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            Mum-to-be Rachel did everything right, but it all went wrong. Her son, Luke, was stillborn and she finds herself on maternity leave without a baby, trying to make sense of her loss.

            When a misguided well-wisher tells her that ‘everything happens for a reason’, she becomes obsessed with finding that reason, driven by grief and convinced that she is somehow to blame. She remembers that on the day she discovered her pregnancy, she’d stopped a man from jumping in front of a train, and she’s now certain that saving his life cost her the life of her son.

            Desperate to find him, she enlists an unlikely ally in Lola, an Underground worker, and Lola’s seven-year-old daughter, Josephine, and eventually tracks him down, with completely unexpected results…

            Both a heart-wrenchingly poignant portrait of grief and a gloriously uplifting and disarmingly funny story of a young woman’s determination, Everything Happens for a Reason is a bittersweet, life-affirming read and, quite simply, unforgettable.
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            Everything Happens for a Reason

         

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Fri 17/2, 09:15

            SUBJECT: What now? 

         

         I know what’s going to happen. You see it too. I’m colouring in too hard, over and over the same patch, and the paper’s falling apart.

         I go round and round that day, the night, and the morning. I reach the end, go back to the start, do it four times, five, more. It takes hours, and sometimes minutes, depends what you include. I take different starting points – here, the taxi, the room – but I always go to the end. Sometimes a detail emerges, like that toddler pressing all the buttons in the lift and how we went down before we went up. It doesn’t help. I can’t make myself believe it, I don’t want to believe it. It doesn’t make sense.

         They get that too. Everyone – well, not everyone. Most of them. They call (I don’t pick up), they text to say how bad they feel for me, how sorry, how awful it must be. You know, telling me what I should feel but at the same time careful to say they can’t imagine how I feel. All that energy poured into imagining something that they don’t want to be able to imagine or don’t want to tell me they can imagine or at least they imagine I don’t want them to imagine or to imagine them imagining. See? I’m going fucking mad here.

         Sorry, inappropriate.

         Hang on, the door’s about to go. Van’s stopping on the double yellows, it’ll be for me.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 20/2, 18:38

            SUBJECT: Invasion 

         

         Sorry, gone longer than I meant.

         If you’re reading these, you’ll be wondering what I’ve been up to. 2I have that effect on people. Will from Continuity called last week, asked, ‘What do you do all day?’ I told him laundry – which is true. No one tells you how helpful sadness is for staying on top of housework. I have a system: socks in one load, hang them in their pairs; T-shirts in another, iron while damp. It’s bad for the polar bears, but they’d understand. Two hours too late, I came up with a better line for Will. I’ll have it to hand next time: ‘All those little jobs I’ve been meaning to do for years.’ If pressed, I’ll say, ‘Gutters, the loft, sorting photos.’ They’ll know I’m busy and productive and everyone will be happy.

         But because it’s you, I can tell you I haven’t started on the gutters (too wet). The loft is not something I can do on my own and the photos would set me back months – there are 10,543 and each photo costs me an average of four minutes’ preoccupation. (‘That row about that driver’; ‘Never again dungarees’; ‘Did we know that’s the happiest we’d ever be?’)

         What do I do? The last few days have just gone. But I can’t say what with, apart from a socks and pants cycle.

         I can tell you how it started though. With an invasion.

         I was right, the florist van was for me. Jean and Tim, my mother’s friends. You don’t know them.

         I was still behind the front door, picking out bits of rosemary added by some hipster florist, when the letterbox clattered open. He’s a light-footed creep, that postman.

         To be fair, the post’s helpful. It gives the day shape. Washing machine on, coffee, post, empty machine, hang, iron. Routine’s important.

         If you were into that kind of thing, you could use the post to measure how much time has passed. At the start, it was almost all cards. Now, nearly three weeks on – two weeks and five days – the cards are thinning out. We’re back to bills and bank statements. Except today, along with an insurance renewal for Lester and something from the taxman, sorry, tax person, there was a card. That’s what it looked like at least. I won’t bore you with what a Trojan horse 3is, but that’s what it was. Innocuous magnolia envelope, murderous contents.

         I pieced together the Bristol postmark and the handwriting – biro, bulges on the a’s, b’s and d’s, like an elephant had sat on them. Liz.

         Liz is on the you’ve-left-it-far-too-long list, along with cousin Jools, two women in Outreach and Vic from primary school.

         I’m not unreasonable. I know some people were on holiday, or out of stamps. Some late arrivals managed to make it off the left-it-far-too-long list. But the deadline’s passed for the rest. Each day they stayed silent, they made you smaller.

         I stare at Liz’s magnolia-clad appeal for clemency lying on the table. The kitchen table. I stopped to make coffee.

         I should have known. Why expect maturity from someone who dots her i’s with a daisy.

         You can tell I’m stalling. I might as well tell you. Explains the three-day silence. And like I said, no one likes a long silence.

         I tear the envelope – easily, it’s cheap paper. Inside is a single postcard.

         And this is the stupid bit, I pull it out without thinking. I drop it. It lands face up on the table, and it’s too late to look away. Its glassy little eyes stare up at me.

         Who the fuck sends a picture of a newborn baby to a grieving mother?

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 20/2, 19:20

            SUBJECT: Plan 

         

         Didn’t mean to leave you with that. He came in, with daffodils, and he doesn’t know about this. You know who. But I’m not going to give him that name. There’s no value in spelling this out – you of all people should see that. Let’s just call him E. 4

         I’ve put him a chicken tikka in. I ate earlier. Routine.

         People underestimate the power of structure. You watch them making up dinner on the fly or setting off without checking the trains, packing the day of a flight. Take Callum in Creativity, aka Mr Sorry-it’s-all-I’ve-got-in. Started with him serving up Bolognese with rice, then he’s eating cereal with apple juice and Sally walks out when he brings her a coffee with yoghurt stirred in. Next comes the mental breakdown and they think you need a Harley Street head doctor to work it out.

         I’ve made a plan for us. It’s a simple one – two strands: I tell you what I’ve been up to, and I give you some pointers on what you should be up to. It’s amazing how many charts there are, targets, timelines, all sorts. Like now, for instance, you should be able to recognise me.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 20/2, 21:47

            SUBJECT: Unsure 

         

         E’s gone to bed early. I’m waiting to take biscuits out of the oven, ginger and vanilla. No, not together. Two trays, one vanilla, one ginger, because I’m becoming someone who doesn’t know what they think or want.

         The daffodils started it. ‘But they’re your favourites,’ says E.

         ‘Were.’

         The ones outside our hospital window were early, mixed in with snowdrops. My mother says the same thing every year when they appear – ‘Start of new starts’ – and she brings out her three daffodil tea towels, puts away the primrose ones. Bluebells come next.

         They’ll be gone by the time we go back for the post-mortem. 5

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 21/2, 11:54

            SUBJECT: Before-and-after markers 

         

         E called and said I have to remember to eat, so I went to the deli on the edge of the common, the one with rocky road.

         It’s when I see the sign – the way they’ve made the U in Lou’s Beans look like a cup – that I feel it. Like being lighter, a sort of ease. If you want an image, there’s this advert for incontinence pads (nappies for grown-ups). A sixty-something woman running along a beach behind a Dalmatian like neither of them will ever tire.

         For a minute, that’s what it was like. Because the last time I walked up that road, waited at that crossing and walked in to order a decaf skinny latte, you were with me. I knew where I was going and I would never tire.

         I queued for a minute then left without ordering. The lightness had worn off. I can’t be there anymore, because nothing’s the same, is it? I could do that walk again and again, I could use that same non-biological washing powder and put on the same playlist – a mix of Mozart and Miles Davis compiled for your benefit – but any illusion of before will be just that. The walk’s all different anyway, the trees are full of white blossom. Can you see them?

         Everything’s segmented by these moments that I’ll call before-and-after markers. The hospital is one. The markers fall, splay themselves out on your timeline like a body across a train track, and nothing is the same. There’s no crossing back over a marker. Or the only going back is the cruel kind, like this morning, a glimpse of before on a walk to a coffee shop.

         And the markers bring on physical symptoms. Not just the avoidance tactics you’d expect: the deli, medical dramas, E. But symptoms inside me.

         Take this one: I call it phrasal retentiveness. It’s like someone built a library in my head and I now store away every trite phrase, every 6text message, every ad slogan. (The incontinence one, by the way, is ‘laugh like everyone’s watching.’ Which comes from ‘dance like nobody’s watching’, which in my brain has turned into ‘load the dishwasher like nobody’s watching’, because there are upsides to being alone.)

         It’s all exacerbated by the fact that in the after, everyone only ever speaks to me in old borrowed phrases, scared to improvise. It’s all ‘deepest sympathy’, ‘thoughts and prayers’ and ‘anything you need’.

         I hear them once and they are there forever, stuck on repeat and word perfect. Sounds useful, doesn’t it? No doubt a career in the intelligence services beckons. But for now, the phrases are all I have for company and they’re crap at it.

         You need examples, don’t you?

         We’ll start with Bristol Liz. Yes, the glassy-eyed little creature on the card was hers. Did she even tell me she was pregnant?

         Once I was breathing again, I turned his face away. On the other side, she and Tom were delighted to announce the arrival of their predictably named little boy, Max. Italics proclaimed ‘our little family has gotten [sic] eight pounds heavier’. She’d had them sent from home.

         At the foot of the card, the elated new mother had managed to scrawl Hey, Hope you’re well, Liz xxx.

         Hope you’re well. Really? How do you think I am? Never better, so well I’m running a marathon in memory of basic fucking manners.

         To be fair, Liz almost certainly does hope I’m well. Everyone does. Not because they particularly care, they just want life to resume, or never to be disrupted in the first place. In the world of baby showers and families putting on eight pounds, there’s no place for our story.

         Stupid phrasal retentiveness. ‘Hey, hope you’re well’ is unstoppable. Sometimes I hear it in her transatlantic squawk, sometimes in my voice and sometimes in the Bristol accent of a gentrified cider farmer drawing out the you’rrre.

         This is how it will be now. Haunted by other people’s clumsy 7words. Liz’s ‘hey, hope you’re well’ and the likes of ‘when will you try again?’ and ‘at least he didn’t suffer.’ Sorry, you didn’t need to hear that one.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 21/2, 15:57

            SUBJECT: Weakness 

         

         E’s going to be late, ‘lots to catch up on’. Catch up from what? He never stopped working. Bad timing, big campaign, he said. Shouty Americans keep calling in the middle of our night. He puts them on speakerphone to make me laugh. It’s all ‘sunset the old branding’, ‘hit kids hard with this’, ‘those drones won’t launch themselves’.

         He’ll stay late, go on for a quick drink, then another. ‘Come and join us,’ he said on the phone.

         ‘They don’t want me in the way,’ I said.

         ‘They’d love to see you.’

         ‘Another time,’ I said. ‘Don’t rush back. It’ll do you good.’

         Don’t blame yourself, he was like this before, says it’s part of the job, ‘the industry’. You’re the excuse to take it to extremes. The excuse he can’t talk about. And if he were here, what would I say to him? After what I did to us.

         I was left with the consolation of ironed pyjamas and toast without crusts in front of the TV (sound mostly off for fear of the phrases). That was the plan. But because she always senses these moments, my mother calls.

         I ignore her first two attempts and give in on the third.

         ‘Napping? It’s Tuesday. Come to prayer night,’ she says.

         She deploys her usual lines: ‘It’s just what you need, Pebble’, ‘a place to reflect’, ‘friendly faces’.

         I picture the friendly faces as medical students gathering round a bed to gawp at me, their worst car-crash victim yet. Their heads tip 8to one side, they try to smile but can’t mask their inner ‘Oh, shit! You’re a mess.’

         But it’s intriguing – more so than The One Show, which let itself down last night by dedicating a full ten minutes to the prospect of snow disrupting Pancake Day. Plus, it’s a chance to meet Emma and Graham – the prayer-group leaders described as ‘like family’ by my mother – and all the other names that have come to dominate her Sunday lunchtime ramblings. The hotchpotch of lonely Londoners who took her in after my father’s latest affair.

         I have the urge to refer to her as Grandma. Hope that’s OK.

         Well, your grandma can’t believe it when I say, ‘You’re right. I’ll come.’

         She’s overflowing with travel information and directions, as if her prayer group is an Al Qaeda cell that meets in a disused sewer works. As it turns out, they use a primary school in Elephant and Castle. It’s reachable by no fewer than seven different bus routes, an Overground station and the Northern Line, raves Grandma. ‘Emma and Graham are all about equal accession,’ she says. I let it go. Maybe it was intentional.

         What do people wear to prayer nights?

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 21/2, 22:40

            SUBJECT: Worst one yet 

         

         Should never have left the house. Never have taken the Tube. New phrase: ‘Everything happens for a reason.’ 9

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 21/2, 23:05

            SUBJECT: Does it? 

         

         Why say that? E’s still out. I’m taking something. Will explain in morning, if I can.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 22/2, 10:46

            SUBJECT: Prayer night, or Some People Are Always Waiting to Pounce 

         

         I suppose Elephant and Castle sounds magical to you. It’s not. No elephants, no castles. But Grandma was right about the transport links.

         She’d wanted to meet outside for a ‘quick pre-chat’ and go in together. I declined by reminding her of the local crime rate – helpful thing about Grandma is she scares easily.

         Instead, I arrive late and find them singing in a circle, about fifteen of them. The man with the guitar has to be Graham but he looks nothing like his name. You’re picturing a silver-haired school bus driver, bit of a belly, aren’t you? Not this Graham. He’s in his thirties, slim, neat beard and a voice wasted on hallelujahs. Next to him is a tall Asian woman, singing louder than the rest, hands raised to the low classroom ceiling. Emma, no doubt. She’s wearing a green wrap-over cardigan, obscuring a baby bump. Thanks for the heads-up, Grandma.

         The door’s closing behind me and I reach back for the handle but it bangs shut. Sodding fire doors. Graham’s blue eyes look over and your darling Grandma gives Emma a broad smile, like a fox cub presenting its first kill. Sorry, unintended ginger joke.

         Emma makes a big show of welcoming me and tells the group that 10‘Moira’s daughter’ is going through ‘dark times’. I’m glad I dressed in black. I’m commended for ‘reaching out’, like we’re in sodding Motown. She’d get on well with Liz.

         At least Emma speaks with big arm gestures, allowing me to establish that the cardigan is simply an unflattering cut. Bought online, probably.

         In keeping with our classroom surroundings – papier mâché volcanoes, a solar system arranged with no regard for scale – Emma divides us into three smaller groups. Our task: to discuss ‘healing love’. I am with Graham, a skinny woman with a gold necklace that says Deb, and an older man.

         Grandma’s group join hands in a corner and mumble a prayer that no one seems to know with any confidence. As they stand, I notice she’s wearing trousers. They’re old-people trousers (loose, cream, folds down the front) but young for her – young to fit in with her new friends.

         Our group keep their hands to themselves but sit far too close together on low desks. Because there was a Tesco Express on the way and they were on offer, I have a pack of ginger biscuits in my bag. As I pull them out, a woman in the next group looks over. Graham makes things worse. ‘How sweet. Are they vegan?’ he asks.

         ‘Of course,’ I reply, hoping they’re made with kitten milk and the eggs of trafficked chickens.

         But he’s moved on and is telling us to go round the group and talk about how ‘God’s love’ has guided us out of some valley or other. As you’d expect, we say nothing and stare at the unopened biscuits on my lap. Their eyes wander to my clammy hands, then my you-know-what.

         ‘I can start us off,’ says Graham. ‘Some of you know about my old life.’

         Don’t get your hopes up. He goes on to describe what any normal person would call casual drinking but, in Graham’s mind – with Emma’s help – has morphed into full-blown alcoholism. To Graham, 11God appeared not in a crack house, nor in a jail cell, but at the champagne bar of a Michelin-starred restaurant, in the form of Emma, a City lawyer. Or something like that. I spent half his account wondering when and how to open the biscuits.

         The older man, Ian, has a more interesting problem: gambling. Slots mainly. Sometimes horses. And yes, God’s set him straight. Or so he claims.

         When it’s Deb’s turn, we wait as she reuses the same tissue over and over, stopping and starting her story. ‘What I want to say, is that God was there, never left me,’ she blubs. I don’t know if this is the best or worst moment to open the biscuits.

         ‘I mean, after I lost Rupert,’ Deb carries on.

         I reach for her hand. It has to be her child. Deb’s too young to lose a husband. Rupert was Deb’s baby. That’s why Grandma brought me here.

         ‘His face was the first thing I saw in the morning, the last at night,’ Deb goes on. No night-time visits? Not a newborn. I take back my hand. ‘At the end I moved him into my room, put him right by my bed, where I could reach through the wires, stroke his ears. He liked that.’ A rabbit. A fucking rabbit.

         Don’t worry. When it came to my turn, I knew exactly what to say.

         ‘My baby died. My human baby. Three weeks ago. Luke.’

         Deb and Ian try to smile, it’s all they can think to do. Graham’s face doesn’t move, he’s been pre-briefed by Grandma. ‘He’s safe now,’ Graham says. ‘God has a special place for him.’

         ‘Like Rupert,’ says Deb.

         Graham squeezes Deb’s arm. ‘Like Rupert.’

         ‘Actually, the Bible’s not clear on that,’ says Ian. ‘It says nothing about heaven for animals.’

         I offer Deb a clean tissue.

         ‘Like you say, Ian, it’s not clear,’ says Graham. ‘But it doesn’t say there isn’t a heaven for animals.’12

         Ian leafs through the Bible on his lap, stops to read something out. ‘And children—’

         Graham cuts him off. ‘He’s safe now. They both are.’

         Before I can ask if you hadn’t been safe before, the big, happy circle reforms. More songs, hands in the air and closed eyes. You see what I’m surrounded with here? I tell them and they’re singing. Singing and dancing like children. Your own grandmother.

         They’re all doing the same smile. It’s like a yoga class. All so sure of themselves and the way they’ve decided to live their lives.

         I bet you’re smiling too, at all this chaos over here. You should be trying to by now, anyway.

         Emma’s still getting her breath back when she closes the evening with a prayer. She’s asking God to help us accept ‘His plan’. She’s piling phrase upon phrase, and I don’t need to tell you what that means for me. The words seep into the cracks in my brain like when I spilled honey on the wicker lounger. And her prayer has chapters, patience for politicians, comfort for refugees, thanks for the spring. My chair scrapes the floor, Grandma grabs my wrist like I’m a toddler. I shake it free and whisper loud enough for all of them, ‘This was a stupid idea.’ Only Graham opens his eyes.

         On the Tube home, ‘he’s safe now’ and ‘all in God’s plan’ play on a loop in my head. Trust the sodding God phrases to be all-powerful.

         ‘I’m sorry?’ says the man next to me. Older, tweed hat.

         ‘Ignore me,’ I say, and he does. There’s nothing unusual about chanting ‘all in God’s plan’ on the Northern Line.

         The train stops and I realise my second mistake of the night. Going via Oval.

         Of course our driver chooses to linger there. And while he’s going nowhere, I’m dragged nine months backwards, to the day I saved him. The same day it all started – depending on your view of things. I was on my way to lunch with E. I know it’s not the most hygienic of things to admit to, but I had the test with me, in my handbag. Every time I looked in, the two little stripes were a deeper pink. Like 13GCSE, A-level and uni results rolled into one. We’d aced it. You’d have my blonde hair, his blue eyes, but you wouldn’t need glasses. His height, my patience, his confidence. I knew you were a boy.

         I have a cycle like a panda. We’d done the April test too early, tried another one in May. This time we’d promised each other we’d wait, but I knew that was the day to do it. I could always buy another if it was too soon. I had this plan to hide it under his napkin at the restaurant, surprise him.

         I wasn’t supposed to be there. I’d taken the Bank train by mistake, realised in time, got off at Oval to wait for the next Charing Cross one. He was at the end of the platform, pacing in squeaky trainers. You’ve heard the story a hundred times since, it’s one of my best. People asked me to tell it at dinner parties and in the office (they won’t do that with our story). But what I really remember is a jumble, pieces missing.

         It lasted two minutes, three at most.

         He steps on the yellow line, back, over the line, back, to the edge, back. His coat flaps, the kind that catches in doors. Wrong for the weather.

         He’s touching his face, mumbling. No one else has seen him, or at least that’s what they pretend. Train lights on the walls, the sound, the shaking, he’s about to go, I throw my arms around him, fall back. I cushion our landing, but his elbow smacks into the ground and he shouts something like ‘no’ or ‘ow’. It’s his only sound. He’s shivering, so am I, my arms around him. He smells of sweat, and something wet, mud. I loosen my arms as he sits up. His one hand clasps the bad elbow, the other hand covers his face, and whatever it looked like a minute ago, it’s gone from my mind. A man asks, ‘You alright, love?’ The doors close and the train leaves, without me and with him still here.

         And there I am, at Oval again, and ‘God’s plan’ is chanting itself hoarse in my head.

         When I surface at Clapham Common, I have a voicemail from 14Grandma, for whom God’s plan has yet to include learning to text. It begins with the usual admonishments. ‘Storming out! Those are my friends,’ she says.

         ‘He was my baby,’ I say over her message.

         Her voice slows, I’m Pebble again, and she asks if I’ll give the group another try. Francis is howling in the background, a cry of solidarity for his human sibling. She shushes him and rambles on at me, ‘And think about what Emma said – God’s plan for you.’

         I didn’t listen to the rest. I called back. ‘All planned? This? Taken away from me?’

         That got her. ‘All I’m saying, Pebble…’ She pauses. ‘All Emma and Graham are saying, is everything happens for a reason.’

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 22/2, 17:34

            SUBJECT: Besieged 

         

         My mother keeps calling. I’ve switched off my phone, disconnected the landline. Turned the lights off for when she drives over.

         Where to begin?

         You could go big and ask about tsunamis, earthquakes, hurricanes. Or go medical: cancer, kids’ cancer, eczema. Or political: wars, child soldiers, Brexit.

         I should set Graham and Emma an essay:

         The Indian Ocean tsunami killed a quarter of a million people; more than one child an hour has died since the war in Syria began; my baby was taken before he could live. Using examples, explain how and why Everything Happens for a Reason. 

         And yet.

         And yet.

         Let’s say for a minute they were right. When it comes to you, to us. It would be worse if there were no reason.15

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 23/2, 00:52

            SUBJECT: Early-onset old age 

         

         Slept an hour, up again. You get these guests – like E’s mother – who bring too much luggage, unpack into every available space and tell you what to buy in for their breakfasts (plural). That’s Everything Happens for a Reason. It’s on an open-ended stay and things will only resolve when one of us kills the other.

         And the man from Oval’s here too. He’d been gone for months, there was no room for him. When I half close my eyes, he’s rolled up in a ball at the end of our bed, giant hands covering his face.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 23/2, 12:16

            SUBJECT: Lie in 

         

         Everything Happens for a Reason and I stayed up into the small hours, like the first evening that any houseguest arrives, when the enthusiasm is still genuine and there are easy things to say.

         We thrashed things out over the ginger biscuits, washed down with raspberry leaf tea left over from your last week here – an effective show of courage from my side.

         EHFAR, as it shall be known from now on, turns out to be a foreign visitor. If pushed, I would say Germano-French: brutally direct, yet exasperatingly philosophical. No time for ‘the flight was fine, thank you’, instead it’s straight in with, ‘why do you act like I don’t exist?’, ‘you can’t resist me’, ‘you know what you did.’

         It’s a sign of a weak mind, writing down your problems to ‘work them through’ – kind of thing Tina in Coaching recommends. But making a list was the only way to keep EHFAR from delivering all its blows at once. You don’t need to see it all but it was something like this: 16

         The reason?

         
	Glass of wine at lunch

            	Blue cheese in salad dressing

            	E

            	Dangerous mother

            	Impending nuclear holocaust

            	Disabled

         

And yes, when we get the post-mortem we can definitively cross off the first, maybe the second and probably the last one. (For the record, I’d have kept you.) But even the edited menu is like that choice between a sheep’s foot and a kangaroo’s doo-dah. (Seriously, who books a honeymoon in the Australian Outback?)

         I tried Googling Bible verses, philosophers, the words ‘any such thing as unexplained death’. Even worse, I put it to E as he was getting up.

         ‘Bollocks,’ he said, doing that thing where he reaches up to touch the ceiling. ‘Don’t listen to her. It’s just shit, that’s what it is.’ He offered to work from home.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll get some sleep.’

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 23/2, 23:12

            SUBJECT: Only way out 

         

         They dropped EHFAR on me, they will have to disarm it.

         I called my mother (sorry, the whole Grandma thing isn’t working for me) and got Graham’s number. I woke her, but she likes to feel needed.

         When Graham texts straight back, I picture him as a religious meerkat, always on alert, miniature guitar on his back. He’d love to come over for coffee, he says. Is eight too early? (Happy people. Bet he jogs, too.) 17

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Fri 24/2, 13:05

            SUBJECT: Connections 

         

         Graham’s visit is messy.

         The newsagent only stocks biscuits containing eggs and/or other animal parts. So I peel and chop some carrots, arranging them as a crucifix, then a sun. In the end, I manage to create a random pattern. Thank God we said eleven.

         I move the more sweary of E’s ‘artworks’ and rearrange the contents of the recycling bin so the beer bottles are obscured by a copy of the Guardian – Graham seems like someone who helps clear the table.

         What people wear shouldn’t matter, but it does. I lift down the box from the top of the wardrobe and find the pre-you jeans. The widest ones do up easily and the first top I try – dark green, high neck – works well with them. I brush my hair and I’m back to how I was, in the before. The last traces of your short life are leaving my body. The bleeding has slowed to a trickle.

         It’s wrong. We can’t do this yet, or ever. I climb into bed and wrap myself around that long pillow we bought for you. I feel for your kicks.

         But he’ll be here any minute. I pick myself up, wash my face and put the jeans back in their box. I stick with the maternity cords. At least that’s the plan. It’s only when I’m in the doorway, staring at Graham’s dog collar, and his eyes wander down to my bare thighs that I realise I missed a step.

         ‘Sorry, mishap,’ I say. ‘In the kitchen.’

         I run upstairs while he parks his bike on the hall carpet.

         When I return, he’s let himself into the lounge, Bible on his lap.

         He gestures to the carrot sticks. ‘I didn’t realise you had an older one.’

         ‘I don’t.’ 18

         We pray for you while the kettle boils. He says that you’re in God’s care now. He’s part vicar, part child-protection services. You’re safe, nothing can harm you.

         ‘I saved someone’s life,’ I interrupt.

         He mumbles, ‘Amen.’

         ‘Last summer. Oval Tube. He was jumping, I grabbed him.’

         His palm is sticky, I slide my hand free.

         ‘What happened to him?’ he says.

         ‘The Tube staff took over.’

         ‘What about you? Was there someone for you to talk to?’

         ‘They pushed me out the way. I couldn’t see him, his face. But it’s nothing really. You would have done the same.’ I retreat to the kitchen, asking, ‘Do you think everything happens for a reason? Someone said that to me.’ I linger by the sink, giving him time to get his answer right. When I return with the coffee, he has his Bible open.

         ‘Not what it says in there. I want to know what you think,’ I say.

         He closes it before I can see the page. He pulls off his dog collar – it’s plastic and springy. ‘You can touch it if you want,’ he says.

         I flex it, turn it over in my hands. I want to hold it up to my neck and look in the mirror.

         ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Yes, I do think so. Everything happens for a reason.’

         ‘Then it’s a shitty system.’ I hand the dog collar back. ‘How do you explain that to Syrians? Or the tsunami people, abused children? What reason do you give them?’

         He’s ready with an answer. ‘There are connections you cannot see. You’re being too earthly.’

         In other words, it’s still my fault.19

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Fri 24/2, 17:19

            SUBJECT: Visiting day 

         

         I attached some photos for you, but removed them again.

         Helen, the midwife, brought them round. They were on a memory stick, ‘so you only look at them when you’re ready,’ she said.

         I tried changing them to black and white, to help with your fingernails and your lips, hide it a bit, you know, the blood. (One day, I’ll Google how that happened.) But black and white makes your lips black and that’s worse. It says on your charts that you should be looking at pictures now, three weeks. Black-and-white ones with lots of clear shapes work best. I bought you that Art for Baby book from the Louvre, on the babymoon – that’s what they call your last holiday without a baby, where you talk about how you won’t change and how things will be hard, but that because you know they will be hard it won’t matter, and that really, everything will be perfect.

         The ones of your feet came out well. I’ve printed one, put it in my wallet. I keep looking at it, like that’s all I’ve lost, your feet. I saw someone posted that you can commission an artist to do a painting or a sketch, without the bruises and marks. Is that offensive? I’ll print another copy of your feet in black and white, and stick it in the back of the art book for you.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 27/2, 10:18

            SUBJECT: What about work? 

         

         I’ve run away. I’m on a damp bench. I can’t go home – for the next three hours, at least.

         Anca is there. It’s her day. Monday used to suit us. We’d tidy and clean on Sunday before we paid her to tidy and clean the next morning. 20

         Last week and the one before, I convinced E to tell her not to come, and to tell her why, and to pay her anyway. She dropped a card through the door. Then I gave in and told him she could come back today.

         I should have planned to go somewhere, get out before she came. But the truth is I haven’t left the house since prayer night. Who would? Well, I’m out now.

         And she was early. She rang the bell and let herself in before I could answer. I was halfway down the stairs when I heard her key, bashed my shin fleeing back to the bedroom. She started on the kitchen, making herself a coffee, phone on loudspeaker to a friend or sister, the cutlery drawer opening and closing, barstools scraping on the tiles.

         Of course it occurred to me that I should let her know I was in the house. It was either that or climb out a window – that also occurred to me. But the longer I sat on the edge of the bed, the harder I was stuck there. You can’t get away with ‘I didn’t hear you come in’ when the other person’s been hoovering your lounge. Instead, I opened a magazine, ready to look up and say, ‘oh hi, Anca’, and I listened. And do you know what I heard? Your wardrobe door, in YOUR room, with YOUR things. That unstuck me.

         She looks round, your little blue hairbrush in one hand, bag of cotton wool in the other.

         ‘You don’t need to clean in here,’ I say.

         Behind her, the other things from your changing table are on the wardrobe shelf. She’s putting you away.

         I try again: ‘You don’t need to do this room.’

         ‘You’re not at work?’ she says.

         ‘Please, just leave this room.’

         ‘It’s OK. I’ll tidy it for you.’ She takes your grey cardigan off its hook on the wall, hangs it inside the wardrobe.

         ‘Please, it’s fine like this. I’ll do it, later. I’ve got nothing else to do,’ I say. 21

         ‘What about work?’

         ‘I’m off work.’ I need to explain. ‘I can stay off. I get the same leave, the same as if it hadn’t, you know.’

         ‘Work might be good. Get you out.’ She waves towards the window.

         ‘I go out,’ I say. It’s the longest conversation we’ve ever had. ‘I am out all the time, lots to sort out. And I might change job anyway, find something better for me.’

         She closes the wardrobe door, picks up your art book, the black-and-white one, with your feet tucked inside the cover. ‘Shall I leave this?’

         I grab the book. ‘Just leave everything. Don’t touch it. I want it like this.’

         ‘Okaaaayy.’ She puts her hands up. ‘I’ll do your room. Don’t walk in the kitchen, the floor’s wet.’

         ‘I’m going out anyway.’ I motion for her to leave your room first and close the door after us.

         I can’t be in the house with her. I hate this, all these people telling me I’m messed up, too sad, lazy. Her meddling hands. Meddling hands, held up like a hostage, like I’m the dangerous one. Because that’s what they really think, all of them. That it’s my fault. It’s all my fault and I might as well get on and live with it.

         I left a note and twenty pounds on top of her handbag in the kitchen. We don’t need you to come any more. Here’s some extra. Thanks. 

         Don’t worry, I’ll put your things back tonight. I’ve got the book safe. I should have told her to leave the key. I should text her. I need to walk. Walk and think only about walking.22

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 27/2, 10:47

            SUBJECT: What if 

         

         Back on my bench. Did I know this all along and hide it from myself, from you?

         It was your book, black-and-white concertina people, all holding hands and touching toes, disappearing off the edges of the page. The last picture, called ‘All One’. I bet you worked it out ages ago – that’s how you see the world at this stage, all of us connected to one another, you and me, everyone. You’d love chains of paper people, I’ll make you some. And Graham saw it too – he wanted me to piece it together myself, the whole ‘connections you cannot see’ thing.

         It goes back to then, last June. Your cells were going about their business, happily dividing, he was pacing on Oval platform, seconds from death, and I was the one who stopped him. He got to live and you…

         He’s the reason, isn’t he? The only possible reason. The obvious reason. The EHFAR REASON.

         It’s freezing. I should go home. But Anca’s still there. I can’t go home. No, not home. I know where I need to go.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 27/2, 14:32

            SUBJECT: On it 

         

         I’m back. Anca left the key.

         I need you to trust me when I promise you I’ll find him, make it all make sense. Are you in him? Is that too obvious? I’ve started, in the obvious place. Sorry, keep saying ‘obvious’, but that’s because it is. I’m so slow. This is what they call baby brain. Not blaming you. It is what it is. It all is. And most of it is obvious. 23

         You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to find a human working at a Tube station. When the machines rise up, the London Underground will be their headquarters.

         I looked around for a few minutes, waved at the CCTV, knocked on the ticket window. I hurt my hand banging on a thick metal door. The man who finally emerged from behind it was resigned to the imminent robot revolution.

         ‘What’s this say?’ he asks. His tea splashes as he gestures to the sign.

         ‘Staff only,’ I reply. ‘But I’m looking for someone.’

         ‘I’m busy,’ he says.

         ‘Doing what?’ I ask it out of genuine curiosity.

         ‘What’s it look like?’ He steps back. I’m about to lose him behind the sacred door.

         ‘I saved someone’s life,’ I say. ‘Here. Last year.’

         That’s got him. I tell him I need to find someone who was working that day, 21st June.

         ‘Do I look like a walking logbook?’ He likes rhetorical questions.

         I look at my shoes, chastised.

         ‘What day of the week was it?’ he says.

         ‘A Tuesday. Tuesday morning.’

         ‘Lola usually does Tuesdays,’ he says.

         ‘Do you think she’ll help me?’

         ‘Doesn’t mean she was on Tuesdays last year, does it?’ he says. It’s impossible to tell if he’s playing with me, or thick. ‘Try her. Southbound platform.’

         He won’t let me through the barrier so I have to tap my card and pay again.

         She’s not what you’d expect, nothing ever is. She’s older, short and what my grandma used to call ‘plump’. I watch her from a bench for three or four trains. Was she there that day?

         The machine instructs people to ‘mind the gap’ and to ‘let customers off the train first’, but she adds a human touch, informing 24them it won’t be stopping at Tooting Bec or there’ll be another one in four minutes. Her accent is African, I’d say West African if pushed, probably Ghanaian. When there’s a lull, I approach. Her badge says ‘Omolola’.

         ‘I need to talk to you,’ I say. She looks around, like she’s checking who else can hear us.

         ‘Next train in six minutes. Driver shortage,’ she says.

         ‘It’s about something that happened last year, twenty-first of June, a Tuesday, you work Tuesdays.’

         ‘Sometimes.’

         ‘I need your help. Just two minutes.’

         ‘You should ask my manager,’ she says.

         ‘It has to be you.’

         ‘There’s a train coming, you have to wait.’ She waves towards the silent tunnel.

         ‘You said it was six minutes.’

         ‘If you are going to get abusive, I will report you.’ She puts her hand up to her radio.

         ‘I should be the one reporting you. You’re supposed to be here to help.’ It comes out cold; it’s the voice E has after a New York trip. He’s made me like this. You, it, meddling-hands-Anca. Everything has made me like this.

         Omolola looks terrified. ‘Come back at twelve. My break.’ She walks away to a machine in the wall.

         Only twenty minutes to kill. I go to the northbound platform and sit on the same bench as that day. There’s a woman in his spot. Is she going to try too? Is this where they all go? That happens with suicide, favourite places. She’s blocking my view of the edge. I move over to her and stand too close. She walks along the platform and I go back to my bench.

         There was a murder case I read about once where they took the witness and the whole jury on a field trip to an industrial estate. They asked the witness, a woman who’d been jogging, to stand in the very 25same spot where she’d watched the murderer and the victim fighting, an alleyway between two factories, one made tyres, the other made ice-cream.

         ‘I need you to picture the scene,’ the prosecutor says to the witness. She closes her eyes and sucks in air thick with the scent of rubber. After three breaths, she opens her eyes and tells them how he ran towards a hedgerow, tripped on a kerb and went back on himself to drop the knife down a drain. They search the sewers and pull out the knife, still covered in DNA and fingerprints. He got twenty years, she got a new identity.

         The smells on Oval northbound platform are nothing distinctive. That same canned Underground smell of metal grinding on metal, fried chicken and sweat. Still, I gulp it in, try to picture him. I focus on that spot, where we trembled together. I imagine peeling his hands away from his face, feeling the shape of his cheeks with my fingers.

         Back on the southbound platform, Omolola is being very punctual about her break time and I have to run to catch her on the escalator. She stands on the left, but it’s quiet.

         ‘Last summer, in June, do you remember the man who tried to jump?’ I ask.

         ‘We get them a lot,’ she says.

         ‘But I saved this one. Grabbed him, pulled him back.’ We’re at the top of the escalator, she accelerates towards the staff-only door. ‘I need to find him,’ I say.

         She shakes her arm free and taps her card to open the barriers. ‘I can’t help you,’ she says.

         ‘But everything happens for a reason.’

         ‘Not today,’ she replies.

         I’ll try her again tomorrow.

         
             

         

         One of those artists emailed back, they charge £650 and up. E’s good at drawing. 26

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 28/2, 14:44

            SUBJECT: Something we can do together 

         

         Didn’t work out. E’s fault.

         It may surprise you to learn that he of all people is taking packed lunches to work. Don’t worry, not an economy drive. He’s on a Neanderthal diet. Nothing packaged, nothing processed. He says we need to look after ourselves. He wants to run home from work three times a week and he’s ordered a new bike for weekends. There’s a note stuck to the fridge asking me, COULD A CAVEMAN EAT IT? 

         It’s in a book he bought from a life coach at the office. ‘It’s something we can do together,’ he says, pointing at ‘recipes’ for raw broccoli with raisins. How am I supposed to have room for anything new?

         ‘And tell Anca we need to switch to bleach-free cleaning products,’ he says. ‘I’ll send you the link to order these organic ones. Tanya uses them.’

         ‘Who’s Tanya?’

         ‘You know her, Belgian, she was at the dinner at the Korean place. One of the grads. She’s on Sam’s team.’

         ‘Who’s Sam?’

         He’s left the conversation, back to his phone, emailing Tanya about bamboo toilet brushes and edamame beans. My mother was right, handsome men make exhausting husbands. When I was little I thought she meant because of all the weightlifting and jousting they would have to do. Her choice of storybooks, and words, are responsible for all sorts of mess.

         I haven’t told him about Anca. That I let her go.

         E left me a lunchbox. Grilled chicken, boiled egg, lettuce leaves and seven walnuts. Either he wants to starve me back to a size ten or he thought supplying a meal would secure my help – he also left a shopping list. Presumably the cavemen were able to fly in their strawberries and avocados out of season, and their womenfolk spent their days making almond butter. 27

         It was late morning by the time I’d tracked down all his items, filled the fridge and added my own note to the door in reply (YOU TELL ME). I left my lunchbox for him to eat at dinnertime. Repetition was doubtless the main characteristic of the cave people’s diets.

         When I get to Oval, it’s Omolola’s break time so I have to bang on the steel door. The same man appears, a sandwich in one hand, free newspaper in the other. Name badge says ‘Vernon’.

         ‘You still can’t read?’ says Vernon.

         ‘I need to see Omolola.’

         His mouth hangs open, there’s unchewed bread in his back teeth.

         I try again: ‘Lola. Can you get her?’

         ‘Left early, hasn’t she?’

         ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘You should try the caveman diet.’

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 28/2, 22:49

            SUBJECT: New York 

         

         Tanya with the permanent tan was supposed to have moved to New York. But her Facebook says she came back to London at Christmas. Farcical caption under a selfie on that famous ice rink: ‘Back soon for another bite of the Big Red Apple.’ Red? It was never red. Now it’s circling in my head. Big Red Apple. She’s wearing a red beret. Her page is all selfies, taken from above to hide her double chin and eye bags. E will see that. She won’t age well.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 1/3, 00:05

            SUBJECT: Stop time 

         

         March now. Our last month together is gone. 28

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 1/3, 16:52

            SUBJECT: Her name is Lola 

         

         Didn’t I tell you to trust me? Lola – that’s what she prefers to be called – is brilliant. Got her on a bad day before. Here’s a piece of pound-shop wisdom for you: no one ever knows what’s truly going on in someone else’s life.

         I have to go out again in a minute, but this is where we are.

         I braved the end of the morning rush and caught her before any break times. It was that point in the morning when the suits were gone and it was all hairy men in suede trainers and thick-rimmed glasses, and women in long skirts with fluorescent ankle socks. I struggled through their rucksacks to Lola’s platform. She recognised me but seemed to think we were meeting by chance.

         ‘You still looking for the man?’ she asks.

         ‘I feel awful about before,’ I say. ‘I shouldn’t have asked you.’

         ‘Why you need to find him?’ Her voice is efficient, strong.

         A train pulls in, and she speaks into her radio and waves a plastic paddle about. She’s not wearing a wedding ring – guessing it’s a health-and-safety thing. But then why would she be allowed hoop earrings? Why is anyone?

         The train leaves, the platform clears.

         ‘It’s silly. You won’t get it,’ I say. ‘I’ll let you carry on.’

         ‘I remember him … and you,’ she says.

         ‘You all took over. I had him, on the ground, you pulled me off, pushed me away.’

         ‘You did a good thing,’ she says.

         ‘I need to find him.’

         She strokes out the creases in her jumper. She needs the next size up.

         ‘But I know you’re not allowed to help me,’ I carry on. ‘It was silly, I shouldn’t have asked.’ The next train rumbles closer and I turn to leave. 29

         ‘You been looking for him this whole time?’ she asks.

         ‘I just started. I need to find him.’

         ‘Why?’

         I wait while she does whatever it is she does. As the train leaves, I follow her eyes up to a CCTV camera.

         ‘I wasn’t supposed to be there,’ I say, and because her eyes are telling me she wants more, I tell her about you. How I was on my way to surprise E with the news. Her face shows she understands. But it’s not like with other mothers; I don’t resent her for it. Anyway, hers must be grown up. I’d guess she’s at least forty-five, had them young.

         ‘What did you have?’ she asks.

         ‘A boy. Luke.’

         ‘He’s at nursery?’ She’s looking at my empty arms.

         I listen for a train, anything. You’d love nursery. You’re on a waiting list for one where they speak Mandarin.

         There’s a bench along the platform. Lola sits next to me, asks, ‘What happened?’

         ‘He just stopped kicking.’

         She squeezes my hand, leans closer. Her shoulder’s pillowy.

         
             

         

         Your chart says your hearing is fully developed now. I wish you could hear Lola’s voice. It’s in my head. ‘You did a good thing. You did a good thing…’ It’s a cross between an airline pilot and a nurse, authority and comfort. She gets it. All those singing Christians, Bristol Liz and the time-will-healers have been belittling you, and don’t even start me on the ‘I had a miscarriage too’ walrus at the hairdressers. But Lola’s different.

         
             

         

         I left her to her paddle waving and radioing, and waited by the barriers for her next break. After one of her colleagues asked if I was lost, I moved to the bus stop outside, glad of my new habit of wearing two jumpers under my coat (padding). I went back inside a few minutes before twelve. 30

         Lola smiled, she looked relieved that I hadn’t fled.

         ‘I thought I could buy you lunch,’ I said.

         She had thirty minutes but knew somewhere quick, she said. It was a kebab shop where she gets a discount. She ordered wraps with chips for both of us and I paid.

         She’s different above ground. Her voice is louder and she laughs her words rather than speaking them. Her tight black curls bounce around when she talks.

         It turns out she also has phrasal retentiveness.

         ‘You said everything happens for a reason,’ she says, as we find a table at the back.

         ‘I thought you weren’t listening,’ I say.

         She gives me a teacher look.

         ‘He took Luke’s place. I need to know why,’ I say.

         ‘What would it change?’

         ‘I thought you got it. He’s out there living. What’s he doing with it?’

         She checks her watch, tries to catch the kebab man’s eye. ‘What would make you feel better?’ she asks me.

         It’s a stupid question, hurtful. My answer’s out before I can stop it. ‘I want my baby back.’

         A plate clunks down in front of me, chips fall onto the tabletop. He’s slow to retreat.

         ‘I mean, say you find him, what would make you feel better?’ asks Lola. She pulls her phone from her pocket, checks the time on that and calls across to the waiter, ‘Put it in a takeaway box.’

         ‘I haven’t had a chance to think it through,’ I say. ‘But say it’s something like this.’ I find a pen and an old envelope in my bag. ‘Say he was a brain surgeon and since last June, he’s saved two people a week. That’s, roughly, seventy-eight lives. And what if half of those people he saved were social workers, police officers or fire fighters, and each of them has so far saved three more people. Now we’re up to one hundred and ninety-five lives. Or if you go back to the start, 31count him as well, you’re looking at one hundred and ninety-six lives saved. All because I was on that platform. All because of Luke and because everything happens for a reason.’

         Her face concentrates hard as she adds it up with me. I finish out of breath, like the underdog in a courtroom drama. It’s unclear whether it’s my delivery or the sheer numbers, but she says she’ll help, she’ll get me the records for that day. She’s going to log in when the office is empty. We’re meeting at six. I said I’d buy her dinner.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 1/3, 18:27

            SUBJECT: Stupid 

         

         How could I have been so stupid? And I pulled you along with me. I waited outside the station, where Lola said, for twenty minutes, and now I’ve retreated into the relative warmth of Sainsbury’s to watch for her through the window. (Writing this on my phone.)

         It’s all stupid. Me, Lola, my plan, meeting here. Why would she help me? She just wanted me to go away. Should have worked it out from the meeting place – no one would ever ask anyone to try to find them outside Brixton Tube. The body smells are medieval. And there’s so much anger. I’m watching them now, two tides colliding. The commuters trudge out with headphones and hungry faces, and in barge the socialisers on their way into town – porn-star make-up, two drinks away from a fight. In the midst of it all, there’s a man gesticulating and shouting into a microphone about an indiscernible god. He’s so angry, it’s making a shield around him.

         The security guard in here keeps looking at me – like I’m the type who’d nick their three-day-old carnations. At least I’m fitting in. Hang on, he’s saying something.32

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 1/3, 21:28

            SUBJECT: High-five 

         

         We have a name. A first name AND a surname. Can you believe it? Ben Palmer. Ben Palmer of Kennington. Early Googling shows nothing obvious, but it’s so much to work with.

         It’s all down to Lola, who continues to be full of surprises. She did make me panic for a bit there but turned up in the end, right after I was thrown out of Sainsbury’s. (Quite proud about that. I was ‘loitering’, apparently. And he called me ‘miss’, not ‘madam’.)

         Thirty-five minutes past six and you know what she says? ‘Sorry I’m a bit late.’

         I throw my arms around her – put it down to relief and cold combined, and she seems like a hugger.

         ‘You find him?’ I ask her, shaking the blood back into my fingers.

         ‘We need to go somewhere first.’ She’s walking.

         I jog to catch up as she heads down the street. The pavement is one long bus stop, and she weaves between walking sticks and pushchairs. Where was her sense of urgency half an hour ago?

         We turn into a quieter road. She’s faster than you’d expect. She stops at a metal gate and presses the buzzer on an intercom. There’s a click, and I follow her through the gate and then a door, propped ajar with a Dr Pepper can. We climb to the third floor, where a woman the same build as Lola is waiting in a doorway. Instead of curls she has long braids, but her face is just like Lola’s.

         Lola doesn’t introduce me. The woman shouts back over her shoulder, ‘Josephine. Josephine!’

         She and Lola speak in another language. It’s fast and loud. It seems the woman is also upset by Lola’s timekeeping. Behind her, a little girl appears. She’s in a maroon school sweatshirt. There are beads in her hair, and yellow paint. She sits on the floor and pulls her boots 33on. When she’s finished, she looks up with a proud smile, she has a dimple on one side, her eyes are deep brown and bright. She’s beautiful.

         Lola says something to her.

         The girl looks up to the woman, says, ‘Thank you for having me.’ Her voice is loud and happy.

         As Lola turns to leave, I smile at the woman. Were they talking about me?

         Outside, I say to the little girl, ‘You must be Lola’s daughter.’

         She nods. Her mother nudges her arm. ‘Yes,’ she says, without making eye contact. She feels as awkward as I do about me being there.

         ‘I’m Mummy’s friend, Rachel,’ I say. ‘We were supposed to go for dinner. Are you hungry?’

         She nods again but instead of nudging her this time, Lola laughs. ‘She’s always hungry. Best you don’t ask.’

         ‘Where would you like to go?’ I ask Josephine.

         ‘McDonald’s,’ she says, shuffling from one foot to the other.

         ‘I told you not to ask,’ says Lola.

         Josephine grins and we high-five – it’s the first time I’ve done that in twenty years. I put my hand back up and we do it again, high and low. It should be cringey but it’s not.

         
             

         

         McDonald’s has changed. You order from a touch screen and they bring the food to your table.

         This is Josephine’s domain. She orders apple slices instead of chips for herself and for me, a burger without tomato and a Diet Coke without ice. ‘Customised,’ she says.

         At the table, she asks, ‘You know why I ordered orange juice?’

         ‘Vitamin C?’

         ‘It’s my name. Backwards. O-J. J-O.’

         ‘What can go backwards and forwards at the same time?’ I ask.

         She looks around for clues and when her eyes settle on Lola, I say, 34‘That’s right: Mum.’ I find a pen from my bag and write on a napkin, OJ – MUM – JO.

         She takes the pen and adds pictures. The Tropicana bottle, the mum and the daughter hold hands. I wonder what Josephine’s dad looks like.

         She slides the napkin back to me. I turn it over and write, BAD MUM DAB. She takes it back and gets to work on a portrait of Lola dancing. It’s my second portion of chips of the day.

         Lola swallows and hands me her phone. It’s fuzzy but she’s photographed her computer screen, a log for 21st June.

         There it is. Ben Palmer. At least the screen says, ‘NAME GIVEN: BEN PALMER’. Under address it just says, ‘Kennington’. Guess he had a change of heart mid-debrief. Makes sense – you wouldn’t want someone like Vernon calling to check on you. He also refused medical help and they had to guess his age as late twenties. The way Lola has framed the picture, it isn’t clear if there was more.

         ‘No mention of me?’ I ask.

         ‘It’s a busy station,’ she says.

         Josephine gives me her last chicken nugget, but I feel obliged to offer it to Lola.

         ‘Kennington’s something,’ I say. ‘We’ll start with the online phone book.’

         That’s her chance to say this is where we part ways. When she doesn’t take it, I surprise myself and hold both my hands up to Josephine and we double high-five. I put the napkin into my bag as we leave (picture attached). We’ve swapped numbers, might meet tomorrow. 35

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 1/3, 22:15

            SUBJECT: True 

         

         Just texted Lola: I can’t believe you did this for me. 

         Everything happens for a reason, she replied.

         With anyone else, I’d say they were mocking me.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 2/3, 03:12

            SUBJECT: Hospitals 

         

         How can you tell the difference between insomnia and staying up to get stuff done? I’ll admit I’m not the happiest sleeper, but in this case, it’s quite handy. I’ve been going through staff lists on hospital websites.

         Ben Palmer could be a fake name. But the way it looks, he started telling them the truth then clammed up, why else give a first name and a surname but be all coy about your age, especially at his age? Hard for you to understand, but anything in the twenties is young, something people show off about.

         No luck with brain surgeons or any other kind of surgeon so far. Guess that was just a silly feeling I had. You do have to wonder what would push a brain surgeon to do it. Saving lives all day but not a care for your own.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 2/3, 16:17

            SUBJECT: Abi 

         

         I was meant to find Lola. 36

         We went back to the same kebab place. We were waiting for our food when Lola said, ‘It happened to my sister, Grace, back home in Lagos.’

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘She lost a child.’

         ‘Really? I mean, sorry, I mean that’s awful. Sorry.’

         I felt stupid. And arrogant. Lola would think I couldn’t imagine it happening to anyone else. Which I can’t, but I know it does.

         But this is worse. I can’t stop crying. Is it OK to tell you it’s worse?

         She was six. A little girl, Abi. A brain tumour. It went away and came back. She was six, like Josephine now. It was two years ago.

         ‘I should have been there. I should have gone,’ Lola kept saying. ‘She was getting better. They told us she was better, treated, they could cure it.’ Her sister had a little boy, too. He was three at the time. ‘I should have gone, cared for William,’ said Lola. ‘Grace is the baby of the family. I should have gone to her.’

         ‘You couldn’t have known. And you had Josephine,’ I said, and then chanced it: ‘You were on your own.’

         ‘I should have gone.’ No tears but I couldn’t see her eyes, she stared down at her hands tight together on the table, nails digging into her skin.

         ‘How is she now?’ I asked.

         ‘Not good. She says no one will ever understand. God will get her through it.’

         You know you were loved, don’t you? Did you know as you went? You always will be.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 2/3, 16:33

            SUBJECT: Idiot 

         

         Stupid me with my stupid brain surgeon. 37

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Fri 3/3, 09:46

            SUBJECT: God 

         

         I texted Lola:

         
             

         

         Your sister knows you love her. You were there in so many ways. 

         
             

         

         She replied ten minutes later:

         
             

         

         God bless you, Rachel 

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 6/3, 20:07

            SUBJECT: Bad name 

         

         I know I’m not one to talk, but Ben Palmer’s parents couldn’t have chosen a more common name if they’d tried. Do you think it was wrong for us to pick your name when we did? Before, I mean. Add that to the list of potential reasons – hubris. There’s this Yiddish saying: ‘Man plans, God laughs.’ But if we hadn’t done it then, you and I wouldn’t have had that time. Time together as named people. And it stopped E’s family giving you some idiotic title like ‘bumpy bean’ or ‘knickknack’. Luke Summers is a great name, everyone said so.

         E left for New York last night. He offered to cancel it, I said I’m fine, will start on the garden. He’ll be back on Wednesday. He asked me to fire Anca while he’s gone. ‘You can’t even tell she’s been,’ he said, and used his monkey toes to pick up a clump of dust. It’s good you got my feet.

         Back to Ben Palmer, of which there are many but none the right one. We’ve branched out into all Palmers, in case Ben is a nickname. 38There are fifty in the phone book and many more on Facebook and Twitter, at least half of them are unpleasant. That could just be a London thing. I checked, and the national wellbeing statistics show below-average life satisfaction and higher anxiety in most parts of London. Did you know they actually ask people ‘do you feel what you do in life is worthwhile?’ What score would you give me? It’s out of ten.

         I also looked up the origins of Palmer. It started out as the name given to a person returning from the Holy Land, bearing palm leaves as proof, and it came to mean ‘missionary’. That appealed to Lola, who goes to a church one hour away by bus.

         Lola and I met in her lunch break on Saturday (one of her sisters had Josephine, E was visiting his mother) and again today. I took a list, and between us we’ve called all the Palmer numbers I could find and messaged the rest on Facebook. (We don’t mention you, just say we need help finding Ben Palmer, that I have an important connection with him, that he’s probably been looking for me too.) Phone calls are harder, more than once we’ve descended into giggles, like schoolgirls making prank calls. To the kebab man it must look like we’re falling in love.

         Lola spoke to one Palmer who claimed he was a ‘Ben’, but she said he sounded far too old. ‘Ready to die,’ she said.

         ‘That’ll be him then,’ I said.

         She gasped and swiped at my arm, but she was laughing. Her giggles pour out at the slightest thing. She makes me feel I could make it as a comedian. She hasn’t mentioned Abi again. Should I ask more? And when can I ask about Josephine’s dad?

         This afternoon, I went to Ben Palmer Senior’s address in Brockley to be thorough. He invited me in for a cup of tea and I was halfway through telling him our story when a carer arrived and asked me to leave so she could change him. He told me to call again, to bring a Battenberg. I’ve always wanted to make a Battenberg, fairy-tale colours, you’d love them. 39

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 7/3, 09:22

            SUBJECT: Expectant 

         

         ‘Where are you? We’re expecting you.’

         Expecting.

         A phone call when I’m still in bed.

         Her voice is angry, or panicked. She asks if it’s me and says it again, ‘We’re expecting you. Now.’

         ‘Who are you?’

         ‘The surgery. Your baby has his check. We sent you a letter.’

         I hang up.

         The landline rings again.

         ‘Are you depressed?’ she asks. ‘If you come in, we can help you.’

         I want to believe her, about all of it. I roll over, pretend it was a dream.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 7/3, 15:40

            SUBJECT: Faith 

         

         What is it they say in detective shows? The scent has run dry?

         ‘Have faith,’ is all Lola says.

         It sounds right in her voice. Not in my mother’s, who phones every morning to read out Graham and Emma’s ‘Daily Bread’ email.

         Today’s call comes as I’m in Waitrose with E’s hunter-gatherer list. My phone’s wedged in my pocket and I drop a box of eggs trying to answer it.

         ‘You have to learn to text,’ I shout.

         ‘I could just give them your email,’ my mother says.

         ‘Sorry. Carry on.’ 40

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 8/3, 02:24

            SUBJECT: Sleep 

         

         Where you are they’re very much into the truth and what it means – says so in the leaflet Graham left on the coffee table. But this is what you need to know: truth comes in layers. Here’s a way you’ll understand it: the earth is a ball but if you cut it down the middle, you would see it’s made of different layers. At the top, there’s layer one, grass in the garden. Right at the bottom of the layers, or in the very middle of the ball, is what they call the core. No one’s been there; you’d have to go through burning-hot melted rocks to reach it.

         For truth, layer one is the grass where we spend most of our time, five is the core. Like this:

         
            LAYER ONE: Truth you tell people that isn’t a lie. (Example: ‘I’m planning to come back after Easter.’)

            LAYER TWO: Truths you share with a few people because you trust them – or you want them to trust you. (Example: ‘We’d been trying for a year.’)

            LAYER THREE: The things you hardly ever tell anyone. (Example: Convinced myself it would be a girl. That was in a text message from E to his sister after our twenty-week scan.)

            LAYER FOUR: Things you tell no one. (Example: At the back of my underwear drawer is an airtight sandwich bag with the knickers I was wearing when your waters broke.)

            LAYER FIVE: Stuff that’s true but you don’t even let yourself see it. (Example: What actually happened that day.) 41

            But I see it.

         

         They still don’t understand what starts labour off, how the body knows what to do. You knew. You went by the calendar, and I woke to twinges on your due date. We had a good breakfast – muesli and yoghurt – and the twinges grew stronger, pushing your feet up into my lungs. I cradled your heel through my skin as it poked out. You’d had an early start and seemed in no rush. The bag was packed. E was on his way home, he said. Sleeping seemed the best thing to do.

         When I woke, your foot was still up high, still moved with every contraction. But what happened to the rest of you? Your little breaststrokes? Your karate kicks? When did I know?

         Sure, Everything Happens for a Reason. I went to sleep and left you.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 8/3, 20:06

            SUBJECT: Some secrets are OK 

         

         Awkward moment with E. He found one of my Ben Palmer doodles.

         He doesn’t think like us, he wouldn’t get it. I had to say Ben was a character in a new TV series.

         ‘What’s it called?’ he asks.

         ‘Feet,’ I say.

         ‘Can we watch it together?’ he asks.

         I tell him it’s released on YouTube, twenty-minute instalment each day, citizen filmmaking, Jodie in Diversity put me on to it. ‘It’s not for you,’ I say. 42

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Fri 10/3, 09:03

            SUBJECT: Too much 

         

         First time I’ve been sick since those early days. It was for something then – in theory. Now the only upside is weight loss, but the sagginess remains. Our antenatal teacher said some women like the changes, they ‘feel more like a mum’.

         I’m sleeping in your room. E washes his hands every time I look at him. ‘The deal’s closing next week,’ he says. I don’t ask what deal. He said he’ll make soup tonight.

         This morning I kept a rich tea biscuit down. That gave me the strength to take a shower (it really has been that bad). I had three missed calls when I came out. And a WhatsApp message. Lola:

         
            Can you babysit JoJo today? 

            What? I don’t understand 

            She’s sick. School won’t have her. 

            I’ve got the same big 

            I mean bug 

            That works well. 

         

         ‘Look after yourself,’ they all say. No one bloody means it. The last thing I need is new germs. I had plans. I’m going to the council to ask about death records. And there’s a drop-in session at Ben Palmer’s local Samaritans. If he tried again, I might as well find out now.

         If you don’t hear from me, assume Josephine had a different and more aggressive strain and it was too much for my already frail body. 43

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Fri 10/3, 19:18

            SUBJECT: Breakthrough 

         

         I survived, and even better, I have a new path of enquiry. Credit goes to Josephine. She reminds me of those risky young hires we have sometimes. The ones with degrees in physics who may well drive away the rest of the team but you hope they’ll invent new ways of doing things and pull you out of a rut. I tried to coin the term skunks for them (ingenious but dangerous – as in skunks are, not my invention of the term).

         Skunk Josephine showed me a world of people online that Lola and I had missed. It could be something. But I don’t want to raise your hopes before I know more. You’ve had enough of that in your short life – sorry, phrasal retentiveness. A social worker said that on a TV show about foster care. Made me think of you.

         You’re wondering how it went with Josephine. Well, she’s at a difficult age. And whatever this bug is, it’s made her regress to an even worse age.

         She was watching cartoons when I arrived. Pink onesie, duvet round her shoulders – an oversized baby scooping handfuls of Frosties out of the box.

         ‘On the mend already,’ I say to Lola.

         ‘Lazy, lazy teachers,’ she replies and shouts to Josephine, ‘Why you have to tell them you were sick?’ They’d made it as far as the playground before Josephine described to a teacher how she’d been sick in her mother’s bed. Wisely, the school has a forty-eight-hour quarantine rule.

         ‘How are you feeling?’ I ask Josephine.

         She doesn’t hear me over the TV. Wet crumbs fly from her mouth onto the rug as she laughs at her cartoon. I’ve brought alcohol gel.

         ‘We’ll have fun,’ I say.

         ‘Josephine,’ Lola says, louder. ‘Rachel will stay with you now.’ 44

         We go into the kitchen, where the walls and every cupboard are covered with Josephine’s pictures of people with oversized heads, and with certificates, all with precise praise, as advocated by your parenting books. One says, ‘For using full stops and finger spaces’, another, ‘For a vivid poster on carnivores and food chains’. Lola talks me through the antihistamine medicine and the EpiPen and hands me a laminated list of banned foods – nuts and sesame are the problem. She shows me a Tupperware of tomato soup in the fridge, a loaf and a bottle of Calpol. ‘If she gets a fever,’ she says.

         ‘How do I know?’

         ‘You touch her.’

         She should eat if she’s hungry but not if she’s sickly, Lola adds. ‘She likes apples.’

         Lola says goodbye, Josephine grunts back and we’re alone. I must have been the tenth person she called. She has sisters with kids, neighbours.

         On a cupboard there’s a photo of a little girl in school uniform, but it’s not Josephine. It must be Abi. She looks well, happy. Nothing makes sense.

         I sit in the armchair. I’m studying the EpiPen instructions when the cereal box lands by my feet, spreading Frosties across the carpet. Josephine’s choking. Oh God, nuts in the cereal. Hidden nuts. Lola wouldn’t. She was tired. Josephine can’t breathe. No, she’s coughing. Laughing?

         ‘Cover your mouth!’ I kneel, scoop up the mess, put some back in the box, tip them back out, there could be sesame traces on the floor. I shouldn’t be left alone with her.

         Josephine sniffs, gags, coughs. She’s going to be sick. I open kitchen cupboards, the airing cupboard, knock over the drying rack with Lola’s bedsheets. No buckets, no bowls.

         ‘Get to the toilet.’

         Her eyes are fixed on the screen. I move in front of the TV. ‘Be sick in the toilet.’45

         She stamps on the floor. ‘I’m not sick. More Danger Mouse.’

         ‘Enough.’ I switch it off.

         She makes a whining sound. I can’t switch it back on, there’s that whole chapter in one of your books, ‘consistency, always’.

         ‘Shush. Please stop.’ I join her on the sofa. ‘How about a story?’

         That works. She jumps up and returns with three thick books, cardboard pages. She presses against me as she sits down.

         ‘These aren’t stories,’ I say, looking at a picture of a shoe and a rubber duck, the words ‘BLUE’ and ‘YELLOW’ beneath them. ‘Where are your proper books? Roald Dahl?’ Nothing. ‘BFG? Stories?’

         ‘I like these ones.’

         She leans her head on my arm, leaves it there. I make up a story about the duck living in a shoe, eating pink ice-cream and swimming in black paint. She wraps her arms around my arm, says she’s Duck Three in the school show next week.

         ‘Your duck is Donald,’ she says, pointing at the book.

         ‘He’s Dylan,’ I say.

         ‘He’s Donald.’

         Dylan becomes more adventurous. He wanders through the green forest, eats a red toadstool, swells to twice his normal size and ends up in a white ambulance. Josephine whimpers. At the hospital – no obvious colour – Doctor Black Cat says the toadstool was deadly poison. Josephine’s full-on crying.

         ‘It’s only a story,’ I say, both flattered and alarmed. I make my hand into a dog shape, like a shadow puppet. ‘Doctor Brown Dog says, “Don’t be silly. Calpol will fix it.” And Dylan Duck flew all the way home.’

         ‘Again,’ she says. ‘No toast soil.’

         ‘Toadstool.’

         ‘Donald marries Daisy,’ she says.

         ‘Story’s finished.’

         ‘I’m hungry,’ she says. It’s ten past ten.46

         I make her a Marmite sandwich and coax her over to the table. ‘I like jam,’ she says but eats it. ‘Mummy puts orange squash in my water.’

         ‘She’ll rot … it’ll rot your teeth.’

         ‘Can we play?’ she asks. ‘I’m the baby.’

         ‘I’m too old,’ I say.

         ‘You’re like Mummy,’ she says.

         ‘I’m younger. And I mean I’m too old to play.’ So is Josephine.

         ‘Pleeeeease.’

         Half ten. Four more hours.

         Josephine puts the duvet around her head, grips it under her chin. ‘Hold me like a baby.’ She sits on the floor, tugs at my trouser leg. My sickness is coming back.

         ‘I need a cup of tea,’ I say.

         ‘Baby sick,’ she says.

         ‘Stop! You’re not a baby.’ My head is pounding.

         ‘Baby sick. Make Baby better.’

         ‘I can’t. Get off!’

         ‘Help me. Help me. Help me.’ She’s chanting, holds my leg. ‘Help me. Help me.’

         ‘I can’t,’ I shout. ‘Some babies just die.’

         She made me say it. And the midwife said it first. Josephine slumps back.

         ‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘Please stop. Don’t cry.’ I kneel, stroke her hair.

         ‘I die. You said.’

         ‘No one’s dying.’

         ‘I don’t want to go forever. Kayla’s cat goed forever.’

         Does she know about her cousin? We stay on the floor. My cuff is damp. We’ll go over irregular verbs later.

         ‘You ever tried warm orange water?’ I ask. ‘Makes you better.’

         That’s what she’ll remember from this day. I’ll be the woman with the warm orange squash.

         She drinks two mugs, still on the floor. We’re exhausted and 47empty. She asks for my phone. ‘Just this once,’ I say, like we both know there’ll be more times together, a chance to do this better.

         I show her pictures of our cat, Lester: curled up on E’s lap; a selfie with all three of us in bed, stretched out with his tummy in the air. ‘Look at his matching grey beanbag and his posh collar,’ I say. ‘He’s spoilt.’

         ‘Spoiled? What happened to him?’ she asks.

         ‘Don’t ask me. My husband made him like that. And his ex.’

         Josephine shows no recognition of the word ex. If I ask about her dad, will she tell Lola?

         ‘Oko,’ she says and we veer off in another direction. If only everyone was like Josephine. ‘Oko, oko, oko.’

         ‘It’s only a palindrome if it’s actually a word,’ I explain.

         ‘Oko,’ she says again. ‘Yoruba for husband.’ She writes it down for me, there are dots under the O’s.

         She picks up my phone, asks me to go on Gumtree and shows me how she looks for kittens.

         ‘I didn’t know you’re getting a cat,’ I say.

         ‘Not yet.’

         E used it once to sell a bike. Why didn’t we think of it before? Turns out you can find anything and anyone on Gumtree.

         ‘Do you want Danger Mouse back on?’ I ask Josephine and take back my phone.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Sun 12/3 15:23

            SUBJECT: Visitor 

         

         I’ve had to borrow Francis. Gumtree was the gateway, Francis is the key, or something like that. But like I said, no hope-raising yet, just trust me.

         ‘I wish I’d thought of it sooner,’ my mother says, handing me a roll 48of poo bags and a new tennis ball. She goes back out to her car. Francis howls. Lester’s on the kitchen counter, back arched, claws digging into the oak.

         My mother comes back with a velvet cushion, dog food, a Tupperware and a shoebox full of medicines that is bigger than the dog himself. ‘Fresh air, exercise, a morning routine. He’ll get you back to normal.’ She hands me a bowl inscribed SAUSAGE’S SAUSAGES.

         Things are getting out of hand. ‘I can only take him for two days. Three at most.’

         Francis was my replacement when I moved out. She redecorated my room for him. I wonder who’ll be his replacement – he can’t have much longer, his brown fur is turning to grey around his mouth and on his toes. Then again, E went grey at thirty. Not on his toes.

         She produces a set of printed Francis instructions from her handbag as if she always carries them. ‘Feeding times are in here. Water always. Maximum one pizzle a day, supervised.’

         ‘Pizzle?’

         ‘His chews.’ She rattles the Tupperware. ‘And don’t forget his safe word.’

         ‘His what?’

         ‘Safe word. To tell him when to go. Do his mess.’ She shoos Lester off the kitchen counter, helps herself to my disinfectant spray and paper towels.

         ‘That’s not what a safe word is,’ I say.

         ‘Makes him feel safe, relaxes things. You say “business”.’

         ‘Business,’ I repeat back.

         ‘Higher. It’s the tone they understand.’ She’s spraying the counter a second time.

         ‘He has a safe tone?’

         ‘Yes. And the safe word,’ she says.

         ‘For when it gets too much? When he’s uncomfortable?’

         ‘If that’s how you want to put it. And I don’t know why it’s funny 49– we all need to go, Rachel. Don’t forget: before the car, after walks, last thing at night.’ She tuts as she throws the paper towels in our overfilled bin. It’s E’s job to empty it, or it used to be.

         I try it again, sing-songy: ‘Business!’

         ‘Not now!’ shouts my mother. ‘Francis, Stop!’ He lowers his leg. ‘Clever boy. Naughty Rachel.’ She crouches down to kiss him, ‘Don’t forget, Mummy loves you.’ She gives me a squeeze on the arm – that’s new since you. ‘Behave yourself,’ she says on her way out. He’s not listening.

         Again, I hesitate to tell you any more for now.

         Either way, it’ll be nice to take Francis to meet Josephine. I’ve promised she can walk him. She also asked me to come to her school play tomorrow, Duck Three’s big day. ‘Watch me, watch me, watch me.’

         I said I’d try.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Sun 12/3, 22:47

            SUBJECT: Unreasonable 

         

         You’ll like this. I’ve been looking into divorce. Not like that. But reasons people cite, like has anyone ever put ‘inside-out socks’? Maybe with an explanatory footnote, like:

         
            *The complainant suffered sustained spousal assault in the form of inappropriately orientated socks, underpants and other garments placed in the familial laundry basket.

         

         Turns out there are only five official reasons to pick from but one of them is unreasonable behaviour, so there you go.

         The leaflet from the bereavement midwife said talking to each other will help. Must be written by an idiot. When I see E, I see you not here. 50

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 13/3, 12:57

            SUBJECT: Dog day

         

         We are never getting a dog. Or perhaps it’s just Francis. Poor thing can’t help his parenting. But we need him. There’s a Ben Palmer waiting to meet him. Dog walker Ben Palmer from Gumtree. I emailed him, set up a meeting. Now you know.

         I’m shattered and it’s not just the nerves. Francis and I were up at the same time as E, out in the garden in the dark. My mother was right about his ‘itty bitty bladder’. I sheltered in the doorway calling ‘business’ to him while he circled on the spot, crouched, edged one paw off the ground, circled, crouched. His big eyes looked up at me to say, ‘My real mummy brings an umbrella.’ More than once I tried to step back inside, leaving him to get on with it. Each time, he followed me in, his business unfinished, then barked at the door as soon as I closed it. My mother didn’t mention this particular need for accompanied peeing in her notes. Should have known. I was twelve when she stopped following me to the toilet. She’d perch on the edge of the bathtub, asking what I wanted for dinner or what I made of my father’s latest receptionist. ‘I was that slim before I had you,’ she’d say. I remember the day I asked her to stop. ‘These things start and you don’t want them to end,’ she said. ‘You’ll see.’ She had no one else to talk to.

         The in and out to the garden goes on so long and annoys E so much, I can’t help laughing.

         ‘For God’s sake.’ He shouts louder than he needs to over the yapping. ‘I don’t know why your mum couldn’t leave him with her neighbours.’

         ‘They’re away. Half-term or something.’

         At eleven, I phone the number on Ben Palmer’s advert to ask if we can meet earlier but get his voicemail. I call three more times and listen to the message. (‘It’s Ben, bark after the beep.’) He sounds happy enough. Cocky. 51

         We’ll set off soon. It’s Peckham, not Kennington, but close enough, and people move and they lie. His voice sounds the right age. The next email you receive will be the big one (unless you’re already the unlucky recipient of erectile dysfunction spam, in which case you get that subject line all the time – I should log into your account). And if you don’t hear from me, you have three options to pick from:

         
	I’ve solved it. Everything happens for a reason. Ben Palmer is the Second Messiah and we have run away to form a sect in New Mexico, or hopefully Provence.

            	Ben Palmer is a serial killer, I shall end my days in a flat in Peckham and Francis will take several months to eat my corpse. As the last person to know of my whereabouts, ideally you should send help.

            	It isn’t him. I will never find him. Nothing happens for a reason.

         


            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 13/3, 18:54

            SUBJECT: Stumped 

         

         However you pictured this, forget it. Abandon your notions of hugs, tears and Radio 4 True Life stories. But it’s him, definitely him, our Ben Palmer. Same shoulders, same smell, and the coat. It was hanging on the back of the door in his pathetic little flat with empty walls and bizarre show-home cushions. I don’t know how to explain everything. I’m on my third attempt here. What am I supposed to think? God, if you’d seen him. Can you see him? I’m not being clear. He was the right Ben Palmer but the wrong man to save.

         The bed was in the lounge; it’s all one room, hob and sink in the corner. And no TV. He has nothing. I’m not a snob, just saying he’s not a brain surgeon. He’s a Gumtree dog walker. Arrogant with 52nothing to be arrogant about. And if he recognised me he hid it well. Oh God, I hate telling you any of this. Of course he didn’t recognise me. I’d done my hair the same as then, a loose plait, my usual bit of eyeliner and blush. I wore a top the same shade of pink as the summer dress. Pointless. He can’t even remember last week. He’s taking something, probably anything he can get. He had marks on his arms.

         Do you know what wound me up the most?

         Me. Me and my stupid need for him to like me.

         He’s not even my kind of good-looking. He has this look-at-me beard and a tight T-shirt. But his eyes look frightened and interested at the same time. Imagine someone who’s been abandoned by everyone else in the playground and you come along and ask to play with him. Except in this case his saviour stank of dog vomit because that’s another thing my mother failed to mention about Francis.

         And we were late, because it’s all metered parking where Ben Palmer lives, though quite why is a mystery.

         This is how he greets us: ‘We said two. I’ll struggle to get him a proper walk in.’ His voice is low and harsh.

         I give him a few seconds. We’re there to meet him, I explain, like I said in the email and in my voicemail, to see if my dog likes him, not for dog walking today, I don’t have any money on me. I talk and talk, waiting for him to recognise me. But he doesn’t look at me. He’s down on the floor, fussing over Francis. ‘And who is this handsome old gent? What is he, twelve? Thirteen?’

         ‘Francis. He’s fourteen.’

         ‘And in such good shape!’ He kisses Francis and picks him up. He whispers to him while I’m still speaking, explaining about his medication, that he can’t walk far. Neither of them can hear me. Francis is licking Ben’s beard with the same mouth that splattered my passenger seat in half-digested tuna. Ben puts him down, looks at me, but still doesn’t see it.

         ‘Some people take the piss, you know. Book an hour, leave them two,’ he says. 53

         ‘Hard to trust anyone.’

         His hair is like the fur on a water rat – it’s not quite dry and goes into hundreds of tiny clumps. I want to break them up. He’s a mess. Who thought this loser from Oval was worth the same as you? Nothing makes sense.

         It was his fault I made an idiot of myself. He was asking Francis how he likes walkies in the parky-wark, is he allowed biccy-wiccies and what time is beddy-byes. ‘And what should Benny-wen call you?’

         ‘Frankie-wank,’ I suggest.

         Ben doesn’t laugh. But I do, at my own joke, at Francis’s tuna mouth, at Ben’s doggy talk. I’m six years old, being told off, and I can’t stop. Ben ruffles Francis’s head and then his own, and now he’s more hedgehog than rat. We went over a squashed hedgehog on the way.

         ‘I guess Francis-wancis works too,’ I say.

         That gets a smile and he steps back, lets us in. It’s like a show home that’s too small for anyone to want. His clothes are on a bookcase, folded into squares like you see in Gap. There’s only one radiator but it must be on full. Ben is barefoot.

         ‘Did you always want to be a dog walker?’ I ask. ‘Is it the only job you’ve had?’

         ‘Pays the bills,’ he says. ‘I’ll need cash up front for today.’

         I want to ask about his short-term memory. I explain again that we didn’t come for dog walking today. ‘And I just said, I don’t have any cash.’

         ‘Seriously? There’s a cash machine at the end of the road. You said “sitting” on the phone. It’s fifty quid for the night. You can pick him up at ten tomorrow,’ he says.

         ‘But I don’t need sitting today. I just came to meet you.’

         ‘That’s how you made it sound. I booked him in. Had to turn down someone else.’

         I take Francis with me to the cash machine, in the rain. On the way, I explain to him that Everything Happens for a Reason, that this 54is our way to see Ben again, for me to start over in the morning. He understands, he prefers Ben anyway.

         As I hand Ben the money, I hold my face up for inspection. ‘Don’t bother to thank me,’ I say.

         
             

         

         I drove straight to Brixton for Josephine’s show. But thanks to Ben Palmer’s upfront cash policy, the school hall was emptying as I arrived.

         At their flat, Lola answers the door wearing a dress and holding a mop – the old man upstairs flooded her kitchen again. Josephine rushes up behind her, caked in yellow face paint. Why do people insist ducks are yellow?

         ‘Where’s the dog? Where’s Francis?’ asks Josephine.

         ‘Duck of the hour! Star of the show!’ I say. She’ll imagine I slipped in late, watched from the back.

         ‘Where’s Francis?’ she asks.

         ‘He had to stay with his new dog walker. I’ll bring him when I pick you up tomorrow.’ I look at Lola. ‘The dog walker’s called Ben. Ben Palmer.’

         Lola’s forehead creases. She thinks I’m joking. It’s the first time I’ve seen her out of uniform, and with eye shadow. She looks younger and more grown up at the same time. It’s a maxi dress, right to the floor, black with bright-pink flowers. Her bare arms look good.

         In the kitchen, she refuses my offer to mop and so I sit and watch, hoping her dress is machine washable and searching for words to describe the real Ben Palmer.

         ‘He could have been homeless, on drugs, dead,’ says Lola. ‘God provides.’

         ‘He probably is on drugs. How could he not remember me?’ I say.

         ‘You weren’t important to him that day. No one was.’

         ‘I’m not saying I’m important. But I did, you know … if I hadn’t, he wouldn’t be here. And Luke would.’

         She stops mopping. ‘You don’t know that.’ 55

         ‘The thing is, I do. It’s the one thing I know. Someone somewhere wants me to know it. Like they wanted me to find you and find Ben.’

         She can’t argue with that. She wrings out the mop and waits for me to pick up the other end of the table so she can reach the last puddle.

         Josephine shouts from the next room. She’s sprawled on the sofa, on the TV a sausage dog is advertising insurance. ‘Why does he get Francis? I was supposed to get Francis.’

         I go over and she lunges at me. Her hair smells of toffee popcorn and hot tea. It’s shea butter – you’d love it.

         ‘Let’s draw him,’ Josephine says.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Francis. Then he’ll be here.’

         
             

         

         Six weeks this week. I know you’re a fast developer. If you were here, if you could see Ben Palmer, you would grab on to his scraggly beard, look into his blue eyes and make him explain everything.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 13/3, 20:03

            SUBJECT: What am I here for? 

         

         Top three understatements: This is not how I envisioned my spring. Things are tricky with E. Life without you feels like someone has ripped my arms off and I will be looking for them, and for you, forever. 56

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Mon 13/3, 23:17

            SUBJECT: Special Agent Sausage 

         

         At this point, my only hope lies in little Francis pinning down Ben Palmer in his show-home bed, licking his secrets out of him and developing the ability to report back in the morning.

         It wasn’t going to be obvious right away. The brain surgeon was just an example for you and Lola. Now as I sit in the bathroom – I’ll explain in a minute – I am working through it again. This is what we know: he’s not a brain surgeon, nor is there any evidence he runs a vast philanthropic fund, but he is quite nice to dogs. Or maybe he does run a fund, a charity, and he gives it all away, lives like a monk (the throw cushions had a bit of that Tibetan orange in them). The reason is something we cannot see, as Graham would say. But we’re closer to finding it. And this could sound weird – or not, because you are closer to those in charge and probably know this already – there’s something in him, as in, I sensed you there, a bit of you.

         Why am I in the bathroom? The simple answer is that using my phone in the bedroom pisses E off. The longer answer is that I am wise enough to know when I have exhausted his patience.

         First sign was the shouting as he came in.

         ‘You haven’t brought him into bed, have you?’

         I’d climbed under the duvet after The One Show – pretending to lie on a train track and then under a shroud, if you really want to know.

         E called up the stairs. ‘You know he’ll end up pissing on you. Or worse.’

         I roll to face the window. Behind me, the landing light goes on. ‘Oh hi,’ I say. ‘Did you just come in?’

         ‘You haven’t got him under the duvet?’

         ‘What?’ I prop myself up on the pillows. If he asks about the jumper, I’ll say I was cold. He can’t see the jeans. 57

         ‘Francis. Where is he?’ E grabs a corner of the duvet. I slam my hands down.

         ‘It’s freezing.’ I make my voice croaky. ‘What are you doing?’

         ‘He’s not in his bed.’

         ‘He’s probably under the sofa.’ Maybe I had been asleep. I can’t think fast enough.

         ‘He’s not anywhere downstairs. Nor in the guest room,’ says E.

         ‘Please don’t call it that.’

         ‘Where is he?’ E’s looking under our bed, which is absurd because even my slippers won’t fit under there and Francis has been above his target weight for several years.

         ‘He’s gone,’ I say. ‘You seemed so pissed off at having him in the house, I told Mum to come back early. She’s collecting the rest of his stuff in the car tomorrow.’

         ‘God. You always do this, you…’

         ‘There’s Bolognese in the fridge,’ I call down the stairs.

         I retreat under the duvet and wonder which of us would make the worse parent. I search for a tune for Everything Happens for a Reason, my constant bedtime companion. Slow and low, like Nick Cave, sounds best, although I can also see it working as a Eurovision song, fast and insincere. Downstairs, E turns on the TV, microwaves spaghetti, opens a beer. So many unexpected elements to the caveman diet.

         When and how are we put in these groups? The philosophers like you and me; the depressives like Ben; and the easily pleased Es of the world, skipping through life from one little indulgence to the next, KitKat to quiz show to glass of red. There are those calendars with patronising orders to live by: ‘feel a tropical beach between your toes’; ‘slurp oysters from the waves’; ‘ride on a seahorse’. I’m bringing out an alternative for our austere times: ‘stand in a sandpit, have a fish finger sandwich and treat yourself to an Uber to work. (Because if those little things don’t cheer you up, nor will a trip to Barbados.)’ Some people are born to be happy whatever. 58

         E finishes shouting answers at the TV quiz and clunks his plate into the sink – my cue to hide in the bathroom. ‘What are you doing now?’ he asks through the door.

         ‘Epilating.’

         A philosopher would follow up, E goes to bed.

         He’ll be asleep by now, but I won’t flush. I wonder if Ben Palmer flushes at night or if it starts the dogs off. Do dogs have litter trays? Do you think he has the same ones all the time? Is it enough to live off?

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Tues 14/3, 19:20

            SUBJECT: Dressing gown 

         

         Tiny blue dressing gown. Add it to the off-limits items. In a bathroom in Peckham.

         There are obvious places I know not to go: the café with the soft-play corner, parks with daffodils, buses 35, 45, 345 (stopping at the hospital). But I’m never safe from random attacks.

         It was the same one I bought for you. And they had the matching towel on the radiator, teddy-bear ears on the hood. I know this self-pity is predictable (at least something is), but WHY US? WHY?

         I unpacked yours when I came in, it’s on my lap. The whole hospital bag smells of your arrival. Non-biological washing powder and the leaking lavender oil.

         Your chart says bath time is a big part of your day now. Do you think I can take something, go to sleep and we’ll wake up together, put you in that dressing gown? I’d read to you, tell you stories like this one, let’s call it ‘A Better Day with Ben’.

         No more wallowing. Story time.

         As you will remember from the last instalment, I let Ben keep Francis overnight, my ticket to a second meeting. 59

         Because everyone says I should be trying new things, I decide to take the Overground – known to my younger colleagues as the Ginger Line.

         In preparation, I spend half an hour searching for the Peruvian hat with ear flaps and another twenty minutes emptying the contents of my handbag into one of E’s rucksacks. I transfer all the little pieces of you – the pregnancy test, a lip-balm tin holding your hair, the scan pictures – into another handbag with a long strap I can wear across my chest. I can’t do rucksacks anymore – remember that one E gave us at eight months, after that fall? It balanced you out but I looked like a pregnant girl scout.

         It’s too early for the Ginger Line’s clientele. The platform is empty. Ben Palmer should have tried here.

         When I’m on the train, a message arrives from E:

         
            Sorry you misunderstand me

         

         Then another:

         
            Misunderstood. Bloody autocorrect.

         

         It’s the kind of non-apology you hear from philandering politicians.

         I don’t reply and another text arrives a minute later.

         
            Thanks for the Bolognese. Delicious.

         

         Another minute and he sends a spaghetti emoji followed by a smiley face licking its lips. I reply with a face sticking its tongue out but smiling. He replies with two kisses and a potato emoji – for Spud, a silly name I used to call him. (The night we met, people were talking about nicknames. He said his was ‘King Edward’. I asked, ‘Because you look like a potato?’ He said, ‘What? No. Because my parents have this thing about me ruling the world.’ When he asked me to 60dinner, I took him a King Edward potato, to prove my point: they’re a famous potato.)

         I find my notepad and prep for Ben Palmer. I wouldn’t say HR was my passion and I’ll probably end up doing something else one day, run a café or, with the right support, study law. But I’m good at my job and the skills are transferable.

         The trick with interviewing is to start from where you want to end up and work back.

         I make a list of the things I must find out about Ben Palmer. Then I number them in order of priority.

         
            4. Was there a specific reason to jump, or a range of factors?

            2. How many friends does he have? Where are his parents?

            3. Are they glad he’s still alive?

            5. What has he accomplished since last June? Did he feel different on or after 1st February this year?

            6. Where does he see himself in five years’ time?

            1. What would he like to say to the woman who saved him?

         

         Once you have your list, you think about how to formulate your questions. There are basic rules, like keeping things open to pre-empt yes/no answers (number three above, for example, you’d phrase as ‘How glad is everyone that you’re still alive?’). You also tailor your questions to what makes the interviewee most comfortable. Try to find a common interest, or invent one. So for Ben Palmer, you might ask, ‘What dogs did you have growing up?’ ‘Do your parents still have dogs?’ Finally, in the back of your mind you need one overarching question that you never reveal. That might be, ‘Can I be sure this person won’t leave/mess up/get arrested (delete as appropriate) like the last one?’ Or more specific, like, ‘Is this person desperate enough to move to southern Hungary when our powdered-foods division inevitably relocates there in six months’ time?’ 61

         I’m not saying the overarching question is always easy to find. With Ben Palmer, whichever way I phrase it, the answer would only ever be no. Who could be worth more than you? I crossed out all my attempts and instead wrote, Everything Happens for a Reason. I added a question mark and when I looked up we were at Surrey Quays. I’d missed my stop.

         
             

         

         It was some time after ten o’clock when I arrived at Ben Palmer’s. I braced for rebukes about ‘taking the piss’. No doubt he’d also demand an extra day’s money for the twenty-minute overshoot.

         He answers the door in an open hoodie and boxer shorts, Francis under his arm.

         ‘We’re not quite ready,’ he says.

         ‘Ready for what?’

         ‘We’re having some breakfast.’ Ben kisses Francis, puts him down.

         I perch on the end of his bed, there’s no sofa. The cushions are plumped up and aligned same as yesterday. Ben takes a jug from the microwave and pours the contents into two bowls. He adds honey to one and dips his finger in the other and places it on the floor for Francis. I watch his stomach muscles as he bends. He’s not how you’d imagine a suicidal loner. More like Mr April from a Hot Guys With Sausage Dogs calendar. Though I suppose one can be both.

         ‘Natural bacteria,’ he says at last.

         I don’t know what I’m supposed to answer.

         ‘Yoghurt and porridge,’ he adds. ‘It’s what his gut needs, dog his age. You tried him on sweet potatoes?’

         ‘Once or twice,’ I say. ‘Fries and mash. But he turned his nose up. Something about the seasoning being off.’

         ‘He’s too old for canned food. You know that, right?’ The sharp edge is back.

         ‘Have you got many walks booked today? Maybe Francis and I could join you.’ 62

         Ben leans down to Francis, lets him lick his spoon. ‘You would love walkies with Biscuit the beagle-weagle, wouldn’t you?’

         ‘I love beagle-weagles too,’ I say, and I mean it. They’re proper dogs.

         ‘Alright,’ says Ben and we wait while he finishes his porridge, with the same spoon.

         
             

         

         The dressing gown is the beagle’s fault. He lives down the road from Ben, in a single-fronted Victorian semi. Ben has their alarm code. It’s a similar layout to our place. The beagle barks from behind a stairgate to the kitchen and Francis replies from the hall.

         ‘Go here,’ says Ben when I ask if there are toilets in the park. ‘Door before the kitchen, or top of the stairs.’

         I choose upstairs where he won’t hear me. It’s when I sit down, I see it. On the back of the bathroom door. I start a text to E, that someone’s stolen our life. They have the organic chamomile shampoo and body-wash set. The same bath thermometer. I don’t send it.

         They’re using one of the bedrooms as a study, anatomy books. In another there’s a cot and a changing table with an open pack of nappies. In the master bedroom, there’s a Moses basket by the bed. A white babygro hangs over the side of the basket, ready for bedtime. On the bedside table is a stack of square photos, mock Polaroid style. They’ve written dates on them. Under a picture of a newborn wrapped in a hospital blanket, it says 4.2.2017. Two days after your birthday – or whatever I’m supposed to call it. I slip a close-up of a hand into my pocket.

         
             

         

         We go to a park called Telegraph Hill. The beagle, Biscuit, can’t wait to get away from us humans. When Ben lets them loose, Francis scuttles behind his new friend. Here’s a funny thing: when he speeds up, one of his back legs doesn’t touch the ground and he’s running on three, you’d love it. They stop every twenty yards to sniff each other and whisper about us.

         Ben nods hello to some of the other dog walkers and to a woman 63about his age, late twenties, sunglasses, small dog. He seems happy to walk in silence, apart from the odd remark about Francis, who is apparently ‘calm for his breed’ and ‘clearly well socialised’. I’m silent, too, the dressing gown has derailed me. I meant to review my questions while I was in the bathroom.

         At the top of the hill, there’s a view across to Big Ben, the London Eye, St Paul’s. ‘This is amazing,’ I say. ‘You must feel like you have the best job in the world.’

         ‘Beats working, if I’m honest.’

         ‘Funny name, Telegraph Hill. You’re so young, I bet you don’t know what a telegraph is.’ What’s wrong with me? A few hours with Francis and I’ve turned into my mother. I don’t know what a telegraph is either. Same as a telegram? ‘Can’t decide if I love or hate the Shard,’ I say. Ben accelerates to catch up with Biscuit. ‘Did you grow up around here?’ I ask. He pretends not to hear.

         Francis stops to do his business and looks to Ben, not me, for reassurance. ‘Clever sausage,’ says Ben and bags it.

         I stay a few steps back after that. The poo bag isn’t airtight and it swings back and forth in Ben’s hand like those incense shakers in old churches. Whenever I get too close, I stop and pretend I’m sizing up the Shard. Other dog walkers must think we’re a fighting couple. The whole point of this walk was to make him open up. Fresh air, his own turf, chatting side by side. Did you know that’s what men prefer? Go in any pub and you’ll see it: women facing each other at little tables, men side by side at the bar. I read that when you were growing, in an article about boys and mental health.

         I catch up with him after he’s dropped the bag in a bin. I feel for the notepad in my bag, I can’t see the questions.

         ‘So, do I pass?’ Ben’s facing me, holding Francis.

         ‘Pass? Pass what?’ I shove the notepad deeper into the bag.

         ‘Like, make the grade. Do I get Francis?’

         ‘I’ll have to check with my mum … I mean, she likes to walk him too.’ 64

         Ben’s embarrassed for me. ‘I’ve got a special offer on sausage dogs,’ he says.

         ‘Free portion of fries with every order?’ I say.

         He covers Francis’s ears and tuts.

         ‘Yes, you make the grade. I’ll bring him back tomorrow,’ I say. ‘Right now, he has a date with a little girl.’

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 15/3, 15:35

            SUBJECT: Never wash off 

         

         Oh God, oh God, oh God. Remember Francis’s pizzles? A woman in Ben’s park told me what they are. Full name Bull Pizzles. No way my mother knew. Ben said, ‘It’s better they get eaten than go in the bin.’ He did that thing animal people do, where they make it seem like you’re the one with a hygiene problem.

         We walked with him and Biscuit and a spaniel called Meredith, who was mad but seemed to come from a nice home, same road as Biscuit. She rolled as much as she walked and tried to climb on top of Francis. I’ve looked it up, some girl dogs do that.

         Ben was chattier today. He says he tries to fit in at least six dogs a day. I get the impression he hasn’t been doing it long. Another dog walker, Pete, seems to have started him off. Ben picks up dogs that Pete doesn’t want or can’t fit in. Biscuit was one of those, ‘bit of a pain, squirrel chaser’.

         I can’t hear an accent, just neutral southerner, maybe some Essex that he’s trying to hide. He’s bad at eye contact but smiles at people he seems to know from his walks. He walks faster than normal, but I suppose he’s in a rush to pick up the next dogs. I asked him if he wanted to stop for a sandwich at the park café. He didn’t say anything, so I said, ‘I mean, can I buy you a sandwich? I’m paying.’

         More silence. ‘I promised I’d get Meredith back, then I’ve got three Cockapoos.’ 65

         I’d scared him. I’ll just go for some of the walk tomorrow, meet him at the top of the park, twenty minutes or so, show I care, that he’s hired, but I’m not mad, or in love with him. We’ll build up from there, for as long as it takes to find the reason – why they swapped you, what makes him so much better. I should hate him. But he’s not hate-able. Behind the hard voice and the angry walk, there’s something frightened, that needs help.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Wed 15/3, 15:49

            SUBJECT: Upside down 

         

         I’m so slow. But you see it, don’t you? We’re coming at this the wrong way round. We didn’t save him because he was doing great things, we saved him because he has great things yet to do. Wow – I’m JFK, somebody shoot me. Sorry. Point is, Ben needs more saving. Gentle saving, without sandwiches for now. I’ll make a list of all the things he’s here to do.

         
            To: LRS_17@outlook.com

            Thu 16/3, 10:36

            SUBJECT: Fwd: Shower for Maggie, 1pm, Sunday 16th April 

         

         Now I understand what happened. You lived, I died and I’m in hell.

         
            Begin forwarded message:

From: Florence Roach

Thu 16/3, 10:20

SUBJECT: Shower for Maggie, 1pm, Sunday 16th April
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