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			Prologue

			A thin piercing noise is all she can hear as her eyes flutter over the message. She shuts her lids tightly. The noise turns into crashing rain – she can still feel it seeping into her hair and dripping into the creases of her skin. It makes her teeth chatter. The memory of a tap on her shoulder, his lips moving as he said hello.

			This is what she thinks of when she finds out he isn’t coming: the first moment she saw him, when she’d been caught in the rain on Waterloo Bridge. His eyes on her had felt invasive, as though they were already three layers deep.

			She walks downstairs. Her dad smiles up at her. She smiles back momentarily, caught off guard.

			‘He isn’t coming,’ she says, still not quite believing it’s true. She drops her pretty bunch of simple spring flowers onto the floor and hands him the phone. Her dad’s wearing a suit. He had his hair cut especially for the occasion.

			She is wearing a white silk tea dress with lace detail. Neither of them wanted a big wedding. She has a smattering of daisies in her loosely plaited brown hair. She balances herself on the armchair and, catching herself in the mirror, she feels sorry for the girl standing there. Abandoned on her wedding day. This will hurt once the numbness passes.

			Her father holds her in an embrace, and she turns her cheek onto the shoulder of his cold jacket. She stands still, just breathing. That is all she can manage. A binary in and out, hoping that if she just does that enough times it will be over.

		

	
		
			1

			Several weeks earlier

			‘Why didn’t I bring a coat? I’m freezing!’ Kate jumps up and down on the spot. Ben puts his arm around her and squeezes. It has been one of those spring days where you are fooled into thinking summer has started, but by 7 p.m. your bare arms have goosebumps, and your exposed ankles are chalky and white.

			‘Come on, let’s get inside,’ he says, pulling her up onto the dip of the worn stone step.

			Ben rings the bell and they wait. In front of them is a large panelled wooden door, which dwarfs them both. An irritated buzz summons Ben to push. Kate holds his hand, her other clasped around the top of his arm so she can observe the reception area safely from behind his shoulder. She watches as the haughty woman at the desk develops a smile and a warm inclusive tone as she takes his name and registers his reservation. It is as if, suddenly, she has met him many times before. Kate can’t help but notice the perfect wisps of hair which have escaped expertly from her loose bun and the neat pearls which sit exquisitely on her dainty lobes. Kate tucks a strand of hair behind her ear as Ben laughs along with something the woman has said.

			She has been to his club before, but it always makes her feel on edge, as if everyone is watching her, wondering who she is and how she got in. They are whisked through, past the busy bar area, to a table by an imposing sash window which commands the attention of the whole room. Ben is well versed in getting the best. They sit down, she smooths her skirt over her legs as she takes it all in. Light ripples of laughter entwine with quiet rumbles of conversation. Everyone is wearing dark hues of block colour; the waiters wear long navy butchers’ aprons and crisp white shirts folded up to their elbows. Candles twinkle against large bulbous glasses on sparse tables. It feels edgy, in a conformed sort of way.

			Ben is looking over the wine list, one finger poised over his bottom lip as he thinks. She gets a feeling of deep pleasure when she watches him just being. He readjusts his glasses and strokes her hand absent-mindedly as he turns the page. As he softly touches her that warm feeling spreads within, reminding her she’s here, now, in this lovely place with her wonderful fiancé. Everything really is OK in the end. This too shall pass, they said. And it did.

			He looks over at her and touches her cheek. ‘Happy anniversary, darling. You look beautiful tonight,’ he says. Her stomach tingles. Ben is classically handsome; he’s got thick dark-brown hair and a roman nose. He wears tortoiseshell glasses that make him look smart, and he is, very. A friend once told her that nice guys don’t dress well, but Ben does. Tonight, he’s wearing a light-blue shirt that goes with his eyes. He has a dimple in the middle of his chin, which is so perfect that sometimes Kate runs her finger across it, just to check it’s real.

			‘Thank you,’ she says smiling, blushing. She still finds it hard to accept a compliment; she spent half her life convinced she was worthless, and even now she can’t quite quit all those old feelings towards herself. The remnants hang in the air like particles of dust floating around her face, impossible to catch. She often has to remind herself that she never has to go back. She is safe now; she doesn’t need to hurt herself any more. She takes a deep breath and leans forward, kissing his cheek. He kisses her back, tenderly.

			‘Soon we’ll have a new anniversary to celebrate,’ she murmurs into his ear.

			He looks at her intently. ‘Then I can call you my wife.’

			The wedding. Six years ago, she would never have thought a man like this would want to marry her. But, one day at a time, so much has changed. Like a flower in bloom, her petals have gently spread open, and now she feels as if her transformation is almost complete. A gentle smile of contentment dances on her lips as she looks out of the window, onto the street and the steady flow of people: couples walk arm in arm, groups of friends laugh jovially in clusters, holding up the solitary figures trying to dash ahead. Everyone is participating in life, and so is she. She is no longer cowering away, afraid of everyone and everything.

			‘I’m just going to go to the bathroom,’ she says as she stands up. She wants to check her make-up. She had decided to wear red lipstick, but fears it may have smudged during the journey into town, or that an unsightly smear may have made its way onto her top teeth. She is sure the woman at the desk gave her a sympathetic look. Ben looks up and nods, and then goes back to studying the wine list.

			Her shoes make obtrusively loud clicking noises as she walks towards the back of the building where the toilets are. Glamorous faces peer up, and then quickly down when they realize there is nothing there to see. She pushes the door into the quiet sanctuary of the bathroom.

			On the far side of the dark room are five oval mirrors with brass light fittings hanging over the top of each. She walks through and moves her face under one, allowing the light to slowly cascade over her features. It is as if she is on a blacked-out stage, with only a spotlight hovering above her. She raises her hand to her lips and leans in. She stops before she touches them; there is nothing to amend. She crushes her top lip up to her nose to check her teeth, but pearly white is all that reflects back. She looks exactly how she did when she left the house. She gives herself a reassuring smile.

			Then she hears the quiet thud of the door open and close. Footsteps walk up behind her. Quickly, her eyes fall towards the basin and she turns the tap on, washing her hands with expensive-smelling soap. The other person props their bag on the surface of the sink, and rummages around, removing a pouch. Kate concentrates on her hands, and the job of ensuring all the soapsuds make their way down the plughole.

			‘Kate!’

			She looks up and over at the head suspended in the next mirror along.

			It takes her a moment to place who the person is. She definitely knows them somehow. She cocks her head to one side, pausing in the hope it will come to her quickly, to avoid any embarrassment.

			‘It’s Becky,’ the woman says.

			Kate almost gasps at the transformation. Becky’s fuzzy curls are sleek and tamed. She used to wear an overeager dab of blue eyeshadow, but in its place is a sexy slash of liner. Her brows were overplucked; now they are just the right amount of bushy and dark. She is wearing tailored trousers and a tight black halter vest that accentuates her slim figure and full breasts. Her handbag is designer and she has a Burberry trench coat over her forearm.

			‘Becky,’ Kate chokes, coughing. ‘Becky,’ she says again, more confidently. She goes to hug her, but Becky kisses her impersonally on each cheek. A waft of perfume drifts away as they part. ‘How . . . how nice to see you,’ Kate breathes.

			‘It must have been over ten years,’ Becky replies. The statement hangs in the air, like washing on the line on a windless day.

			‘I thought you lived in America?’ Kate fiddles with her necklace, trying to smile politely.

			‘I moved back a few weeks ago. Are you a member here?’

			‘No, but my fiancé is.’ Kate smiles.

			‘Fiancé?’ Becky’s eyebrows rise. ‘Congratulations,’ she says flatly. Kate isn’t sure that Becky sounds happy for her.

			‘What are you doing here?’ Kate asks, wondering why her tone sounds accusatory.

			‘I was just meeting an old colleague for a drink, bending his ear about a job. I’m on the hunt for something new.’ Becky turns back towards the mirror and sighs. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, was that there the whole time?’ she mutters before curtly wiping the side of her lip, where her make-up has smudged ever so slightly. She takes out a tube from the pouch and reapplies her lipstick.

			‘Beck, I can’t believe . . .’ Kate starts.

			Becky turns to face her. ‘How much I’ve changed? Well, living in New York will do that to someone. It slowly chips away at you and before you know it you’ve conformed.’

			‘Ben, my fiancé, he’s from New York.’ Kate nods her head towards the door, towards where Ben is sitting at their table.

			‘Really?’ Becky zips up her make-up bag and puts it back.

			‘Yes.’ There is a pause Kate wants to fill. ‘Do you want to meet him?’ she finds herself asking.

			Becky watches her as she thinks; she blots her lips together once more before she answers. ‘Yes. I’d like that.’ Kate wishes she could take it back; she should have just said it was nice to bump into each other and walked away. Now she has invited something into her evening she hasn’t prepared for.

			Her heart quickens as they walk back into the busy atmosphere, thudding louder and louder the closer they get. She sees his face smile from across the room as he registers her return, and then a slightly confused look unfurls across it as he sees the woman following her.

			They stop in front of him. ‘This is Ben,’ Kate says. He jumps up straight away and shakes Becky’s hand. He is looking at Becky, intrigued.

			‘This is Becky . . . we . . . she . . .’

			Becky interjects, ‘We used to be best friends.’

			Kate’s lips part in surprise at the admission. She watches Becky, still shaking his hand, as if she has forgotten to let go.

			Ben smiles, welcoming her. ‘You must join us for a drink.’ He breaks his hand away and ushers over a waiter.

			Becky nods and accepts the extra chair produced for her. Kate still remembers the last time she saw Becky. They were about eighteen. Kate was hungover, as usual. She was trying to piece together the night before. Her hair was muddled, her mascara was halfway down her face, as if someone had wiped soot under each eye. She was shaking, too afraid of what she might have done to ask an angry Becky what happened. They hadn’t spoken since.

			‘Kate said you’re from New York. Whereabouts did you grow up?’ Becky asks Ben.

			‘I was born in Manhattan; my family have a brownstone on the Upper West Side.’

			‘Slightly more glamorous than Camden Town,’ Becky says with a knowing smile.

			Kate watches her old friend so confidently converse with a practical stranger. It used to take Becky some time to warm up around people she didn’t know; she’d always let Kate take the lead. The waiter approaches again, a pad and pen in hand.

			‘Would you like to start with a drink?’ the waiter asks.

			Ever the gentleman, Ben hands the wine list to Becky. ‘The Shiraz looks nice,’ he says. ‘I’ve had the Pinot before and found it a bit heavy.’ Kate watches Becky study the options. They used to like Blossom Hill or anything two-for-five-pounds. They would never have come to a place like this – why eat when you could drink?

			Ben turns to Kate. ‘Kate, what would you like? They have a few mocktails here in the back,’ he says. Kate can’t help feeling excluded, like a patronized child allowed on the grown-up table as a treat.

			‘I’m fine with sparkling water,’ she says. She can feel Becky watching her, confused.

			A few minutes later the waiter returns and pours Ben an inch to try. Kate can imagine the taste in her mouth, the initial sting and the caustic tang, like poison. She takes a sip of her water.

			‘I love your ring,’ Becky says, catching Kate’s hand between her fingers and staring at the large set diamond. ‘Congratulations,’ she says to them both.

			Kate watches Becky study Ben’s face and wonders what she is thinking. Is she impressed? He is more than Kate ever wanted, more than anything they could have dreamt up back when they wrote lists of their perfect man and burnt them over the sink.

			‘When is the wedding?’ Becky asks.

			‘It’s next month. We’re just having a registry office do,’ says Kate, her cheeks tinged red. ‘We didn’t want a fuss, and Ben didn’t want everyone feeling like they had to travel from the States . . . It’s going to be intimate.’

			Becky nods thoughtfully. Kate always wanted a big showstopper of a wedding; they used to discuss it for hours. She used to love the idea of the drama of an event like that. But now she just wants something simple. She wants it to be about them, not about fuss or stress or other people. She loves Ben. She wants the marriage, not the wedding.

			‘Then over the summer we’ll go stay with my folks on Long Island. My mom’s threatening to throw us a party while we’re out there,’ Ben says.

			‘You’ll never come back,’ Becky says with a knowing smile.

			‘I can’t see that happening!’ he laughs.

			Kate shrugs. ‘Ben is a complete anglophile, and besides, I’d never leave the kids.’ Becky looks at her quizzically. ‘I’m a teacher,’ she explains.

			‘It’s like she doesn’t think every inner-city school is begging for talented teachers,’ Ben says.

			‘What do you do?’ asks Kate.

			‘I was working for a big pharmaceutical company. I’m looking for something new now I’m back,’ Becky says. ‘Staying at my parents is beyond demoralizing.’

			‘Oh God! How are you coping?’ asks Kate. Memories of Becky’s parental home swim at her like hungry ducklings: dancing drunk in the living room, tidying up after another house party that got out of hand, lying half naked in Becky’s bed talking about boys they fancied who didn’t fancy them back. It feels like Kate’s adolescence is stored inside that house.

			‘Fine, you know. I’m just too old for their bullshit.’

			Becky’s father is what you would call eccentric. Kate was there almost every day after school and every weekend, and she barely saw him. Becky’s mother, Susanna, is another story. Part of Kate aches still when she thinks of her. The way she would put Kate’s hair behind her ear for her and smile, the way they would smoke around the kitchen table together, talking long after Becky had gone to bed.

			‘How come you came back?’ Kate asks.

			Becky pauses, and straightens her cutlery as she talks. ‘My mother . . . she isn’t very well, and Alexa thought it was time I helped out. Older sisters, do they ever stop bossing you around?’ she asks with an irritated shake of the head. Kate wonders what is wrong with Susanna. Becky changes the subject before she can ask.

			‘So . . . how did you guys meet?’

			Ben coughs. ‘I was on a business trip, a meeting about a job in Glasgow . . .’

			‘He’s an engineer,’ Kate says, holding her hands a metre apart. ‘Big ships.’

			Ben pushes her jovially for interrupting. ‘Anyway, I was flying through Heathrow and had one night in London. It was a chance meeting, really. I was lost . . .’ He smiles at Kate.

			‘How romantic,’ says Becky, taking them in. Kate watches her give Ben another side glance, and she almost thinks Becky blushes.

			‘I took the job once we met; I just knew.’ He looks over at Kate and smiles again, before kissing her cheek.

			‘You’re so soppy.’ Kate shakes her head and pushes him away as if she is embarrassed. But really, she’s more than happy with the public display of affection in front of her old friend.

			‘A toast,’ says Ben. They raise their glasses, ‘to old friends and new’. The glasses chink. They make a show of looking each other in the eye very seriously before they take a sip. It is painful to look Becky in the eye. It is as if Kate is looking directly into the sun. She quickly looks away and watches their red wine slosh and takes in a drink of her water.

			‘God, this wine is heaven.’ Becky looks at Kate expectantly, and takes another sip.

			‘I don’t drink any more,’ Kate says, feeling the moment requires an explanation.

			‘Oh.’

			‘I’ve been sober six years.’ She wants Becky to know that, after all the broken promises, she finally did it.

			‘That’s amazing, Kate.’ Becky sets her glass down. ‘That really is amazing.’

			 

			Later, in the cab home, Kate puts her head on Ben’s shoulder and sighs. Seeing Becky again has exhausted her. Kate has tried hard not to think of her old friend much over the last few years. She has been focusing on the present and the future. It was one of the things she used to mull over, while she was drinking herself into oblivion: what really happened that night, why their relationship broke off like it did. Kate was incapable of being a good friend when she drank, she knows that now. Becky was completely justified in giving up on her.

			She thinks about how different Becky is now. Not just the way she looks. She used to have an exuberant energy, a self-unaware buoyancy, like the way she would smile naively at someone giving her a dirty look. She is measured now, sophisticated. Kate found her intimidating, but maybe that is because of all that is unsaid.

			‘I’ve never heard you talk about her,’ Ben muses.

			‘We lost touch; I haven’t seen her for years.’

			‘Well, I thought she was nice.’

			‘She used to be very different,’ Kate says. ‘Not like that.’

			‘Oh yeah, how so?’

			‘You’ll think I’m being a bitch.’

			‘Come on, dish the dirt.’ He tickles her. He has a glint in his eye, and she knows he’s tipsy. It doesn’t take much. He left his glass half full at the restaurant. She’s always amazed when he does that. She never left a drop.

			‘She’s had some sort of body and personality airbrush. I swear her teeth were never that straight or white,’ Kate says.

			‘Ha, Yanks don’t stand for your snaggly British teeth.’ He tickles her again.

			‘Hey! Stop it. And I don’t have snaggly teeth.’ She sits up.

			‘No, you have lovely teeth.’ He cups the side of her face and brings it towards him.

			Their lips tease each other, gently pressing against each other before going in deep. Their tongues touch and she feels a familiar surge.

			The car comes to a stop and they pull apart. She grins, her eyes shine, and her cheeks are mottled pink. Feeling happy when she hasn’t had a drop to drink is better than any high she had experienced drinking or using drugs. Because she knows it’s real. He is here, loving her, wanting to marry her. With Ben, it’s not the sort of one-sided toxic relationship of before.

			He climbs out of the car and turns, holding his hand out to help. ‘Mademoiselle,’ he says in a fake French accent.

			She takes his hand and allows him to pull her onto the kerb. ‘Why, thank you,’ she giggles. Arm in arm, the couple walk up the steps to their apartment. Kate turns as she hears a sort of bedraggled howl, like a fox in pain, or a cat. Her eyes look up and down the road, which is bathed in orderly pools of soft yellow light. A car goes past, and the noise stops.

			She turns back just as Ben opens their door, guides her through and kisses her on the mouth, pushing her against the interior wall. He uses his foot to nudge the door shut and, giggling, they go upstairs.
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			Kate is enjoying watching him get ready for work. She is lying in bed, on her side, face plumped against her pillow, half a leg out of the duvet. She doesn’t move; her eyes travel with Ben as he ferrets around trying to find everything he needs. He is looking for his only clean shirt. It’s hanging on the back of the door.

			‘Have you seen my shirt?’ he asks finally.

			‘It’s on the back of the door,’ she says.

			He looks up from tying his shoe and leaps forward, holding the hanger as he undoes the top button. He leaves the room as he pulls his arm through a sleeve. She rolls onto her back and looks up at the ceiling. There is a water stain she hasn’t seen before. She can’t work out where it’s come from. It bothers her that she spends a lot of time worrying about bad things happening, and they are never the things she should actually worry about.

			She hears him shout, ‘Bye!’ and a moment later the front door bangs. She closes her eyes and repeats the words she has said every morning for the last six years: Just for today, I will try and live through this day only . . .

			There is a sudden whirring noise from outside. Her eyes spark open. She gets out of bed and looks out of the window. There are two men with hi-vis jackets dangling precariously from the branches of the large tree across the road. It has always felt too big for their residential London street. Kate loves how much green it dashes across the view, how it reaches like children’s arms stretching as far as they can go, fingers splayed up to their very tips trying to reach the sky. She watches as a branch tumbles to the ground and sighs.

			Since last night she’s felt uncomfortable, as though her skin isn’t on right. She feels lopsided. It is the unnameable feeling she dreads, as if everything is right and she is just wrong. It has taken her by surprise. Nowadays she’s contented the majority of the time, so when something like this pops up out of nowhere, it reminds her of what used to be a constant state. Her go-to impulse is to quickly change the way she feels. Before, the monkey on her shoulder used to scramble around looking for a way to blot out the unpleasant feeling. And then she would drink. Now, she has been given the tools to deal with this sort of unease. She decides to make a call, one she hasn’t felt the need for in a while because everything has been going so well. It rings three times.

			‘Kate!’ Clare sounds relieved to hear from her. ‘I was hoping you’d call.’

			‘Hi, Clare,’ Kate says. ‘Is this a good time?’

			‘Let me just give the baby to Greg.’

			Kate hears a commotion and a few murmurs before Clare comes back to the phone. ‘What’s been going on? It’s been months.’ She sounds breathless.

			‘Sorry . . . I should have checked in. I’ve just been so busy with school and the wedding.’ Kate knows she’s making excuses.

			‘Right,’ says Clare. ‘Have you been going to meetings?’

			‘A few,’ Kate murmurs noncommittally.

			‘Well, that’s the main thing,’ Clare says kindly. Instantly, Kate feels terrible that she lied. ‘How are you?’

			‘I’m fine, I mean, there is loads going on with work and stuff. And the wedding is soon and . . . I bumped into Becky last night.’

			‘Becky . . . your old friend?’

			As her sponsor, Clare knows everything about Kate, her darkest secrets, her deepest worries, the thick gangrenous rot that swirls inside her brain at night and stops her from sleeping. That is because of Steps Four and Five, the two most feared and most transformative steps of Alcoholics Anonymous. It was only after she’d completed these that Kate really began to feel free from the chains of addiction.

			The purpose of Step Four – Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves – is to uncover all one’s secrets, everything she was feverishly hoarding away. All the things she’d ever done to anyone else, because of her ego, or vanity, or self-pity. All the things she used to use to keep herself drunk, ‘because that happened to me’, or ‘because I’m like this’. All transferred from inside to outside.

			She had dreaded Step Five, which is where she had to read the list she had created to her sponsor. But oddly, after she did it, Kate felt better. She felt as if she could let it all go, as if she’d removed the central point of a blockage and could watch the debris rush down a fast-flowing river. Not forgotten, but no longer clogging up her mind with useless worries and regrets.

			This is why Clare knows everything about her relationship with Becky.

			‘I thought she moved away?’ Clare asks.

			‘She’s back.’

			‘OK . . . and how did it go?’

			‘Ben was with me, which kept it light.’

			‘Kate, do you think she’s back in your life for a reason?’ Clare asks, leading her to the point. ‘You always said you didn’t want to do it over Skype.’

			Kate stares at the tree across the road as it is cropped further and further back. The feeling of trepidation grows, like an old chest being opened, the dust blown off and a key rattling inside a sticky lock.

			‘Maybe it’s better just to leave it,’ Kate says.

			‘Right . . . and why do you think it’s a good idea to leave this unresolved?’ The kindness in Clare’s voice has been replaced with a no-nonsense tone. ‘Out of everyone you felt you had hurt during your drinking, Becky was near the top of your list. You’ve put it off, Kate, but she’s stepped back into your path for a reason. Don’t you think?’

			Kate nods, but doesn’t say anything. She thinks of Becky and her shiny hair and glamorous outfit. ‘She’s so different now, she won’t care. She’ll think . . .’

			‘What? That you’re weak?’ Clare says, knowing Kate’s pride will be desperate not to do this.

			‘Yes . . . maybe . . . I don’t know.’ Kate walks backwards and slumps onto the edge of her bed, wiping her forehead.

			‘You shouldn’t care what Becky thinks of you. The purpose of doing your Step Nine with her is to deal with any situations from your past that could come back to bite you and possibly trigger a relapse,’ Clare says forcefully.

			‘What if she doesn’t want to hear it?’

			‘She sat down and had a drink with you last night, right? I’m sure she’ll want to hear what you have to say,’ Clare says.

			‘You’re right.’ Kate knows she is. Clare always is.

			‘I think this will be an important part of your recovery, Kate,’ Clare presses. ‘All we can do is keep our side of the street clean.’

			‘OK, I’ll arrange to meet her,’ Kate says, trying not to grit her teeth.

			‘Great! I’ve got to go. Let me know how you get on.’ Clare hangs up.

			Kate puts her hand on her chest, trying to calm the swirling anxiety. Part of her had hoped Becky would never return, so she could put this off forever. Seeing her has brought up so many memories of who Kate used to be. She can’t just live in her lovely new bubble if she meets with Becky and opens up the past again. She moves her hand off her chest and glances over at the mirror. She looks herself in the eye and swallows. She has worried about it all these years, what awful thing she did that caused Becky to break off their friendship with no explanation. Becky’s dark wounded eyes have haunted her since she saw them, that last time, over a decade ago.

			 

			Finally, Kate leaves the flat. Her bike is in the hallway downstairs. Their landlord who lives below lets her keep it there. She lifts it down the steps and onto the pavement, pulling her other arm through the strap of her backpack. She loves cycling in the city. Ben often jokes that it is her final vice – the buzz she gets from weaving through London traffic, deep house music blaring in one ear. The adrenalin is euphoric.

			Kate is covered in sweat by the time she arrives at school. She feels as if she has ridden out the anxiety a little. She takes off her helmet, gasping for air. Looking down, she checks the time on her phone: a new record, which makes her happy. She squints as she looks up at the modern red-brick building in front of her. Felix Road Academy is among the largest and toughest schools in Hackney, one of London’s most deprived areas. She completed her teacher training here. It was one of the hardest years of her life, almost breaking her. Three years in, and finally Kate feels on top of her lesson plans and more confident in her abilities. The kids don’t mess with her like they used to when she was shiny and new. They could smell her inexperience back then. Kate hasn’t cried in the toilets all term, which she feels is massive progress.

			‘Nice wheels, Miss.’ Kai saunters past, a fourteen-year-old with a Nike man-bag around his neck, clutching an elaborate metallic vape cigarette. He blows out a plume of smoke as he walks towards the main entrance.

			‘Er . . . not in school, Kai!’ she calls after him.

			‘Technically, I’m not inside yet,’ he says, mischievously taking another drag and blowing the smoke behind him before making his way inside.

			Kate shakes her head, smiling at his audacity as she locks up her bike. Every morning she feels proud that she has made it here. When she got sober, she made a promise to herself that she was finally going to finish something and get a proper career. She’d always wanted to teach, and for those first few years of sobriety Kate barely had a life. All she did was focus on getting her degree and attending AA meetings. But it has paid off, laying the foundations for everything she has now.

			She is grateful that she scraped through her GCSEs and A levels back when she was a teenager, before her disease really took hold. It meant that once she got sober, there wasn’t so far to climb to get to where she wanted to be. If she hadn’t passed her exams back then, would it have been too daunting to start again? Where would her addiction have taken her? To heavy drugs? To prostitution? Over six years she has sat in hundreds of AA meetings listening to thousands of people’s stories, and she is well aware of how dark that road can get. She feels blessed to have got her life back in her twenties, before her illness had the chance to take too much away, and when she still had so much of her life to live.

			She follows Kai through the main door. Inside is a porch area that the receptionist has to buzz her through. Maureen, who mans the front desk, can be incredibly fierce if necessary.

			‘Kate!’ Maureen calls from inside her glass case. Kate turns, suddenly worried she’s done something wrong. ‘Not long to go now,’ Maureen smiles.

			Kate’s shoulders relax and she nods. ‘Thank God!’ she replies. There are only a few weeks until the GCSE exams start and then it will nearly be the summer holidays. The countdown is on. The door is electronically released, and Kate pushes through to the main corridor. She takes off her backpack and cranks her neck to the side. It clicks. She showers in the staff changing rooms, feeling refreshed and energized when she steps out of the hot mist and onto the cold tiles. She applies her simple daytime make-up, and dresses. Six years ago the thought that she would ever start her day with exercise would have been laughable. But, back then, brushing her teeth without gagging would have been an accomplishment.

			First period she has her favourite, but most challenging, class: her bottom set, Year 11. The class has been incredibly important to her this year. Kate has to work hard to build energy and excitement for their work. There is one girl in particular, Lily, who is far too talented to be there. She joined the school two years ago, having been expelled from the more desirable state school up the road. Kate has made it her mission to get her through with a good grade. She has become too emotionally involved, but she’s seeing results and that’s all Kate cares about. She desperately wants them all to do well, but it’s a tough gig. Most of them have been predicted Fails; it will be an achievement for any of them to get a GCSE pass grade. Malcolm, the head teacher, wasn’t sure she was ready for such an undertaking, but Kate pushed for the class and he decided to give her a chance. She wants to prove herself to him, and she wants Lily to get the grade she deserves. She also wants to be there to give Lily the extra support that she so desperately needs; the girl could easily slip under the radar with a less committed and more jaded teacher. Kate unlocks the classroom and switches the lights on. She moves the desks so they are facing each other in a circle and places a worksheet on each surface. Best friends Lizzie and Emma are the first to arrive; their ties are bunched at the top with a fat knot and their skirts are pulled up high. Their hair is matching in style, tight buns that pull up their ears. They are talking at each other briskly as they look down at their phones.

			‘Yeah, and then she said that she hadn’t slept with him, but she definitely did, fucking slut,’ says Lizzie to Emma.

			‘Morning, girls,’ Kate says. ‘Take a seat, please.’

			‘Hi, Miss,’ they say sweetly, in unison.

			Over the next five minutes the rest of the class file in and take their seats. Kate allows them to chat for a while. She finds that if she lets them get it out of their system, they are not bursting to distract each other throughout the class. The chatter comes to an abrupt halt when Lily walks in. She has striking pale, clear eyes, plump lips, and a thousand tiny freckles dashed across the top of her nose. She wears her long dark hair down. It reaches the small of her back. Kate wonders if she has ever had it cut. She is petite and doll-like but has a huge presence. Everyone stares as she pulls out a chair, sits down and takes out a pen which she places between her teeth.

			‘Hi, Miss.’ She props up her chin with her elbow on the desk. She looks tired and wary and completely unaware of the effect she’s had on the room. That is the thing with Lily, she can be loud and mouthy, or quiet and timid, depending on what she got up to the night before. ‘Hi, Lily,’ Kate says, smiling. ‘Right, I think that’s everyone.’ She opens her book to the poem they are studying for the English exam: ‘Human Interest’ by Carol Ann Duffy. ‘Can you all look at the sheet of paper on your desks. We’re going to look again at the poem we discussed last time. Who can remember what a volta is, and which part of the poem is an example of one?’

			She looks out at their blank faces encouragingly. Finally, Emma slowly raises her arm.

			‘Is it the last bit, Miss?’ she says quietly, as if it’s painful to try.

			‘Yes! Very good, Emma, do you know why?’ Emma’s cheeks run red. Kate doesn’t want to embarrass her. She turns to the rest of the class. ‘Anyone else?’

			‘It’s the sudden change in the emotion, Miss.’ It is Lily. ‘He goes from being nasty about his girlfriend to being sad that he killed her.’ She’s looking out of the window as she talks, not wanting to fully commit to the answer, in case it’s wrong. Then she can pretend she didn’t really care anyway.

			‘Yes! Spot on, well done, Lily,’ Kate says, proud.

			Lily doesn’t acknowledge the praise, but the corners of her mouth turn upwards ever so slightly.

			‘So, I’ve set you a few questions to do during the class, they are on the printout in front of you . . .’

			Audible moans.

			‘You should be able to complete these by the end of the lesson. I’m here to help.’ They spend the rest of the class getting on with the work. Kate is so focused on them she doesn’t think of herself the whole time – another reason she loves teaching; helping others quietens her busy mind.

			At the end of the session Lizzie raises her arm. ‘Can we see a picture, Miss?’

			‘Of what?’ Kate asks, confused.

			‘The dress! You said you had to go and get measured on the weekend.’

			‘Oh, the fitting!’ She smiles, pleased that Lizzie remembered. ‘I think it might be bad luck to show it to anyone.’

			‘But we won’t even be there, Miss! Come on . . .’ All the girls have a pleading look in their eye.

			‘Yeah, go on, Miss,’ says Lily, who rarely pushes for anything.

			‘OK, it’s really simple, though.’ Kate gets out her phone. The girls gather round and look at her screen. ‘Aw, Miss, it’s lovely,’ says Lizzie. ‘Very classy.’

			‘I’m going to have a full-on princess dress when I get married,’ says Emma. ‘It is pretty, though, Miss.’

			‘Yeah, it’s nice, but I want a few more sparkles in mine,’ says Lizzie, twirling around as she imagines a wedding dress of her own.

			‘You’ll look beautiful, Miss,’ says Lily sorrowfully, as if she has something else on her mind entirely.

			‘Thanks, Lily.’ Kate wants to reach over and hug her, to tell her everything is going to be OK. But she can’t promise that.

			The bell rings and the class starts to disperse. ‘We don’t have many classes left before the exam so make sure you do the work I’ve set,’ she calls over their chatter. ‘Lily, can I have a quick word?’ The teenager nods and walks over. She stops before she gets too close. Kate takes another step forward. She can smell it instantly. Lily’s tried to cover it up with cheap perfume, but it doesn’t mask last night’s booze. Kate wonders if anyone else would notice. It takes one to know one, as they say. Kate hands Lily her workbook open at the last page. In big, scrawling capital letters Lily has written, THIS IS A FUCKING WASTE OF TIME. Kate can see she has attempted the first few questions; her handwriting started calmly and relatively neatly, but as she goes on it becomes ratty. Lily looks shamefaced for only a moment, then she backs away a few steps, her shoulders rise and her eyes narrow, a cat backed into a corner.

			‘It is a fucking waste of time, Miss,’ she starts. ‘There is no point . . .’

			‘Lily, you are one of the most talented students in this class,’ Kate says firmly. The girl stops; her large eyes look up, unsure how to take the compliment. ‘You’re on course to pass, or do even better if you really focus these last few weeks.’

			The girl looks down at her shoes. ‘I should sack it off,’ she mumbles miserably.

			Kate pauses, and then with a soft, encouraging voice says, ‘It’s just a few more weeks, Lily. Once you’ve got that grade it’s forever.’ She perches on the desk and puts her hand on Lily’s shoulder, trying to encourage eye contact. ‘Come on, you’ve worked so hard for this. You’re nearly there.’

			The girl looks up at her. Dark circles under her eyes shine. ‘OK, Miss, I’ll try.’ Her chin is wobbling.

			For a moment Kate thinks Lily is going to cry. ‘If there is anything you want to talk about, Lily, you can talk to me,’ Kate says softly.

			Lily sniffs and takes her book. ‘I’m fine.’ She hurries out of the room.

			 

			Kate wishes she could do more. She always wishes she could do more. She can almost taste the raw emotions. She can see in Lily so much of herself when she was that age, always hungover or stoned. Always chewing gum furiously, spritzing herself with that cheap body spray they used to steal from Boots, and squirting eye drops before lessons. Kate knows all the tricks.

			The school is aware that Lily is having issues and has laid on counsellors and extra support, but Kate doubts that the girl turns up for any of it. She desperately wants to wade in, but it isn’t her place to get overly involved with a student’s emotional well-being. Supporting Lily through these last few weeks of school is something productive she can do to help. On days like today Kate isn’t sure she’s getting through to the girl at all. But then, teenage Kate would have ignored advice too. If she alone could feel her pain, how could anyone else know how to fix it? Kate slouches in the wheelie chair, manoeuvring in circles with the tips of her toes. As she pushes against the floor, she looks up at the ceiling, revolving above her head. Lily is so close, just a few more weeks.

			She halts the movement with a sudden toe on the floor and bends down to undo the side zip on her bag. Inside is a cold metal coin; on one side a triangle with the words To Thine Own Self Be True along the edge, and the number six in Roman numerals, dead centre. She turns it in her fingers. On the other side is the Alcoholics Anonymous serenity prayer. She looks over the words . . . accept the things I cannot change . . .

			She holds the coin between her hot palms. It is the sobriety chip she got the day of her sixth sober birthday. She takes it everywhere with her. She closes her eyes and allows the chair to spin her further around. About six years of living in reality. About 2,190 days of waking up and thinking, just for today I won’t drink, and miraculously getting into bed that night without having taken a sip. She should feel proud. She sighs and thinks back to her conversation with Clare that morning. One of the AA steps, Step Nine, involves making amends by apologizing to anyone you may have hurt during your drinking. She picks up her phone and looks at Becky’s name in her address book.

			Maybe she could just leave it, lie to Clare and say it went well. But what would be the point? The only person she would hurt is herself. She has always known she’d have to do Step Nine with Becky. The weight of guilt about their relationship is heavy. It’s not as if their friendship was in a good state before that last night in the pub. As Kate’s disease became more ingrained, their friendship became more and more fractured. Back then, she never once thought how Becky felt, holding Kate’s hair while she puked in a toilet, or leaving a party early to help her get home, or when Kate kissed the boy that Becky fancied, just so she could feel some sort of personal validation. During those teenage years, it was Becky that bore the brunt of Kate’s selfishness.

			She shudders; no wonder Becky couldn’t wait to dash off to university to start a new life, away from her. Kate took Becky for granted; she had no idea how much she relied on her friend until after Becky left, and Kate went to pieces. Sometimes she placates herself by thinking that nothing specific happened that last night, and Becky had just outgrown their chaotic friendship. But deep down, Kate just knows she must have done something truly awful. She presses on Becky’s number and listens to the phone ring. It rings and rings until Becky’s voice chimes in with a recorded voicemail message. Kate hangs up, relieved. Just as she puts the phone down, it starts buzzing on the spot like an amputated bee. Becky’s name flashes.

			‘Kate?’ Becky says, sounding thrown.

			‘Hi . . . I wasn’t sure if this was still your number.’ Kate pauses. ‘It was lovely to see you last night.’

			‘Yes . . . you too.’

			‘I was wondering, would you like to meet up this evening? There is something I’d like to talk to you about.’ She coughs nervously.

			‘Tonight? Is it important?’

			‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ Kate says.

			A pause. ‘OK. Let’s meet at the Vulture.’

			Kate makes an inaudible gasp and starts to protest. The Vulture is the last place they saw each other. She blinks. Could she really do her Step Nine with Becky in the very place they fell out? She knows what Clare will say: why put yourself in unnecessary danger? And: why not create new memories in new places that aren’t riddled with ones you’d rather forget? But she wants to go along with the suggestion – maybe there is a reason they are meant to end up back there.

			She also wants to prove to Becky that she isn’t weak. She doesn’t have limitations. Enough time has passed. It won’t trigger anything.

			‘Sure,’ Kate says. ‘I can be there for seven.’

			She looks down at her outfit and feels frumpy in her old cream blouse and black work slacks. Before, Kate had always been the pretty one, the one who gained the most attention, mainly because everything about her begged for it. As a teenager she’d saunter around with her navel out, her pert breasts always on show. She’d be the one making the most noise, laughing the loudest, wearing the most make-up. She was screaming out to be noticed, as if that would be proof that she really did exist. A teacher once called her gregarious. It stuck with Kate because she had to look it up. When she saw the meaning, a person fond of company, sociable, it just reinforced her view that no one understood her at all.

			Kate looks up at the ticking clock; she will just have time to cycle home and change before meeting Becky later. It feels strange that she needs to impress her old friend at all. Becky is the last person she ever cared about impressing before. She calls Ben to let him know her plans but can tell he’s in a rush.

			‘Just going into a meeting,’ he says.

			‘I’m going to meet Becky for a drink tonight, is that OK? I know you said you were going to cook,’ she says.

			‘Oh, you want to talk about me, don’t you?’ he jokes.

			She can picture the mischievous look on his face; his pupils will be shining, the deep creases either side of his mouth will have appeared. ‘Yes, and everything else we couldn’t talk about with you there.’

			‘Of course it’s OK, have fun,’ he says. ‘I’ll order in and watch that Vietnam documentary you keep saying you’ll watch with me.’

			‘Sounds wonderful.’ She puts the phone down and bites her thumbnail. She reminds herself what she has learnt since getting sober: the things that frighten her the most often offer the biggest reward. Someone in a meeting once said that you can’t die from a feeling. That was a revelation. Courage swims ahead, beating the fear she feels to the fifty-metre line. She’s going to do it, then. She’s going to make amends to Becky. Kate has spent over ten years worrying about what happened that night in the pub, and by tonight she’ll know the truth. She must trust that everything will be OK, whatever happens, whatever she has to say.

			Kate used to run away from pain, terrified, thinking she might get trapped inside it forever. Until she allowed herself to stop, to feel feelings, to sit with them; sometimes it lasts a few hours, or days, or weeks. But it always ends, and she always feels stronger and more able to deal with that feeling the next time. It is such a basic life skill that simply passed her by. She’s heard people share in AA meetings that they feel as if they missed a vital lesson at school, or that there is a rule book that got handed out while they were in the loo or something. She can relate to that, there have been so many light-bulb moments over the last six years.

			Maybe, once it is over, the lingering feeling that follows her around whispering in her ear that something isn’t right, will go away. Maybe she’ll get the closure she craves. Maybe, just maybe, Becky doesn’t hate her after all.

		

	
		
			3

			Kate looks in the mirror, sighs, and starts to undo her dress. It is short and made of navy-blue chiffon, one of the more expensive items in her wardrobe. She throws it on the bed. To wear it would look like she is making too much effort. She walks back over to the wardrobe, her fingers sliding her pendant on its chain as she thinks. She is nervous, on edge, her mind revolving, rehearsing what she will say tonight. Her lips move silently as she practises lines, before discarding them with disdain. She is so engrossed in her projections of the evening ahead that she almost jumps when she hears the flat door slam.



OEBPS/font/SwiftNeueLTPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftLTStd-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftNeueLTPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/CLOSURE_FINAL_title1.png
EMILY FREUD

CLOSURE





OEBPS/image/CLOSURE_FINAL_title.png
CLOSURE





OEBPS/image/Quercus_logo.png
Quercus





OEBPS/image/9781529407518_FC.jpg
% ».\,
N

Ql
/‘i

\

What if
the truth

means
| losing
| everything...

CLOSURE





OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftLTStd-Italic.otf


