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Praise for Her


‘Deliciously nasty, Her belongs to an emerging “women beware women” sub-genre indebted to Zoë Heller’s Notes on a Scandal. Yet it is distinctive in its domesticity and its missing formulaic elements: a violence-free psychological thriller in which the victim doesn’t even know there is a threat’


John Dugdale, Sunday Times


‘Harriet Lane, author of Alys, Always, specialises in scheming women. Her new novel of psychological suspense asks how you can tell when your friend is really your enemy … She’s a clever creation, this villainess, like a deadly spider waiting to pounce … One unanswered question keeps the reader gripping that seat-edge … The answer and the novel’s outcome do not disappoint’


Independent on Sunday


‘As seductive as it is chilling, Her is quality literary fiction meets psychological thriller, the devil of which is in the detail’ Lucy Scholes,


Observer


‘If you loved Notes on a Scandal’s brand of toxic camaraderie, you’ll love this’


Grazia, Summer Reads


‘Lane’s writing shines a spotlight on life’s domestic flotsam. Lego under the fridge, damp laundry, crumbs in the toy box: these details of middle-class parenthood are picked out in Hitchcockian detail, gathering weight, promising imminent horror. Lane’s first book, Alys, Always, was one of the most talked-about thrillers of 2012, a psychological drama exploring deceit and manipulation. Her is another study of spiteful female friendship, unwinding slowly and subtly over a year … Lane’s writing is always careful and elegant, loaded with significance and often beautiful’


Charlotte Runcie, Daily Telegraph


‘The author is good on atmosphere, observing lifestyles, ratcheting up the tension and keeping her readers guessing’


Choice


‘Tautly written psychological thriller … there is forensic social observation here. Her London is recognisably real. Both Emma and Nina feel like women you might pass on a leafy Islington street. She has a sharp eye for telling detail … Then the endgame, when it comes, is shattering’


Independent


‘This unfolding story of a toxic friendship … will have you racing through the chapters. A gripping and thought-provoking psychological thriller’


Nimmi Maghera-Rakhra, The Sun


‘Dual narrators and their different perspectives on the same events create a distinctly sinister and uncomfortable atmosphere in this gripping novel. Sympathies and allegiances shift with each chapter, keeping the reader unsettled, yet hooked … A cautionary tale that could make you re-evaluate those friendships made by the swings’


Victoria Clarke, The Lady


‘The exquisitely sinister psychological thriller that is going to take us all by storm this summer, Harriet Lane’s Her, has a Notes on a Scandal-type relationship between an exhausted young mother and her rich sophisticated neighbour’


Amanda Craig, Daily Telegraph


‘Another taut, tense psychological thriller from the author of the acclaimed 2012 debut novel Alys, Always … A compelling revenge drama that will make you think twice about getting too chummy with the neighbours’


Sebastian Shakespeare, Tatler


‘Harriet Lane’s Alys, Always was one of the most memorable fictional debuts of recent years, a seemingly simple story that discovered subtle ways to unsettle, and which found elegant, disturbing insights into familiar English obsessions with class and status. Lane’s new book, Her … promises to be this year’s unmissable summer novel. Among Lane’s antecedents is the pin-sharp prose of Patricia Highsmith’


Tim Adams, Observer


‘A fabulously creepy thriller from the author of Alys, Always. Nina recognises Emma on the street from 20 years ago, but doesn’t reveal this, and Emma treats Nina as a new friend. But what happens when it comes out that Nina remembers?’


Viv Groskop, Red magazine


‘Driving the plot are the reciprocal forces of revenge and provocation: we want to know what Nina will do next and what Emma has done to deserve it. Lane inspires a terrible dread as Nina’s threat looms larger, combined with a slender hope that Emma might realize the danger in time. Lane also intrigues her readers with the puzzle of Emma’s past … a fine mistress of suspense’


Emily Rhodes, TLS


‘A sharply observed relationship with a sinister plot line of hand-in-the-mouth proportions … psychologically nuanced … Lane excels at everyday detail. Emma’s total absorption by motherhood is rendered with beautifully stinging observations’


Metro


‘Harriet Lane’s debut, the subtly unsettling Alys, Always, was a chilling psychological drama of power privilege and manipulation. In this, her equally compulsive follow-up, similar sinister shenanigans are spun out in Lane’s elegant, poetic prose … Unlike conventional thrillers, the perverse pleasure of this compelling novel is not a big reveal but the pin-sharp unpicking of personality’


Eithne Farry, Sunday Express


‘Harriet Lane is a deft conjurer of menacing middle class scenarios, and her second novel a taut revenge drama with a shattering endgame’


i newspaper


‘Nina’s a control freak, Emma’s a mess. What happens when their paths cross – and is it really the first time? Psychological page-turning follow-up to Alys, Always, Ms Lane’s bestselling debut’


Grazia


‘Like a fly caught in a spider’s web, struggling naive mother Emma is drawn further into sophisticated Nina’s life. The ultimate frenemy thriller’


Now


‘When frazzled mum Emma encounters sophisticated Nina, she thinks their meeting is down to chance. But, as this cool, controlled thriller reveals, the truth is far more sinister. With wonderfully fleshed out characters, this is a chilling study in revenge’


Sunday Mirror


‘Struggling young mum Emma is grateful when her glamorous neighbour Nina befriends her. What Emma doesn’t realise is that Nina recognises her from the past and has a score to settle. In Her, Harriet Lane keeps the reader on the edge until the last page’


Good Housekeeping


‘Struggling mother of two Emma doesn’t recognise Nina, but Nina recognises her. She infiltrates her way into Emma’s life gaining her trust. But what is it that she wants? The story is told by both women, with an underlying tension that builds and builds until the last horrifying scene. I loved this slow-burning tale of revenge’


Fanny Blake, Woman & Home


‘This spare, tense psychological thriller opens when a wealthy woman finds a struggling young mother’s purse in the street of the London suburb they live in. Returning the purse marks the start of an unlikely friendship’


Harper’s Bazaar
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Nina


It’s her. I’m almost sure of it.


It’s late afternoon, a Friday towards the end of July. I’ve just left the off-licence with a cold bottle wrapped up in paper, and I’m crossing the square, thinking about the afternoon’s work, whether I’m getting anywhere or whether it’s going to be yet another dead end. The sky, through the shifting canopy of plane leaves, is still saturated with heat, and the golden air is viscous with pollen; but it’s tainted, too, with the disquieting scent of the urban summer: the reek of exhausts and drains and sewers, the faraway stench of the ancient forgotten streams that seep through the rocks and silt deep beneath my feet.


I’m thinking about that exact shade of violet – wondering if I’ve got it quite right against the greens and muddy browns – when I see her. She’s on the other side of the square, stooping a little, reaching out to a toddler. The sensation of it, of finding her there in front of me after all this time, is almost overwhelmingly powerful: like panic, or passion. I feel my hands curl into fists. I’m very conscious now of my lungs filling with air, and then releasing it.


Quickly I change course, walking over to the community noticeboard and standing in front of it, as if I’m taking an interest in yoga workshops and French conversation classes, and all the time, while the scene unfolds right there in front of me, I’m watching her, noting the thin matelot top and the rolled-up jeans, the ugly German toe-post sandals they all wear around here, the hair hooked behind her ears.


I watch as she takes something out of her pocket, a tissue or a cloth, and spits on it and bends over the child, wiping its face. ‘Oh, goodness, Christopher, look at the mess you’re in,’ she says. ‘Ice-cream in your hair! How did you manage that?’ and her voice is still the sort that carries, so I hear how tired she is, the way she finds the words without thinking about them. When she tucks the tissue in her pocket and straightens up, I can see she’s pregnant, maybe four months.


The boy breaks free from her hand and staggers off unevenly; a rolling gait, a sailor’s, or a drunk’s. He’s reeling across the square towards me, and now I feel a moment’s terror: Emma’s heading in my direction, she’ll smile at me in a spirit of ersatz apology as she comes level, expecting me to be charmed by the boy, and maybe she’ll recognise me. Or maybe she won’t.


But then he saves me by falling over, stumbling on the gravel and pitching forward onto it, almost comically, like some creature in a cartoon, and in the dreadful moment of silence that follows this she moves swiftly and strongly towards him.


I walk away across the square, not looking back, as the high scream begins, and I’m thinking: Emma. It’s you. I’ve found you. And when I pay for the bread and cheese at the deli, my hands are trembling, just a little.


I go home. Without Sophie and Charles in it, the house feels exotically empty and novel, as if it barely belongs to me; it always takes me a few days to get used to solitude, on the rare occasion when I’m alone. Lenka has been and gone, leaving the scent of detergent and ironing hanging agreeably in the air. I wander through the rooms, opening windows and correcting Lenka’s corrections, switching the flowers back to the side table, removing the drinks coasters she has placed fussily under the candlesticks. In Sophie’s room, I find Henry curled up on the bed. He pushes his head against my hand as I bend over him, then lies back, patiently exposing his throat, allowing me to give him more attention. I oblige, and then I go to the chest of drawers and find the packet of cigarettes Sophie has forgotten about, hidden under her school jerseys.


I take the Cook’s Matches and a glass of the Sancerre out onto the terrace and sit there looking out over the garden, smoking. I haven’t smoked for several years, and the cigarette is stale and dry and burns strongly, with a sort of crackle, making me feel a little giddy and sick. The smoke drifts through the honeysuckle and the white poppies, whose papery petals will soon litter the grass.


Charles rings when I’m on the second glass, and I’m glad to hear his voice, glad of the distraction, so glad that I wonder whether to tell him, to try to put it into words.


He is in an expansive mood, on the verge of excitement: the flight was delayed, but he made the meeting by the skin of his teeth, and the pitch went well, he and Theo were the last team to go before the panel, and the contractor just rang to say they’ve made it on to the shortlist. ‘It’s a great scheme,’ he says, ‘A fantastic site, not far from the opera house. We could really do with landing this job. I’m going to stay out for a few days, speak to a few people, do some drawings. I can’t draw in the office, everyone’s on my case the whole time. Would that be OK with you, if I extended my stay?’


Fine, I say. We’ve nothing planned.


‘How are things with you, did Sophie get off OK?’ he asks, and as I say what is expected I’m wondering how to mention Emma – although I don’t know quite how to explain it; it’s more of a feeling than an anecdote – when he says, ‘Oh, just a minute, I’ll be with you in a minute …’ and then he says Theo’s turned up and they’re due somewhere for supper. So I say, fine, let’s speak tomorrow, and hang up.


Later, I lie there in bed and go back over the scene under the plane trees, analysing it, looking for clues, trying to remember what else I saw. She had a worn brown satchel on a long strap, which banged against her hip as she hurried after the boy. Her hair was lighter than it used to be: dyed, probably. The matelot top. The rolled-up jeans. The bronze sandals. It doesn’t seem enough.


After that, I’m a little on edge when I’m out in the high street or the park. I’m scared of seeing her, and I’m scared that I’ll never see her again.


Charles comes home. The state schools break up for the holidays; the roads empty. The sound of the neighbours laughing in their gardens keeps us awake at night.


My father calls from the house in the south of France: ‘Why don’t you and Charles fly over for a few days, Clara’s learned to swim.’ ‘Yes, yes,’ calls Delphine, a little way away, ‘Tell Nina we want to see her, don’t we, darling?’ There’s a rustling and scratching on the line, and now I can hear Clara’s breaths, her mouth against the receiver. ‘Is that you?’ I say. ‘Clara, is that you?’ And then my father takes the phone back and says, ‘Well, bear it in mind, you’d be very welcome, either here, or in Paris when we get back.’ I say how lovely, I’ll think about it, but we know this is where we’ll leave the matter. Nothing will come of it.


Sophie sends me duty emails, telling me about the work experience her father has arranged in a midtown art gallery, and throwing in the occasional joke about Trudy’s horror of dairy. Once a week I ring my daughter at the apartment, and if Arnold picks up there’s a little starchy conversation: she’s grown so tall, she has been making cupcakes with the kids, the Crawfords have invited them all to the Hampton Classic so could she stay on for a few days? If I’m especially unlucky I’ll get Trudy, with her up-talk, her noli mi tangere formality, her relentless chirpy competence. I’m afflicted with a hateful shame when I speak to Trudy, when I imagine her imagining me: the Englishwoman, the first wife, the rogue Mrs Setting. A woman who retains Arnold’s surname, ‘for professional purposes, apparently’. Of course, Trudy has kept her maiden name, both for her psychotherapy practice and for the social aspects of the life she shares with Arnold and their rigorously scheduled children, Astrid and Otto, whom Sophie calls the brats – though she finds them tolerable in smallish doses.


‘She paints a little,’ Trudy probably tells her friends. ‘I’m told she’s quite well known, in England.’


The weeks go by, rolling into deep summer. Emma, I imagine, has gone away, like everyone else: maybe to Dorset or Norfolk, maybe to Corsica or Crete. I picture her sitting by a stretch of glittering water in a sunhat and (her bump neat and firm) a practical navy one-piece, while her husband – with freckled shoulders and a few days’ worth of beard – takes a mouthful of beer and gets busy at the barbecue, observing that the charred bits add flavour.


So I stop watching for Emma, and it’s a relief to have the neighbourhood back, the freedom of my familiar haunts. I like London in the lazy grip of August: the empty streets spotted with shade, the grass in the parks turning sparse and yellow, the heat coming in hard shimmering waves off parked cars. I turn down invitations from Kate Farrar and the Sharpes, quite glad to be left alone with my work during the day and spending the evenings at home with Charles, eating supper outside as the dusk brings its cool down over the garden. Making the most of the peace.


During these slow hot weeks, as I walk to and from the studio, my mind has started to fill up with colour and texture: greys and browns and sometimes a startling blue. There’s a softness there, and a roughness too. A coldness. Something has started to happen.


As ever, when I feel this, I try not to think too hard about it, in case it vanishes into nothing. I’ve lost too many possibilities this way and those losses always hurt. I do my best to concentrate on the impulse, rather than its implications. For now, in the studio, the brush feels good in my hand and the canvases collect in the racks: the bands of earth and air and water. One sky after another, low indistinct horizons, the smudged bruised suggestion of the landscape.


Michael from the gallery drops in one morning and goes through the finished pieces, nodding and frowning with what I now recognise as approval. ‘You’re on a roll,’ he says eventually, standing back to look at one of the largest paintings, propped against the wall. ‘They’re very atmospheric. I like the way you’re dealing with the emptiness of the place.’


‘It’s a part of Kent I used to know,’ I say, spooning instant coffee into the mugs, and as I say this I realise it’s true: if it’s anywhere, it’s the marsh. Those broad expanses of scrub, the wind-whipped tussocks and trees shaped by the weather, the dark inlets and drainage ditches and channels pock-marked with birds. And somewhere behind all of this, under all of this, is the sea; and above it is the sky.


Because the work is satisfying, it’s a happy summer. Charles lands the Vienna job, and this fills him with relief and good humour. I doubt he’s conscious of it, but he’s glad Sophie’s out of the way. He does things he doesn’t often do: stopping by the Turkish greengrocer on the way home to pick up wooden boxes of flat white peaches (I prefer the cheaper orange-fleshed ones, though I keep this to myself), ringing me up to say he’s managed to get tickets for the Almeida or the Duchess.


Walking down Dean Street as evening falls, I’m as aware of his vague contentment in being here with me as I am of the sticky residual heat of the pavement beneath my thin-soled sandals. In the old days, he would have kissed me here, near a dark doorway that smells of piss. The realisation almost fills me with melancholy.


The relief of finding a new direction in the studio means my sleep is deep and luxurious. I’m spared the dreams. When I wake up, there’s a point to the day.


I try to put Emma to the back of my mind. But she won’t stay there.


It’s nearly September now. The sun has bleached most of the colour out of the city. At night, I’m woken by the sound of police helicopters wheeling round to the estates at the bottom of the hill. It’s a dangerous time of year: tempers are short. The open windows are an invitation to burglars.


Anything could happen.


I’m in the dry cleaners collecting a silk dress and some of Charles’s suits when I glimpse her through the glass. For a moment, she’s caught unseeingly in my reflection – tall to my slight, rosy to my sallow, bright where I am dark – and then she’s moving past while I stand there in the doorway. We’re so close that I can see the silver bangle on her golden wrist; so close that I can smell her, the freshness of the detergent on her clothes (a green cardigan over a pink linen shift, scuffed white plimsolls). Her hair’s loose this time, rather unkempt-looking, as if she hasn’t had time to brush it.


She’s pushing one of those big triangular buggies, its handles hung with hessian bags, and there’s the child, Christopher, ferociously constrained by the safety harness, his face set with resentment. ‘No biscuits,’ she’s saying briskly. ‘It’s lunchtime.’ When the lights change she crosses the road by the pizza restaurant, and I see the movement as someone seated in the window half-rises and waves at her. I feel in my bag for my sunglasses and put them on so when I walk past the restaurant a few moments later I can look in without anxiety. Emma is seated at a table with a few other women, and the kids are all in highchairs, throwing things on the floor, while the waiter stands back, smiling with pained tolerance, attempting to take the order.


I’d like to know where she lives.


Of course, it’s not the first time I’ve done it, but when I google her, the same thing happens: nothing comes up. She may have someone else’s surname now, but even in her historical incarnation she left no trace, lost among all the other Emma Halls. I shouldn’t judge her for this. We both came of age before the internet, so I can find no evidence of how she spent her teens or twenties or even her thirties, though really I don’t need the proof of what I’ve gleaned from these two brief sightings: the arts degree, the job in magazine editorial or publishing or possibly some sort of curatorial role, and then – just as she was beginning to despair – the chance to bolt, to try out a new life for a while. Transport systems, controlled crying, soft play and coffees in the park with the other older mothers.


Are you enjoying it, Emma? I find myself thinking as I unscrew the cap from the tube of purple madder and squeeze a shiny worm of pigment onto a saucer. Is your life the one you were due?


Sunlight slides relentlessly over the studio’s concrete floor. The metal-framed windows are open and a few storeys below people are talking, popping car boots and lugging things in and out of the storage unit opposite. I don’t have much of a view: the studio overlooks the black windows of empty workshops, a series of flat gritty roofs seamed with lines of asphalt, weeds colonising cracks in the brickwork.


I look up, into the white burning sky.




Emma


In the end, it comes down to luck. I must have dropped my wallet as I came out of the greengrocers’, and she finds it on the pavement.


‘Oh, it’s no trouble,’ she says on the phone. ‘Your details were on the library card.’


‘I can’t tell you what a relief it is,’ I say, although I hadn’t even noticed I’d lost the bloody thing, in the usual confusion of shopping bags and getting the wilting lettuce into the fridge, and Christopher’s disgust with his green beans. ‘Are you local? I could come round to collect it once my son’s finished his tea. Where are you?’


‘Oh, let me bring it back, it’s no problem,’ she says. It’s a soft voice, a little hesitant-sounding.


‘Gosh, how kind, are you sure?’ I say, and she says she’ll be over in ten. She’s only around the corner, in Pakenham Gardens. As she says it I see the street, its clipped hedges and crisp pointing, its doors painted olive and lavender. The black and white chessboard tiling on the front paths, the coloured glass in the top panels of the windows: pink, green, gold. ‘Well, if you’re sure,’ I say, as Christopher drums his beaker on the tabletop, demanding milk rather as Tudor kings requested malmsey.


Of course, she turns out to be exactly the sort of person I don’t want to meet; exactly the sort of person I’d choose not to find my wallet on the street. I stand there in the doorway, with a stained tea towel over my shoulder, ketchup on my jeans, and (though I don’t find this out till later) flour in my hair, and I look at her and just for a second I recognise her, her life; and I want it so much, really, that it hurts.


When I see her waiting there on the step, I know pretty much everything about her. At one level, I’m seeing someone about my age, small and dark, in black cotton and ballet slippers: slim brown limbs, a simple rather boyish haircut which is a little damp, as if she has just had a shower or a swim. At another level, I read her as one woman reads another, and I can tell, in that instant, that she is free. How do I know this? It’s something to do with how slow and unhurried she is. There, on the doorstep, I feel she’s waiting for something. Just for a fraction of a moment, she waits to smile, she waits to speak, and I rush to fill the gaps, sounding like an idiot. Only then does she start to look for the wallet, somewhere in her big straw shopper.


She looks like a person who can afford to take her time. Nothing, right now, seems more exotic to me than this. My whole life runs to a schedule: the headlong conscientious dawn-to-dusk rush to feed and entertain and bathe and rest Christopher (my own needs, necessarily, come somewhat further down the line, if at all). There’s always the next thing to think about, or the thing after that.


And if I have the audacity to forget the timetable, or attempt to improvise, I know I’ll pay for it, sooner rather than later. Christopher’s margins are ribbon-narrow; if I allow him to get hungry or tired, he’ll punish me. And those punishments are hard to bear. I’m already someone else, but the person I turn into at these low points is someone I never imagined I could be a few years ago: someone with a hot knot of fury where her heart used to be.


I spent my old life meeting people’s needs, anticipating unreasonable demands and worst-case scenarios; I built a career on that sensitivity, that apprehension. It’s my particular tragedy that I’m still programmed with a desire to solve all problems, even now, when the authority I’m answerable to is a tiny illogical tyrant. Managing him, his whims and caprices, his passions and hatreds, requires every scrap of my energy, every ounce of patience. And usually even that isn’t enough.


So I open the door, and I see her, and in that moment I also see myself, my shortcomings. All the many things I now lack.


‘Nina Bremner,’ she says, holding out her hand.


‘I’m Emma. I really can’t thank you enough … You’re a lifesaver.’


Her hand in mine is dry and cool. I release it hurriedly. ‘Not a problem,’ she’s saying, starting to rummage vaguely in her bag. ‘It was just lying on the pavement by the postbox. Outside the greengrocers’.’


‘Oh – yes, I had that thing to post. Christ. Some days I think I’m going mad.’


‘Well, at least you’ve got a good excuse,’ she says, nodding at my belly. ‘When’s it due? I remember what that’s like.’


‘November. You’ve got children?’ I ask, and somehow I’m disappointed by this. She looks so other. I don’t want her to turn out to be like me, only better at it.


‘One. But she’s seventeen. Another species.’


‘You don’t look old enough, you must have been a child bride?’ I say, and she laughs.


Behind me, down the corridor, in the kitchen, there’s a crash. And then a roar.


‘Ah, OK, you’ve already got one. How old?’ she asks, dipping her head over her bag again. ‘Sorry, it’s here somewhere, I just …’


‘Two and a half. I’d better – Do you want to come in for a cup of tea?’ I don’t suppose she will. Why should she? But she seems amused. ‘Sure,’ she says. And then she’s in the hall, stepping neatly round the bulk of the all-terrain buggy, bringing a faint clinging fragrance with her, pulling the front door shut as I hurry away, towards the kitchen and Christopher, who is pinned into his highchair and surveying the mess on the floor with lordly vengeful satisfaction.


Some visitors spectate. They stand there at the edge of the room, smiling and chatting as I rush around with carrot sticks and J-cloths, and I know deep down they’re enjoying seeing me reduced to this. Of course, Nina didn’t know me before, doesn’t know the real me, but she notices what needs doing, and she does it: quietly, without ostentation or apology. While I’m flapping about, scooping houmous off the floor and wiping up the spilled milk, she fills the kettle and drops the dirty plates in the dishwasher. ‘What a pretty house,’ she says, finding mugs. ‘How long have you lived here?’


‘We bought it just after Christopher was born,’ I say. ‘We lived in Atwell Street for a bit after we got married, and it was a nice flat, but we wanted a garden. Of course there’s loads to do, we haven’t got around to any of it, we can’t really afford to do anything now. Sorry about the mess. I never seem to be able to get things straight.’ I hear myself saying these things, and I know what I sound like.


With deft small movements she lifts the kettle and pours the boiling water into cups, and as she does so the kitchen is wreathed with shimmering skeins of steam, catching on the sunlight slanting through the windows. ‘I remember what that’s like,’ she says. ‘Some days you feel like you’re running the wrong way on a conveyor belt, never getting anywhere.’


‘I never realised how much mess is involved in just living,’ I say, with a little laugh, giving Christopher a matchbox of raisins and lifting him out of the chair. ‘You know: just making him a meal is the act with a thousand consequences: all the peeling and cooking and cooling down and cutting, and then afterwards all the scraping and rinsing and wiping and sweeping. One stone, all these bloody ripples. Just the act of tidying up the chaos seems to generate more chaos. I open the cupboard to get out the mop, and when my back is turned he scatters clothes pegs all over the house, or hides the Hoover attachments in the recycling box. Or I find him wandering around clutching the bottle of bleach …’


I stop. I’ve said more than I meant to. It just came out in a rush. I’m glad I didn’t tell her about the line I stumbled across in a dictionary of quotations, the eighteenth-century suicide note: ‘All this buttoning and unbuttoning.’ It’s a phrase that I hear over and over, as if it’s playing on a loop, as I move through the days.


She looks at me. She looks at me as if she recognises me, the real me. It’s a shocking moment. For a second I’m scared I’m going to cry with the relief and horror of it.


‘Sit down,’ she says, pushing a chair forward a little. ‘Drink your tea.’


I stare out at the small battered rectangle of grass littered with coloured plastic, the defeated unloved shrubs, the shed door that Ben promised to fix but which for now continues to list on its hinges, a reminder of our joint paralysis. Over the overgrown hedge, the Callaghans’ washing sags on the laundry line.


Christopher is hunkered down on an upturned plant pot, eating his raisins, the ones he’s not dropping. I see him bend over, pushing through the grass, searching them out with careful fingers. I think: cat shit. But then I think: sod it. So I sit. She pulls up another chair.


‘Sorry,’ I say, and I don’t want the moment to linger, it’s too painful, so I say, ‘God, listen to me! I’m not always like this. Post-holiday crash. You know what it’s like.’ The cup, when I pick it up, is hot in my hands. The tea is too weak, but so what, there’s a novelty in not having made it myself.


When she asks me where we went, I tell her about the agriturismo near Lucca, using the approved techniques for describing summer holidays (imply it was heaven, without going into too much tedious detail; make a joke out of the noisy humourless Belgians in the next apartment, the lack of mixer taps, and the dread anticipation of the next credit-card statement).


She says she hasn’t been away. Her daughter Sophie spent most of the summer in the States with the father and the stepmother. (Not at all, it’s all very cordial.) She missed Sophie, of course, but looking on the bright side, it turned into a fairly productive summer workwise. ‘I hit a rich seam,’ she says. ‘So I stayed put, made the most of it.’ She’s a painter. Landscapes, mostly. Abstract. She has a studio in Kentish Town, in the old piano factory, and a show coming up at a gallery I’ve heard of in Fitzrovia. ‘You should come to the opening,’ she says, almost shyly. ‘If you fancy it.’


I say I’d love to, which is true. I don’t say that it’ll never happen. ‘Can’t think of anything nicer,’ I say. And now I’m seized with wistfulness, a desire that she should see me in a different context, so I add, ‘Gallery openings! That’s the sort of thing I used to do, when I worked in TV.’ And as I say it, I feel the burn of humiliation, as if I’m claiming kinship with someone I barely know, someone infinitely more glamorous and sought-after. As if I’m trying to ride on the coattails of a person I was once introduced to a long time ago. God, you sound pathetic, I think.


‘I’ll drop an invite round,’ she says. ‘It would be great if you could come.’


There’s a noise from outside: Christopher, bashing the hedge with his stick, frightening the cats. I step outside to tell him to stop while she finishes her tea, looks around for her bag. ‘I’d better get going, Sophie’s got a friend round and I said I’d make paella. Oh, I almost forgot.’ She reaches into her shopper, pulls out my wallet and pushes it over the table towards me: a shamefully practical thing in jolly patterned oilcloth, its clasp straining against an undisciplined mess of receipts and loyalty cards.


I see her out into the early evening: a clear sky, full of chance and opportunity, the people coming home from work and walking along the street, heading for a jasmine-scented pub garden or a game of tennis in the park.


Christopher’s calling for me. Has he hurt himself? It’s not always possible to tell the difference between injury and indignation. I stand there in the hall, among the boots and the coats, the toys and the clothing catalogues I can’t bring myself to deal with, listening to him. There’s a broken rice cake underneath the radiator, and while I’m stooping to retrieve it I find a single red sock patterned with robots. When I pick it up it’s firm and knobbly, oddly jointed: filled with a pebble, a clump of Lego bricks and a ring of dried apple.


If she remembers, I think, I’ll bloody go.




Nina


In the end, it’s ridiculously easy. I’m coming back from a run when I see her going into the greengrocers’, manoeuvring the enormous unwieldy buggy between the straw-filled trays of plums and avocados, the sunny upturned faces of the gerberas. The greengrocer wears a patient smile as Emma moves around, blocking the aisles while she tries to interest Christopher in purple or green grapes. An elderly gentleman has to climb over the heirloom tomatoes – oh my God, the terminology – in order to reach the till.


As if anyone would steal your bloody toddler, I think. Just park him outside for a moment or two. What could possibly happen? But these women, they all live in fear of being the unlucky one. Oh, I couldn’t take the risk, they say. All that anxiety. So many things to worry about. Parabens, E-numbers, UV rays. I wonder how they stand it.


I wait under the awning, in front of the boxes of yellow and scarlet fruit, turning towards the bookshop window as she selects a lettuce and pays for it. Then there’s the business of edging the buggy out again, sending a shiver through the cherries. When the buggy bumps down onto the pavement something falls out: Christopher’s shoe, a soft little fabric sandal. As she bends to retrieve it, as I squeeze past her to pay for my apple, I find it’s the work of a moment to dip my fingers into the yawning mouth of her bag.


‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ says the greengrocer, putting down a pallet of lemons, and I know what he’s really saying: Sorry about that dozy mare. Outside, she’s lifting Christopher up to the postbox as he pushes some envelopes into the slot. I can see the little grimace at his weight against her bump, his unhelpful vitality.


‘That’s OK,’ I say, handing over the coins, her wallet snug between my arm and my ribcage.


At home, I spread the contents out over the kitchen table, assembling the clues. She’s Emma Nash now. She lives on Carmody Street, in the little line of workers’ cottages between the park and the main road. The usual credit cards, library passes, loyalty schemes. Receipts: organic milk from M&S, flour and cereal from Iceland. A recipe from the Guardian supplement for chicken curry. A green prescription form, scrawled over with a GP’s hurried initials, for an entry-level antidepressant. Tucked behind the book of stamps there’s a small tired-looking snapshot, a picture of a man, the husband, the Mr Nash, smiling into the sun, arms folded, leaning against a bike on a country lane. Quite attractive, I suppose.


I have a quick shower and then I make the call.


‘Is that Emma Nash? I’ve found your wallet, you dropped it on the high street.’


She gushes a bit. I’ve saved her life, she seems to be going mad, she’d forget her head if it wasn’t, etc.


‘It’s no trouble,’ I say.


She’s so relieved. She asks if I live nearby, offers to pop over once her son has finished his tea.


‘Oh, let me bring it back, it’s no problem,’ I say quickly. I’m no longer nervous; I want to get inside her house. I want to see how she lives.


I anticipate that she’ll be more flustered on her own territory, less likely to recognise me, though the chances of that are really very slim. Still, I’ve got my line ready, just in case it’s needed. ‘I’m in Pakenham Gardens,’ I say. ‘It’s only around the corner. I’ll be with you in ten.’


I put everything back in the wallet and leave the house. It’s a beautiful evening. Monica Prewitt is out in her front garden, trimming the lavender bush, filling a trug with the spent straws, and the fragrance of it drifts down the street. Someone in number 34 is practising Chopin in front of an open window, going over the same few bars, making the same mistakes: a pleasant, mildly melancholy sound. The pavements are warm and dappled with sunshine.


I slow down when I get to Carmody Street. The houses here are two-storey, rather than three-, and the façades are narrower, less ornate, set back behind cramped front gardens that barely merit the term. Not all the houses have been gentrified: several still have net curtains. One is pebble-dashed. There’s a bit of double-glazing. Some ugly leggy climber roses. The noise of the main road at the end of the street changes as the traffic lights on the roundabout click through their sequences.


Emma’s is a halfway house. There’s a potted bay tree on the front step and a powder-blue front door, but the gloss paint is chipped, and some of the slats on the plantation shutters are broken, hanging off at an angle, giving the impression of a mouthful of bad teeth. At full stretch, I think, as I unlatch the little gate and walk up the short path. Then, Here we are. Here we go.


Standing on the step, I’m aware, when I swallow, of the dryness of my throat. I run a hand through my hair, still a little damp from my shower. Then I put my finger on the bell.


There she is, standing in front of me, a distracted smile, glancing over her shoulder – waiting for the bomb to go off in the back room – while she’s talking: ‘idiotic’ and ‘feel so stupid’ and ‘incredibly kind’.


Close to, it’s quite overwhelming, the wholesome golden quality of her presence only partially dimmed by domesticity, pregnancy and the exhaustion particular to mothers of small children. The sheer height and health and strength and competence of her. I can see the dark roots of her hair and the streak of white at the temple where she has pushed it back impatiently with a floury hand. Ketchup on her jeans, the tea towel over her shoulder. She’s still beautiful.


‘Nina Bremner,’ I say, and we shake hands.


‘I’m Emma. I really can’t thank you enough … You’re a lifesaver.’


I say it’s not a problem, and then I open my bag, look down into it. The wallet’s right there, of course, underneath my cardigan, but I leave it, making vague noises – Oh God where is it, it’s in here somewhere – knowing she’ll have to ask me in. ‘It was just lying on the pavement by the postbox,’ I say, fumbling. ‘Outside the greengrocers’.’


‘Oh – yes, I had that thing to post. Christ. Some days I think I’m going mad.’


I look at her, smiling, nodding at her bump. ‘Well, at least you’ve got a good excuse. When’s it due?’


November, she says. When I tell her how old Sophie is, she says I must have been a child bride. And with this comment I remember her old impulsiveness, that reckless inability to pass on an opportunity to charm a stranger. It’s a character flaw, I know that now.


Behind her, in the darkness of the house, there’s the sound of the child throwing something or falling over. He calls for her. Flustered, she glances over her shoulder.


‘Sorry,’ I say, dipping my head again. ‘It’s here somewhere, I just …’


So she asks if I’d like to come in for a cup of tea.


Yes.


It’s all pretty much as I’d expected. The white-painted hall, the scuffed skirting and the varnished wooden boards, the buggy and small wellingtons painted with beetles tumbled against bigger ones, a hobby horse lolling out of the umbrella stand. A wad of unopened post balanced on top of the radiator. A wooden heart on a string dangling over the gilt-framed mirror. A china dish of shells and keys. A ball made from those red rubber bands postmen drop on the pavements. All the quirky bits of individuality echoing prevailing tastes. This is us. This is who we are.


Beneath the chaos of crumbs and dirty pots, the kitchen is pleasant, unremarkable: pale blue units, enamel lampshade over the wooden table, a string of fairy lights looped over the Angie Lewin print of seed heads. The door is open to the small garden. Sun lies over the tangled grass, the tossed-aside watering can, the length of yellow hose. Someone’s trying to grow some tomatoes out there, I see.


The boy, Christopher, has scattered the end of his tea on the floor. As his mother comes towards him he looks at her with a satisfied expression, as if he has brought some righteous punishment to bear. I hear her mutter, ‘Oh, you—’ and then she’s at the sink, running hot water into a cloth. When she’s wiping the table and the floor, I fill the kettle and switch it on, and then I collect the plates and stack them in the dishwasher. Christopher watches me without curiosity. ‘And what’s your name?’ I ask him, and then I ruffle his hair, and I have the pleasure of feeling him twist away from my hand, objecting to my gesture. ‘Oh, isn’t he a poppet? They’re so delicious when they’re this age.’


We talk a little about how long they’ve lived here. I can tell she’s half-proud, half-ashamed of the house and its humdrum dishevelment: the enamel milk pans in pink and pistachio green dangling from hooks, the chipped china jug stuffed with sweet williams on the sill, the finger paintings moored to the fridge with magnets (crowns, beach balls, tiny tins of Italian beer). The way these small choices reflect upon her.
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