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What are little girls made of?


What are little girls made of?


Sugar and spice


And all things nice


That’s what little girls are made of.







Charlotte



Now – Friday Night


Charlotte screams into the emptiness. All around, the world has dissolved from grey to inky blue to deepest black. Now it has no colour; it is just nothingness. Even the stars that had hung above her car like beautiful threats have disappeared, blinked clean out of existence like dead matches.


On this black night, whipping along these dead roads, Charlotte could be anywhere. She presses the accelerator with her boot but, no matter how fast she goes, she outruns nothing that matters. The anger still sits in the car with her, panting like a beast. She presses on anyway, driving as fast as she dares, then faster still. Hurling her car around corners, hoping, for just a moment, to slam into something.


Her knuckles turn white on the wheel, adrenaline boiling her from the inside as she scores a deep groove along this empty map. Her headlights bounce along, picking up startled animal eyes and sudden silhouettes at the side of the roads. Their glow briefly sketching gates and the swinging signs of small farms. Tyre tracks leading off towards unknowable lives.


She goes faster still, trying to outrun her panic. Swinging around bends and adding ten, twenty to the speed limit. Why not? Thirty miles an hour over. Fuck it. What difference does it make when you’re alone on the road? You know very well what difference it makes.


Charlotte curses her electric car, inherited from her mother, nearly new. Right now, she needs gears to crunch, an engine to roar. Instead, she whispers along like a ghost. To the outside world, to these bright-eyed animal witnesses, she must seem calm.


Where is she anyway? Wales, she knows that because she surged over the Severn ages ago. But which bit of Wales, and how far from the border; those details are mush. She looks at her screen, but the map just shows the varicose veins of unnamed roads and the threat of a river up ahead. She could be anywhere.


No one will hear me coming, she thinks, if they step out into the road. She eases off the accelerator but then she thinks of Anne. And then she hopes, by some mix-up of time and space, that her oldest friend might somehow stumble in front of her without warning. That she can’t stop herself from ploughing into her soft body, grinding her into this country dirt and whispering away again.


She presses the pedal harder.


Earlier Today


If you’d asked Charlotte just seconds before it happened, she would have said everything was fine. And yet. When Anne came back from the toilet and tripped just slightly on the price tag of a Persian Lilihan rug, something shifted below the surface. Anne was always poised, never clumsy. Even as an eleven-year-old, Anne’s long straight back and keen eyes had aligned her more with the teachers than the other kids. Until you knew her properly, and few did. But today, something was off.


Charlotte had offered Anne a cup of tea, and, as Anne had looked up from her screen opposite, the briefest shadow had passed over her face. Wasn’t it obvious then? Didn’t Charlotte suspect, in the pit of her belly, that the world had shifted a tiny degree off its axis? That the argument they’d had the day before had torn something deeper than she’d realised?


Yesterday she’d been due to meet Rob for lunch but he’d cancelled while she was en route, something to do with his dodgy cousin Cole. With nowhere else to go, she’d swung around and headed back, only stopping to grab a sandwich from the supermarket on the way. Anne’s Mercedes had been outside Wilderwood Antiques, and a big sleek BMW was next to it. Most trade came by appointment but people did drop in to browse from time to time so it hadn’t struck her as odd. She’d only hoped Anne, with no formal training, wasn’t out of her depth.


She’d been surprised to find the door locked. She’d rattled it a couple of times and then pulled out her key, but Anne had suddenly opened the door. ‘Charlotte,’ she’d said. ‘I thought you were meeting Rob?’


‘What’s going on?’ Charlotte had replied, frowning as she’d stepped inside to see a slick and suited man, dark-haired and expensive-looking, seated at the Rosewood dining table they’d been hoping to shift by now. ‘Is he interested in the table?’ she’d whispered, then smiled in his direction.


‘Are you going to introduce us, Miss Wilkins?’ the man had asked, standing to full height as Charlotte had walked towards him, hand cautiously outstretched. Anne had taken a quick breath and then, as Charlotte’s skin had connected with his in a firm handshake, she’d told Charlotte he was a potential investor. In response, he’d held out a business card. Charlotte’s mouth had puckered into what her mum used to call her vinegar face but she’d managed to hold her outrage in until the man had left, asking Anne to call him later with her answer.


‘I know it was an overstep,’ Anne had said, hands up in surrender. ‘I just wanted to hear him out.’


‘We don’t need investors,’ Charlotte had argued. ‘We just need to carry on sorting the website and clearing this old stock to make way for some fresh stuff.’


Anne had nodded, blushing.


But despite these tiny paper cuts, these atomic-level ripples, when Anne had asked to speak to Charlotte in private earlier today, after their assistant Dorian had gone home, she would have said, hand on heart, that she hadn’t seen it coming.


Anne locked the door and closed the shutters, plunging them into soupy gloom until the lights flicked on. They both blinked as the grey outlines of bureaux and armchairs, mirrors and vases were coloured in by the electric bulb. It was a harsh light, highlighting both of them as faded facsimiles of the girls they once were. Crinkled at the eyes, a dusting of grey at the roots.


‘What’s this about?’ Charlotte said. She was still sitting at her desk in the back of the room and Anne stalked towards her.


Wilderwood Antiques is Charlotte’s family business, her late father’s first love, and should be her domain, but she sat cowed and confused while she waited for an explanation. ‘Is this about yesterday?’ she said. ‘That investor?’ But Anne shook her head.


As Anne opened a small folder of papers, Charlotte noticed her shellaced fingers were trembling. And as her old friend lay the pages out carefully like Tarot cards on the rich surface of the mahogany, Charlotte noticed Anne bite her lip just for a moment. An echo of the Anne she used to be, all those years ago.


‘I’ve noticed some irregularities,’ today’s Anne said, her glossy hair falling in front of her face like a curtain. ‘And I think you need to leave.’


Now


She should turn back but instead Charlotte scores through the countryside like a knife. She doesn’t feel entirely safe here, imagining urban myths gathering force in the dark. A silent army of mad men and black-eyed children and killer clowns. The stories she and Anne used to tell each other, faces lit by torches, heads close under a shared blanket.


She doesn’t dare squint into the dark to make out the shapes. The man at the side of the road, ready to leap onto her car with a head on his spike. The tap tap tap that will soon come from above. Maybe a Victorian child floating, forlorn, just a few centimetres from the ground.


Heart thumping, she looks behind her just once. No mad men there. No one at all. Not in the backseat. Nor on the passenger seat, no one waiting at home, no one warming the bed or calling her phone. No one.


But anything out there is less risk to her than inside the car where her anger sits still panting like a beast, willing her to surge faster, to fling her car around corners, to do some damage.


The lane ahead is lit up silver by the moon and she grits her teeth and presses harder, faster, the speed reading fifty, sixty, seventy … why not? Her hands grip the leather like claws, shoulders locked. Maybe she should just slam into one of these trees and be done with it. How would you like that, Anne? Fuck you all, mic drop.


A viscous rain is pelting her car. What was a thin-lipped dribble a few minutes ago has become a great mouth, spitting salty gobs down from all angles. The wheels shudder sideways as she turns sharply again. And then a town slides onto the map up ahead: Usk.


She can just make out the lights on the horizon, softening the night back from black to navy blue. A velvet sky. As she surges closer, distant buildings come into view. She can make out the industrial fringe now, warehouses and factories, grey shapes scattered like abandoned cardboard boxes along the horizon.


She whips through a knotty chicane of gravelly Tarmac and shouts again, animal and incoherent, into the grey of the night. She dares herself to speed up – there’s no one out here but her – using up the last little bit of control she has. Fuck it. She presses her foot down and curses the silent Tesla. This should sound like a roar.


A bridge suddenly looms into view, looking obscene and dangerous. With huge balustrades like military shoulders, the great metal monster squats over the swollen river. She makes out its sharp edges, the solid steel arcing twenty, thirty metres above the water. If she were to rattle off the road and drive straight for one of those legs, what instant and total damage would it do? How would Anne feel when she got the news? And so begins a silent negotiation. Charlotte is both hostage and hostage taker. She dares herself, taunts herself.


Just drive.


Just point the nose, shut your eyes and drive.


Hard.


She takes a long blink, a trial run, but as her lids flick back up with their doll-eye reflex, Charlotte suddenly sees the figure. Up there on the bridge, white dress dancing in the wind, is a woman. And she’s about to fall.






Charlotte


Now


The car stops dead. An ancient bit of brain controlling Charlotte’s foot before she can think about it. Now she’s staring at the bridge, the engine whooshing politely as it waits.


In the background, the lights of Usk twinkle knowingly, but between that life and her car, there is this: an empty road, a big old bridge over a furious black river and a woman standing on the handrail. What looks like a wedding gown clings to her. In her hand, a small bouquet hangs tattered and wet. She is motionless and tiny, like the ballerina in a closed music box.


Charlotte’s heart drums faster, her headlights barely illuminating the scene. Most of the light comes from the moon, which has slunk out from behind a cloud as if summoned by a finger click.


The woman in white hasn’t noticed the car, which is still some fifty metres from the bridge. She remains fixated by the water below her, her arms hanging limply by her side and her neck bent. She could almost be a child, but she’s a scaled-down woman. Maybe five foot nothing, a wisp. Charlotte feels a pull in her chest; the woman is so little, so defenceless against the wind. The handrail is thick but surely slippery from the rain, and one giant gust – or one small leap – could send her small body tumbling down to its death. Unless she’s already dead.


Charlotte feels cold sweat pouring down her back, her temples throb and her pulse rushes so fast the individual beats blend into chaos. She can’t stay here watching, she has to do something or her heart will explode. Charlotte rolls forward a metre, another half metre, then stops again. The woman does not look over. She remains deathly still.


Maybe she can’t see me because she’s not really there.


Charlotte could still reverse as silently as a snake, slither back around the corner and forget what she has seen. Unless that’s what this woman wants. Unless this is the start of some kind of folk tale where an idiot from the city reverses back around the corner and into the arms of …


For fuck’s sake, stop; you’re thirty-five, not fifteen.


Charlotte drives at a creeping pace to the bridge then pulls over next to the woman, wrestling out of her seatbelt and stumbling into the driving rain.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ she says, treading slowly closer now, as if approaching a stray dog, aggression levels unknown. The wind swallows Charlotte’s words and for a moment she thinks the woman hasn’t heard, but then she looks, just briefly, over her shoulder. She is definitely wearing a wedding gown. Its train dances behind her, the beading catches what little light the moon has to spare and the bodice, its structure as rigid as this metal bridge, makes this little woman princess-shaped.


‘I said—’


‘I heard what you said,’ the woman replies without taking her eyes off the black river rushing below. She has a look of someone, or maybe of some time, that Charlotte can’t quite place. An anachronism, and incredibly alone. Like the Little Match Girl.


The rain coats Charlotte’s face, blurring her vision. Her cardigan is already so soaked with rain that it feels like a concrete overcoat.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ Charlotte says, cautiously taking a step closer, hands still outstretched. She feels an urge to wrap the woman up, to warm her. The woman shrugs and keeps her eyes on the water. Through the balustrades, Charlotte can see that the black water is fringed with moonlit foam, the currents taking no rest for the night.


‘Please,’ Charlotte says, taking a careful step closer. ‘Let me help you down.’


‘No, thank you.’ The woman’s voice is barely audible. Her hair is filthy with rain but, when the moon catches it, a glimmer of red shines through. She is young, mid-twenties at the most.


‘Please,’ Charlotte insists. ‘You could fall.’


The woman laughs just briefly, the sound stolen by the roar of the river. Her shoulders shake a moment longer as raindrops slide down them and soak into the beaded bodice of her dress. The joke, Charlotte realises, is that she wants to fall. Charlotte sighs, wrings some of the rain from her black curls and shrugs too. ‘Fuck it. If you’re not getting down, I’m coming up.’


Earlier Today


‘But this is bullshit and you know it,’ Charlotte said, her voice more shrill than intended. ‘Anne, this is me you’re talking about.’ She thumped her chest. ‘Me!’


Anne looked down, cheeks pink. ‘Charlotte, I know that business admin isn’t your strong suit and you’re not—’


‘What?’


‘Look, I know you’re out of your depth, but this isn’t just one or two mistakes, this is months of … this is really bad, Charlotte. It’s really bad.’


‘What are you saying? You’re going to, what, tell on me? For mistakes that I’ve not even made!’ Charlotte waved at the paper in front of her. Where did all this come from?


Anne stared at her, her eyes soft and sad. ‘It’s for the best if you go; your dad’s company is at stake here.’


‘Yes, my dad’s company,’ Charlotte snapped back. ‘My family business that I brought you into in good faith and now you’re trying to take it from me! How could you? I gave you a chance! A fresh start!’


‘A fresh start?’ Anne laughed. A sudden squawk, like skin on a balloon.


The penny dropped. ‘Oh, OK,’ Charlotte said, nodding. ‘I get it now. This guy’s offered money to buy a stake and you think you can just push me out and cash in but that’s not the way it works. It’s my family name over the door and I’m damned if you’re going to—’


‘Charlotte, you’re playing with fire if you stay. I only realised how bad it was when I looked back through old stuff to …’ Anne looked down for a moment and cleared her throat, as if to compose herself. ‘When I looked at this stuff to prepare for my meeting with them. And it’s bad, Charlotte. There’s cash unaccounted for, fake invoices, customers that don’t exist, missing products. Your family name is going to land you in prison if you don’t—’


‘But I haven’t done anything!’


Anne swallowed. The mechanism in her long thin throat sliding up and down like an elevator.


‘Look,’ Anne said, holding Charlotte’s eye and then looking down at the papers fanned out on the table as if someone else had laid them there, ‘you can still draw a salary. I’ll keep you on the books as a part-timer but I’ll take you off at Companies House. I’ll be sole director and then you’re insulated, you’re—’


‘What the fuck?’


‘But you need to sign it over to me and step down as director and then we can try to save things. I’m a new broom, I won’t get the blame, and hopefully we can tidy things up enough and keep everything intact. But if not, I can’t protect you.’ That sleek hair, that straight back. ‘And I won’t protect you.’


Charlotte gripped the chair tightly, knuckles pressing into the Regency rosewood chair that the investor had sat in yesterday. Then she shoved it towards the wall so hard Anne jumped, her poise finally shattered.


‘You’ll have to prise it from my cold dead hands!’


Now


‘What are you doing?’ the woman in the dress says, wobbling precariously as she shuffles away from Charlotte and grips on to one of the tall posts, her hands squeaking as they slip around on the wet metal.


Charlotte swallows, looking down momentarily at the furious river below. Then she clambers up onto the space next to the woman, feet sliding. Panic tugging her gut and groin. Holding her arms out for balance, she reaches for the next post along and holds it with her left hand, offering her right to the woman.


‘You’re nuts,’ the woman says, her eyes wide and panda-ringed with make-up.


‘You started it,’ Charlotte says, shrugging her shivering shoulders. ‘And I’ve got nothing to lose so I’m staying up here with you until you get down.’ She looks at the water. ‘Whichever way we get down.’


For a moment, the woman says nothing. Then she looks over her shoulder at the Tesla waiting obediently nearby. ‘You don’t look like you’ve got nothing to lose,’ she says quietly.


Charlotte follows her gaze.


‘That car? That car was my mum’s. My mum and dad died six months ago and I inherited it. Compared to having my parents still alive, that car really is nothing.’


‘I’m sorry about your parents,’ the woman says.


‘It’s not your fault.’


‘How did they die?’ the woman asks, still ignoring Charlotte’s outstretched hand. It’s funny how few people actually ask this when it’s obvious that everyone wants to know.


‘They died in a car crash.’


The woman frowns and looks at the Tesla again. ‘They crashed in my dad’s car,’ Charlotte clarifies, her voice flat. ‘They were on their way to the airport for their first holiday in forever and … they say he probably fell asleep at the wheel. It was the early hours of the morning, he was tired from—’ she laughs then, despite herself. ‘Tired from never taking a holiday. They both died straight away. So the police told me anyway.’


The morning that everything changed, that’s how Charlotte would come to think of it. Pushing a thumbtack into the map of her life, before and after, all of it pivoting on one tiny point.


She remembers apologising to the police for the state of her as she’d opened the door to her London flat. She’d only been asleep a few hours and was probably still a bit drunk from going to the pub with her new team. She’d joined the museum just that week, finally landing a job she relished.


The officers had stood like solemn sentries in the communal hall as she’d yanked at the ties of the dressing gown she’d just chucked on.


‘But I only spoke to my dad the other night,’ she’d said, as if this negated everything the police had just said. As if that meant that they had actually made it to Jamaica as planned and were now sitting in the sun, bickering.


‘You’re wrong,’ she’d said. The officers had stood patiently, having, no doubt, seen this reaction many times.


‘My name’s Charlotte, what about you?’


‘Maggie,’ the woman says, through chattering teeth, hands gripping the post and dress flapping wildly.


‘So why are you up here, Maggie?’ Charlotte says, lowering her free hand in semi-defeat. ‘Your new husband or fiancé must be … I mean you’re wearing a—’


‘I don’t have a husband or a fiancé any more. I don’t have anything,’ the woman says, her gaze back on the freezing water below. ‘Look, you’ve done your Good Samaritan thing but now you need to get back in your car and drive away.’ For all her bravado, when the woman looks at Charlotte, her eyes are soft and pleading. ‘Please,’ she adds. ‘Just go. With my blessing.’


‘I really can’t do that,’ Charlotte says. ‘You’re soaked through, you must be freezing.’ She pauses. ‘And if you wanted to jump, you’d have jumped. So now you’re just getting cold for no reason.’


Maggie scowls but doesn’t disagree.


‘I’m not letting you go but I’m freezing,’ Charlotte says. ‘So why don’t we just sit in the car for a bit so we can both warm up and you can dry your dress out?’


Maggie looks down at her dress as if surprised to see it. She’s silent for a long time as if listening for an answer in the wind.


‘OK,’ she says finally. ‘Just for a minute or two.’ Charlotte offers her hand again and this time Maggie takes it, looking nervously around as if coming back to consciousness after a dream. Charlotte swallows; if she can just get this girl off the bridge and into the car, then she can decide what to do next.


Charlotte is still holding the post with her left hand when Maggie lets go of her own post and crouches down carefully. Charlotte starts to lower herself too when a sudden noise comes from below the bridge. A snap of something, a loud crack that rings out through the wet air. Maggie gasps and loses her footing, her little white ballet pumps sliding along the metal handrail.







Charlotte



Now


Charlotte’s arm is yanked hard by the movement and Maggie’s hand breaks free. Now they’re both swaying and scrabbling separately. Maggie’s left foot slips completely from the handrail and she collapses backwards towards the water. She is hanging from the railing by her knees, the rest of her is upside down with layers of the dress falling over her face. She isn’t screaming, or crying; it’s more of a desperate whimper.


‘Hang on,’ Charlotte pants, trying to keep herself steady. She’s holding a support post with her left hand, facing the water. Trying to ignore the drop below, she squats slowly, reaching down with her right arm. ‘Grab my hand!’


Maggie’s face is obscured by the white flapping fabric of her dress and her arms flail uselessly. ‘I can’t hold on,’ she sobs. ‘Please help me.’


‘Fuck.’ There’s no other way. Charlotte climbs carefully over the railings so she’s river side. Now there’s nothing to stop her falling but she ignores the water and the tremor in her legs, and inches closer to Maggie. Holding tightly to the wet handrail with one hand, she reaches for the woman’s arm with the other. She pulls as hard as she can, managing to swing Maggie’s body back up until she can grab the rail by herself. Maggie teeters on top of it for a moment, chest heaving up and down, and then she slumps down to the safety of the Tarmac where she sits, looking dazed.


‘Please help me down,’ Charlotte says, climbing back over the railing with trembling limbs and hands that can barely grip now. ‘I can’t stop shaking.’


Maggie scrabbles to her feet, which Charlotte notices have lost their shoes to the current below. Charlotte shuffles carefully along on her backside and Maggie reaches both her hands up, the way a parent offers reassurance to a newly toddling child. Charlotte seizes them quickly and then half-jumps, half-tumbles onto her. They both sit on the road, backs against the railings and cling to each other like match-end boxers. ‘Oh my god,’ Maggie finally says into Charlotte’s hair, and then she starts to cry. ‘You saved my life.’


‘Your dress,’ Charlotte says gently, as she disentangles from Maggie, who wipes under her eyes self-consciously. ‘It’s ripped. And your shoes … they’ve—’


Maggie’s toes curl into the gritty Tarmac. ‘My feet are killing me,’ she admits.


‘We need to get you cleaned up.’ Charlotte looks around but there’s nothing nearby. ‘Do you live far away?’


Maggie is shaking her head, frantic. ‘I don’t live anywhere any more,’ she says. ‘I was living with Mike but—’ she looks down at her dress ‘—that’s not possible any more.’


Mike. Charlotte makes a mental note to ask who he is but not yet. They’re still in the triage stage.


‘I could take you to a hotel or …’ Charlotte rubs her hand over her face, top to bottom, a gesture she knows she got from her dad and seeks comfort from. ‘Look, this is going to sound weird but after what just happened and, honestly, after the day I’ve had, I don’t want to be alone. Do you?’


Maggie shakes her head just slightly.


‘Why don’t you come back to mine?’ Charlotte says softly, clearing her throat. ‘It’s really late and I’m sure you have a lot to think about but you obviously need somewhere safe and warm to rest for a bit.’


‘Oh, I don’t know, I—’


‘No pressure but I’ve got a spare room made up already and you can have a shower and borrow some comfies.’


‘Comfies?’ Maggie laughs and it surprises them both. ‘Do you mean like joggers?’


‘Joggers, PJs, cardies …’ Charlotte smiles back. ‘I’ve got the lot. Shoes too,’ she says, nodding at Maggie’s feet. ‘And more importantly, you can have a stiff drink and a good sleep. What do you reckon?’


They both stare at the bridge for a moment longer. The rain is slowing but the wind is still wild, chucking grit and loose twigs onto the car, bending the nearest trees into menacing shapes.


‘I’m not a weirdo,’ she adds.


‘That’s exactly what a weirdo would say,’ Maggie says and smiles, just briefly.


Charlotte probably shouldn’t invite random people to stay at her house, that’s stranger danger 101. But after facing down death together, Maggie doesn’t feel like a stranger. Nor does she feel like a friend. Friend-adjacent. Linked by experience, by fear. By the blood that was nearly spilled.


Charlotte remembers when she and Anne were eleven and, on a count of three, they’d nicked their arms with razorblades, wincing at the pain, and then pressed the red blots together so they’d stung as one. ‘Blood sisters forever.’ Maybe she and Maggie are bridge sisters. And besides, maybe strangers are more trustworthy than the people we think we know. Anne proved that earlier.


Maggie is squinting into the darkness as if looking for an answer. ‘OK,’ she says, finally. ‘Thank you. Yeah.’






Maggie


How can she feel colder now she’s sitting inside this warm car than when she was out there, on that slippery bridge? Maybe she’s already died a little. The nerve endings in her skin snuffed out by the cold. Her blood turning slowly blue like someone had dipped their paint brush in it and swirled it lazily around.


Maggie shivers and her jaw rattles; her back is still aching from slamming upside down into metal but this heated seat is helping a bit.


Maggie looks at Charlotte’s hands as she fiddles with the controls on the swanky flat screen. Hands that just a few minutes ago were the last line of defence between Maggie and that freezing river. Hands that, there’s no other way to put it, just saved her life.


Charlotte looks normal enough, just an ordinary slightly plump, fairly short, middle-class thirty-something. But up there on the bridge she was a lioness. And Maggie really didn’t deserve it and would never have predicted that kind of display of fearsome bravery. After her brief bout of uncontrolled tears back there, Maggie has now parcelled up those feelings and got herself back under control. She straightens up and tries to think of something to say.


‘My dress is ruined,’ is the best she can manage. This latest bout of dirty drizzle has finally turned its skirt grey and painted the beading with droplets of sludgy brown. The train is fringed with green from the discoloured iron, and even her feet are coated with slime. She tries not to wipe them on the carpets of this car. Although these aren’t particularly clean, people get protective about things like that, and she doesn’t fancy getting booted out into the cold again just yet. ‘How long were you up there?’ Charlotte asks.


Her throat is scratchy from the chilled night air and Maggie sounds wheezy when she asks what time it is now.


‘Just gone ten,’ Charlotte replies quietly, as if breaking difficult news.


‘It’s later than I realised,’ she says flatly. ‘I guess I was there for an hour then, maybe more.’ How long has it been? Nearer two hours, on and off.


Maggie feels ridiculous, like some sugar plum fairy down on her luck. The dress she once loved is taking up the whole passenger seat and footwell, and its damp train has spilled across the middle where a gear stick would normally be. She pulls it back and tucks it down the side of her legs, trying not to wipe its disgusting edges onto her skin.


‘This car is like something out of a film,’ she says, with more wonder than intended. ‘I’ve never been in an electric car before.’


Charlotte swivels to face her; the thighs of her grey jeans are black with rain, and she has make-up streaked all down her face, gathering in black lumps along her jaw. Maggie swallows down a ragged knot of guilt.


‘You don’t have to tell me but … what the fuck happened today?’


Maggie rubs her hands together then presses them to her chest to try to warm her lungs, to loosen the story from where it sits, thorny in her chest. ‘I don’t know where to start, ’cos today was just the latest part of it.’


‘Latest part of what?’


‘A total nightmare.’


‘THE DAVID SITUATION’


She’d met him at work on her first day at the bookies. No one wanted her to take the job. Her mum thought gambling was immoral and her fiancé Mike thought it was beneath her. But she was cautiously optimistic.


She liked watching the horses thunder along on the tiny suspended screens. She liked the feel of the little pens bucketed along the counter. And she wanted to witness the wins. To see people’s lives changing right in front of her.


She’d crashed out of school with only a GCSE in drama; the opportunities weren’t exactly lining up and they had a wedding to pay for. That showstopping white dress that had caught her eye, that was a whole pay cheque as it was and she’d already put down a deposit. She didn’t have the luxury of making a fuss.


‘Who gives a shit?’ her new colleague David said to every mistake she made. ‘None of this matters.’ Then he showed her how to make a tiny hat out of a betting slip and whispered funny anecdotes about the regulars.


Whenever she mentioned David to Mike, he didn’t see the burgeoning friendship as a good thing. He didn’t recognise that you took your silver linings where you could when you found yourself behind the counter of a small-town betting shop at the age of twenty-five, when you’d rather hoped life would have more in store for you. Mike just heard another man’s name. So she stopped mentioning David at all. But Mike was right to wave a red flag.


What Maggie thought of as a companionable friendship, David had mistaken for foreplay. And when her ‘friend’ tried to kiss her one evening after closing up, when he’d argued that she knew what she wanted, that she’d been building up to this for months, it was the sudden lack of friendship that hit her hardest. She’d apologised for any misunderstanding because that’s what good girls are taught to do. But an apology was not what he wanted.


‘I need to go,’ she said. ‘Mike’s outside waiting for me.’


But he wasn’t, and David knew that.


‘Call me sentimental,’ David said, pressing her against the wall of the staffroom and ignoring the old paint that crumbled to the floor, ‘but a deal is a deal.’


‘We don’t … what deal?’


His heavy breath mingled with hers when she opened her mouth. She could taste the crisps she’d shared with him and her stomach flipped.


‘I’ve helped you out,’ he said, moving her trembling hand down his own body. ‘Now you help me out.’


Eyes screwed shut, brain slipping backwards. She didn’t notice he still had his phone in his hand.


She ran home afterwards, sat in a scolding bath and tried to reorganise it in her head, clean it, file it away. She didn’t fight him, not in the staffroom or now. It never crossed her mind to go to the police. And she didn’t breathe a word to Mike.


Funny how the way you think you’ll behave is relegated to the way other people get to behave. Fusses are not for you.


She didn’t go to work the next day or the day after. Claiming first a migraine and then the flu. Asking Mike to call in for her and tuning out his recriminations. ‘We have a wedding to pay for.’


When she finally returned, she was called into Pete, the manager’s, office. David was sitting on Pete’s side of the desk as she was dismissed. She was still in her probation period, and she’d proven to be a flake.


‘Do you have anything to say?’ Pete asked. She had many things to say. She said none of them. Instead, she held her breath so she shared no more of David’s, and then she ran all the way home.


Dazed, she let herself in and went up to the bed where Mike was still sleeping off a night shift.


‘What do you expect when you keep bunking off?’ he asked, his voice still thick from sleep.


Then the phone calls started. Breathy nothings from a withheld number. She went to the police then, Mike reluctantly at her side. ‘Can you trace them?’ she’d asked the police officer taking her statement. ‘We’re not MI5, love, and it’s just a phone call.’


She opened her mouth to tell them that it wasn’t just a phone call. But it’d been three weeks, and in that time she had worked harder than ever to seem normal. She’d laughed sometimes. She and Mike had had sex. How could she explain that?


Next, the unwanted taxis started arriving, late at night and early in the morning. Mostly when Mike was on the night shift, and she’d dug out money from his cash pot to send them away. A condolence card came next. Blank inside, address printed, untraceable. ‘I think it’s a threat,’ she told the same police officer, who slipped it into her file, offering no guarantees. Then came the taps at the door at night when Mike wasn’t home. She felt someone watching her whenever she dared go out. Eventually she just stayed inside.


All she had left was the wedding and every ounce of energy went into it. And today, it finally came. The good news story she’d been waiting for, a season finale of her own personal soap opera. She’d stood at the altar, Mike’s hand in hers and her mother at her side with something like relief on her face. The same note of relief that had run through the announcement in the local paper, which she’d wished her mum hadn’t placed.


The vicar warmed the crowd up like a pier-end pro and finally reached his show stopper. ‘If anyone can show just cause why this couple cannot lawfully be joined together in matrimony, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.’


She gazed up lovingly at Mike, gripping his hand to pull both of them over the finish line. And then David spoke from the back of the church, his voice as loud as a town crier.


‘Me. I can.’


Every head in the church turned to stare at the stranger as he marched towards the altar like a crusader. ‘I’m here to stop this sham of a wedding,’ he shouted. ‘She’s in love with me. And I have proof!’


Mouths gasped and heads fell into hands. David waved a wedge of photos around, some of them slithering to the floor, their subjects staring up at the wedding party. Silly shots from when they were still workmates, wearing their tiny betting slip hats. Arms around each other behind the counter when a punter won. But others too. A photograph of her hand on his body, her engagement ring sparkling. A blurred close-up of their faces: his lips against hers, her eyes closed. And then there was a photograph of her, in her nightdress, asleep.


‘These aren’t what you think!’ she cried as Mike dropped her hand to snatch up the pictures. ‘He forced me! I didn’t know he’d taken pictures but I didn’t want this, this isn’t what it looked like. These aren’t real!’


Everybody watched in silence as Mike flipped angrily through the pile, then stared at her with a venom she’d never seen before, not even from David. ‘But that’s our bed,’ he said, his voice so sharpened by anger it could have sliced a piece of her heart clean off.


‘He must have broken in,’ she pleaded.


‘So you’re saying they are real?’ Mike said, so quietly she had to lean in.


‘That one is and those ones in the shop with the hats, they were just … just mucking around. Those others,’ she’d panted, ‘you have to believe me, I didn’t want to. I hated it. He forced me. But I don’t know how he got a photo of me sleeping, Mike, I really don’t.’


‘If it was just that, Maggie,’ Mike said, his eyes filling, ‘I could … maybe I could understand but—’ he’d pulled out the worst photo and held it up to her face so she shrank away ‘—I can see your hand on his dick.’


At that, her mother had collapsed into a nearby pew, fanning her face.


‘Perhaps we could take a brief pause and collect our thoughts,’ the vicar said, gesturing towards the vestry with a shaking hand. Mike didn’t move. ‘You’ve humiliated me in front of everyone,’ he said, shaking with shock, tears falling onto his suit and the blue buttonhole flower she’d carefully made for him. ‘I just … I can’t do this.’


‘But they’re not … this is what he wants,’ she cried. ‘He’s winning!’ And then she turned to her mum, she still doesn’t know why, and said, ‘Mum, please tell him. Please tell Mike I’d never hurt him like this.’


Her mother turned away.


David stood in the middle of the aisle, grinning like a joker in a mismatched suit. ‘Come on,’ he said, offering her his hand grandly, dipping at the knee, ‘you’re out of this mess now.’ She stared at him. Looked him in the eye for the first time since that evening in the staffroom. Searching the face of someone she’d once liked, looking for reasons he might want to light a bomb under her life. Finding only a dented ego, and a warped idea of women.


And then she ran. She ran as fast as she could in her strait jacket of taffeta and satin, in her white ballet pumps that she’d found on eBay for an absolute song.


When she turned just briefly at the church door, her mum was comforting Mike, a circle of well-wishers huddled around them. David was the only one looking her way, smiling with all of his teeth.







Charlotte



‘You’re saying …’ she grinds to a halt. Where to start? She doesn’t want to retraumatise this woman and found the matter-of-fact way she told her terrible story troubling. As if her nerve endings were singed by it all.


‘I’m so sorry you weren’t believed,’ she says slowly, carefully. ‘I believe you.’ Her hand hovers near Maggie’s arm, the human need to touch, to emphasise without words at odds with the need not to frighten or violate. She drops her hand and Maggie looks out of the window. Her eyes are wet but not leaking, a feat of control playing itself out in the visible fluttering pulse of her thin neck.


‘And you just fled, wearing that?’ Charlotte says, relieved to be back in the present, on easier ground, if only barely, than a man grooming, attacking and then destroying a woman’s life.


‘I didn’t know what else to do,’ Maggie says, tugging her dress up a little over her narrow chest, the straps slipping from her shoulders. ‘It’s not like I could go home, not to Mike’s flat. I mean, I thought about going to the hotel we’d booked but the thought of that was just—’


‘Your friends or parents?’


‘Most of my circle were just Mike’s friends’ girlfriends or his sisters,’ she says quietly. ‘I’ve never been good at making friends.’


‘Me neither,’ Charlotte says. Until Rob had paid her attention in the later years of school, and her social capital had slightly risen, she’d been known as ‘Beg-a-mate’. She’d hovered eagerly on the edges of friendship groups but was never invited in, having to stick with Anne instead.


‘And my mum has finally given up on me,’ Maggie says.


‘You don’t know that. She must have been shocked but, surely, knowing what David did to you—’


‘She’s always had a pretty low opinion of me. Today is confirmation that she was right all along.’


Charlotte wants to argue this, to reassure her but Maggie’s expression tells her to stop.


‘How did you end up all the way out here?’ she asks instead, turning the heat up another degree as she notices Maggie’s hands are still trembling.


‘I don’t know, I just walked. I didn’t know where I was going. I didn’t even care if David followed me. It was then that I realised I didn’t care if David killed me; in fact, he’d be doing me a favour. And, god, the relief I felt at the idea of leaving all of this behind. Every mistake and disappointment.’


She closes her eyes and a tiny tear shimmers as it falls to her cheek.


‘This humiliation, it’s like … it’s like it’s burning me from the inside out. So when I saw the bridge, I just decided right then to … y’know. But it’s not that simple when you’re up there.’


Maggie stares at the bridge through the windscreen, brushing long damp hairs from her face. Charlotte passes her a hairband from the hidden compartment in the centre of the dash. She takes it wordlessly and twists her hair into a bun, securing it deftly.


‘Now you,’ Maggie says, turning to Charlotte.


‘Now me?’


‘You climbed up on that bridge pretty damn fast for someone without a story. Tell me.’ Maggie’s voice is softer now, but insistent. ‘Tell me why someone like you has “nothing to lose”.’


Charlotte pauses, unsure where to drop the needle. The start of the record, when the police knocked on her door on that dreadful morning? There aren’t enough hours in the day and this bride doesn’t look very patient. Charlotte exhales. She tries to scrunch it all into a neat compact story, sloughing off some of the rougher edges as Maggie listens, eyes widening.


‘So let me get this straight, you lost your mum and dad in an accident, inherited your dad’s business and gave your oldest friend a job when she needed one.’


‘Pretty much.’


‘And then she turned around and said you had to sign over your business to her?’


‘Yep. That’s about the size of it.’


‘But she can’t do that, right?’


‘Well …’ Charlotte closes her eyes and breathes out so long she imagines the sides of her lungs sticking together. ‘She might be able to.’ How much to say? Oh fuck it. ‘Basically, it looks like there are some irregularities. From before, I mean.’ She can’t bring herself to say ‘from my dad’s time’.


‘And there was a lot of money sitting in the account when I took it over so the business is doing fine, but it doesn’t look good to have all this mess.’ She exhales. It feels … not good exactly, but a bittersweet relief to say this stuff to someone. Especially someone with no horse in the race.


‘I think she might have stitched me up, Maggie. Faked the accounts and made it look like there was illegal goings-on but, honestly, I’m not so sure that I can risk going to the police,’cos if I’m wrong, I’m fucked.’


Outside, the rain keeps up its relentless pestering but, inside, the only sound is the whoosh of the engine and the swish of the windscreen wipers. Neither woman speaks for a while.


‘OK, your story checks out,’ Maggie says finally, smiling bitterly. ‘So we both have nothing to lose.’ Then she wrestles her sprawling bun back onto the top of her head and leans back against the car seat, eyes closing.


‘Hey, are you OK?’


‘I’m knackered.’


‘Let’s get you back to mine. It’s a bit of a drive but you can rest and I’ll shut up.’


Maggie falls asleep while they’re still on Welsh soil, her fists balled in her lap like a toddler. When they pass under the tall yellow lights of the Severn Bridge, her pale skin shines luminous.


Tonight is a tale of two bridges. The former, a dirty old metal beast, offering no protection from the churning river beneath. And now this elegant creation. Suspended high above the water as if strung between two stars, one keeping watch over England and the other over Wales.


They don’t look alike – Maggie is milk-skinned with dirty-red hair and green eyes, narrow boned; Charlotte is dark-haired, olive-skinned and solid – but she feels something like the sisterly duty of care she once yearned for. For as long as she can remember, she’d pestered her parents for a baby sister. Right up until the car ride when she was nine. She’d been out for the day somewhere with her mum – her dad had been away at an auction – and she’d been playing with a doll in the backseat. ‘I could help change my baby sister,’ she’d said and her mum had screeched to a halt, slapped the wheel with her hands and said, ‘Get this through your thick skull, Charlotte: I don’t want another child with him.’


She’d never mentioned it again.


Charlotte pulls off the motorway and swings through Bampton-upon-Avon, the A road skimming her old haunts. The stop where she caught the school bus home, the fish and chip place she and Rob would sneak to in year eleven, the pub that asked no questions in sixth form.


And then her headlights bounce across the front gates of Bampton Grammar. The place where she had first met Anne, all those years ago.


1996


‘Charlotte Wilderwood, you sit there. Anne Wilkins, you sit next to her …’


Bound, by alphabetical luck, into a friendship on day one of year seven. Both girls relieved to have it taken out of their hands. Charlotte had never really understood why, but, for all her eagerness, friends were always hard to come by.


She pulled out her pencil case and opened it up like a jewellery box. She noticed with delight that her new desk mate – a tall, skinny girl in mismatched uniform – was gazing at the contents with something like yearning. She slid the pencil case towards her like a cigarette pack.


‘Would you like a pen?’


‘Oh, yes please. I left my pencil case at home.’


‘I’ve got more pens than I need,’ Charlotte said, smiling awkwardly at how stuffed the case was. ‘You’d be doing me a favour if you took some of these things.’


They spent their lunch break amongst the trees on the front lawn of the school, unwrapping sandwiches from home and, in Charlotte’s case, also a Trio bar, a banana and a pouch of Sunny D.


‘Ugh,’ she said, playing for laughs really. ‘Cheese and pickle. Mum knows I don’t like that. What’ve you got?’


‘Marmite,’ Anne said, shrugging.


‘Even worse!’ Charlotte said, inspecting the paper bag in Anne’s lap. ‘Did your mum not give you anything with it?’


Anne chewed slowly, swallowed and looked at Charlotte like she was doing a sum, some difficult equation like they’d been shown in second period.


‘I make my own sandwiches,’ she said finally.


Charlotte went home that night and informed her mum, inaccurately as it turned out, that she’d be making her own lunch from now on because she wasn’t a baby any more. ‘OK, Lotty,’ her mum said, scepticism barely hidden.


‘My new friend Anne makes all her own food. And also can I get a perm soon? Anne’s getting a perm when she turns twelve because it’s kind of a tradition in her family. Why are you laughing?’


‘You’ve already got curly hair, Lotty.’


‘But it’s the wrong kind of curly hair. And also, by the way, me and Anne are going to be best friends for the rest of our lives. No matter what.’







Charlotte



She slows as she enters Little Wickton, Rob’s village. She’d not long moved from her rented London flat and into her inherited family cottage when she’d come to this village to post a letter and had walked straight into Rob.


They had stared at each other, eyes wide. She’d wanted to say, ‘is it really you?’ but her tongue had jammed. His mouth had fallen open just slightly, breathing fast, his chest filling in front of her like it might explode.


Rob. Three tiny letters, carved into the tree trunk of her life. The first boy she ever kissed. Whose expressions could turn her teenage self into a useless soup. A country bad boy, who would have been eaten whole by an actual delinquent, but was the closest thing their school had to a rebel without a cause. A caution for shoplifting here, a fist fight there … Whose body and heart she’d allowed to entwine with hers, only to find it tattered and broken when he’d dumped her out of the blue, after everything they’d overcome, just after she got her A-level results. The scab that had grown over those sores still brittle and ugly.


Rob. Whose appearance in front of her, like an apparition, had melted her like butter.


‘Charlie,’ he’d said, finally. His voice was lower than before, which had made her feel somehow cheated. Not by him but by time. Fifteen years apart after every day together. And he had not been set in amber. He had grown, changed and broadened, all behind her back.


Breathless and still unable to speak, she had pulled him to her. They’d hugged awkwardly at first, which was pain itself. Their softer, rounder bodies had no longer fitted together as precisely as they used to, but that same familiar warmth had spread through her nonetheless. Across her chest, down her thighs. She’d pressed harder into the hug and so had he.


How long had they stood there, saying nothing with their mouths? A minute, an hour, a lifetime? Meshing together, tracing the parts of each other’s landscapes that had been missing from the other’s map. Until all there was left to do was walk back to her cottage in silence and tell each other everything through sex. It had been out of their hands.


Rob was secrets made flesh. He was the memories she still drew on sometimes, when in bed with someone lacklustre and disappointing. He was the secret benchmark against which all other men – many men, who gave a shit how many – were judged. She told herself, told women at work, told anyone who would listen, that monogamy was for losers. Men were to be picked up and dropped, played at their own game. Reduced to a series of eggplant emojis in WhatsApp groups.


But that day, bathed in Somerset sunshine and pickled in grief, she couldn’t deny what still lay at her core. Not a thing or a concept, but a person. Rob. The one around whom she had moulded herself when she was still pliable, and hardened that way.


And everything was the same as it always had been. The way that he kissed. The snap of the condom. The way they moved instinctively together, waves curling onto a beach, controlled by some larger force. Even the sounds he made were the same, sounds she could not have described and didn’t know she remembered until she heard them again and it was suddenly all she could remember about anything.


‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ she’d said afterwards, running her hands carefully along his skin, half-expecting him to dissolve back into a memory.


‘I’ve always been here,’ he’d said. ‘And I always hoped you’d come back.’


‘Yeah?’


‘I’m so sorry,’ he’d said then. ‘About your parents and about … I shouldn’t have … I regretted it immediately.’


‘Breaking up with me?’


He’d nodded.


‘Oh Jesus, Rob, you were eighteen,’ she’d said gently. ‘You’re supposed to break up with people when you’re eighteen. It’s OK. It’s not done me any harm.’ And then she’d tugged his discarded T-shirt over her body like she always had and went to make tea so he wouldn’t see how obviously she was lying.


A vague sense of misdemeanour had run up and down her bare arms as she’d brought the mugs up and saw him there in the bed, suntanned skin from working outside, hair messed up from her hands. It had been the middle of the day. Her parents had never trusted Rob but her parents were dead and, besides, she was allowed to have sex.


They were proper adults. Him more than her. No longer a tough teen tearaway, he was a respectable member of the community, divorced with a child and a gardening business of his own, one he’d started just after she’d left. Him becoming his own boss while she’d slid into three years of sleeping in, sleeping around and sleepwalking through lectures to collect a degree in the history of decorative arts, hoping it might prove to her dad she could be useful to the business.


‘I haven’t been in this room for years,’ he’d said, sitting up and flattening down his hair, revealing more scalp than used to be on show. ‘Where are all the posters?’


‘Imagine if you’d come here, both of us in our thirties, and my bedroom was still the same as it was when I was eighteen,’ she’d said, and it was the first time she’d laughed since the police had knocked.
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