me up short: impress her? My God, is that what I’m trying to do, even after all these years? I look back through the prism of time and it’s perfectly clear that Sophie was using me to shore up her own ego; that she needed someone less attractive, less cool than her to stand beside her and make her shine even brighter. I couldn’t see it then, but she was jostling for position as much as I was, just a few rungs up the ladder. But receiving this message from Maria has plunged me back to the playground and the lunch hall, where fitting in is everything and friendship feels like life and death. My professional achievements, my friends, my son, the life I’ve constructed—it all feels like it’s been built on shifting sands. My feet keep sliding out from under me, and I can sense how little it will take to make me fall.


In the end I leave the photo as it is and merely send a friend request, after some deliberation not including a message. After all, what on earth would I say? Hi Sophie, how’ve you been these past twenty-seven years? That’s a bit weird. Hi Sophie, I’ve had a Facebook friend request from our long-dead schoolmate, have you? Even weirder, especially if she hasn’t.


I sit at the kitchen table, abstractedly chewing the inside of my mouth, eyes on the “notifications” icon. After two minutes, a “1” pops up and I rush to click on it. Sophie Hannigan has accepted your friend request. Naturally she’s the sort of person that’s always on Facebook. She’s not sent me a message, which makes me feel a bit sick and panicky, but I trawl through her profile anyway. While it might not give me much of an insight into what her life is really like, it certainly tells me a lot about how she wants the world to see her. She changes her profile picture once or twice every week, an endless succession of flattering images accompanied by the inevitable compliments from friends of both sexes. One of her male friends, Jim Pett (who appears to be married to someone else) comments on every one: I would, one of them says; I just have, another. Oh Jim, you always have to lower the tone, she replies, mock-disgusted, loving it.


I know that Facebook offers an idealized version of life, edited and primped to show the world what we want it to see. And yet I can’t stifle the pangs of envy at her undimmed beauty, the photos, the exotic locations, the comments, the uproarious social whirl, the wide circle of successful friends. There’s no mention of a partner though, nor any sign of children, and I catch myself judging her a little bit for this. It seems that even after what I’ve been through I still see it as a marker of success for women: finding a partner, creating life.


When it comes to sending her a message, I am paralyzed by indecision. How can I explain what has happened? But who else is there that I can talk to about this? Once I might have spoken to Sam, but that’s out of the question now. I decide to keep it simple and try to be breezy:


Hi Sophie, it’s been a long time! I type, cringing at the desperation that she will surely sense oozing from every word. Looks like we are both in London! Would love to see you sometime! Too many exclamation marks, but I don’t know how else to communicate breeziness. Clearly I shouldn’t have worried about that, because a message pings back immediately.




Hey! Great to hear from you!! Love to see you!! Are you coming to the reunion?





Hope so! I type, my fingers slipping on the keys. Waiting to hear about a possible diary clash but would be great to see everyone!


I’m conscious of the mismatch between the brightness of my tone and the confusion and distress I feel as I type. A voice inside my head (probably Polly’s) is telling me to stop, to ignore the reunion altogether, but I can’t do it.


I know! Gonna be great!! she replies.


My God, these exclamation marks are killing me. I can’t do this on e-mail; I need to see her. I gather myself and begin to type.




Be great to catch up properly before the big day—fancy meeting for a drink?





I press send before I have a chance to change my mind. Up until now the messages have been flying back and forth like nobody’s business, but there’s a slightly longer hiatus after I send this one. I hold my breath.




Sure, why not? Why don’t you come over to my place for a drink—how about this Friday?





I exhale, shaking. I feel a bit strange about going to her house—I would have preferred somewhere neutral—but I can’t keep this up much longer, so I agree. She gives me her address, a flat in Kensington, and we say good-bye with a flurry of kisses and smiley faces from her and a couple of self-conscious kisses from me. Another notification pops up straightaway. I’ve been tagged in a post by Sophie Hannigan: Looking forward to catching up with my old mate Louise Williams on Friday night! I click the like button with trembling hands. I am thankful that this first encounter with Sophie took place online, giving me time to compose myself privately afterward. I’m an adult now, I think. I don’t need her approval. But I’m not even convincing myself.


Outside, night is falling. I close the laptop and sit unmoving at my kitchen table for a long time. First the Facebook request, then the reunion, now this meeting with Sophie… I feel as though I’m on a ride, or a journey, that nobody asked me if I wanted to go on. Although I am profoundly shocked by the turn events have taken, at some level I’ve always been expecting this to happen, or something like it. I don’t know who is driving or where we are going, but wheels have been set in motion and I don’t know how to stop them.















Chapter 4



2016


I notice the photo is missing just before the doorbell rings.


It usually sits on top of the freestanding shelving unit next to the fridge: a selfie of me and Henry on the beach, framed by an unfeasibly blue sky, our eyes screwed up against the brightness of the sun. The unit also acts as a holding area for unpaid bills, letters from the school, shopping lists, and scribbled reminders to myself about things I need to do. I knew that adjusting to life as a single, working mother would be hard emotionally, but the practicalities took me by surprise. Sometimes I feel that I am hanging on to life by my fingernails, always just seconds from falling.


I leave Henry sitting at the table, painstakingly forking individual pieces of pasta into his mouth, and open the door.


“You’re early.”


“Yes, well, even though I have babysat for you a million times, I know there’s going to be a list of instructions as long as my arm: current favorite book, the precise angle he likes the door to be left open, the configuration and pecking order of the cuddly toys. These things take time. Can I come in then?”


“Sorry.” I step back and Polly whirls past me, divesting herself of an enormous striped scarf, which is practically the length of her entire body, and a Puffa coat, and unzipping knee-length leather boots to reveal graying leggings that don’t quite meet her mismatched socks, a stripe of unshaven leg visible in the gap between.


“How’s things with you?” I ask, hanging up her coat and scarf.


“Oh, the usual. Work’s a nightmare; you were so right to get out of there, set up on your own.”


She’s said this pretty much every time I’ve seen her since I left Blue Door Interior Design three years ago, but we both know she’d go crazy after just one day of sitting alone at home like I do, with only the odd meeting to break things up a bit. She thrives on the chat, the office gossip, the vibe that thrums between colleagues in a busy, demanding workplace. Whereas I don’t miss it one bit. I go out for occasional drinks with some of my old colleagues, but apart from Polly I wouldn’t describe any of them as friends.


“I know, although sometimes I wish there was someone else to share the load,” I say pointedly over my shoulder as we walk to the kitchen.


Polly grins. I’m always trying to persuade her to leave Blue Door and come into business with me. We’d be able to take on some of the work I have to turn down.


It was hard at first, going it alone, but it felt like the right time. Henry was almost one, and I was due back at Blue Door after taking the maximum maternity leave. The thought of going back to work full-time, being out of the house the whole time Henry was awake, alarmed me. Sam had been worried about how we would all cope when I was back at work—in fact, he was keen for me to give up work altogether, but financially it wasn’t doable; and actually I was ready to get back to work again, just not to rejoin the rat race. I think we all thought it would make for an easier pace of life if I was working from home, building up the business slowly. It didn’t really work out like that though.


I got in touch with someone I’d worked with years before, Rosemary Wright-Collins, and it turned out she was looking for someone to do the interiors for all her properties. Rosemary is a property developer with impeccable taste and a huge wallet, and it was a real coup to get her as my first client. The fact that I did, and that she is still using me for every new project she takes on, is a huge source of pride for me. She’s even written a glowing testimonial for my website. But it did mean that I had to hit the ground running, sort childcare for Henry, get straight back into professional mode.


“Caro’s driving me insane,” Polly goes on. “She’s got a new man again and she keeps phoning me what feels like every ten minutes to ask me what various text messages mean, what she should wear, whether she should shave her whatsit. I do not know what I did to deserve such a sister. I mean, for God’s sake, how am I to know if women these days are shaving their whatsits? Aaron would be so delighted if I ever wanted to have sex that I don’t think he’d care if I was covered in a fine down from head to toe… Henry! How’s my favorite boy?”


She swoops down and kisses his head.


He smiles through the tomato sauce.


“Hello, Polly.”


“He’s been looking forward to you coming all day,” I say. “Apparently you read more stories than me.”


“Well, Thomas the Tank’s all new to me, the girls were never interested. You got any new ones, H?”


His face lights up.


“Yes! Daddy got me three new Thomas books: Charlie, Arthur, and Diesel. Will you read them to me?”


“Of course! That’s what I’m here for!”


“Mummy? Can I go and get them?”


“Yes, if you’ve had enough pasta. Just let me have a chat with Polly though, and then when I’ve gone she’ll read them all to you.”


“Tell you what, H, why don’t you go and make a start on a massive train track while I talk to Mummy, and then I’ll come and play with it when she’s gone out. Deal?”


“Deal!” says Henry, visibly bursting with joy at the prospect and scurrying out of the kitchen, already mentally constructing the track.


Polly sits down at the table and pops a piece of cold pasta from Henry’s plate into her mouth. I kneel on the floor by the shelving unit, and pull it away from the wall slightly, its contents wobbling precariously on their shelves. I run my hand along on the floor behind it just to be sure, but there’s nothing there.


“What are you doing?”


“I keep a photo on here usually—you know, that lovely one of me and Henry on the beach.”


“Oh yes, I know. And…?” She gestures to me on the floor.


“It’s gone.”


“What do you mean, gone?”


“Well, I haven’t moved it, and it’s not there. It’s always there.”


“Maybe you were dusting it, and you got distracted and put it somewhere else? You know what you’re like.”


“But where? It’s not exactly huge in here.” There are units down either side of the galley, and then the room opens out slightly at the end, with just enough space for a small dining table by the patio doors. The photo is nowhere to be seen.


“Or Henry’s moved it?”


“Yes, maybe. Henry!” He comes in, a wooden bridge in one hand and a plastic elephant about twice the size of the bridge in the other.


“Have you seen the photo of me and you? The one that’s normally on the shelf there?”


He shrugs. “No. Can I go back to my track?”


“Yes, OK.” I turn to Polly. “Well, where is it, then?” Maria’s friend request hums in the background of my thoughts all the time, coloring my view of the world. A few days ago, I wouldn’t have given the missing photo a second thought, and even now the rational part of me says I’m being ridiculous; but in a small, scared corner of my mind, I can’t help but wonder: Has someone been in my flat?


“Oh, don’t worry, it’ll turn up. It’s got to be somewhere. So, who’s this old school friend you’re going to see tonight?” asks Polly.


I fill the kettle with water, stalling for time, anxiety about the missing photo still playing at the edges of my mind. I’m unsure how much I want to share with Polly. I’ve never spoken to her (or anyone, in fact) about what happened with Maria. It’s too big, too unwieldy. I don’t know how to configure my tongue into the right shapes to explain it. That was one of the reasons it was such a relief to be with Sam. I never had to explain it to him because he was there. Sometimes I wonder if I would have put up with so much for so long if it hadn’t been for the fact that he was one of the only people who knew what I had done. He had seen the very worst of me and yet he still loved me, in his own way.


“Oh, just a girl who I lost touch with years ago. She contacted me on Facebook, thought it would be nice to meet for a catch-up,” I say, trying to keep my voice light. Tonight’s not the time to go into it; if I start explaining what happened to Maria, even the heavily edited version that I would have to tell Polly, we’ll be here all night, and I haven’t even figured out what I’m going to wear yet. I can’t ask Polly for help with that, much as I’d like to, because then I’d have to explain why it matters so much to me to look good tonight.


“That’s great,” says Polly. She’s always on me to go out more, see my other friends. She thinks, and she’s probably right, that I’ve neglected them in my eagerness to focus on Henry in the wake of the split from Sam. The only one who hasn’t dropped away is her, because she refuses to.


“So she would have known Sam too, this girl you’re going to see?” Polly goes on, frowning.


“Yes, of course.”


“Does she know that he’s left you for that… that… floozy?” Polly’s fury at Sam’s treatment of me, and her contempt for Catherine, his new, younger wife, knows no bounds.


I feel a fierce pang of love for her. She and Aaron and Sam and I never really progressed as a foursome, beyond the occasional dinner together. I used to wish that we were more of a gang, like some of the other couples that I knew who holidayed together, but I’m glad now that Polly stayed so very much mine, and that Aaron and Sam never gelled.


“I don’t even know if she knows that Sam and I were married,” I say. “Although I wouldn’t be surprised if she knows the whole story; she always knew all the gossip at school.” Well, not the whole story. No one knows that. Not even Polly.


“Hmm, OK. Now,” Polly says, and I can tell that whatever’s coming next, it’s something she’s planned to say to me before she arrived, “have you thought any more about what I said? About internet dating?”


“I don’t know, Polly. I’m not sure I’m ready to meet anyone.” I spend longer than necessary looking for tea bags in the cupboard. “You know I need to concentrate on Henry, and work. I don’t have a lot of time for anything else.” It’s not time that’s the problem. It’s me. I think I might be broken. After all those years with Sam, I wouldn’t have a clue how to go about conducting a new relationship.


“That’s exactly why you should do it! You need something else, something that’s just for you. I totally understand why you’ve had to devote all your energy to Henry, especially with him starting school this year, but it’s been two years since Sam left. That’s a long time, Lou.”


It feels like yesterday. The pain has dulled a little, but it’s still there, like a gap where a tooth has been extracted. Some days I can leave it alone, but others I can’t help probing it with my tongue to see how much it still hurts. No matter how things were at the end, I can’t forget how we felt like one person rather than two separate beings, how we were swallowed up into each other, the times I saw myself reflected in his eyes looking better than I had ever looked. How we used to be everything to each other, not needing anyone else. I drag my thoughts away from him, back to Polly.


“I know,” I say reluctantly. “You’re probably right. I’m OK on my own though. Better, even.”


“Well, you’re certainly better off on your own than being with him. But you could be more than OK, you could be happy. You deserve some fun, and to be with someone who will treat you well, put you first. Look after you.”


“Sam did all that,” I say defensively. Sometimes I think Polly forgets how happy Sam and I were until a few years ago when things started to go wrong. How much he loved me, needed me even. At sixteen he hadn’t seemed to need anybody. He was so sure of himself, verging on arrogant, although I never would have said so at the time. I kept my devotion to him a secret back then because I feared he would scorn such puppyish emotion. But when we met again ten years later, he was different: a little softer, a little more vulnerable. Something in him responded to and was grateful for the uncritical teenage adoration I still felt for him.


“Oh my God!” says Polly. “Why are you still defending him? What he did to you was so wrong.”


“Yes, I know. But it wasn’t all his fault.”


“Yes it was! It was totally all his fault!” Polly pulls her unruly hair into a ponytail and twists it around in frustration. This is a conversation we’ve had many times before and both of us know it’s never going to end in agreement, so I pull her back.


“So… this online dating thing, what would I even say about myself?”


“Aha! That’s where you don’t need to worry.” Polly smiles with the air of a poker player pulling out a trump card. One of the many things I love about her is her inability to hold a grudge. She can be really cross with you about something one minute, but make her laugh and it’s all forgotten. “There’s this site where your friend puts up your profile—they write it, say what kind of man you’re looking for, everything. You just sit back and wait for the offers to come rolling in.”


“And this friend would be…?” I smile, squishing the tea bags against the inside of the mugs and adding milk.


“Ta-dah!” Polly does jazz hands around her face. “Seriously though, what have you got to lose?”


It’s not so much what I’ve got to lose as what I could potentially gain. Do I really want to open myself up to the possibility of hurt again? I’ve worked so hard to get to where I am today—independent, self-sufficient, just me and Henry, happy in our little bubble. Making sure that Henry is OK has been my only concern apart from my work, and although there are days when I wish I could turn the clock back, actually I’m OK: healthier, happier. In fact I can’t imagine ever being with anyone else. I’m scared that I’m spoiled. A phrase I heard my mother use when I was a child echoes in my head: damaged goods.


“OK, don’t be cross,” Polly goes on, “but I’ve set you up a profile on the site. Why don’t you have a look and see what you think?” She pulls my laptop toward her from the other side of the table.


“Wait!” I jump forward and snatch it from her. Maria’s Facebook page is open on there.


Polly draws her hand back in confusion. “The profile’s not live yet. I set it up so you can check it before I upload it.”


“Oh, no, sorry, it’s not that,” I say, opening up the lid, hoping she doesn’t notice the barely perceptible tremor in my hands. “It’s just that my laptop’s password protected. I’ll do it.”


I hit a few random keys as if typing in a password, then close down Facebook and hand the laptop over to Polly. She opens a new window and taps away for a few seconds.


“OK, here you are: Independent, funny female seeks similar male, thirty-five to fifty, for country walks, delicious food, and nights in and out.”


“I hate country walks.”


“I know, but they all seem to love them so I thought you might give yourself more of a chance if you said you did.”


“Right, OK… and delicious food? Won’t they think that’s a way of warning them that I’m really fat?”


“They’ll be able to see your photo, so they’ll know you’re not. Look.” She clicks on the photo. She’s used one I’ve never seen before, taken at a barbecue at her and Aaron’s last summer. I’m wearing a bright print cotton dress and sunglasses, holding a glass of wine and laughing. I look happy and carefree. I don’t look like me.


“So?” says Polly hopefully. “Can I upload it?”


“Oh God, go on then.” She’s never going to let this go, and I suppose there’s no harm in putting myself on the site. I don’t have to go on any dates, after all.


“Yay!” says Polly, clicking away happily. “Right, you get changed. I’ll do this, then I’ll go and play with Henry. I’ve set you up a new e-mail address for all the replies, OK? So you can keep it separate. I’ll send the details to your normal e-mail address.”


I try on about five of my “best” outfits, but I look overdressed and try-hard in all of them, so in the end I aim for casual but funky in a denim skirt, leggings, and roll-neck sweater. Henry and Polly are absorbed in a train-crash drama when I pop my head into the sitting room to say good-bye, but Henry tears himself away to give our parting the gravity he feels is its due. Farewells are a serious matter for him, not to be taken lightly.


As I walk toward Crystal Palace station, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, and see with trepidation that I have a Facebook notification. When I click on it, though, it’s only a status update from Polly. Having fun matchmaking and living vicariously through Louise Williams on matchmymate.com, she’s written, tagging me so that it will appear on my page too. Thanks for letting everyone know, I reply, adding a smiley face so she knows I’m not pissed off. Everyone and their dog seem to do internet dating these days, so I don’t mind my friends knowing. I think with a smile of the reaction some of them will have to Polly’s post, already looking forward to the comments, and I realize with a jolt that I’ve been looking for a way back into my life. Maybe this is it.















Chapter 5



2016


I’m rummaging in my handbag for my transit card when I first get the feeling someone is watching me.


There’s nothing specific that I can put my finger on, just an awareness, a prickling on the back of my neck. I glance around, but the station is busy with a mix of commuters on their way home and locals on their way into central London for a night out. I try to force myself to breathe evenly: I’m overreacting, letting my imagination run away with me. But my fingers stab uselessly inside my bag, the tension from them running all the way up to my shoulders, which are hunched as if in readiness for an attack.


I look around, my eyes sliding unseeing over the men to search out women of my age. Could that be her, that woman in the expensive-looking camel wool coat standing by the entrance? She pulls a compact from her bag and turns toward me slightly as she checks her makeup under the harsh fluorescent light. No, it’s definitely not her, but it strikes me what a futile exercise this is. My mental image of Maria is decades out of date anyway, and who knows what blows life has dealt her if she has somehow survived? My chances of recognizing her are slim to none, yet still my eyes sweep the ticket hall: not her… not her… not her.


I move swiftly through the barriers and half run down the stairs, trying to look as if I’m hurrying to catch a train, not running from something, or someone. I arrive breathless on the platform, more so than the run warrants, and push my way through the waiting passengers to the far end. My ragged breath is visible in the dark air before me, but a line of sweat trickles down my back. There’s still five minutes to wait for the train, so I stand close to the back wall, my bag gathered to me, eyes scanning the busy platform. When the train arrives, I get on and walk quickly down the first carriage, slipping into the second and pausing in the vestibule next to the bathroom. I stand there a moment, trying to slow my breathing, but then the electronic door to the bathroom slides open to reveal a young man vomiting into the toilet. I wince and walk down into the second carriage, taking a seat by the window. I rest my head against the glass, closing my eyes for a second against the houses that flash past with their glimpses of cozy family life through the lighted windows. I jerk around when I feel someone slip into the seat beside me, but it’s a young girl, talking very fast and angrily on her phone. She doesn’t take the slightest bit of notice of me.


At Victoria I cross the concourse, trying to keep my eyes ahead, telling myself I’m being absurd. Even if someone were following me, I’m in a crowded station. I am safe. I join the crowds surging down into the Underground and stand on the platform. We are packed in so tightly that I can only see those people closest to me, everyone else just a sea of hot bodies, cheeks still red and cold from the freezing air outside, sweating in their winter coats. There’s no way anyone could still be watching me now; it’s too busy.


By the time the tube pulls into South Kensington, I’ve convinced myself that I was being paranoid. I’ve allowed the fear I felt when I first got Maria’s friend request to overlay my life like an Instagram filter, turning everything a shade darker. No one is following me. I walk evenly up the steps from the platform, the knot in my stomach easing a little. The easiest route to Sophie’s flat, and the one I planned when I looked up her address earlier, is through the tunnel that runs under the roads to the museums. During the day it’s thronged with people—families going to see the dinosaurs in the Natural History Museum, tourists on their way to the V&A museum, but now although it’s not deserted, it’s quiet. I consider carrying straight on with the majority of people as they stream out of the main entrance, but then I give myself a mental shake. I’ve allowed myself to become cowed, afraid. I’m being ridiculous. I turn down the tunnel.


I’m about halfway along when I hear the footsteps. I can see a man about fifty yards ahead of me, but otherwise I am alone, apart from whoever is behind me. I speed up just a fraction, I hope not enough for anyone to notice, but I’m sure the footsteps speed up too. They echo around the tunnel; proper shoes, not sneakers. I speed up a bit more; so do the shoes. I risk a glance behind me and I can see a figure in a black coat, hood up. I daren’t look for long and I can’t tell at this distance whether it’s a man or a woman. I’m not far from the end of the tunnel now and I am filled with a need to be outside, where there are cars and people. I start to run, and so does the figure behind me. My handbag is flying up and down and the shopping bag in my hand containing a bottle of wine that I spent forty minutes choosing in the supermarket last night bangs against my leg with every stride. Blood roars in my head and my chest starts to burn, and then finally I see the exit, and a group of women in suits coming toward me, chatting and laughing. I slow my pace, breathing heavily. One of the women looks at me with concern.


“Are you OK?”


I force a smile. “Yes, I’m fine. Just… in a hurry.”


She smiles and goes back to her conversation. Once they have passed me and I am nearly at the exit, I look back. There is no sign of the figure in the black coat; no one there at all but the group of women, their laughter echoing around the tunnel.


Out on the street, I lean against a wall for a moment until my breath, which has been coming in panicky gasps, slows to something approaching normal. Out here in the street-lit world, full of people and cars and life, my fear seems suddenly out of proportion. What did I think was going to happen?


I force myself to check the map on my phone and start walking, legs still wobbly, in the direction of Sophie’s flat. Soon I find myself walking down a row of elegant, cream Georgian terraces fronted by black wrought iron railings and sporting carefully tended window boxes. Normally I would be peering enviously through the large sash windows at antique furniture and painstakingly restored fireplaces, my own flat seeming cramped and plain in comparison. Some of them are still one house, with the basement converted into a homey but expensive-looking kitchen with room for a squashy sofa as well as the obligatory kitchen island. Today, however, I can’t focus on anything except Maria.


Workers rush past me in their daytime uniforms, wrapped up against the freezing wind, hurrying home to hot baths, warm rooms, dinners cooked by loved ones. I pass a group of teenage girls dressed in onesies and sheepskin boots with their hair in enormous curlers. They are dancing along together, oblivious to the cold, arms linked, hysterical with laughter. I feel a twinge of envy laced with shame, and am filled with a sudden longing to be curled up on the sofa reading Henry a Thomas the Tank Engine story.


When I reach Sophie’s door, I glance up at the lighted windows behind the plantation shutters, firmly closed to keep out the darkness. I take a moment to compose myself, and then press the top buzzer. Seconds later there’s a pattering of feet, and a figure gradually takes shape, refracted through the stained-glass panels in the front door. And then the door is opening, and there she is. We look at each other for a couple of seconds, both of us seemingly unsure about how to play this. Then she breaks into a smile that lights up every corner of her lovely face.
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